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Introduction 

 
How We Made Something Out of Nothing 

 

Life Stories and Lessons From Our Generation to Yours 
 
If you could join us during our Family History/Personal Recollection class you’d 
frequently hear enthusiastic comments such as:  

“Children would really love to hear how you made toys from scraps and 
had so much fun.”   
“You showed how you made money during the Depression—this could 
really give today’s teens some good ideas.”   
“This story really makes living through World War II come alive—it’s a 
personal story young people can relate to.”   
“You really made us feel the horrors of living in a country without 
freedom—and how much people have sacrificed for it.”   
“I don’t think many young people realize how far women and minorities 
have come and just how bad it was.”   
“We didn’t have modern conveniences, but we made things work anyway.”   
“There were a lot of hardships and we were very poor, but we had each 
other and really enjoyed the little things.”   

 
And then someone always says, “I wish we could get these stories to young people 
so they could benefit from them.” 
 
And so we’ve collected some of these stories into a format which we hope teachers 
and students can use to make history come alive through the eyes of people who 
lived and learned from it.   
 
Some of the writers included possible discussion questions as well.  You will find 
many elements to discuss.  We also hope these heartfelt, personal stories will also 
spark interest in further historical research about these times and places. 
 
The members of the Family History/Personal Recollections are LAUSD students 
themselves, actively engaged in ongoing learning through the Division of Adult 
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and Career Education’s Programs for Older Adults in order to maintain their 
active, independent lifestyle and continue contributing to society.   

In the class, they learn and develop skills in writing clear and dramatic stories, 
reading stories out loud so that others can understand, listening to each other 
carefully, and giving constructive feedback.  These improvements are also 
appreciated as important communication skills that enhance their interaction with 
the larger community.  Many students are involved with mentoring, tutoring, 
grandparenting, caregiving, volunteering for numerous charitable, civic, 
educational and religious organizations as well as supplementing their income with 
part time employment.  Students are also deeply motivated to record their personal 
and family history as a precious legacy for present and future generations.  They 
understand that not only will their families benefit by learning their roots, these 
unique, personalized accounts will become part of the historical record of 
important events of our world. 

We plan continued opportunities for intergenerational learning.  We are currently 
partnering with the ONEGeneration Senior Enrichment Center, the Simon 
Wiesenthal Center and Museum of Tolerance Library and Archives, and the 
Griffith Park Adult Community Center to set up visits with local schools to read 
and discuss our stories with younger students.  Our partnership with the Simon 
Wiesenthal Center and Museum of Tolerance Library and Archives has also given 
us the opportunity to meet with middle school students to support them in their 
preparations for the annual History Day Contest (sponsored by the Constitutional 
Rights Foundation).  A number of our students also participated in the READ 
ACROSS AMERICA  DAY, by reading to elementary school students.  We hope 
to create online version for wider distribution of these stories. 

These intergenerational learning opportunities are invaluable to all of us!  We hope 
you enjoy and learn from the richness of our life experiences and that these stories 
encourage you to write your own life stories and family history.   

Copyright © 2010 
All Rights Reserved by the individual authors 
Material may be reproduced for educational purposes. 
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Jackie Branch 
EL CAMINO-RESEDA CAS 

 
 
 

Children of a Different Time 
Hollywood 

 
 

Recently a television reporter was airing a story 
of the plight of the children of the “Great Recession.”  
Although somewhat different, it reminded me of the 
struggles of the children of the Depression.  The 

following story is what I experienced during that era. 
 
I grew up in Hollywood and in my neighborhood in the 1930s most of the children 

worked in the movies.  These were difficult times and these working children were the only 
income for the family.  At the time I had no idea what a depression was. My father had a job and 
we had no struggles although I did not know we had a different lifestyle than other families.  We 
were all just children of the neighborhood, or so I thought.  However, the movie kids were not 
allowed to play with us and I did not know why. 

One little girl named Carol always sat on her porch and watched my sister and me skate 
up and down the street.  She looked like a perfect little doll with her Shirley Temple curls and 
neatly starched dress.  One day I decided to ask her to play with us. 

"Do you want to play with us?" 
"Oh, I want to but I am not allowed to skate or play running games." 
"Why not, it's fun?" I asked, wondering if there was something wrong with my sister and 

me.  I knew we looked a mess with our scraped up knees and dirty faces.  Was that why? 
"My mother said I might fall and break my arm or scratch up my body and then I would 

not get work at the movie studio." 
"Oh, I'm sorry you can't play now, but maybe some other time you might be able to play 

or skate." 
She said nothing else as her mother came to the door.  But there was no other time for 

this little girl, she just kept sitting on the porch and watching. 
One family I remember had seven children who all looked alike.  They were from 

England and had delightful accents.  They were mostly cast in movies taking place in England, 
especially war movies.  If the kids had an accent they usually would get a speaking part.  Living 
close by was a popular child actress named Peggy Ann Garner who had a lead part in A Tree 
Grows in Brooklyn.  I know she became an adult actress but died very young. 

When they were not working in a movie, the little actors and actresses attended public 
school.  I remember some of the names, like Cora Sue Collins, Marsha May Jones, and Dickie 
Moore.  Some faces I recognized from the movies but did not know their names.  Children's 
movies were very popular as the stories were of hope and a better future.  Whenever someone 
had a nickel or a dime they would go to a movie and escape the struggle that existed.  It has been 
said that Shirley Temple movies alone saved Twentieth Century Fox from going under. 
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One little English girl with a pixie face and dark short hair attended the school for a short 
time.  Her name was Sybil Jason and she was from Cape Town, South Africa. Sybil had lead 
parts in several of the movies starring Shirley Temple.  Her parts were usually cast as a poor 
little waif or as an orphan.  Her cute pixie like face and delightful English accent could easily tug 
at your heartstrings and bring tears to your eyes.  Sybil was a good little actress. 

One day I told Sybil that my dog had just had puppies. 
"Oh!" she squealed, "I love puppies but I can not have one.   I have never seen one up 

close." 
"Come home with me after school and I will let you hold one." 
"Oh, I don't think I can.  I am supposed to go right home after school." 
"Well you do live close by; it won't take long and maybe you can have one if you ask 

your parents." 
We rushed home after school and for one minute Sybil got to hold a real puppy but soon 

ran off as fast as her legs could carry her so she would not get in trouble.  I realize now that these 
movie children who made a living for their families during the Depression had no life of their 
own.  There were no jobs and families had to use their children to survive when there was 
nothing else they could do. 

Off and on during those years I have observed these children grow into teenagers and 
soon fade away.  I never saw Sybil in any more movies after her short time of fame.  I often 
wonder what happened to her and whether she ever got to have a puppy. 

Children of the Depression and their parents in other parts of the country had different 
experiences, some much more difficult, like working in the fields, going house to house asking 
for work, never just a hand out, using imagination and strength to survive their situation. 

I do remember my mother taking food to families who lived in other parts of the city as 
she told me sometimes people need a little help.  But knowing now about that time I will always 
remember the special movie kids who sacrificed their childhoods so their families could survive 
the Great Depression. 
 
 

Jackie Branch 
 
 I was born in Hollywood, December, 1927.  My father was born in Oklahoma. He worked 
at the Hollywood Citizen News. My mother was born in Wales, England and was a dress 
designer.  I married John in 1946, he was in the Navy.  John was born in Rock Island, Illinois. 
He worked as a milkman for years and then as a bus driver and supervisor for the L.A. City 
Schools until his death in 1984.  I have two daughters, one is an R.N. and one is an Accounts 
Payable Manager.  My one grandson is a Paramedic and is married and they are expecting a 
baby, my first great-grandchild.  My volunteer work included being a Girl Scout Leader and a 
P.T.A Ways and Means and Art Chairman and I wrote, typed and printed the Newsletter for the 
school.  For 28 years I worked for Litton Industries.  The last eight were with the engineers in 
the developmental department.  After I retired I traveled in the U.S. and other countries.  Now I 
volunteer in a clay class for mentally challenged young adults.  My interest has been creative 
writing but never thought of writing about my life until I began Jeanette Shelburne’s class.  I’m 
enjoying it immensely, especially listening to the different variety of stories. 
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Barbara S. Brown 
EL CAMINO-RESEDA CAS 

 
 
 
 
 

Grandpa Henry 
Arkansas 

 
Around 1937, when I was about six years old, my 

family and I moved to the older part of Earle (Arkansas).  I 
liked it because there were more people, children for us to play with, and there was traffic.  But, 
the two best of all reasons for liking the move were number one, my brother and I could visit our 
grandparents often, and number two, the new house had electricity.  Daddy bought an electric 
iron for Mother.  He also bought a refrigerator, and a Philco radio.  Mother listened to the soap 
operas during the daytime, and Daddy and I enjoyed listening to the Big Band music that was 
broadcasted every Saturday night.    

Brother and I would often walk to Grandma and Grandpa’s house all by ourselves.  They 
were Daddy’s parents and Grand (Mattie Wiley), Grandma’s mother, lived there, too.  It seemed 
like a long walk, but it was an easy walk because there was a concrete sidewalk.  Our house was 
next to a vacant lot where Daddy made a big garden every year.  It was right at the corner of our 
street and Highway 64, which ran in an east-west direction.  There was a grassy strip between the 
gravel shoulder of the highway and the sidewalk.  The houses along the highway were fairly 
close to each other, and each house had a front yard with flowers and bushes.             

My brother and I loved walking to Grandma’s on the straight concrete sidewalk.  We had 
to cross only two streets; one of them was by First Baptist Church.  It was just like the street in 
front of our house, a gravel road with little traffic.  The other street was Highway 64; it was 
dangerous, because the traffic moved very fast.  Grandma and Grandpa called it “the black top.”  
We knew that we had to wait until it was clear before we ran across.  If there were an adult 
nearby they would help us across. 
  The adults who we often saw would be sitting on their porches or working in their yards, 
and all of them knew us.  They also knew where we were going, because in Earle the people 
always spoke to each other.  Next, they would “get in your business” by saying, “Well, where 
you go’n, or where you been?”   We would always be polite with our answers, because Mother 
said that children should have good manners. 
  We had two dogs, a big silly German shepherd named Billy, and a very small terrier mix 
named Tincee.  Daddy said that the reason why Billy was so silly was that he was still a puppy.  
One time we tied our coaster wagon to Billy’s collar with my jump rope; we thought that he 
would pull the wagon with Tincee in it.  Before we could get started, Billy spotted a cat across 
the street from our house, and he took off after the cat.  Tincee jumped out just as the wagon 
flipped over, but Billy continued running after the cat.  The cat ran through a space between the 
gatepost and the fence of Mrs. Holwell’s garden.  Billy leaped over the fence, but the wagon got 
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hung up on the other side of it.  Mother had to help get Billy untangled.  Tincee, unlike Billy, 
loved to be pampered, and she would let us carry her in our arms like a baby.   Sometimes we 
would put her in our little red coaster wagon and take her with us when we walked to Grandma’s 
house.  When it was time for us to go home Tincee would jump into the wagon and sit as if she 
were a little queen, while Brother and I took turns pulling the wagon.  Grandma would walk to 
the black top to help us get across, and we would go back home.   

Grandma, Grandpa, and Grand lived in a tin covered house on the property of Dickie’s 
Cotton Gin.  All four of the buildings around the gin were covered with corrugated sheet metal to 
prevent the spread of fire.  To us, it looked like tin, and when we hit it with a rock, it sounded 
like tin.  Grandma planted many different kinds of plants around the house to make it look 
beautiful, and she especially liked roses.  So, whenever she was not busy with a customer as a 
hairdresser, she would work in her garden.  Grandpa worked at the gin, and during the cotton 
picking (harvest) season he was responsible for making sure that everything ran smoothly.  He 
kept the wagons, trucks, and tractor pulled trailers lined up in the order that they would enter the 
two lanes beneath the big vacuums.  These were big metal pipes that were guided by two men 
around the inside of the load of soft white cotton, and sucked it up until the truck was empty. 

The gin was a very noisy place especially at night when everything else was quiet.  The 
building had several windows up near the high roof, and the insides were very wide, tall, and 
open; it was filled with big noisy machines.  The cotton was sucked up into the building at one 
end, processed in such a way that the seeds were separated from the white cotton fibers.  These 
were then cleaned, dried, and pressed into 500 pound bales that were rectangular in shape.  The 
bales were wrapped in burlap and fastened with metal bands.  They were then loaded on long 
flatbed trucks, and hauled away to other towns to be woven into cloth. 

The cotton seeds were blown through pipes into a hole in the roof of the seed house.  It 
was a separate building, and Dickie’s gin had two seed houses.  Whenever Brother and I visited 
Grandma and Grandpa during the ginning season we would play in the smaller seed house.  It 
was located behind the gin, right next door to the house where our grandparents lived.  The 
cottonseeds would fall like rain to the floor; eventually forming a pile that reached towards the 
ceiling.  We loved to climb to the top of the pile, and jump into space with our arms spread out.  
We would fall into the soft warm seeds below.  We would immediately climb back up to the top 
and jump, again and again.  Grandma would poke her head through the door from time to time to 
check on us.  Finally, she would tell us to come out of the seed house.  We would get ready to go 
home; tired, but happy with plans to come back the next day.  Sometimes the seed house would 
be empty, because the seeds had been hauled away to a processing plant somewhere.  On those 
occasions our visits to Grandma’s house would be very short. 

The gin would run until the last load of cotton was sucked out of the wagons and trucks.  
Then finally the noise would stop as the big machines were turned off for the night.  That’s when 
Grandpa would go into his house and go to bed.  The next day the wagons, trucks, and trailers 
full of cotton would start to roll along the blacktop, and turn into the gravel roads around 
Dickey’s Gin.  Grandpa would greet them and mark a big number on the side of the load so that 
everyone knew where their place was in the line.  Then the noise from the big machines would 
start again.   

There were times when the gin’s machines ran all night, and even through weekends.  
Grandpa would only go into the house to eat, or to catch a few winks.  Then he went back to the 
gin.  I guess that he felt that no one could do the job as well as he could do it, so he was always 
there, even on Sundays.  When that happened, he didn’t go to church.   
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Finally, the cotton fields were plucked bare by the hands of hundreds of men, women, 
and children.  They had worked the many long hot days of summer to harvest the fruit of the 
cotton plant.  After the last empty wagon, truck, or trailer slowly pulled away from beneath the 
big vacuums they were turned off, and gradually the other big noisy machines became quiet.  It 
was the end of another season.  Now Grandpa would have more time at home.  However, we 
didn’t get to spend much more time with him because school had started, and besides that, the 
seed house was empty now. 

We eventually moved away from Earle to Gary, Indiana during the summer of 1941.  
Grandma, Grandpa, and Grand continued to live in the tin house on the gin property for a few 
more years.  Then one day, during the peak of the ginning season, Grandpa collapsed while 
marking the wagons.  He had suffered a massive stroke.  He died without regaining 
consciousness.  Grandpa was 69 years old.     
 
 
 

Barbara S. Brown 
 
 I was born in Earle, Arkansas in 1931.  I lived there until I was 10 years old.  Then 
moved, with my family, during the summer of 1941 to Gary, Indiana.  During that summer and 
early fall we moved two more times in Gary.  Finally, on November 11th, Veterans’ Day, we 
moved to Chicago, Illinois.  I lived in Chicago for 62 years, until 2003, when I moved to 
California; where I will probably spend the rest of my life.  I participated in a Caregiver Support 
Group at an Adult Day Care program at ONEGeneration from 2003—2007.  I have also 
volunteered as a mentor for the Teen-Parent group and also mentored the Teen Foster Children 
at ONEGeneration.  In 2004 I volunteered at Lemay Street Elementary School as an assistant to 
the teacher in the Kindergarten and the 4th grade. 
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Anne Schubert 
EL CAMINO-RESEDA CAS 

 
 

When I Get My Balance 
Los Angeles 

 
“Hey, Papa, look – my knees hit the handle bars,” I say as 

I ride around him on my tricycle. 
He has lifted the handle bars up as far as they can go. 
“I need a two-wheel bike now.” 
My dad looks at my bike and at me, “We can’t afford a 

two-wheel bike for you right now.  We’ve told you about the 
depression our country is in, and I haven’t had a steady job for 
the last few years.  President Roosevelt is trying to improve the 
economy, but until then, you’ll have to wait until you’re old 

enough to handle a standard size bicycle.” 
My mom comes out the back door. 
She asks, “Why don’t you put on your roller skates and skate up and down the 

driveway?” 
We have the best driveway in the neighborhood.  Two strips of cement with gravel in 

between.  You can skate all the way down the long driveway, walk across the gravel, and then 
skate all the way back up to the garage.  We have a big lawn, a green hedge that goes all around 
our property, and three great big walnut trees to climb. 

My dad looks at the tricycle.  “You know, I think I can make a two-wheel bike out of 
this.” 

“You can?” I ask.  It makes me happy to think I might have a two-wheeler after all. 
“Come on.”  I follow him into the garage.  He takes my trike apart.  It’s all in pieces. 
“Papa, you broke my…” 
“No, no, don’t you worry – I’ll take it into the shop and weld a few parts together.  I’ll 

need a metal pipe.  I have to figure out how to attach the seat.  Just be patient – it will take a few 
days before it’s ready, ok?” 

“Yes, OK!” 
I can hardly wait to get my new two-wheel bike.  I put on my roller skates.  Down the 

driveway I go. 
* * * * * 

Every day I wait for my dad to come home from work. 
“In another couple of days,” he says. 
I wait. 
I wait and wait. 
Tonight he calls out, “Here it is – all ready for you.” 
He takes the bike out of the car.  I am so excited to have a two-wheel bike!  He holds it 

for me.  I look at it.  The bike sure is different! 
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“I took the tricycle’s front wheel with the pedals and handle bar attached and welded a 
metal pipe under the handle bar,” he points out. 

“See how the pipe curves down in back.  Then I attached one of the trike’s small wheels 
for the back wheel of the bike.  The seat is welded on too.” 

He smiles – he’s happy.  I like my new bike.  I try to ride it, but I can’t. 
“You’ll have to practice up and down the driveway until you get your balance – keep 

trying,” my dad calls out. 
“Be careful,” warns my mom as she comes out the back door.  “Don’t fall and hurt 

yourself.” 
“Mom, this bike’s so low to the ground – look, I can just put out my feet to stop a fall.  

“Don’t worry.” 
“Hey, Erwin,” she calls out to my dad.  “You engineered a really swell bicycle!”  They 

laugh. 
I practice up and down the driveway.  I hear the kids in the neighborhood.  They’re in 

front of my house on the street.  There are some big kids out there – they all have their bikes.  I 
want to go out to see them and show them my new bike.  I go down the driveway into the street.  
The kids all look at me.  They don’t talk anymore. 

“What is that thing?” asks one kid.  “That’s the funniest looking bike I ever saw.” 
They laugh and point at me and my bike.  I don’t feel so good inside.  They shouldn’t 

laugh.  My dad worked so hard.  I feel tears about to come.  I think I’ll go back up my driveway.  
But before I can turn around, one of the big boys calls out to me. 

“Hey, can I ride your bike?  “If you let me, you can ride my bike.” 
“OK,” I answer. 
But his bike is so big, even if I could ride a two-wheeler, I can’t even get on it.  I hold it 

for him while he takes my bike part way down the street.  He rides back and smiles. 
“Hey, this is fun.” 
“I want a turn – can I try your bike too?” all the other kids now ask. 
One of the boys rides all the way down to the end of the street.  On the way back he does 

some sharp turns and even some tricks!  Everybody wants to ride my bike.  I can hardly wait to 
tell Mom and Dad. 

As I watch the kids, I know that soon I’ll be able to ride just like that, and maybe even do 
some tricks - when I get my balance. 

Anne Schubert 
I was born Anne Marie Michel in the Vorbeck Maternity Home, owned and operated by 

my Great Aunt Marie, in Monterey Park, California.  My parents were born in Germany.  With 
Germany in disarray after World War I, with a boyhood dream of immigrating to America, and 
with the help of relatives, my father made a life-changing decision to take his young bride to the 
United States.  They arrived in 1924.  My parents never moved from our home in South San 
Gabriel.  I graduated from Mark Keppel High School in Alhambra, and from Woodbury 
University, Los Angeles.  I married Bill Schubert in 1949. We have four children and six 
grandchildren.  Employed as a secretary until our children were born, I returned to the 
workforce in 1964 as Administrative Assistant to the president of Rantec Division, Emerson 
Electric Co., Calabasas, until retirement hi 1986.  My husband and I are golf fanatics.  We enjoy 
travel and take advantage of our children as all four live in great resort areas.  I am currently 
affiliated and actively involved with St. Luke Lutheran Church, the alumnae chapter of Zeta Tau 
Alpha Sorority, and the wonderful Jeanette Shelburne life-story writing class. 
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Harris Farber 
FRANKLIN-HOLLYWOOD CAS 

 
 

How to Play Deadbox, a Street Game  
Philadelphia 

 
In the late 1930s when I was 11 years old we lived around 

42nd and Girard in West Philadelphia.  It was a lower-middle-
class neighborhood.  The Great Depression was still with us and 
would continue up to World War II. 

We boys did not have any extravagant games that were 
produced by toy companies but we found ways to amuse 
ourselves.  We invented a number of street games and also 
invented some new twists to old games.  The girls were still 
playing with dolls, hopscotch and dress-up in their mothers’ 
clothes.  They didn’t have as many street games as the boys.  One 

of our favorites was “Deadbox.”  Here’s how to play it: 
Deadbox is a relatively easy game to understand and play. Each player (3 to 5) has a 

token, usually two nested (for weight) bottle caps. A large rectangle (around 6' X 8') is drawn on 
the asphalt street with chalk and within the rectangle are the numbers 1 through 7, drawn inside 1 
foot squares that are strategically placed. The first player to move their token sequentially from 1 
to 7 and then back to the starting point wins the game. 

However, it's not all that easy. Within the 6X8 rectangle is a smaller one called the 
Deadbox. It is drawn large enough so that in order to move from one number to the next you 
must pass through the Deadbox. Landing there means you lose your next turn. Your token must 
land entirely within a numbered box or the Deadbox to count. Landing on a line ends your turn. 

You are welcome to change the rules to suit yourself and your fellow players. 
 

Harris Farber 
 
I was born in Philadelphia in December, 1928, the ninth of ten children. After an 

uneventful youth highlighted by several years in the Boy Scouts, I graduated from the public 
schools and had a variety of jobs before service in the Army (1950-52), which allowed me to 
attend and graduate from Temple University with a B.S. in Secondary Education. I immediately 
moved to Los Angeles and became a teacher-counselor at Lincoln High for the next 31 years. In 
1971 I received a Masters degree in Counseling from Cal State University. During my adult life 
and since retirement in 1987 I have, at one time or another, taken 7 cruises; made 84 batches of 
wine; tutored children in reading; swum at the Glendale Y; taken thousands of photographs; am 
on my 4th computer; have seen dozens of plays and musicals at the Music Center and in New 
York; taken Smithsonian study tours in Florence and Santa Fe; gambled in Las Vegas, Atlantic 
City, and Monte Carlo; listen to jazz, classical, and popular songs; have driven back and forth 
across the country four times; enjoy eating Italian meals, reading, watching really good movies, 
baking sweet things and like to grow trees from seeds. I do not like to walk along the beach. 
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Barbara Davis 
FRANKLIN-HOLLYWOOD CAS 

 

An Eight-Year-Old Entrepreneur 
New York  

 
I was born in 1938 and spent my early childhood in New 

York City’s lower East Side.  Those areas are now very 
fashionable and called, “Alphabet City” and “SoHo.”  In my time 
they were slums of old brownstone apartment buildings, standing 
side by side, five stories tall, without elevators, and probably at 
least 100 years old.  Entering one of these buildings surrounded 
you with the smells of poor people’s everyday foods.  Such 
aromas as cabbage, and beets were ever present in the hallways 

and staircases, and seemed to come from the very walls of the buildings. 
The lower East Side of New York was the place almost all European immigrants settled.  

Each group had its own series of blocks to make a neighborhood or ghetto that resembled their 
homelands.  There was the Italian neighborhood, where holidays saw people dressed in beautiful 
embroidered silk and velvet costumes dancing the Tarantella in the streets, and bakeries showing 
off windows of cream filled pastries, and rum cakes.  The Polish, Russian and Hungarian 
neighborhoods also afforded windows into Eastern European culture that could not be found 
anywhere else in the country.  The residents proudly displayed the clothes, foods, smells and 
costumes of the native lands.  All the signs were in the native languages; not very many English 
translations were offered.  Also there were local newspapers that were published in the 
appropriate languages and provided not only news of the goings-on in the U.S. and New York, 
but also gave updates about the homelands.  Walking through these neighborhoods was like 
taking a European tour without the cost, discomfort or need for passports.  

My neighborhood was for the Eastern European Jews.  We were different from the other 
Eastern Europeans in that our focus was inextricably defined by Jewishness. Our foods were 
Kosher (that means prepared in Hebrew), and Halal (in Arabic).  Our signs and newspapers were 
written in Hebrew.  However the Hebrew letters formed Yiddish words.  Yiddish is a variant of 
German that was spoken by Jews all over the world.   

All these neighborhoods were colorful, interesting, and extremely poor. Very few 
children had toys of any kind, except those that were made by parents, or the children 
themselves.  Children made dolls out of wooden clothespins, and puppets out of socks.  I 
remember one year someone in a 5 block radius received a bicycle as a present.  It was a source 
of wonder and excitement.  Probably 100 kids learned how to ride a bicycle from that one being 
loaned out to the neighbors and friends in the region.  

At that time milk came in glass bottles with a small piece of wire twisted around the neck 
to keep the disposable cover in place.  I collected those wires, and hoarded them in my tiny 
dresser drawer.  Ladies carried beaded purses as a high fashion statement.  I hunted in the trash 
piles looking for discarded beaded purses.  When I found one, it was a cause of great delight.  I 
would snatch the purse from the trash; afraid someone else might get it, if I didn’t act promptly.  
At home I carefully cut the threads that held the beads to the purse form, and collected them in 
paper bags.  When I had enough different colors of beads, I strung them on the milk bottle wires, 
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and made flowers out of them.  I then attached the beaded flowers to hairpins, and safety pins, 
and sold them to the neighbors for the exorbitant amount of 3 cents each.  Actually, the business 
was pretty good, and I had a clientele who even occasionally made special requests. Of course I 
had to wait until I could find the right colored purse to fill those requests.  I enjoyed making the 
flowers, and decided to expand my inventory.   

My Uncle Sam was a butcher who sold meat and chickens.  The chickens arrived at his 
shop with colored plastic rings around their legs.  The colors indicated which farm the chickens 
had come from.  My uncle dutifully saved the colored bands for me.  When I saw him, I usually 
received a bag full of red, yellow, green, blue and turquoise colored plastic rings.  I strung the 
rings together to make necklaces and bracelets.  My sales counter was an old wooden milk crate 
turned on its side, covered with newspaper, on the corner of the street where I lived.  The plastic 
necklaces and bracelets were not a big hit. I liked them, but apparently plastic meant cheap in 
those days, and no one wanted to look cheap, even though they were poor.   

Of course my business ventures were limited to the warm months in New York, and 
eventually I got tired of trying to coerce people into buying my goods.  However, it was a 
wonderful way for a little girl with no money to have fun and get a little profit to buy penny 
candy, or other important things the family could not afford.  Every time I see a beaded flower, it 
reminds me of a very happy time in my childhood.      
 
Discussion Topics for Teachers 
 
What is a ghetto?  
What foods did poor people of New York eat frequently?  
How was milk sold in those times?  
Why did chickens have colored plastic rings around their legs?  
What would the price charged for the beaded flowers at that time be today?  
When the writer was born, what was the state of the national economy?  
How did the poor women of the neighborhood demonstrate their pride?  
How would you feel if you lived in a neighborhood where you couldn’t understand the language 
or customs of the people around you?  
How did the writer use the money she made?  
What kinds of toys could children make for themselves out of everyday things found around the 
house?  

Barbara Davis 
  

I was born and grew up in New York City, received a B.A. degree from Hunter College, 
and had a 40+ year career in Human Resources in both the public and private sectors.  I have 3 
stepchildren and 3 grand-step-children.  I am mostly retired, but do some human resource 
consulting for a few firms.  Currently I take classes in drawing and life story writing.  I am so 
happy now that I can pursue the creativity I had as a child, without the pressures of career 
obligations taking priority.  I am keeping my mind active and meeting wonderful people from all 
different backgrounds that enrich and expand the quality of my life through these classes. I 
would be much more of a “loner” without this exposure, which would not be good for my mental 
health.   I work with my neighbors to keep the number of electronic billboards limited in our 
neighborhood, and to keep people from turning their private homes into apartment buildings.  
My role is, of course, to write the letters and petitions to the appropriate authorities. 
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Phyllis Gray 
EL CAMINO-RESEDA CAS 

 
 
 
 

Winter 
Ohio 

  Thursday of last week I put on a warm jacket, hat, 
and gloves to go out for a walk.  Today I am writing this 
with the doors open and the sun and warm breeze 
providing a pleasant change from January’s weather.  
Many people came from back East for the California 
weather, but this was only an added plus for us as Bob’s 
company transferred him here.   

 I am in constant awe of the weather here as I watch pictures on television of a blizzard in 
Chicago.  I have been there and done that and nobody was happier when we left all that behind.  
I do believe, however, as Buddy Hackett said about California, “You fall asleep beside your 
swimming pool, and when you wake up you’re 65 years old.”  The years out here seem to fly by 
faster. 

My earliest recollections of winter are in Ohio.  Preparations began in the late summer 
with canning all the vegetables and fruits that my dad grew in our backyard.  Before winter set 
in, the shelves in the basement were full of all sorts of canned vegetables, fruits, and jams and 
jellies.  
 There was a sense of urgency that set in late fall that was felt more than expressed.  
Summer clothes would be packed away and the heavier woolen winter clothes would be gotten 
out of mothballs and hung in the backyard to air.  Then the inevitable coal truck would come and 
back up the driveway.  The chute would be put down the basement window and a ton of coal 
would be dumped into the basement bin. 
 We girls didn’t wear slacks in those days; we wore dresses even in the coldest weather, 
so out would come those awful heavy stockings and garter belts.  Keeping warm was more 
important than being fashionable.  The ultimate case of the uglies were those boots you put on 
over your shoes.  Well, that was the attire as we went slogging through the next few months. 
 Actually, however, I believe that winter gave us a time to slow down and catch up with 
ourselves.  You weren’t anxious to travel too far from home.  My brother and I were never 
bored, as we loved to read, and brought books home from the library.  I still love to curl up with 
a good book, and they have never let me down.   
 We were also avid radio listeners.  Our dad joined us as we gathered around the radio.  
We loved “Gangbusters,” “Lights Out,” “Lux Radio Theater,” “Fibber McGee and Molly,” “The 
Jack Benny Show,” and, oh, so many more.  They were all family-oriented and we would enjoy 
them together.  

After school and before dinner we watched the clock so we wouldn’t miss “Jack 
Armstrong, the All-American Boy.”  Another favorite was “Little Orphan Annie,” and, if we had 
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a quarter, we sent for decoder rings and waited anxiously for the code to be announced so we 
would know what exciting things would be happening in the future.  

My brother set up a really basic photo lab in the basement.  He 
had a Baby Brownie camera that he had spent a dollar on.  It had a poor 
lens and took awful pictures, but it started a hobby that he still pursues.  
This started my first days as a model.  He developed and printed his own 
pictures, and even invented a very crude enlarger out of a sewing 
machine drawer.  All of these things filled a lot of hours when it was not 
pleasant to be outside.  

We did play in the snow.  We loved to make angels in the newly 
fallen snow, and I always loved to go out early in the morning after a 
snowfall to listen to the silence.    Inevitably, we had snowball battles on 
our way to school.  The kids going to St. Rita’s Catholic School went in 
one direction and we went the other, and the snow provided us with 
ammunition.  They would call us Potlickers, and, never ones to shy away 
from a challenge, we called them Catlickers, and the mock battle would 
begin.  This lasted until the boys realized that we were girls. 

Winter is hard on adults, who have to go about the business of 
providing for their families, but kids will amuse themselves in the worst 
of conditions.  I’ve been in the worst of winter conditions and the best 
and I’ll leave it up to you, as right now, in February, I’m going out and 
pick a lemon off the tree for my iced tea.   

           

Phyllis Fockler Gray 
 

I was born Phyllis Ann Fockler on September 17, 1925, in Lima, Ohio, but spent my teen 
years moving from Lima to Bradford, Pennsylvania, and then to Wilmington, North Carolina, 
where I graduated from high school at a time before equal rights which certainly added much to 
my life stories.  This was 1943 and the time of World War II, so I went to work for the Navy as a 
clerk-typist.  Later I would go to Chicago to become a model and there I met my husband, Bob, 
who had just returned from the war.  We were soon married and had two sons, Jeff and Doug, 
and a granddaughter, Kacie, now grown and married to Warren Packer.  I ended my working 
experience with a wonderful job as an editor of history books for a publishing company. 

After 63 years, Bob passed away a short time ago and I find it’s good to have my stories 
to look back on and remember the good life we enjoyed together. 

 

 

My first modeling 
job was posing 
for my brother 

and his Brownie 
camera. 
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Joseph Grotsky 
WESTSIDE CAS 

 
We Become Entrepreneurs 

Chicago 
 
 

  "We’ve got to earn some money."   
I meant it.  Pa has been giving me a hard time.  I've really looked everywhere and there 

are just no jobs.  Chicago in 1930 was tough on teenagers. 
"What do you say, we peddle?" Pete suggested.   
I didn't know if he meant it or not.  Last week he tried to convince me that people would 

pay me if I stood outside a fancy restaurant and offered to pick people’s teeth for two cents.  
"New toothpicks, five cents!" he said.  "You'll clean up." 
But now he really meant it. 
"Let's go down to the wholesale market and buy some fruit or vegetables and then go 

through the alley hollering what we're selling, and we should do all right because people have 
to eat." 

"We'll have to ask Pa for some money to buy stuff…or do you think we should ask Ma?" 
he asked. 

'Pa," I said.  "He won't like it if we don't ask him." 
Pa was a tough one to ask for money.  If it was something for school, like a notebook he 

would give it to you right away, but if it was for a soda or to go to the movies you could do 
better asking Ma.  She never asked me to go find a tree where money grows. 

  We went down stairs to the combination plumbing store and shop where Pa was reading 
the Forward, a Yiddish newspaper, while waiting and hoping to be disturbed by a customer 
needing a length of pipe or a coupling or maybe even a plumbing job. 
  "Pa, me and Pini want to peddle fruits and vegetables and would like some money to get 
started." 
  "So you want to be a business man already." 
  "Yeh, people have to eat and we can buy stuff at the wholesale market and use the coaster 
wagon as our truck." 
  "Nu, just buy things we can eat if you don't sell anything." 
  With that he pulled his wallet out of his side pocket (most people used their back pocket 
for a wallet but Pa always said that pickpockets went to the back pockets) and then slowly 
counted out three dollars.   
  "I don't think that's enough," Pini said.  "We want a few things to sell." 
  "Already you talk like a business man, here is another dollar."   
  It was easier then I had anticipated. 
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  Pini is my younger brother.  At home he's Pini (except Ma called him Pinille) but outside 
the house, he is Pete and in class at school, teachers called him Peter just as I was Yussel 
(Yussele to Ma) at home, Joe in the street and Joseph to my teachers. 
  Next morning we were up, had breakfast, and, pulling our coaster wagon, at five o'clock 
we left the house for the market. 
  We went to the closest streetcar stop. 
  "Hey, you kids can't bring that wagon on this car, what do you think this is, a truck?" 
  "It's like a package, everyone brings packages on streetcars." 

 "A wagon isn't a package," he sounded adamant. 
 "It won't hurt anyone, I'll hold it if more people come in, and you're not crowded yet." 
 "Me and my brother are just going to the market to buy stuff to peddle," Pete pleaded.  
"But if we walk we'll be too late to get any good stuff.” 
 “Oh, OK," he relented. "But hold onto that wagon that it doesn't roll around in the car.” 
 "Thanks, and I won't let it roll."  I gave him 14 cents carfare.   
 There were only two other passengers on the streetcar.   
 The market contained a number of large stores and many stalls where merchants or 
farmers could sell their produce.  When we got there the market showed signs of tapering off 
after a busy night's work.  Everywhere there was debris of all kinds, such as papers, boxes, and 
trampled on food.  Some stalls were already closing and the owners were loading their trucks 
to take the produce back to their warehouse, or maybe their farm. 
 We were limited as we had to get products that we could sell by count as we had no scale.   
 Pete said, "Let's get a pound of sugar and we could hold it to see what a pound feels like 
and we can use that like a scale, nobody has a scale so they can't check and it will be close 
enough." 
 I thought a moment, "Maybe we'll have to do that but let's try to get stuff we can sell by 
count first." 
 Then we went all through the market looking at, and pricing everything as if we knew 
what we were doing. 
 "How much are the apples?" 

  "$1.45 a bushel." 
  We continued. 
  "How much are the apples?" 
  "$1.55 a bushel." 
  We conferred and back to the first place. 
  “I’ll give you $1.25." 
  "Can't do it kid, make it $1.40." 
  Pete broke in, "Look, you don't want to haul that home and bring it back tomorrow—
make it $1.25.” 
  “How about $1.30?" 
  "It's a deal." 
  "What do you think I could sell them for?" Pete asked. 
  "They're nice apples, easy 10 cents a pound." 
  Then we conferred and decided to get them. 
 
  We put our bushel of apples on the wagon continued down the market.  We added half a 
bushel of lettuce and a box of tomatoes to our store and the wagon was loaded. 
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  The man who sold us the tomatoes asked us if we had bags to bring the food from the 
wagon to the customer.  We had forgotten that little detail and looked at each other. 
  "I've got some quart boxes you can have."  
  We thanked him and got ready for business. 

By that time the market was closing and we were planning our walk home. 
 
This was no small matter.  The success of our venture depended on our choosing a route 

where people would be most likely to buy our wares—and people weren't buying that much in 
Chicago in 1930.   

"One thing," I suggested.  "We had better walk toward home because no conductor will 
let us get on the streetcar with all this stuff.  And we'll save carfare.”   

“It's almost seven o'clock—when do you think we can start peddling?" Pete asked. 
"I dunno, I'm up and you're up so I guess most people are up and it's not as if we'll wake 

them up so what have we got to lose?" 
So we went into the alley between Green and Peoria streets to start our business.  We 

looked down the long alley at the back stairs of all the two and three story houses down the 
block.  It was so deserted and quiet that it felt eerie. 

We looked at each other, who would break that stillness; it seemed almost sacrilegious.  
As the older brother it was up to me.   

"Lettuce, Tomatoes, Apples!"  I yelled, stretching the last syllable to make it sound 
better.   

Again, "Lettuuss, tomatoooes, apples."   
It was a disastrous beginning—not a single customer. 
We stopped and each ate an apple, and considered. 
"You yell Pete, see how you make out."  
He started out, "Apples, 3 for a dime, lettuce 10 cents a head and beautiful tomatoes 4 for 

a dime." 
  At last, a customer!  Someone beckoned us from an apartment building. 
  I let Pete continue hollering while I put 3 apples, 4 tomatoes, and a head of lettuce into 
the baskets and climbed up the three floors to my first customer. 
  She examined the tomatoes carefully, squeezed the lettuce while I held my breath.  They 
all passed muster but she didn't want the apples.  "I'd like two more tomatoes." 
  "Yes, Ma'am!" and I rushed downstairs and came back with two tomatoes and collected a 
quarter. 
  We were on our way, the ice was broken and all would be well. 
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Leaving Home 

Chicago 
 
 

“A TELEGRAM, YOU’VE GOT A TELEGRAM!”  These excited words greeted me as I 
entered the door after a day’s work as a dishwasher at the 1934 Chicago Worlds Fair Stork 
Club. 
 “A telegram, for me, who’s it from, what does it say, let’s see it.” 

The whole family was there, I don’t remember that any of us had ever received a 
telegram. 

They all turned to Ben, my older brother, who was then going to Law School at the 
University of Chicago. 

He began, “You remember, about a year ago you took a civil service exam at the Post 
Office.” 

“Of course I remember, it says here I’ve got a job.” 
“Well, not exactly, it says that you have to show up at the Government Printing Office 

in Washington at nine o’clock Monday morning and pass a physical exam and pick up and 
shoulder a bag of books weighing 125 pounds, then you have a job paying 66 cents an hour.” 

“Wow, I’m pretty strong, I have to try.” 
Pa butt in, “125 pounds is more then you weigh, it will cost a lot of money, and if you 

don’t get the job is verlosene gelt.” 
“Don’t worry, Pa, it’s not lost money, I’ll manage to pick it up, gee, for 66 cents an 

hour I’ll pick it up.” 
My kid brother, Pete had to add his voice, “If you don’t pick it up they’ll pick you up 

and toss you out the door, when is the last time you picked more then a hundred pounds?” 
“Shut up, Pete and no wise cracks.  Monday morning, I can’t depend on getting there if I 

hitch-hike.” 
“I’m pretty sure I can pick up the return of a round trip cheap.  They’re always 

advertised,” Ben said.  “I’ll get it tomorrow when they’re desperate to sell.” 
“It’s Thursday, I’ll go in and work tomorrow and get paid, and tomorrow I’ll get 

everything ready and see if I can borrow a suitcase.” 
“Bella must have a suitcase, Ma, you can call her.” 
Bella was my cousin and she didn’t get along too well with Pa but everyone liked Ma and 

if anybody could borrow Bella’s suitcase it would be Ma or maybe Ben because he was almost a 
lawyer. 

Bella and her husband, Avrum had a wholesale and retail drug store (they were both 
pharmacists) and had a nice apartment near the University of Chicago so they could go to free 
lectures there.  My father made fun of them because they had carpets on the wall; they must have 
been tapestries, but to us they were carpets. 

Ma came back to report, “Bella said, ‘If you take her suitcase to Washington will it fly 
back, and what if she needs it while Yussel is in Washington?’ so what could I say?” 

We were stuck. 
Finally Ben said, “I’ll look through the ads and find a used suitcase for sale.” 
Ma asked, “Nu so where will you live in Washington?” 
“A palace, don’t worry, I’ll find a place.” 
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“You can rent a room at the YMCA till you find a better place,” Pete said, “Louie told me 
you could always stay cheap at the YMCA, and he did that when he hitch-hiked to Cleveland.” 

“Mit the goyim,” Ma was concerned.  She had lost her two brothers in a pogrom in Russia 
and was always worried about associating with Christians. 

“Don’t worry, Mamele I won’t convert.  The Christian in YMCA doesn’t mean anything, 
lots of good Jewish boys go there.” 

Just then the phone rang and Ma answered it.  She soon came back. 
“It was Bella, she didn’t want to stand in the way of Yussel getting a good job and her 

suitcase is old and she could use a new one so he can have the old one and she’ll bring it here 
tomorrow.  You better shine your shoes before you go to Washington, I’ll do the laundry so 
you’ll have some clean clothes.” 

“It looks like everything will be all right.  Ben will get the ticket, Bella will bring her 
suitcase, Ma will get your clothes ready, you’ll get paid tomorrow and I’ll have some money 
for you too.”  Pa was resigned to my going to Washington and had confidence that I, somehow, 
would overcome the 125 pound obstacle. If only I were as certain. 

I went to work the next morning, excited that I would be leaving and starting a new 
career.  Since this job would end when the fair closed at the end of summer and only paid two 
dollars for a nine hour day (22 cents/ hour), I was glad to get such a promising replacement. 

“Is Mr. Day in yet, I’ve got a government job in Washington and I want to tell him this is 
my last day and I want my pay when I leave.” 

“How did you get it, do you got connections?” 
“Sure, FDR is my uncle.” 
“I’m not kidding, I’d like a government job, so how do you get it?” 
They all gathered around as I explained how my brother had seen the notice of a Civil 

Service exam for government jobs a year ago.  I took the exam and had forgotten about it until 
now when I received this telegram offering me a job as a laborer.  

After the excitement died down and everyone was back at work, this older man who was 
just getting ready to leave after working all night, when he heard my announcement and came 
up to me, “Joe, I’m a good worker and I worked in a printing office so talk to them there tell 
them about me that I’m a real good worker.  I can clean the printing press and get all the ink 
off, make it like new, explain they should give me a job.”  

I explained that it was a Civil Service job and I had taken a test, but he would have none 
of that, so I finally said that I would tell the boss there all about what a good worker he was 
and they should give him a job.  He was happy.  

“You’re a good talker, Joe, you’ll tell them.”  
I felt bad lying like that but he could never accept the truth.  He may have some 

unfounded hopes but I could never explain to him and maybe a futile hope is better then no 
hope at all.  

There was this girl there, Mildred.  Everyone was trying to date her with much less then 
honorable intensions.  I was too shy, but in the last few days she suddenly showed an interest 
in me and I was beginning to think I would go out with her and maybe learn something about 
women.  When I looked at her I was sorry that it was my last day.  

Mr. Day was very nice; he wished me luck and paid me the eight dollars due me.  I felt 
good but could hardly control my inner turmoil as I went home on the street car.  

“You have to leave Saturday morning at a quarter to ten and you’ll be in Washington at 
noon on Sunday.”  These words greeted me as soon as I opened the door.  
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“You can call us when you get there, just two rings and hang up so we’ll know you’re 
there and it won’t cost anything.”  

“All right, all right, let’s see the ticket,” as I reached for it.  
“It cost five bucks but expires Saturday night, so the guy had to sell it. Ben paid five but 

Pa would have gotten it for three I bet.”  
“Pinni, you talk too much, let Yussel alone so he can eat and give someone else a chance 

to say something.  Soon it will be Amos and Andy and then Mrs. Goldberg so we have to eat 
and then hear them on the radio.”  

Ma would never miss her favorite radio shows and as the radio was in the living room we 
would not hear it unless we were through eating and in the living room.  

We turned on the light in the living room and Pa said nothing.  Usually he would 
complain about the electric bill and ask why we needed a light to listen to a radio.  

After Mrs. Goldberg Ma took control.  She had washed and ironed my clothes and now 
she packed the suitcase and gave me a quick course in caring for my clothing.  

The next morning we all went to the station to see me off.  Ma had a big bag with 
sandwiches and fruit.  Pa gave me ten dollars, Pete had a buck he gave me, and I had my own 
twelve dollars.  To our surprise Bella and Avrum joined us at the station.  

“If you are going away we have to say good-bye.”  And Bella gave me two dollars.  
There was lots of talking and kissing and I finally got on the train and was on my way to 

what?!  How could I pick up one hundred and twenty five pounds?  But that was tomorrow’s 
worry and now I looked to see what Ma had brought me to eat.  

 
 

Joe Grodsky, Laborer 
Washington, D. C. 

 
 
Admonitions, hugs, handshakes and kisses behind me, suitcase in one hand and a bag of 

food in the other, I boarded the train.  
 Evidently not too many people start a trip on Saturday morning, for the train was far from 
full and I had a seat to myself.  First I looked into the bag to see what Ma had prepared for my 
journey.  There were sandwiches, three fried egg, two salmon salad which I loved, and five 
peanut butter and banana, and a pear, two apples, and a banana.  Also some postcards, Ma 
knew me well and was not about to give me an excuse, I got the hint.  
 She told me that there would be water on the train.  
 It seemed to be enough food but I thought I had better wait before eating, at least till the 
train left the station.  I looked out of the window and the whole family was still there waiting 
for the train to leave.  I dutifully waved and they waved back.  Ma and Bella were talking to 
each other; they always had some thing to say to each other.  The men weren’t talking much, 
just waiting for the train to start.  Of course Avram never said much and Pa and Pete could talk 
at home away from the noise of the train, so I could see that they would say an occasional word 
but mostly they were impatient, as I was, to see the train leave.  
 Finally the train started to move.  A last wave and they started for the exit as we left the 
station.  I looked at the food but restrained myself.  The view from the window absorbed me.  
We navigated through a rail yard and I could see tracks and freight trains in all directions.  The 
box cars each had the name of a railroad painted on its side.  From Union Pacific in the west to 
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N. Y. Central in the east, the geographical diversity was mind boggling.  As we wormed our 
way through the yard, I wondered what brought all the cars together and speculated on their 
contents and ultimate destinations.  
 In about ten minutes, we left the yard and were soon going through the industrial and 
poorer residential section of Chicago.  As we left Chicago, the bag of food became irresistible 
and I gobbled one of the salmon sandwiches which was so good that I soon followed it with the 
second.  
 Meanwhile the train was doing its thing and speeding across the plain.  There was not 
much to see except an occasional town or small city.  We drove by the poorer sections of the 
cities and saw unkempt yards, sometimes with a laundry line bearing clothes to dry, and often 
with a half disassembled auto which was obviously valuable only for its parts.  
 I had two books with me: a copy of The Three Musketeers and a book on mathematical 
analysis both of which I got at a used book store for twenty five cents each.  
 First I tried the novel but could not get involved. Then I started doing some math 
problems but they were either ridiculously easy or painfully difficult and I couldn’t 
concentrate.  My mind kept jumping…one hundred and twenty five pounds, one hundred and 
twenty five pounds of books.  How could I do it, but somehow I must and I will.  Sixty six 
cents an hour, wow, which figures out to twenty-six forty a week, double wow!  But one 
hundred and twenty five pounds.  I’ll have to do it, I will do it, gotta get that job, sixty six cents 
an hour!  Thus torn between ecstasy and despair, I sat there day dreaming.  
 If the hundred and twenty five pounds should prove insurmountable I decided I would 
look around Washington for some other job and try to live there for awhile.  I could always 
hitch-hike home if I should have to but the job situation in Chicago was so bad and the 1934 
fair would soon be closing and everyone working there will need a job so I’ll give Washington 
a chance even if I don’t get the government job.  
 I wondered what the job would be like.  The telegram said “laborer.” What would they 
expect me to do, load mail trucks with bags of books?  I didn’t think I could last long if that 
was the job even for sixty-six cents an hour.  
 I went back to the sandwiches again.  
 Thus I spent the day, worrying about the job I hoped to get and contingency planning 
should I fail the test and not get the job.  
 Night finally came and I tried to sleep.  I tried to lie down on the seat but it didn’t work 
out.  I tried using my suitcase and then my books as pillows but nothing worked so I finally 
had to sleep as well as I could while sitting up.  I tried to think of something else but sixty-six 
cents and one hundred and twenty five pounds would not be evicted from my mind.  
 The sandwiches and fruit were long gone when we pulled into Union Station and we 
were in Washington at last.  
 First I looked for an available phone booth.  There were lots of phone booths but most of 
them were occupied.  I wondered idly if anyone here had a route like Jan’s in Chicago.  He 
used to go and stuff newspapers in the return slot of telephones and come back later and pull 
out the papers and collect all the returned coins.  He always had plenty of money, especially 
nickels.  I thought of getting my own route but never did, I said it was dishonest and I wouldn’t 
do it but really I was scared.  If I could get the money from the phone company I might have 
done it but to get from some poor guy didn’t seem right.  
 I found an empty booth and called home—two rings and I hung up.  My nickel didn’t 
come back so I reached in and pulled out a wad of paper and got about thirty nickels.  That 
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didn’t bother me because I didn’t put the paper in but the guy who did would really be mad at 
me.  
 I thought about going to some other phones and seeing if I could collect more money but 
decided against it.  If a cop saw, and picked me up I wouldn’t have to worry about a bag of 
books.  
 Then I went to the Travelers Aid counter to find out how to get to the YMCA.  The lady 
gave me very specific directions, where to get the bus, the bus number, where to get off, and 
which direction to go.  She also gave me a map.  There was no one else there and she evidently 
felt a need to talk to someone.  At that moment I did not share the need and was glad when I 
finally left her and got on the bus.  The driver called me when we reached my street and 
pointed me toward the YMCA.  
 It was a dark grey stone building and seemed rather dismal.  The lobby was quite dim as 
there were no windows and an inadequate number of electric bulbs to provide good light.  
There was a worn out carpet on the floor, the walls needed painting, and the air was thick with 
smoke.  
 Two boys were playing checkers and some men were playing cards as other men 
watched, each man had a number of coins in front of him, all were smoking.  I saw a sign over 
the counter saying “No Gambling Allowed” as I approached the desk to ask about a room.  
 “Do you have a room for rent here?”  
 “Yeah, I got a room, but the bathroom is down the hall.”  
 “How much?”  
 “Six bits a night, four bucks a week but you got to pay in advance.”  
 I thought a moment, at four dollars I would save a dollar and a quarter for the week.  But 
suppose I couldn’t lift the hundred and twenty five pounds, but I had decided to stay here and 
look for a job if this one didn’t pan out.  Now I felt that this was my Rubicon and I decided to 
stay a week no matter what.  
 “OK, here’s four bucks, I’ll stay a week.”  
 “Here’s the key, room 23, this is the main floor and next floor is the first floor and you’re 
on the second floor.”  
 I nodded, took the key and climbed up to my room.  
 A bed, a bureau, a table with a lamp on it and some hooks on the wall. Two towels were 
folded and lying on the bureau.  Not luxury, but it would do and I could stay here for a few 
weeks till I found another place.  God, I hope I can lift the bag of books.  
 Washington, the very idea rejuvenated me and I had to go outside and walk a little.  I 
studied the map and realized I was not too far from the White House.  Maybe I would see FDR 
or maybe Eleanor hanging out the laundry, now that would be worth writing home about.  I 
wondered if they hung out the laundry at the White House.  Probably not, I’d bet they send it to 
a laundry and it all comes back flat so they don’t really have to iron it.  Ma always said that 
Bella got her laundry done flat but she was the only one we knew to do so, everyone else got 
wet wash and had to hang it out to dry and then iron everything. Bella got her laundry flat and 
didn’t have to iron but Ma got wet wash and had to iron everything.  So guess who had a fancy 
electric iron and who heated the iron on the stove.  But we all liked Bella, even Pa.  
 Thinking about them while walking made me homesick, I wished that Pete were here so 
we could laugh together at the idea of Eleanor hanging clothes out to dry.  I walked all around 
the White House and saw no laundry lines.  I did see the Washington monument so I walked 
there and could see the Capital building in the distance but it looked too far to walk.  
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 In the other direction there was an impressive building, the Lincoln Memorial, so I went 
there instead.  
 It’s not easy to say how impressed I was by that seated figure and the inscription in back 
of the chair. “WITH MALICE TOWARD NONE AND CHARITY TO ALL…” 
 The words were so beautiful and I thought if only we could get rid of malice and show 
charity how many of the world’s problems would lighten.  I stood there about half an hour 
reading rereading and mouthing those noble words and wondering what a turn our history 
might have taken had he lived.  
 It was getting dusk when I left to return to my new home and wait for tomorrow.  
 On the way home I stopped at a small store and spent thirty-five cents for an apple, a 
half-pound of salami, and a loaf of white bread.  I would have preferred rye bread but the white 
bread was sliced and the rye bread wasn’t.  
 At the Y a couple of boys were playing chess so I stopped to watch them while I prepared 
and ate a sandwich.  There was a water fountain in the lobby so it was a good place to eat since 
there was no water in my room and I would have to fill a glass in the bathroom three doors 
away when I wanted a drink.  
 The position on the chessboard was complex, I would have looked to exchange pieces to 
simplify, but since I didn’t know them I didn’t say anything and I just ate silently and watched.  
It was hard not to say anything and I was very tired so I went up to my room.  
 I unlocked and opened the door.  When I switched on the light, I saw at least fifty 
cockroaches racing across the floor to hide.  Never had I seen so many cockroaches.  I was 
dismayed.  No wonder I had to pay in advance.  Now what should I do?  I had paid my rent for 
a week and if I couldn’t somehow lift the 125 pounds, I would be unemployed so I had to stay 
there.  Better leave my clothes in the suitcase since maybe cockroaches lay eggs and I’d never 
get away from them.  I decided to eat the rest of the salami, put the remaining bread in the 
suitcase, and not leave anything in the open.  
 I went back to the lobby, finished the salami sandwich, saw the end of the chess game, 
and returned to my room.  When I opened the door there were no cockroaches in sight.  
Evidently, they stayed away from the light. Good, I would sleep with the light on.  
 Ma had put an alarm clock in the suitcase so I set it for six-thirty and went to bed.  
 I slept well but woke up early, before the clock rang, and was thinking of the people with 
whom I would be working.  They would all be bigger then me and stronger too since they all 
had to lift 125 pounds.  I wondered if there would be other Jewish boys.  If the job meant that 
much heavy work, I’d look around for another job Saturday.  
 I was up early enough to take a bath and the tub looked reasonably clean.  I figured a bath 
now would last the week and then I’d have a better place.  
 I got dressed keeping the suitcase open the minimum time and went downstairs.  
 There was another fellow at the desk and he asked me how I slept.  I told him that the 
cockroaches slept better then I did.  He laughed and asked where I was from.  I told him and he 
wanted to know if I had been to the Fair.  
 We talked for a few minutes, I told him about the Fair, and he told me about Washington.  
The job situation was not too bad and I would find something.  It sounded a lot better then 
Chicago so I felt better.  If I were to flunk the 125-pound test, he was sure I would find 
something.  
 I finally asked him how to get to the Government Printing Office.  
 “Let’s see your map.”  
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 I produced it and he studied it.  
 “The GPO is here,” he pointed.  
 “GPO?” I asked.  
 “Government Printing Office, everyone calls it GPO.”  
 “So how do I get there?”  
 “Taxi,” he laughed.  “You take the number 16 bus to K Street then you can walk to 
Capitol Street about three blocks or take a bus on K Street to Capitol and then the GPO is 
about a block south.  It’s a big building, you can’t miss it.  I’ve never been there.  I wonder if 
they have tours.  My sister and her husband...”  
 “Thanks,” I interrupted, “but I really have to go now.”  
 It was obvious that he wanted me to stay and talk, but I was anxious to go though it was it 
was still early.  
 The bus was full but not crowded and I didn’t buy a transfer.  I wanted to walk around the 
neighborhood.  The houses were usually two story brick, though occasionally three stories.  
They each had a front yard.  The yards showed different levels of care.  Some had carefully 
mowed lawns, some had shrubbery, some flowers, and some showed a minimum of attention.  
 There was a restaurant across the street from the GPO so I went in for breakfast.  Two 
eggs, a glass of milk, and toast for twenty cents.  
 At a few minutes before nine I nervously walked into the lobby of the GPO, went to the 
desk of the lone man there, and showed him my telegram. He barely glanced at me but I was 
sure he was thinking, “This kid is gonna lift 125 pounds, ha, he’ll be out in the street in two 
hours.”  But he said, “Take the elevator to the second floor and across from the elevator go into 
that door.”  
 I followed the instructions and entered the office where I was given a number of forms to 
fill out. I sat down at a nearby desk, carefully filled out the forms, and then brought them back 
to the clerk.  
 “You’re from Chicago.”  
 I heard pity in her voice at the thought that I had come all the way from Chicago in a vain 
effort to find a job.  
 She had a cousin in Chicago who had been in the Fair twice and said it was wonderful 
and she was going there on her vacation and see it for herself.  
 “You’ve got to have the doctor’s OK and he’s next door, give him these.”  
 I felt the pity in her voice as she handed me some papers.  
 Papers in hand and fear in my heart, I walked in to see the doctor.  
 He was at his desk and writing. He paid no attention to me. In the corner, looking at me 
threateningly was a brown canvas bag slouched over some hidden contents.  Finally, he looked 
up and extended his hand for my papers. I handed them to him.  He looked at them, looked at 
me, and stood up.  He was a few inches taller then me and looked imposing as a doctor should.  
 “Stick out your tongue.”  
 He counted my eyes, two, and my ears, also two.  
 Then he said, “See that canvas bag there.”  

“Yes.”  I passed the vision test at least.  
 “See what you can do with it.”  
 Unhappily I knew what he meant.  I warily approached the bag.  I grasped the top and 
yanked.  The books moved a little and one corner of the bag raised slightly.  
 “Pull it up on one knee,” he suggested.  
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 I kneeled and struggled with the bag and a few of the books inside slid over and I could 
feel them on my knee, I struggled to pull the rest of the bag up.  
 “That’s good enough; bring these papers back to the girl in the front office.”  
 I had passed; I had a job paying sixty-six cents an hour!  

 

Joseph Grodsky 

 I was born in Montreal, Canada, on January 29, 1914.  When I was 9 years old we 
moved to Chicago and I lived there until 1934 when I got a job in the Government Printing 
Office in Washington, DC to help with the New Deal.  I went nights to George Washington 
University earned a degree in chemistry.  I met my wife in 1942 and found a job in NJ as a 
chemist at Ortho Pharmaceutical.  They made a contraceptive cream.  I went to NYU at night 
after work and got a Masters degree in Chemistry.  When the PILL was invented I worked on 
analytical techniques to make lower doses practical.  I retired after 33 years and moved to LA 
where I learned to prepare taxes and worked at that about twenty years.  Now I socialize, read a 
lot, write letters to the editor of various publications, speculate some on the stock market, and 
enjoy my family. 

Sadly, Joe Grodsky passed away in the summer of 2009.  His wife, Lillian Grotsky has 
graciously given permission for this story to be published in our anthology.  She hopes his story 
and example can teach and inspire others. 
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Rabun B. Harper 
EL CAMINO-RESEDA CAS 

 
 

Visit to the Foundry 
Columbus, Georgia 

 
 
 

It was a Saturday morning during the early 
summer of 1936.  At that time our family lived at 1122 
32nd Street in Columbus, Georgia.  I was 7 years old, 
and my brother, nicknamed Teeny, was 5.  I had just 
completed the first grade at Waverly Terrace 
Elementary School. 
 Our family was sitting around the table having 

breakfast when Daddy asked, “Rabun, how would you and Teeny like to go down to the Iron 
Works with me?” 
 We answered in our usual chorus, “Oh boy!  When can we go?” 
 “How about this morning?” he said.  “Go get dressed and make sure that you wear your 
shoes.”  We excitedly raced to our room and ripped off our pajamas.  We quickly got dressed 
and ran back to the dining room.   
 He took a look and asked, “What about your shoes?” 
 “Uh-Oh,” the barefoot brothers said, and raced back to their room.  In a minute or so we 
returned with our shoes on and shouted, “Now can we go?” 
 “Yes, let’s get going,” he said, as he got up from the table and put on his hard straw hat.  
He was wearing his usual long-sleeved white shirt but no tie or coat since it was Saturday.  He 
kissed my Mother good-bye and said, “Louise, we’ll be home for dinner shortly after noon." 
 Teeny and I each gave her a quick hug and yelled good-bye, as we followed him out the 
back door and down the steps to the garage.  We were soon in our car, a 1932 Reo Flying Cloud, 
and on the way to the Iron Works.  It was a familiar route to downtown Columbus and we had 
driven it many times.  The Baptist Church that Daddy and I attended occasionally was on the 
same road.  Further along there was a long concrete railroad underpass that looked like a dimly 
lighted tunnel.  As soon as we entered it, I said, “Daddy, don’t forget to blow the horn.”  He 
pushed on the horn button.  “Ooga-Ooga,” it went and the echoes rang back and forth in 
decreasing waves of sound.  I knew it wouldn’t be very long before we arrived at the Iron 
Works. 

The Columbus Iron Works was located along the bluff on the Chattahoochee River above 
the old Steamboat Landing.  It had been there since 1853 before the Civil War but had been 
closed in recent years.  In about 1926, a local entrepreneur, Mr. W.C. Bradley purchased the 
non-operating Ironworks.  At that time, my father, William Rabun Harper was working in 
Columbus at the Goldwin Foundry, a much smaller foundry.  W.C. Bradley hired him away 



 41 

from Goldwin and made him the Superintendent of the Foundry Department at the Columbus 
Iron Works. 

  The Iron Works and its offices were housed in a series of big red brick buildings oriented 
north and south between 8th and 10th Streets.  The eastern side was at Front Street and the 
western side was at the river bank.  It was located not very far from the house in which I was 
born at 108 Eighth Street near its intersection with First Avenue.  The interior working areas of 
the Iron Works were constructed with huge wooden beams.  Several railroad sidings were 
located around the buildings with some tracks going into the buildings.  The railroad brought in 
raw materials, such as scrap iron and pig iron to make iron castings and also coal and coke to 
fuel the two cupolas.  It also removed the various cast iron products manufactured at the Iron 
Works.  When in full operation, the Iron Works was an impressive place, not only on the inside 
but also on the outside, especially for a young boy. 
 Mother had taken me to the foundry several times during the work week in previous 
years but I had never gotten beyond Daddy’s office that was right at the south entrance to the 
foundry.  I also knew he had a pet raccoon (all the locals called it a coon).  It lived somewhere 
inside the wooden wall at the back of his office.  He fed it and even kept a bowl of water on the 
floor for the coon to wash its food.   
 Every time we were there, I always asked, “Daddy, can I see the coon today?" 
 He always answered, “If you’re real quiet and keep watching that hole in the corner of 
the back wall up near the ceiling, maybe he’ll come out today.” 
 As we drove to the foundry my thoughts were, ‘I’m really happy that I can go out into 
the foundry working area today.  Before when I’ve been here at the foundry with Mother, I just 
sat at Daddy’s big roll top desk drawing pictures on scraps of paper and watching the coon’s 
hole while Daddy and Mother talked.  I've haven’t seen the coon yet, but I hope I'll see it today.  
When it was quitting time, Daddy would put on his hat and coat.  Then we would walk out to our 
car and be on our way home.  While we walked out of Daddy's office through the foundry I only 
had time for a quick look at the enormous, hot, dusty, and very noisy place where he worked.  
There always were a lot of workers scurrying about as well as a lot of noisy machines.  It's the 
most exciting place I've ever seen.’ 
 Each time we were there I would ask Daddy, “Can I go into the foundry and look at 
everything?” 
 He always answered, “I’m sorry, Rabun, but it’s too dangerous for little boys, you might 
get hurt or burned.  I’ll take you in when you get to be a little older.” 
 I remembered what he had said and felt good because I knew I was a little older.  I 
wondered, 'Maybe today is the day I'll see everything, maybe I’ll even see the coon!' 
 As we drove up and parked the car I looked around the foundry.  Across 8th Street there 
was a weed filled, vine covered lot that contained many large obsolete molds and many big, 
unused, junked castings.  We were afraid to go into that area because there were snakes and 
spiders. 
 In the middle of the foundry complex, at 9th Street there was a large coal-fired steam 
plant with a very tall brick smoke stack.  It produced the steam that powered almost all of the 
Iron Work’s machinery.  There was a chain-link fence along the South side of 9th street with a 
gate and a guard station in the middle of the block.  It was open during the day but at night, the 
night watchman stayed there when he wasn’t making his inspection rounds.  The foundry where 
all the iron castings were made was the southernmost building.  It was at 8th Street between 
Front Street and the river bluff.   
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 When we walked into the foundry I was amazed as I looked around.  I thought, ‘Wow!  
Look at this.  What an exciting place with busy men everywhere.  I wonder what all of them are 
doing?’ 
 The part of the foundry where they poured the castings had a dirt floor and was about 
the size of a football field.  Saturday morning was clean-up time at the foundry after pouring 
iron castings during the week.  Most of the foundry workers were big burly black men.  They 
were busy knocking the castings out of the sand molds and shoveling the gray molding sand into 
neat rows for the next week's molds.  A few were loading the rough castings on overhead 
carriers with rollers suspended from monorails above the work areas.  When the carriers were 
full, the workers pushed them out of the foundry into the grinding and finishing shop where the 
mold flashings and pouring sprues were ground off.  Others were busy removing the slag and 
unburned coke from beneath the two cupolas (everybody pronounced it 'cue-pah-low').  The 
cupolas were shut down before quitting time on Friday afternoon and their remaining contents 
were dumped onto the dirt floor underneath. 
 As Teeny and I looked at the men knocking the castings out of the molds we asked, 
“Daddy, what kind of things do the men make?  What are they used for?” 
 He patiently explained in sequence, "They make many different products which are 
sold.  Some are as small as plowshares or disc harrow blades for farmers.  Others are as big as 
steam engine cylinders for steamboats and ice boxes like we have in the kitchen.  During the 
War Between The States (i.e., the Civil War), they also made cannon barrels and cannon balls 
for the Confederate states.” 
 “Daddy tell us about the cupolas and show us how they work,” we begged. 
 Daddy explained, “Well boys, in the evenings during week days, when the sky is dark 
and both cupolas are operating, you can see two tall columns of bright blue flames with thin gray 
smoke trails above the big black iron smoke stacks on the cupolas.  The flames and smoke come 
from the cupolas where the iron is melted down to make it a liquid like water.  They make a 
loud, roaring noise you can hear at night when there’s not so much other noise. 
 I asked him, "How do the men make the fire that makes the cupolas work?" 
 Daddy continued in sequence, “Along with the scrap iron and pig iron, the men put coal, 
coke, and wood into the cupola to make a fire hot enough to melt the iron.  When it melts, they 
put one of those big pots under the cupola’s spigot and then remove a plug in the spigot and 
catch the molten iron in the big pot.  They take those big dippers and dip out the melted iron and 
pour it into the sand molds.  After all the melted iron is poured into the sand molds and they are 
finished for the week, they open a trap door in the bottom of the cupola and let all the ashes and 
unused coke fall down to the ground below the cupola.  That's what the men are shoveling up 
into the containers.  They do this on Saturday because it would be too hot to handle during the 
week when they are pouring the melted iron." 
 “The men must be really strong to lift the dippers full of melted iron,” I said, “It looks 
really heavy.  Daddy, why doesn't the cupola melt, it's made out of iron too, isn't it?  "How do 
they get the coal, coke, and iron up into the cupola?" 
 Daddy replied sequentially, "Yes, the men are very strong.  No, the cupolas won’t melt 
because they are lined on the inside with fire proof bricks that prevent it from getting so hot it 
melts.  They take the coke and iron up on the elevator you see over there and put it through a 
door near the top of the cupola.  The elevator has handrails on each side but the front and back 
are open for loading it.” 
 "Please Daddy, can we take a ride up in the elevator?"  I asked.  “It looks like fun!” 
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 Daddy answered, "OK, come on, let’s climb up on it and take a ride to the top part of 
the cupola.  Hang on tight to the side rails.  Keep your hands inside the rails and don't jump 
around."  On the way up on the elevator, he showed us a big, powerful fan that pumped air to the 
cupolas.  Its air intake was behind a thick fabric covering to prevent people and other things 
from being sucked into the fan. 
 As we went up, up, up on the elevator, I thought, 'This is really the most fun of the 
whole day!  I feel like I'm going clear up to the roof of the building.’  When we reached the top 
level, we could look around and see the ceiling of the building and all of the casting area below.  
What we saw was fascinating.  I said to Daddy, “We want to see the men pour the melted iron 
into the molds.” 
 He answered, “The men are nearly through cleaning up now and the foundry looks 
good.  It’s time for us to go home for lunch.  We’ll come back some other day and maybe you 
can see them pouring the melted iron.” 
 We went down on the elevator and out of the foundry to our automobile.  We got into 
the Reo Flying Cloud and headed for home.  As we rode along, I was thinking. ‘Boy, that's the 
most exciting place I've ever seen with all that interesting equipment and especially that ride up 
and down on the elevator.’  So I asked Daddy, “When are we coming back to see the men 
pouring the iron?” 
 “Some day, maybe soon,” he answered.” 
 Teeny and I were so excited that we talked all the way home.  We could hardly wait to 
tell Mother about all the fun we had and the wonderful things we saw during our visit to the 
foundry. 
 
Author’s Note:  The Columbus Iron Works was added to the National Register of Historic Places 
in 1969.  In 1978, it was declared a National Historic Landmark and included the historical 
riverfront industrial district.  This included Fabric Mills, the Opera House, and also a few blocks 
of the Old Town city of Columbus, GA.  It includes the house at 717 First Avenue where I lived 
when I was in the third grade.  In 1975 the city of Columbus decided to preserve this ancient 
piece of history.  They repaired and renovated the insides of all the buildings and converted it 
into the Convention and Trade Center.  There are displays throughout the buildings to remind 
everyone who visits the Iron Works what a wonderful historical monument it is.  Many things 
have been restored including the bare wooden beam ceilings as well as one of the cupolas, the 
old elevator, and the big iron melting pots.  Various pulleys and cables up near the ceiling that 
transported materials around the inside of the buildings also have been upgraded.  In various 
meeting rooms there are displays of products that were manufactured by the Iron Works.  On the 
exterior areas around the buildings there also are piles of old Civil War cannon balls that have 
been welded together.  During the time that the Iron Works were in operation there were many 
innovative workers who dreamed up and poured many smaller metal items that were for 
personal use were and not for sale.  These included such things as nutcrackers, ship book-ends, 
ashtrays, praying hands, frog door stops, and many others.  My father and mother have given 
many of these kinds of items to various members of our close family.  They are prized 
possessions by everyone who received them because they always were prominently displayed 
when we visited with them. 
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In 1981, the renovation of the Trade Center won a National Trust for Historic Preservation 
Honors Award.  The city has transformed the river bank of the Chattahoochee River with a 
delightful long pathway for walking along the river. 
 

Rabun B. Harper 
 
He was born November 13, 1928, in Columbus, Georgia.  Has lived in Georgia, Florida, 

Alabama, South Carolina, North Carolina, and California.  Served in the U.S. Air Force during 
1948 – 1952.  During the Korean War served as an Aircraft Electrical Systems Instructor on the 
B-29 bomber and also the B-47 bomber, the aircraft that persuaded the Soviet Union to cease 
the Cold War.  Met and married Betty Jean Thompson in 1950 while on Air Force duty in 
Wichita, Kansas.  Attended the University of Miami on a scholarship and the Korean GI Bill.  
Was awarded a BS in Electrical Engineering from the University of Miami in 1956.  Moved to 
the San Fernando Valley in California after graduating.  Has been a Sunday School teacher for 
fourth grade children.  In 1963, participated as a leader in a group of people that established 
Saint Stephen Presbyterian Church in Chatsworth, California.  Afterwards was ordained as an 
Elder in the church and continues in that status to the present time.  In 1965, was awarded the 
MS in Engineering from UCLA.  Has worked for Lockheed Aircraft, International Telephone and 
Telegraph, Litton Industries, Shared Biomedical Engineering Services, National Medical 
Enterprises, and the Northrop Grumman Corporation as an engineer in military electronic 
systems, hospital biomedical engineering, medical electronic systems, and human factors 
engineering in the aerospace industry.  Retired in 1995 from Northrop Grumman Corporation 
where he worked on aircraft cockpit controls and displays as well as flight crew performance 
testing on the B-2 Bomber program.  He has three daughters, two grand daughters, and one 
great-grandson.  Interests and hobbies include life story history writing, traveling, flying, 
astronomy, genealogy, and SCUBA diving. 



 45 

 

Bea Gold 
FRANKLIN-HOLLYWOOD CAS 

 

Friday Chicken Soup 
 

We lived in a neighborhood where there were many 
Jewish families and the stores catered to the dietary laws of 
the faith.  Each class of food had its own store and each one 
was a treat to enter. Meat and milk products were strictly 
separated. 

The Live Poultry shop had me in total awe.  On 
Fridays, my mother always made chicken soup, so buying the 
right chicken was required.  Mama would walk in to this 

open poultry market, like she owned the place and slowly look into each of the cages that were 
holding clucking chickens.  She would select her prize, wanting only a young egg-layer. She 
would put her hand into the cage, hold the chicken by the neck and proceed to insert her pointer 
finger into the anus of the unsuspecting chicken.  If she felt eggs present, that would be it and she 
would order the chicken killed, if not, the process would be repeated.  The ritual ended with the 
feathers of the killed chicken being plucked by a woman sitting with legs widespread and the 
chicken in her apron covered lap.  Then the bird would be held by head and feet and twirled 
slowly over an open fire to singe any remaining pinfeathers.  Although the odor was strange, 
intense and unpleasant, I related it to the coming cooking session and loved it. 

When we got home Mama would make the chicken soup and my treat would be to get 
one of the unformed eggs, that she had felt in the live chicken, after it was cooked in the soup.  
When Mama made the chicken soup she cleaned the inside of the chicken and had to be very 
careful not to break the gall or the chicken would be spoiled.  It would be very bitter.  She cut all 
the fat off the chicken as well as any skin she could remove.  She put this in a small saucepan on 
the stove to cook, using a very low flame. The odor filled the apartment and was wonderful.  
When the fat had melted and the skin was beginning to brown, it made a tinkling, crackling 
sound, and then she added an onion that she had chopped.  After both the skin and the onions 
were a beautiful golden color she strained the skin and onions out and what was left was the 
famous Jewish schmaltz and gribbenes. 
 These magic ingredients that were the staple in delicious European Jewish cooking have 
become outlawed in our search for low cholesterol diets.  As a lover of Mama's cooking and also 
concerned about health, I compromise by using the healthful canola oil, but sneak a teaspoon of 
schmaltz into the pan for frying.  You could almost believe you are in Mama's Kitchen when you 
get a whiff of browning onions. 
 My mother saved the giblets, the gizzard and the heart sometimes to go in the soup and at 
other times into a fricassee.  When she made fricassee, she cut the neck off the chicken, the 
helzel, and stuffed it with a delicious mixture of flour, onions, gribbenes and schmaltz.  I loved to 
watch her thread the big needle with heavy white thread and sew one end of the neck skin tube, 
fill it and then sew the other end.  This went into a fricassee with meatballs and the giblets. 

When the foods were all prepared and went onto the stove or into the oven, scrumptious 
odors began to fill the room and my mother would take a break.  She would sit down with a cup 
of coffee and then the stories would start coming. 
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The Flower Lady 

 
Sometime we spent the summer at a farm where the farmer had six little cottages he 

rented to families.  The cottage had only a bedroom, no bathroom or kitchen.  You had to go into 
the farmhouse to use the toilet or the kitchen.  All the city women shared the farmhouse kitchen, 
along with the farmer's wife.  These places were called KOCHN ALEINS or cook-for-yourself 
places.  There was so much talking, pot stirring, dishes banging and babies crying, children 
coming and going, that the sound was like an operatic chorus.  “Stop it!”  “Come here now!”  
That’s beautiful!”  “Delicious, what’s in it?”  Sometimes making happy sounds and sometimes 
making harsh notes.  All the different cooking made a symphony of smells.  The farmer's wife 
was the conductor.   

The farmer grew vegetables that the city women could buy for dinner.  He let the children 
come into his garden and pick the vegetables that their mothers had bought.  What a treat!  We 
city kids learned how corn was grown on a stalk, how beans grew up on a vine, how carrots were 
buried in the ground.  

“See these little black things?  They are seeds.  Next year we will plant them and grow 
more carrots,” the farmer said. 

The farmer was our epicure teacher.  He caught fish for us and showed us how.  He 
milked the cow, let us drink warm milk and showed us how the cow was milked.  He took us into 
the chicken coop, let us find eggs and take them back for breakfast.   
 The farm was in the mountains near Liberty, New York and a special treat for me was the 
walk into the town to buy groceries.  When Mama and I went through the little town we always 
passed a small, white, house.  There was a white picket fence all around it.  The space between 
the fence and the house was filled with flowers.  It was incredible!  I wondered how anyone 
could grow flowers like that.  It could only be magic. The colors!  The shapes!  The aromas!  
Some of them were so tall I couldn't see the top.  Some of them were like carpets of flowers on 
the ground.  The woman who lived and gardened there used to come out when we passed.  She 
was very tall and she wore a straw hat and an apron with pockets filled with tools.   

She talked to us and told us the names of the flowers.  “Good morning.  It’s nice to see 
you again.  Would you like one of these flowers?” she said to me.  “This one is called a 
Calendula.  The flowers are yellow and orange.  Which one do you like better?”  She picked 
some flowers for us and wished us a happy day.   

We called this lovely, kind, magical woman “The Flower Lady.”   
I grew up revering gardening, I become a master gardener, an avid home flower and 

vegetable gardener and a supporter of community gardening.  The farmer we stayed with 
instilled in me a love for fresh foods, direct from the farm and the Flower Lady a love for 
horticulture.  I was one lucky kid!     
 

I Will Help You  
 
It was rush hour in the New York Subway system.  There were so many people crushed 

together, all who seemed to be waiting for the next train, trying to get home after work.  I was 
standing in the middle of all the people on one of the busiest stations, 42nd Street and Times 
Square.  I thought if I could jump up I’d be held there by the crush and not need to stand on my 
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own feet.  I was 17 years old and had just moved out of my parent’s home.  I was living in East 
Greenwich Village and going home from my job, painting buttons.  I got that work because I was 
an art student.  I was earning $15 a week and I was living with Ruthie Goldenberg, an art student 
who came to New York from Chicago.  Ruthie didn’t have any family living in New York.  Our 
walkup, cold water, tenement apartment cost us $9 a month.   

As I stood there waiting for the next train, I heard a creaky little voice crying, “Will 
anyone help me?”  I looked around and I could just see through the crowd, a tiny little old lady, 
all dressed in black.  Black dress, black shawl across her shoulders and black babushka on her 
head tied under her chin.  Poor thing, I thought, I bet she’s lost.  She reminded me of my 
grandmother who died when I was little. 

I pushed my way through the people and finally got to her.  I put my hand on her 
shoulder and said, “Don’t worry.  I will help you.  Just tell me what you need.”   

She looked up at me and screamed louder, “Will anyone help me?”   
I patted her on her shoulder and said again, “Don’t worry. I will help you.  Just tell me 

what you need.”   
Again she screamed “Will anyone help me?”    That was when I realized I was speaking 

English to her and she was crying in Yiddish!   
I understood her but she did 

not understand me.  My parents 
always spoke Yiddish to me and 
because they wanted me to be a 
good American they expected me to 
answer in English.   I never spoke 
Yiddish!  Now here was this poor 
lady, hysterical because she was 
speaking Yiddish and I was 
answering in English.  I realized 
then that I had buried in my brain 
all the Yiddish words I needed to 
help her so I started over again, 
thinking word by word.  

“Ich vill dier helfin. Vus 
darft dere vessen?” (I will help 
you.  What do you need to know?) 
She actually understood me and 
told me what station she needed to 
reach.  I directed her to the right 
spot to wait and told her goodbye.  I 
felt both like a Good Samaritan and 
a little foolish.  I love Yiddish and 
wish I had learned to speak it but 
I’m grateful that I can understand it 
and enjoy the beautiful sound of the 
language.   
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Bea Gold 

 
Bea Gold has been retired since 1997 and spent most of her professional years as the 

Founder and Executive Director of a non-profit Los Angeles, public service organization, 
Pathways.  This organization provides child care services including training for early childhood 
staff and families for young children with disabilities.  She has maintained her public service 
work through serving on the Silver Lake Neighborhood Council Board and the Griffith Park 
Adult Community Center Club as Vice President and Membership Chairperson.  This successful 
L.A. Parks and Recreation club has grown to over 850 members in the past several years.   

Bea is an artist who has been a member of the LAUSD Life Story Writing Class since 
2001 and has had the opportunity to develop her writing skills over time with the mentoring of 
the class teacher, Jeanette Shelburne.  In 2008 and 2009 she completed a volume of 36 one page 
stories based on memories of her childhood in the 1930s and ‘40s.   She has been able to 
combine her writing with her art background and has created an illustrative painting to 
accompany each story.  Two sets of twelve story/painting combinations have been exhibited. The 
two group exhibits were presented through the member organization, the Silver Lake Art 
Collective.  Bea has employed a professional Story Editor, Sara Anne Fox, to edit each of the 
stories while maintaining the voice of the child as story teller.  This volume will be published in 
2010.   
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Nona H. Negri 
FRANKLIN-HOLLYWOOD CAS 

 

Our Country School--Minnesota 
 
 Have you ever been to Knott’s Berry Farm and seen the old-
fashioned school house? It’s a one-room structure which resembles 
the country churches of early America. That’s the type of school I 
attended prior to high school. It was known as District #93. Like our 
homes, it had no electricity, no plumbing or running water, and no 
telephone. 
 It had rows of desks with a folding seat attached to the front 
of each. The top of the desk was slightly slanted, with an ink well in 
the upper right corner and a groove along the top for pencils. Beneath 
this slanted top was an open compartment in which to keep our 

books, tablets and pencils. Although the texts were furnished, we purchased our own paper, 
pencils, paints and crayons. 
 The entire front of the building had a cement porch with two steps leading up to it. The 
building faced the west, and as you entered the building, you passed through a cloak room where 
we hung our coats and left the overshoes in bad weather. To the right of this room was a small, 
narrow room which served as the boys’ toilet. It had a simple stool but no sink. Yes, beneath the 
stool was a deep hole for body wastes. These rooms were never heated and were mighty cold in 
winter. To get to the girls’ facility, you had to go through the main room which was equally 
sparse and cold. There was only one outside entrance to the building, which by modern standards 
would be a fire hazard. 
 Beyond the entrance was a door leading to the main school room. In the front were an 
oak desk and chair for the teacher with a mesh waste basket beside it. From the ceiling near this 
desk, hung a globe of the world. 
 The teacher faced the rows of desks used by the students. Along each wall between the 
windows were huge black colored chalkboards on which to write assignments and work math 
problems. Above one of the boards was an octagon-shaped clock with a pendulum. 
 In the rear of the room were as a huge upright coal furnace with a protective shell, a 
portable drinking fountain on a stand and a floor-to-ceiling bookshelf. It was on the bottom shelf 
of this case where we kept the lunches we brought from home in a gallon pail with a cover which 
had been originally purchased with syrup in it. 
 In winter, upon arriving at school, we would huddle around the protective shell of the 
stove to warm up before starting our lessons. One such winter a Margaret Anderson got too close 
to the shell and burned the back out of her coat. Unable to afford a new coat, she spent the next 
few winters wearing a coat with a huge patch of a different color on the back. 
 This one room was similar to the Montessori system as it housed eight grades of 
education. There was no kindergarten, but being my birthday was in April, I started in the fall 
when I was 5. We lived one and a half miles from school, which we walked each way. The hours 
were from 9 a.m. to 4 p.m. 
 My teacher for six years was Olive Bose, a young lady from a neighboring farm. She was 
about 5 feet 8 inches tall, a pretty blue-eyed blonde who was well liked by both students and 
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parents. For $45 a month, she carried the coal from an outside shed, lit the furnace, pumped 
water and filled the fountain from an outside well before students arrived in the morning. 
 However, one year when the well went dry, I was given five cents a day to tote water for 
drinking. This year my dad loaned our neighbor, who lived two and a half miles from school, a 
horse and buggy. His children would pick me up and the water can for the ride to school. For that 
service I earned a total of $5, but I never saw a penny of that check – when I received it the 
following July, my Dad needed money to buy twine for the binder to harvest the grain – it was 
our struggle for survival. 
 Going back to our school day: When it was time for each person to recite our lessons, 
Miss Bose would say, “Third grade pass,” and we would march to the front and sit on the seats 
facing the teacher. We had a total of about thirty students, so you’d think that would be 
distracting for the other class, but by the time we reached eighth grade, we had a terrific 
education. It was lucky for us that we did, too, as we had to pass State Board Exams to finish 
both seventh and eighth grades. If we passed those rigorous exams, we were allowed to go to the 
Courthouse 15 miles away for a ceremony to receive our diplomas. 
 Miss Bose was always very nervous when we had a visit from the County Superintendent 
of Schools. Her name was Ada B. Wise, no pun intended. All the country schools in Murray 
County were under her jurisdiction, and she advised the teachers on how and what to teach. Miss 
Bose was an excellent teacher, though, and on several occasions, we had an intern student 
teacher with us for two weeks training. 
 Yes, Miss Bose had terrific teaching methods. One was a phonics game which I still use 
in my teaching techniques today. Also, she would string paper cars with our names on them 
above the blackboard and mimic a race. With a perfect lesson, the car was moved and the person 
to reach the goal first received a candy bar, an otherwise unaffordable treat for us poor farm kids. 
 In spelling and math, she would throw a bean bag from one student to another to get the 
answers, so it wasn’t just learning; it was fun! We got to be very good – good enough so that one 
year I was chosen to go to the County Seat fifteen miles away to compete with other schools in a 
spelling bee. To get there, I had to walk five miles to the nearest town and then take a train. I 
didn’t win the contest, but it was quite an experience. 
 Now let me tell you about the outside and playground. We had about three acres of land 
with a fence around the premises. Besides the outside wall and coal shed, there was a long one-
story barn for horses, as some students came from several miles away. There was also a swing 
set with four swings and a teeter (see saw) set with four teeters. Teeters can be dangerous – it 
takes two to use one, and I remember once when some of the children ganged up on me, 
pretending to be a partner and then letting the teeter drop to the ground to give me a jolt. 
Although I survived this tactic, another girl in my class, Elsie Anderson, wanted to try it and 
when her end hit the ground she was thrown forward into the T-bar and broke a permanent tooth, 
a defect which she had until we graduated from high school. Incidentally, she was our high 
school valedictorian and went on to become a nurse. 
 The playground also had a baseball diamond. I don’t know if it was regulation size, as we 
used it mostly to play Fox and Goose, a tag game. We also used the barn to play Ante-I-Over, a 
ball and tag game. Half of the students lived north of the school and half south of it, and I recall 
one time when, instead of choosing sides, we started a vendetta with the north against the south. 
It became too heated so the teacher had to intervene. Yes, even though we were all from northern 
European extraction, there was still prejudice in rural Minnesota. 
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 We had a fifteen-minute recess morning and afternoon plus what remained of a one-hour 
lunch break in which to play games and ease off tension from the strictly academic curriculum. 
High school was not mandatory in Minnesota prior to World War II. 
 To settle the class down after lunch, the teacher would read to us for twenty to thirty 
minutes. I can still recall hearing Riders of the Purple Sage by Zane Grey. As a result, I still love 
to read. 
 Because there were so few students in eight grades, and many absences due to illnesses 
from cold winters and poorly heated homes, often there was only one student in a class. 
Consequently, in third grade, I was put in with the fourth graders, so I ended in high school at 
age 12. 
 School was not only important for the children; it was the center of social life for the 
community. Each year Miss Bose would teach us songs and poems so we could invite our 
parents, friends and neighbors to an old-fashioned basket social similar to the one in the movie 
Oklahoma. Besides baskets, the mothers would furnish sandwiches, cakes, pies and dill pickles 
to be sold to those who didn’t get a basket, as people would come from miles around for one of 
these Thanksgiving or Christmas programs. My mother was a terrific cook and her sandwiches 
on home-made Parker House rolls were a big favorite as were her home-canned dill pickles. 
 When the school needed a new clock or some other necessity, we would simply put on a 
program and invite the neighbors. 
 There’s one other fun thing I haven’t mentioned – the end of the school year picnic. 
Sometimes it was held at school, but more often in a nearby grove of trees, as Minnesota has 
many such places. There it was potluck with loads of homemade food such as fried chicken, 
baked beans, potato salad, pies, cakes and home-grown watermelon. However, as a special treat 
for everyone who attended, Miss Bose would buy Eskimo Pies, which were chocolate covered 
ice cream bars. 
 As you can tell by the nostalgia in my tone, Olive Bose was truly a terrific teacher and 
also a great friend; and she continued to stay in touch after she married and moved to a 
neighboring town. In fact, she even came to my dad’s funeral many years later. 
 With the improvement in the economy and transportation, country schools like mine 
became obsolete after World War II. The last time I visited Minnesota and the farm on which I 
was born, we drove by the school of my childhood and it was being used as a hog house by the 
farmer who owned the land, and pigs were running in and out the door. 

Nona H. Negri 
 

Her life is like a Cinderella story. Born and raised on a 160-acre farm in Southern Minnesota, 
she says she never expected to get out of Minnesota. But, along came World War II and she went to Reno, 
Nevada to work in brother Vern’s flying school. There she met a charming Buck Private in the 753 
Military Police Battalion. He was 10 years older, and in civilian life was an officer at a Bank of America 
branch in Hollywood, California. In spite of the age difference, he convinced Nona to marry him. So, in 
1944, she became, as she says, “just a housewife.” However, in 1967, hubby Charles had cancer and lost 
20 inches of his large intestine. Luckily, he lived 28 more years. So, at this point, Nona went back to 
school and got her M.A. degree so she would be able to add to the family income if needed. This led to a 
teaching job at Los Angeles City College for 14 years, where she taught Braille Reading and Writing. It 
also led to participation in an Oxford Round Table in England, where she demonstrated the Braille’N 
Speak, a talking Brailler. Nona has also volunteered at Braille Institute for 3 years, where she teaches 
knitting. She joined the Life Story Writing class at the Griffith Park Adult Community Center in March 
2008. Every Tuesday, when she volunteers at Braille Institute, the knitting class asks her to read a story 
that she has written for the writing class. 
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Hilda Weiner Lerner 
EL CAMINO-RESEDA CAS 

 
 
 
 

SOO 
 

I have a doll, she’s very plain- 
At least that’s what you’d say- 

When first you saw her waveless hair 
And dullish eyes of grey. 

 
You’d say her voice was toneless 

And her nose was funny too. 
I know you’d criticize my Soo, 

“Cause mostly all folks do. 
 

It’s true she has her moments 
When my scoldings are in vain, 

But when I sew her dress seams wrong 
She never will complain. 

 
I put her nightcap on at night 

And kiss her little head. 
I hug her to my heart 

Then put her in her bed. 
 

Say, would you like to be my doll 
Made of alabaster? 

Or would you rather be a girl, 
And wonder when your little self grows faster? 

 
Well, all in all, Soo’s human 

So much like me, and still 
The enviable difference is 
I’ll age – she never will! 
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Remembering My Bathroom 
New York 

-1933- 

I was 11, and this is my remembrance secret!  I’ve kept it so long (since 1933), because 
of VANITY, since it does not enhance my body image – of which I have always been made 
aware, in a not too admirable fashion. 
 My family and I were at dinner around a four legged, rectangular white chrome enameled 
top kitchen table; my mom, dad, brother Mel and I.  My mother made the best roast chicken I’ve 
ever tasted but, unfortunately, we were not eating that this evening.  We were having a mundane 
mummaligs - a corn meal mush with cottage cheese and sour cream.  
 My chubby mind atop my chubby body wandered.  I was bored – looking for action.  I 
thought I’d go to my usual haunt, the bathroom, where I’d often sit and play my chromatic 
harmonica and dream of being ‘thin’ and less of a concern to my mother who worried I’d never 
get anyone to marry me because I was too fat.  
 Sitting on the lid of the ‘loo,’ playing The Man on the Flying Trapeze on the harmonica, 
my eyes ascended to the silver-plated shower curtain rod above the porcelain bathtub.  It was 
bright and solid and I liked the way the bar curved around the shape of the tub below it.  We 
never had shower rings or curtains on it, since my mother preferred we bathe rather than shower.  
 So, there I was playing:  
 “He floats through the air with the greatest of ease, the daring young man on the flying 
trapeze,” when I thought, what would it be like to hang on the rim of the shower ring and swing 
back and forth??  
 In retrospect, I can’t imagine myself being such a creative athlete – since I never could 
climb up the hanging knots on the suspended rope in gym!  However, there I was, one foot off 
the marble tub ridge, reaching two feet above me ready to grad at the shower ring.  Get it?  I 
must have thought I was a chimpanzee.  I tested the bar with one hand and foot, decided it was 
sturdy enough, and went for the gold!  
 The next thing I knew, I was down on the tiled floor, legs outstretched - plaster falling all 
around me, two gaping holes where the shower ring had been attached and a bent shower bar that 
had cascaded into and over the bathtub!!  
 I was dazed, when my mother, hearing the crash, came through the bathroom door, 
observed the surprising mess and screamed as any Jewish mother might,  
 “Oy, Gevalt!”  
 ”What happened?” she asked.  “What did  you do to the shower ring?” and running her 
hands over my body checking to see if I was hurt anywhere, she said, “How can I explain this to 
the superintendent?”  Her head abuzz she asked, “Madela, are you hurt?”  
 She brought me to my feet, and seeing a blood spot near the bridge of my nose, she shook 
her head, stepped around the debris, went to the medicine chest, took out the antiseptic and 
doctored me up.  
 My 8 year-old-brother looked into the bathroom and was laughing his head off as he 
would have been had he seen me slip on a banana peel!  My dad was not overly surprised, and 
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seeing me standing up, was assured my mother had handled whatever situation it was that caused 
the bathroom to look like a demolition squad had hit it.  
 “What,” you may think, could an 11-year-old, in the middle of her dinner have in mind to 
attempt a feat of this destruction? – a show of courage? Strength? Agility? Athletic prowess?  
 Who knows?  I only know that my secret’s out.  I’ve kept my bathroom secret 70 years 
and it’s great to be able to share it with my peers.  It is indeed as George Bernard Shaw wrote:  
“If you cannot get rid of the family skeleton, you may just as well make it dance!” 
 

 “I did not dance, I fell on my duff –  

The ignominy was not enough --- 

For on the side of my nose 

There’s a small white scar 

To remind me:  “Hilda 

You know now who you are!  

You are not a light weight 

Who flies through the air 

Unless you’re on United 

And you’ve paid your airplane fare -- 

And all you get for this bathroom airing 

Is to let your pals know 

In your youth, you were daring.”  

 
 
 
 
 

Hilda Weiner Lerner 
 

Bronx born 
And 

California bred 
Enjoys having 

The narration group 
Enjoy  

Her doggerel poetry 
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Anita Wincelberg 
WESTSIDE CAS 

 
 

 
More than “Something from Nothing” 

New York 
 

Until I grew up, I never realized that we had been poor, 
because we were no different from anyone else we knew.  It 
made for a close community, especially if you lived in an 
apartment building, as we did in the East Bronx.  (We never 
knew anyone who lived in a single-family house.)  Neighbors 
cared about each other.  I remember writing letters to the 

Welfare Department and other government agencies for neighbors, complaining about problems 
which had not been resolved.  The neighbors told me what they wanted to say, in Yiddish, and I 
would write the letters in English.  I also remember trying to teach a young boy with Down’s 
Syndrome to read.  And when I was about twelve, I used to proudly wheel babies in their 
carriages in the street so that their mothers could take care of household chores.  (I had always 
wanted a baby sister or brother.)  I would not accept any money because our family motto, based 
on the cigarette slogan "I'd walk a mile for a Camel," was "I'd run a mile for a mitzvah." (a good 
deed). 

We never heard of therapy in those days, but the people we knew would not have been 
able to afford it anyway.  My mother was known for her kindness and wisdom.  As a child, I 
remember being present when neighbors asked her for advice.  Even my girlfriends came to see 
her when they were having problems at home. 

In those days, during the Depression, there were no computers, no Internet, no text 
messages or E-Mail, no jet planes, no Xerox or FAX machines, no refrigerators, no microwave 
ovens, and no food processors.  In the winter, milk was kept in a crate on the fire escape.  When 
it was really cold, the top of the milk shot up, and we raced to get the cream.  (No skim milk in 
those days.  People didn't worry about dieting, but about getting enough to eat.)  Telephones 
were located in the halls of each floor, and someone always answered the ring.  It meant little 
privacy, but lots of advice, wanted or not.  And long-distance calls were only for dire 
emergencies. 

We knew there was little money, but did not feel deprived or resentful.  Our parents were 
imaginative.  Our father used to bring home the largest, most beautiful apple he could find every 
Friday, and, at the Shabbat table, divide it into five pieces.  We called it "the family apple" and I 
continued the tradition with my own children.   

Once, when I was a child, we were eagerly looking forward to going to Coney Island, a 
famous beach and amusement park, on Sunday.  In the morning, it was raining in torrents, and I 
remember standing at the window, just heartbroken.  When it was clear that the rain would not 
stop, my mother said, "We were going to have a picnic today.  We can have it right here."   

So she spread out a blanket, opened a beach umbrella in the living room, and took out 
games and the food she had prepared.  It became an adventure.   
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I realized later that it was experiences like this which stay with you, not times when 
everything goes smoothly. 

We were given money to go to the movies every four weeks.  Once, we were desperate to 
see "Gunga Din," which was playing only three weeks since our last movie outing.  We pleaded, 
and our father asked if we would be willing to wait five weeks for the next movie and see 
"Gunga Din" now.  We agreed, and signed a contract that he locked in the safe.  We felt it was a 
fair agreement. 

We learned optimism from our father, and from our mother that every person deserves 
respect and support regardless of financial circumstances.  And we learned perseverance from 
both. 

Once, my father was unemployed and had a temporary WPA job shoveling snow.  My 
oldest sister, Edith, did have a job at that time.  On the way to the subway one morning, she 
passed a group of men who were taking a break from this hard work.  My father was doing 
Russian dances to entertain the men.  They were stomping their feet, and clapping to keep warm. 

The WPA (The Work Progress Administration) did more than create snow-shoveling 
jobs.  It came into being through an Executive Order by President Roosevelt in 1935 to help the 
unemployed.  It lasted until late 1943, when gearing up for the war effort provided many jobs.  
While it lasted, it provided work for 8,500,000 people, at a cost of over 11 billion dollars.   

Highways and roads and bridges were built as well as public buildings and parks, and 
development of rural areas took place as well.  It included the Federal Writers and Arts projects.  
Musicians organized concerts.  The Federal Theater Project created stock companies which 
toured the country.  I remember a production of Gilbert and Sullivan's Pirates of Penzance which 
was performed from a huge flatbed truck in Crotona Park.  It had costumes and scenery and 
music and fine acting.  It was so magical that it sparked an interest in theater that still lasts. 

More than once, however, I saw the Sheriff evicting tenants who could not pay the rent.  
It was called "being dispossessed," and people felt great shame at having their belongings put out 
on the street.  It was a time when men would go from building courtyard to building courtyard 
singing or playing the violin.  Tenants would wrap a few coins in pieces of newspaper and throw 
them down.  Destitute people also came door-to-door asking for a donation.  My mother 
welcomed them and offered refreshments, and always found a way to give them something.  She 
would say to us "After all, I don't go to the beauty parlor or wear lipstick or smoke cigarettes."  
(Picture Mother Teresa making such a statement, and you can imagine my mother.)  We were 
reminded of the Biblical injunction to remember that "We were slaves in Egypt," and to consider 
those less fortunate. 

Our mother was frail, and had a serious heart ailment.  So we helped as best we could.  
My sister and I, at different times, learned to cook at our mother's bedside. 

After Rosy married, I took over doing the laundry on Sunday mornings, by hand, using a 
washboard, with a book propped up so I could read at the same time.  We hung the clothing on 
lines stretched between the two buildings.  In winter, the sheets froze so hard that you could 
practically break them.  I would do the ironing listening to BBC plays broadcast on WNYC.  
Thursday nights, I washed the floors, and put down newspapers to keep them clean until 
Shabbat.  In removing them, I often got caught up reading news stories I had missed. 

While our family was not in such bad straits as many others, the Depression affected us 
as well.  Our oldest sister, Edith, her husband and baby, had to move in with us, because they 
could find no apartment they could afford.  We made room, and Rosy and I shared a bed.  (I used 
to say that she slept diagonally and left me no space.)  One thing, for sure, we were never lonely. 
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Rosy finished high school and went to work.  I knew I, too, would not be able to go to 
college, even with a full scholarship, since I needed to contribute to the family finances.  So I 
studied stenography, typing and bookkeeping instead of choosing the academic track. After the 
High School graduation ceremonies, when my friends were celebrating, I fled into an empty 
classroom, sobbing because I felt my life and dreams were over.  Two weeks later, I went back 
to high school four nights a week for two years to acquire the academic courses which would 
make it possible to be accepted by Hunter College, which I attended at night after work.  I got 
home around 11 p.m., had dinner, and then studied.  On my job, I napped during the lunch hour, 
and co-workers woke me. 

I realized, then and now, that I valued my formal education--college, and then graduate 
school, much, much more than if it had come easily. 
 

Anita Wincelberg 
 
On February 27, I somehow reached the age of 83.  I'm a Licensed Marriage and Family 

Therapist.  Due to severe budgetary cuts, I now work far fewer hours.  I realized that this change 
could be felt as a devastating loss, or, perhaps, used to explore other interests. I now continue to 
work with clients, participate in Torah study classes and a book club, take balance exercise 
classes, and quite to my surprise, enjoy watching Laker games.  

My husband, Shimon Wincelberg, a playwright and television writer, and I married in 
1954, meeting after corresponding for six months.  We worked together on a number of writing 
projects, and collaborated in raising three fine children. (Our seven grandchildren also add joy.) 
I feel that my greatest achievement in life, however, far greater than the academic and creative 
awards I've received over the years, was to have been a partner in an especially harmonious 
marriage of 50 years, 2 months and 25 days. 
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Betty Whitman Bross 
EL CAMINO-RESEDA CAS 

 
 

Decisions and Change  
During the Depression 

Kansas 
 
 

Married in 1914, my parents Ethel and Will Whitman 
rented and farmed the Gould place.  They saved their money 
until 1929 and found a beautiful ranch on the Republican River 

in Cheyenne County, Kansas.  It had a very modern cement block two story house with a cellar 
to store canned goods and use as a fortress in case of a cyclone.  It had a big red barn to 
accommodate horses and cows.  There was pasture land and farming land to raise wheat and 
millet.  And there were beautiful cotton wood trees and an ice house to store ice in the winter to 
have ice to make ice cream year around.  

On October 29, 1929, “Black Friday,” the stock market crashed.  The banks started to fail 
yet President Herbert Hoover kept saying, “Prosperity is just around the corner.” 

Dad had a big millet crop which filled the hay loft of the barn.  In 1931 there was very 
little rain or snow.  It affected the panhandle of Texas, Oklahoma, Kansas and Nebraska.  The 
land was parched and when the wind blew it took the crops and the seed and blew it two counties 
away.  We still had our chickens who laid eggs.  We dressed chickens and gave them to the 
Doctor in return for his services, as we had no money.  We had a huge garden and we sold some 
produce in town.  We canned lots of vegetables.  When we killed beef and pork we even canned 
some of the meat.  We were never hungry. The dirt storms lasted for four and a half years. 

When I was 5 years old the teacher asked Mother if I would like to start school early.  
Mother was glad to have me go so she could help Dad in the fields. There were three little boys 
in the first grade and the teacher thought I would spark up the class.  When Mother packed our 
dinner pails she also put in a white handkerchief so if there was a dirt storm we could wet it put it 
over our face and be able to breathe while we felt for the fence posts walking the two miles 
home.  Usually the storms came up in the afternoon.  One by one our neighbors gave up and 
moved to Denver, Colorado or far away California. 

On Memorial Day in 1935 Lee, Marjory and I were awakened by the folks putting all the 
furniture up on the kitchen and dinning room tables.  There was one foot of water in our house.  
There were four feet of water outside.  During the night it had begun to rain, then, about 2 a.m. 
there was a cloud burst about sixty miles up in Colorado. There was a cloud burst of 29 inches in 
one hour.  The Republican River over ran its banks, even re-routed the river and many wooden 
homes without a good foundation floated down the river.  Many lost their lives and others floated 
down the river sitting on their roofs.   

There were many interesting stories about how many were saved.  Mother saved some 
articles written in the St. Francis Journal about these stories.  During that night it was pitch 
black, so until the sun came up we could not see just what was happening.  We watched our 
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chickens get dizzy from the rushing water and go in the water and drown.  It ruined our garden.  
The cattle and horses escaped up to high ground.   

After the flood, Dad sold his registered Herford cattle for $16 a head and all his 
machinery, tractors etc.  With that money he traded in our old Chevrolet car for a l935 Pontiac.  
He put a hitch on it and bought a small trailer.  We packed our clothes in a trunk put our dishes 
in another trunk.  We left all our furniture except a rocking chair that had always comforted us.  
Mother even left the bedroom set given to her by her parents when she got married.  We put our 
best Jersey cow in the trailer.  I sat in the front seat with the folks.  Lee and Marjory sat in the 
back seat with our German Shepherd dog, Bounce.  It was 300 miles to Salina, Kansas where we 
were going to stay with and work for Uncle Lee.  His wife, Aunt Mary was Dad’s sister.  We had 
to stop every 50 miles and let the cow out to walk around and also give Bounce the dog some 
exercise.  We made it to Salina and started to work for Uncle Lee.  Dad was the hired man, 
Mother the cook while Marjory and I milked 5 cows at 5 a.m. and 5 p.m. every day. 

We went to a white one room school house where I met Mary and Arlene who are still 
my friends.  When I was ready for High School we moved to town and eventually, my father was 
able to buy and run a Champlain Service Station. 

 
Betty Whitman Bross 

 
I am now 83 years young.  I have attended the Life Story Writing Class for the past four 

years at One Generation in Reseda, California every Tuesday afternoon.  Jeanette Shelburne is 
our very encouraging instructor.  About 20 people attend and critique our writing. I am sure this 
class keeps older people from becoming senile.  I am encouraging everyone, no matter what age, 
to make good decisions as you travel the highway of life. I have finished my memoirs and am 
ready to publish them. As I look back on my life I am so grateful of many decisions I have made.  
There are 3 important times in a persons life.   1. Hatched  2. Matched  3. Snatched. 

One does not have any choice on where they will be born.  When you get married you 
have many choices.  When you marry very young you have a slim chance of making it to your 
50th Wedding anniversary.  It is so important you get a good education.  It’s important to read a 
lot and have a dictionary to look up new words and develop a good vocabulary.  This is the basis 
for a good education so when you meet the right person you have something to take to the union. 

My parents lived what they taught.  When we left home, Dad told us we had a helping 
hand at the end of our elbow and we should use it. When I graduated from High School I was 
tempted to try out for the base ball league. That would have been fun but I chose to join the 
Cadet Nurses Corps and get an education so I could support myself.  I wanted to be a Medical 
Missionary and paid money to Bob Johns University in South Carolina but then, instead chose to 
go with my brother Lee and his wife Virginia to Philadelphia, Pennsylvania and be with and help 
Virginia as she had two very small children.  Later, I worked at Mt. Sinai Hospital.  It was 
located in south Philadelphia.  I visited New York five times.  When Christmas came I took the 
train back to Kansas.  Then I went to Denver, learned to ski and play golf.  I got married when I 
was 27 to Lt David Bross.  We have been married 55 years.  I wrote my book for our three 
daughters, Susan, Sandra and Jane; our eight grandchildren Garrett, Alexandra and Jacqueline 
Kuipers.  Kyle and Maximum Coleman, who was adopted five years ago at the age of five from 
St. Petersberg ,Russia; Calan, Travis and Camille Compton.  They make life very interesting.        
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Lenora Holt 

WESTSIDE CAS 
 

 
The Circus Comes To Town 

New Jersey 
 

 Growing up in Perth Amboy, New Jersey in the late thirties 
and early forties, you knew that spring had arrived.  Aside from the 
fact that there was no longer snow on the ground and it was getting 
warmer, there were flyers posted in all the store windows 
advertising, “The Circus is Coming to Town.” 

There was no television at that time on which to advertise, 
so all the little shop keepers were asked to put the Circus signs in 
their windows and they were given free passes or discounted tickets 
to the circus. Between our home and my dad’s tailor shop was a 

large field where the circus would be.  
 My mother believed that if you had skinny children or a skinny husband that meant that 
you were a lousy mother or lousy wife and did not know how to cook.  So for that reason she 
was always trying to fatten up my father, who never weighed more than 135 lbs. in his entire life 
and was approximately 5ft 10 inches.  She did not do such a good job with him, but she certainly 
did with her children.  
 My mother would send me to my father’s tailor shop after I had dinner to help him so that 
he would get home early to eat his dinner.  I remember so clearly the day the circus finally came 
to town and my mother sent me to my dad’s store and warned me, “DO NOT ASK HIM TO 
TAKE YOU TO THE CIRCUS!”  Being deathly afraid if I didn’t obey, I went disappointed to my 
dad’s store.   
 On our way home from the store we had to pass the field where the circus was.  Music 
was playing, bright colored lights were shining all over the field, there were smells coming from 
the vendors that sold popcorn, cotton candy, hot dogs, ice cream and all sorts of things to tempt 
people into buying.   

My dad said to me, “Come let us look around.”   
I said to him, “No, Mommy said you should go right home.”   
He answered, “Let us just go in and look around.”   
I was excited to do that and we went on the grounds, where there was a sideshow with the 

fat lady, skinny man, and the sword swallower.  There was so much excitement, kids and 
vendors were screaming, and I was so happy.  My dad bought us ice cream cones and we walked 
around.   

As we were near the big top where the actual circus was to be held, my dad said to me, 
“Come on let’s go in.”   

I was so scared and started to cry and said, “No, Mommy said I should not ask you to 
take me to the circus, she will get mad at me.”   
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He just took me by the hand and we went into the circus tent.  I was so excited but also 
terrified at the same time.  We stayed for the entire circus and even as we exited the tent, we did 
not rush home because he took me around to the sideshow and we watched for a while all the 
action that was taking place.  He bought me peanuts and we strolled around looking at all the 
little kiosks.  There was ball throwing and dart throwing and all the fun stuff that are at carnivals 
and circuses. 
 We lived in a two family home, and we lived upstairs.  When we arrived home, I was in 
front of my dad going up the steps, and when my mother heard us, she immediately opened the 
door and started yelling at me.   

“Didn’t I tell you not to ask Daddy to take you to the circus?!” 
I was petrified.  My dad went around me on the steps in front of me and said very loud 

and strong, “Do not yell at her, she didn’t want to go to the circus, I was the one who wanted to 
and I made her go.”  

Needless to say, after that my mother did not say a word to me.  I remember this incident 
very clearly.   
 I do not remember my father ever hitting me.  I am sure that I must have received a little 
potch (tap) on my tush but nothing stands out.  I spent a lot of time with my dad in his tailor 
shop.  I would stay in the front of the store, playing with my dolls, reading or playing with my 
friend who lived nearby.  When a customer would come in I would yell, “Store!” and he would 
come from the back where he was working on the sewing machine and take care of the customer.  
He would pay me 5 cents an hour to stay in the front and watch the store.  There was a candy 
store next door to my dad’s store and he would give me 10 cents to go and buy an ice cream cone 
for him and me.  He was a very small eater but he did love ice cream.   

 
Chickens 
New Jersey 

 
 Purchasing chicken today is a simple task.  All we need is money.  We go to the market, 
buy the chicken either, whole, parts, or boneless whatever we desire.  However, when I was 
growing up this was not a simple task that could be accomplished in a relatively short time. 
 My mother very seldom left the house. We had no car in those days and we walked 
everywhere.  I would love when my mother would decide to walk to my father’s store, which 
was three blocks away from our home.  That was a big outing. 
 Every Tuesday, Thursday and Saturday the farmers market was open when the farmers 
came with their produce, eggs and yes-live chickens to sell.  The chickens were kept in little 
cages that looked like little prisons with bars. 
 On Thursdays if my mom was feeling well, (she was often too sick to go) we would walk 
to the farmers market that was approximately 8 blocks from our home.  My father’s tailor shop 
was three blocks from our house, so we would stop there for her to rest before proceeding on to 
the market.  The reason we would go on Thursdays is because the Shochet, the man who 
slaughtered animals according to Kashrut laws was there on that day.  
 We walked with an old stroller that had been mine when I was little so that we could put 
everything in it to bring what was purchased home.  Our first stop was usually for the chickens.  
My mother liked to buy chickens with a lot of fat on them.  She would poke around the little 
cage feeling the chickens to see which one had a lot of fat on it.  When she found the chickens, 
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she would buy them and we would then go to the little hut where the schochet used to kill the 
chickens.  I would watch him so intently.  He would take the chicken by the neck, and with a 
very sharp knife, he would cut one slice across the neck very fast so the chickens would not 
suffer, and then put the chicken's head down into a funnel for the blood to drain.  The chickens 
still had reflexes and would move back and forth in the funnel.  After awhile, he would take the 
chickens out and we would go to another little hut where peasant women would pluck the 
chickens.  It was my job to wait there for the chickens to be plucked and to make sure that we got 
back the same chickens that we purchased since my mother wanted her fat chickens.  There were 
also other people there with their chickens, so sometimes I had to stand around in the feathers 
that were on the floor waiting for our chickens. 
 After the chickens were plucked, they were wrapped in newspaper.  My mother gave the 
woman who plucked the chickens 10 cents for each chicken and we would put them in the 
stroller, along with the produce she purchased, and walk home again. 
 When we got home, my mother would put the chickens on the sink drain and I would 
love to play with the chickens’ eyelids.  I would open and close them.  My mom would cut off 
the necks and feet of the chickens, throw away the heads and then would sit on a chair by the 
table, and start opening the chickens and take out all the guts and stuff that was in the chickens.  
It really had an awful smell.  Many times when she opened the chickens, she would find a bunch 
of small egg yolks, which she would later throw into the chicken soup that she was making.  
More than once, she found a whole egg that was always brown.  I never realized then that it was 
brown because she always purchased brown hens.  I always called the brown eggs chicken eggs 
and I would not eat them.  To this day, I will not eat a brown egg.  She would take out the pupik 
(stomach) and the liver that she would later fry with onions or use to make chopped liver.  She 
would check the insides of the chicken after taking out all the guts.  If she did not like something, 
she wrapped everything back up in the newspaper and waited for my father to come home to 
look at it.  Sometimes my father would say NO GOOD, and then my mom would have me take 
the entire chicken next door to a neighbor who did not follow the Kashrut laws.   He did not 
think the chicken was kosher for us to eat.   
 If everything were okay, she would soak and salt the chickens to kasher them.  She would 
clean the feet under boiling water to remove the heavy layer that is best described as heavy 
callus.  These feet were later thrown into the chicken soup along with the egg yolks that she 
found.  The feet of the chicken gives the soup lots of flavor.  When I was little, I loved to eat the 
eggs and chew around the feet. 
 My mother would then clean the pinfeathers that were on the chicken under boiling water 
and she would put the chicken over a flame to singe the feathers that were there.  It was a G-d 
awful smell when she did that.  Nevertheless, when she got through, the chickens were really 
clean and you couldn’t find a pin feather. 
 She would take the fat that she got from the chickens and render it.  We always had about 
2 gallons of chicken fat in our house.  This was used for all kinds of cooking, except for baking 
and of course for dairy meals.  (That is why I look the way I do today.) 
 Since my mother was always ailing, she never went anywhere.  Occasionally she would 
feel good and on a Saturday, she would take a slow walk to my father’s store.  If she was feeling 
okay, I would sometimes walk with her to the farmers market.  She was obsessed with fat 
chickens and if she found on a Saturday fat chickens she would buy them, and we would have to 
carry them home alive.  When we got home, she would put the chickens in our bathtub.  She 
would give it water and some dry corn to eat.  The chickens would flap back and forth in the tub 
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until Thursday when we would walk with them back to the market, so the schochet could kill the 
chickens. 
 Needless to say, my sister Carol and I were scared to go to the bathroom by ourselves.  
Someone always had to go with us.  No one could bathe in the tub until Thursday night.  Since 
we did not have showers, we all had to take sponge baths. 
  

Lenora Holt 
 
 I was born November 11, 1931 in Perth Amboy, New Jersey. I lived there 22 years, 
married my first husband and moved to Rochester, N.Y. in 1953.  Lived in Rochester 5 years and 
then moved in 1959 to Los Angeles, CA.  After my husband and four children died in a fire in 
1968, I went to work as an accounting clerk and later met my second husband and had a son and 
daughter.  I worked for Weight Watchers for 18 years as a Lecturer and then worked at Cedars 
Sinai Hospital in the Medical Media Department for five years.  I simultaneously worked 16 
hours a week for Ross Products, Pediatric Division of Abbott Laboratories and 16 hours for the 
California Association of Health Facilities as a Staff Assistant to the Regional Director where 
after 15 years I am still employed there. I am a Lifetime member of Bnai Brith Women and of 
Hadassah.  I was widowed for the second time in 2003. For the past 15 years I have been 
volunteering as Secretary to the Rabbi of a small synagogue, taking care of all correspondence, 
and I am also active in the Sisterhood of another Synagogue that I am a member of.  I am writing 
my memoirs for my son, daughter and 4 grandchildren. 
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Marisa Holt  
English 

11/30/09 
 
Fourteen-year-old Marisa Holt writes about her grandmother, Lenora Holt for an 
English paper (She got an A): 

 
A Clean Cut Dress and a Bow in My Hair, 

Stories from Bubbie 
 

Since I was four years old, my parents have been divorced, and I spend every other 
weekend with my father and grandmother.  Every other Friday I was filled with so much joy as 
the teacher held my hand and took me to my grandmother’s car.  When I was younger, my 
grandmother (who I call Bubbie) would ask me about school and I would respond in delight.  
When we arrived at my Bubbie’s house, my father met us and we shared the Sabbath meal.  We 
engaged in conversation while devouring my Bubbie’s delicious food. 
 As Friday turned to Saturday, I awoke to attend synagogue with my Bubbie.  We quickly 
got dressed and as we walked out the door, my Bubbie took one last look in the mirror.  My 
Bubbie is an orderly person who always dresses to impress.  When I was younger, she always 
dressed me nicely for synagogue with a clean-cut dress and a bow in my hair.  She told me her 
mother always insisted she leave the house dressed nicely.  I was, and still am Bubbie’s little 
Barbie doll. 
 When we returned from synagogue, it became dark outside.  My Bubbie went to turn on 
the light, and it did not turn on.  I ran to my Bubbie in the dark and sat next to her.  As we 
huddled in the dark, she began to tell me stories of herself when she was a young girl.  She told 
me stories of how chicken was bought for the Sabbath, about school and about her father’s 
tailoring shop.  Hours passed as she told me story after story about her childhood.  As we headed 
off to bed, the power came on and my Bubbie tucked me into bed. 

As my curiosity of my Bubbie’s childhood seemed to grow, she gave me pictures of 
herself as a little girl, with a clean- cut dress and a bow in her hair. From this event, my Bubbie 
was inspired to take on a writing class, and write her memoirs for my three cousins and me to 
later be bound into four books for each of us.  I hope to render my Bubbie’s stories down to 
further generations of my family and preserve the past. 
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Karl Littner 
 

 

Daily Life in Oswiecim, Poland  
 
When I was 12, there were only two cars in the 

whole city of Oswiecim.  One belonged to the owners 
of a Brewery-Liquor Distillery, and the other car 
belonged to the official city Medical Doctor.  In the 
Zasole neighborhood where half of the Oswiecim 
population lived, there were hardly any phones.  One 
or two telephones could be found at some selected 
businesses.  To use them we had to reserve a time and 
wait there to receive the call.  We had electricity to 
light our houses, but no refrigerators, not even ice 
boxes; we did not even know they existed.  

The basement of a house served as a cooler in the in summer and in winter, the basement 
kept the stored potatoes from freezing.  Recycled Big Vine barrels were also stored in the 
basement filled with homemade pickles and sauerkraut for the winter months.  We did have a 
one-page newspaper in town, which on Sunday doubled to two pages.  News filled the first page 
and cartoons the second page.  After reading the paper we recycled the pages, cutting them into 
squares and hanged them on an outhouse nail to be used for toilet paper.  On Fridays my uncles 
bought big copper balloons of carbonated water, and submersed them in the outside well to keep 
them cold.  

In 1936 we had no radios in Oswiecim, and for spreading news a special city policeman 
stopped in each neighborhood, and drumming his drum, he alerted the neighborhood people to 
come out, urging them to assemble around and listen.  Once they all showed up, the police 
officer read aloud (without a microphone).  “Hear! Hear!” he hollered as loud as he could, to 
make sure the disinterested bunch heard what he said, before he moved on to the next 
neighborhood.  All the neighborhood children came running, attracted by the sound of drums, 
just to have some fun, and take part in the big happening in town.  

At that time during my childhood, we had no toy stores, to buy pre-fabricated toys in our 
small town.  We were forced to use our developing imaginations, and make our own toys.  We 
made toys from existing raw materials found around the house.  We made hubs from discarded 
bicycle rims; and from soft-core wood branches we made potato shutters.  We utilized old inner 
tubes using the rubber to make slings, the forks we made from a naturally forked-shaped branch.  
Using the penknife Grandma gave me for my last birthday; I patiently carved wooden propellers, 
drilled a little hole in the middle, and affixed it to a stick with a nail.  I had to run to make the 
propeller spin.  Using an empty wooden thread spool, a piece of paraffin, and a rubber band, I 
made pull toys, that would crawl over even and uneven surfaces.  I even made my own tops and 
whips. 

Businesses in Oswiecim that sold ice cream and sodas in the summer had to keep the ice 
cream from melting and the sodas cold.  Having neither refrigerators nor freezers, they used 
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natural ice formed by winter frost on the river Sola.  During the cold winter days the Sola water 
froze solid for two or more feet deep.  To take a short cut from town to Zasole we walked across 
the river, and to cut time some horse driven carriages crossed on the thick ice too. 

From the frozen river, men using steel axes chiseled out big blocks of ice, and using a 
horse and buggy they carted the big hunks of ice to a specially designed hole in the ground.  
They packed the ice blocks in tightly, filling up the hole to the top.  To slow down the melting 
process, and to preserve the buried ice for the summer, they covered the ice blocks with straw 
and topped them with soil, repeating the same procedure several times.  In summer interested 
businesses bought the ice blocks to keep their ice cream from melting and their sodas and 
seltzers cold.  

In 1937 novelties such as radios, elevators, central heat, shower stalls, inside toilets; or 
paved roads for the two cars in town to drive on, were still non-existent in Oswiecim.  The large 
city square was paved with uneven hand-chiseled granite cobblestones.  The main city roads 
leading out of the city were pressed gravel roads.  Every Tuesday and Thursday were market 
days in the city, and the big open city square filled up with vendors.  Farmers from the 
surrounding villages brought their wares for sale, and with the money they earned, they acquired 
necessities they could only get in town.  After the spring thaw, and the heavy overuse in winter, 
the gravel roads developed an array of deep potholes. 

In the middle of the square stood several steel hand-operated water pumps.  The city 
dwellers had no wells in their backyards.  Always amassed around the pumps were women, 
professional water carriers, (wodziorki) gossiping continuously between trips of carrying water to 
the mostly Jewish residences around the square.  Their wooden water-carrying instruments rested 
on their shoulders, and attached on both ends were chains with hooks at the ends for hanging a 
pail full of water on each side.  For a small fee they carried water all day, every day, up stairs, 
several stories just to earn a living.  

All the houses around the square were multi-story residential buildings and rental 
apartments.  Business establishments occupied the bottom first floor, and on the upper floors 
were many one or two room residential flats.  The flats had no inside toilets, no plumbing, and 
no running water.  The house janitor usually occupied a basement room.  Most tenants living in 
those one or two room flats, and most of the house owners around the square were Jewish.  The 
tenements had no elevators—steps were used to reach several floors, many times every day.  
Because of lack of any kind of transportation system in Oswiecim, everybody walked 
everywhere we had to go.  
 

My Grandparent’s House 
 My grandparent’s house was a combination farmhouse and living quarters. The living 
quarters consisted of two rooms only, a big kitchen, and a bedroom. Separated by a kitchen wall 
was a barn large enough to hold four milking cows. The big kitchen served as a living, dining 
and gathering room. To repair people’s broken bones Grandfather received his patients in the 
kitchen. Grandma churned butter, pressed cheese, baked cakes, and challes, served breakfasts 
and dinners to the whole family and guests. In the kitchen’s right corner stood a bed where Uncle 
Elek and I slept, before he got married.  And when the need arose there was still enough room to 
accommodate visiting relatives, and guests.  
 In the bedroom were two beds, and in the middle of the room was a large polished 
mahogany table to serve dinners for guests.  Against the wall was a large matching mahogany 
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clothing cabinet. In one corner of the room was a tiled potbelly oven to heat the room during 
very cold winter nights.  

Across the cow barn behind the manure pit was another big stable large enough for four 
Belgian workhorses, strong enough to pull very heavy loads. Between the two barns was a 
concrete lined square shaped manure pit, and fastened to it, in one corner was the unheated 
wooden communal outhouse. In the back of my grandparents’ house was Uncle Jacob’s house 
and facing my grandparents’ house, across the yard was Uncle Elek’s home. 
 The whole Enoch family lived close together, and all the meals including holiday meals 
were prepared by Grandma, and served in Grandma’s kitchen. Living in that kind of closeness 
gave an added security to every family member, a feeling unknown in today’s modern lifestyle.  
 Fronting the house was a big yard full of chickens, turkeys, and ducks, walking and 
picking, looking for dropped seeds of corn, wheat and rye. As children we ran around the yard 
barefoot, trying to splash in any cool rain puddles we could find. We had to be careful not to step 
in the poultry’s slippery droppings that were mixed with mud, or we would fall.  It was always 
unsafe to walk until the frequent rains washed the yard down. 
 Several heavy wooden, steel reinforced wagons were parked in the middle of the yard. 
They were used for transporting heavy loads of coal from mines, and for unloading heavy loads 
of various merchandise from wagon trains and to transport them to designated factories and 
storage areas, around Oswiecim. A wooden fence with a locked night gate surrounded the whole 
compound of houses, and barns. The compound was guarded every night by vicious German 
wolfhounds, who were kept locked in the doghouses by day. 
 Because of the vicious dogs I avoided using the outhouse at night; I was not too familiar 
with the angry dogs. For toilet paper we used any old paper we could find including the one page 
newspaper, cut in squares.  

One season followed another; the fall followed by winter.  I was four years old, while my 
sister Fela was not yet three. I still remember when at the end of March 1928 shortly before 
Passover the winter returned with a vengeance. It was so cold that when going outside to play in 
the snow our noses nearly fell off frozen. Mother, noticing our white looking ears and noses, 
rubbed them with snow until our circulation returned. 
 The kitchen oven in Grandma’s house burned non-stop in winter. Remembering how cold 
it was makes me shudder; it was at least –25-30 C, below 0. In April, 1928 the swallows 
returning to nest in Poland for the summer froze in flight, and fell down dead to the ground. 
During that cold winter month, my parents rented a very small attic room from a neighbor whose 
house was across the access road from my grandparent’s house. It was a walk up attic room, 
which had no electricity, heating, and no plumbing. It was used for Fela and me for sleeping 
only. The cold days we spent in our grandparent’s warm house. In the evenings wrapped in 
heavy wool blankets, we were carried up to the small-unheated attic room to sleep. 
 The ceiling in that small attic room was slanted, preventing a grown person from standing 
upright. There was just enough space for a single bed, a commode; and on top of it stood a china 
bowl, and a water pitcher with a thin sheet of ice on top the water. The ice-cold water was used 
to wash up in the morning. For lack of plumbing we spilled the used water into an empty bucket 
standing underneath. Under the bed was the always-present night pot, used nightly to satisfy our 
physiological needs whatever they arose. It was not advisable to go downstairs to use the 
outhouse at night, and freeze off your chuchick, (behind) or get bitten by vicious guard dogs. 
 Especially at night, we kids were afraid of imaginary ghosts and unfamiliar guard dogs. 
The room had a small window, and on the window sill stood a kerosene lamp giving off a dim 
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light, and a strong smell of burning kerosene. Outside was very cold, and pitch dark at night; (no 
street lamps) the window glass in the room was covered with beautiful frost-painted flower 
designs. Fela, my tree-year-old sister, before going to sleep, suddenly noticed a reflection of the 
kerosene lamp in the dark window and got scared.  

She started to cry, thinking the reflection was a bird, “It’s a black bird in the window,” 
she kept repeating crying, and she was really scared. 
 I tried to stop her painful sobbing, explaining to her it’s not a bird; it is the reflection of 
the petroleum lamp. Still disbelieving, she persuaded my childish imagination, and for a while, I 
too thought I saw a bird in the window. Now we both started to cry. Finally after regrouping my 
childish senses I stopped lamenting, I turned the cotton wick in the lamp down, and blew out the 
flame in the petroleum lamp. Instantly the room turned pitch dark, and the reflection in the 
widow disappeared. Cuddling together, covered with the warm goose down filled blanket, we 
soon fell into a sound, restful sleep. 
 The next morning Fela woke up sick with chicken pox, and living so close together, I too 
became infected. At that time we had no immunizing injections to prevent childhood diseases. 
After chicken pox we became sick with measles, mumps, diphtheria, and other childhood 
diseases. Wrapped in heavy wool blankets, they carried Fela and me, daily from the cold attic 
room back to the warmth of Grandma’s house. With a little good luck and lots of family love, we 
became well again. Grandma’s warmth and hospitality kept us in her house until we got 
completely well. 
 During that time Grandma took good care of us, and tried to please us whenever she 
could, serving us always what we like best to eat. For breakfast she fed us fresh baked crispy 
breakfast rolls, spread with delicious, freshly homemade butter, that made our mouths water. To 
drink we got freshly milked and still warm cow’s milk, topped with foam. That was not my 
favorite drink and until now I am not a milk drinker. For breakfast I preferred a freshly baked 
crispy salt stick, covered with caraway, poppy and sesame seeds, and spread on top with fresh 
homemade butter. That combination gave my lips, and my taste buds, the heavenly pleasure of 
tasting the crispy seeded roll with the freshly made butter melting in my mouth. 
 We often watched Grandma braid six strands of dough to bake her own braided challes 
for Shabbat. Yellow from egg, some sugar and raisins, braided and brushed with egg white they 
were left to rise and after a while they were ready to bake. Finished, they came out shining 
brown, filling the kitchen with a heavenly smell of freshly baked dough. Every Friday Grandma 
baked all the cakes for Shabbat. We watched her knead and roll out the sweet dough and fill it 
with ground poppy seeds, walnuts, fruit, prune marmalade, and chocolate to bake delicious 
cakes. Grandma’s specialty was a homemade mouthwatering moist cheesecake that she baked 
with her own specially prepared and pressed white cheese. 
 Oshpicin was known as a cheesecake-eating town because of the mouthwatering 
cheesecakes people baked. Outsiders called us “Oshpeciner dowken fresers (cheese eaters).” We 
helped Grandma churn butter, press cheese, and collect eggs from the chicken coop. Grandma, 
using flower and eggs, kneaded her own pasta dough and cut her own pastas. Using a sharp knife 
Grandma cut the thin rolled out strips of dough, making fine soup macaroni, farfel, and platzel 
that she dried or roasted to perfection for longer preservation. Her pastas tasted delicious in her 
homemade chicken soup. Because Grandma was always nice, and cared for us, we reciprocated 
by assisting and helping her, whenever we could, running all kind of errands for her when 
requested. 
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 In the back of Grandma’s house was a big garden.  Gooseberry bushes lined the garden 
walkways, and along the fences grew raspberries red and yellow, and different kind of 
blackberries we could pick fresh off the vine. Also by the fence, grew several kinds of beans, 
sweet large beans used for addition to chicken soup, and small beans used to cook beans and 
farfel soup with knockwurst. In the garden we also grew strawberries, cucumbers, radishes, all 
kinds of tomatoes, rounded oblong, yellow and red. In season we grew enough vegetables to 
satisfy Grandma’s needs. In the garden under the house windows, we planted colorful flowers 
that in spring displayed an array of beautiful colors and an abundance of fragrances. It gave us 
pleasure to help, and keep up the beauty of the garden; we watered the plants and flowers, and 
walked often through the garden to enjoy its beauty. 
 In the fall we pickled cucumbers and wearing white socks on our clean feet, we stomped 
shredded kraut (cabbage) into a big vine barrel, to make it into sauerkraut for a whole year’s use. 
Fresh cold water we brought up from a deep well in the yard, and filled a couple buckets with it. 
It was naturally cold and tasted very good.  We used the well water for cooking, drinking, and 
for other domestic chores. After Fela and I recovered from our sicknesses, it was decided that to 
avoid further complications we would not return to the cold attic room, instead we would sleep 
in our grandparent’s house. Fela slept with the grandparents, and, I slept with Uncle Elek, whose 
bed stood in the kitchen corner.  

The winter changed into spring, and as I was older, I now ran errands for Grandma by 
going in the morning to buy fresh baked rolls from one bakery, and from another bakery, a 
custom baked extra-large rye bread with caraway seeds for Grandma’s big family.  Since we had 
no refrigeration to keep perishable fresh items, we shopped daily.  With Grandma’s shopping 
list, I went to buy groceries and meats from the kosher butcher to be used for dinner that same 
day. Dinners were consumed usually at noon between 12-1.   

Every year, in the month of April around the Passover holiday, the weather was warm 
enough for chicken hatchlings to be born. The proud mother hen paraded her golden chicks, 
chirping and pecking around the yard. 
 On cold April nights Grandma had to put the hatchlings into a soft lined wicker basket, 
and to prevent them from freezing, she kept them overnight in the warm kitchen.  Sometimes 
even in late April, the nights in Oswiecim were very cold, and often in the morning, all roofs 
were covered white with frost.   

I remember I often woke up in the morning with a big headache. Grandma, realizing it 
hurt, tried to help me to get rid of it, using some old methods handed down from previous 
generations. She would lick my eyes to check if they were salty.  Too salty meant that someone 
had given me the “Evil Eye,” and that was the reason for my headache.  Another remedy for 
getting rid of the “Evil Eye” was a glass filled to the rim with water in which Grandma dipped a 
burned out wooden match, and some dry bread crumbs.  If they sank to the bottom it was a sign 
of an “Evil Eye.” 
 Those old remedies helped sometimes, but for headache we could buy a medication in 
powder form called Kogutek (small rooster). Not to minimize Grandma’s good intentions and 
concerns, we agreed sometimes to use the old method.  
 

Grandfather Akiba, the Expert Broken Bone Fixer 
 
Grandfather Akiba who had no medical training at all, knew his craft very well, and was 

an expert in his field, Akiba knew how to repair complicated bone fractures, without the use of 
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X-rays.  He could pinpoint the break just by feel and his expertise in that field puzzled many 
medical doctors.  Oswiecim and the surrounding small towns had no hospital, and it was difficult 
for some people, especially the ones who could least afford it, to travel 30 km to another city to 
see a doctor.  
 In Oswiecim (Oshpicin) and its surroundings, people mainly relied on my grandfather to 
repair their broken limbs and give them free medical advice.  For complicated fractures caused 
usually by ski accidents, Grandfather called on the city’s medical doctor to help him in his 
endeavor and take care of the open wounds caused by the protruding splintered, broken bones. 
Grandfather put the shattered bone back in its place and bandaged it, leaving a small opening for 
the medical doctor to have access to treat the open wounds. 
 His popularity in town and the surrounding countryside was not so much due to his 
business acumen, but for his ability to set broken bones back into place. For poor people unable 
to pay for his service, the service was free. Well-to-do people who could afford had to pay 
enough for his service to cover for those who could not pay.  From the money earned, 
Grandfather bought bandages and other supplies, and used them for the less fortunate. In his later 
years Grandfather utilized the strength of his son, Elek, to assist him in the repair of complicated 
broken shoulders.  

To bring the broken shoulder bones back into place required Elek’s strength.  With the 
bone back in the desired place, Grandfather, after feeling with his fingers, decided if the broken 
shoulder bones were lined up correctly.  Incorrectly aligned, or untreated during the healing 
process, broken shoulder bones would result in hunchback, rendering the patient handicapped for 
life.  To avoid that from happening, Grandfather first aligned the broken bone correctly in place 
and then used plywood and bandages to incapacitate the broken shoulder, usually for four to six 
weeks or until the bone healed to my grandfather’s satisfaction. 
 In the year 1936 Oswiecim still had no Roentgen machines or gypsum cast products.  
One day a distraught neighborhood woman with her son in tow, stopped by to see Grandfather, 
to ask him if he could help her son.  She spoke hesitantly, telling Grandfather she had no money, 
but she wondered if he could do something anyway about her young son’s problems.  His big toe 
and second toes in both his feet were webbed together.  Grandfather assessed the situation, and 
made sure that the bones in the webbed toes were separated. I looked on unaware of what was 
going on and what was next.  
 Satisfied with his findings Grandfather grabbed the boy’s toe ends with his fingers, and 
simply pulled them apart instantly separating the webbed tows.  Looking on at the sight of blood, 
I nearly fainted but before I recovered, Grandfather repeated this same procedure on the boy’s 
other foot, bandaged his torn toes, and for a “Thank You” sent the boy home, to heal. A few 
weeks later the boy came by, running and thanking Grandfather again for correcting his foot 
problem. 

Karl Littner 
I was born on January 15, 1924 Oswiecim-Oshpitzin-Aushwitz, Poland and I lived there for 15 

happy years until 1939 when World War II started, and then my life became endangered. The 
extermination camp Aushwitz was built where my town used to be.   I was imprisoned in various forced 
labor and concentration camps.  By a miracle, I survived the camps.  In 1945, after the Liberation I 
started a new life: I got married had two children, but then in 1978 my wife of 31 years died of cancer.  I 
survived that loss again, and married two years later.  My children are now adults and at 86 I am a 
happy senior citizen, living in California, USA.  
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Preparations for the Passover Holiday 

in my Shtetl 
Poland 

 
 
 What a beautiful time it was when the Passover 
holiday, the festival of spring and freedom was around the 
corner. 
 People had arisen from their winter lethargy; their 
clothes had suddenly become lighter, the mood became 
chipper, and friendliness reigned everywhere.  Nature 

began wearing green clothing again after being denuded during the cold winter months. 
 However, despite the change in the weather and the cheerful mood arising it did not mean 
that the people were not concerned about the approaching of the Passover Holiday.  On the 
contrary!  The hustle and bustle had just begun.  It affected everyone, the rich and the poor.  
Frankly, it had more affect on the poor, because of the extra expenses that were needed for an 
important holiday like Passover. 
 Actually, in the olden days, preparations for the Passover holiday in our shtetl never 
ended.  They were going on all year round.  As soon as one Passover left the planning for the 
next Passover began. 
 In the summertime, when all kinds of berries were in abundance, housewives got busy 
preparing all kinds of syrups and preserves for the next Passover Holiday. 

In the fall when the fruits in the orchards ripened it was time to prepare dry apples and 
pears for Passover compotes.  All these preparations were also the subject of conversations on 
Sabbath afternoons when the women were sitting on the stoops in front of the houses.  And as 
usual there was a lot of whining and bragging taking place.  Many bragged about how successful 
their preserves were and some whined that this year’s harvest couldn’t compare to last year’s.  
The main thing was that the Sabbath afternoon hours were not spent in boredom. 

Goose and chicken fat was a staple food article in every Jewish home, especially during 
the Passover holiday.  Around Hanukkah time, when the winter in Eastern Europe was at its 
peak, geese were at their best to be slaughtered for their fatty skin.  Therefore this was the best 
time to prepare the schmaltz for the Passover holiday.  On cold wintry Market Days the 
housewives ran around between peasants’ wagons, selecting the fattest geese available.  Woe to 
the goose that wasn’t fat enough to be slaughtered and its skin fat enough to be thrown into a 
Passover frying pan to be melted into schmaltz.  The unsold geese had to be taken home by the 
peasant for further fattening, or be sold for less, to poorer people that were bound to do the 
fattening by themselves.  The lean geese were kept in a barn, or small shed where they were 
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stuffed with food until they were fit for slaughter.  The schmaltz was put into jars and the meat 
was eaten immediately.  The schmaltz-filled jars were tightly sealed and stored in a safe place a 
way from cats and rats, which were known as avid schmaltz lovers. 
 Jewish mamas were always afraid of running out of food for the family, and more so 
during the holiday when everything had to be prepared in advance.  In every housewife’s pantry 
there were jars with schmaltz and preserves that would probably last for several Passovers. 

Weeks before the oncoming Passover, the favorite subject of conversation among 
housewives was the concern of the price increase of produce and the preparation of food needed 
for the holiday. 
 “How do you like the prices they’re asking this year?” was the usual morning greeting 
between neighbors.  By “they,” the women meant the farmers. 
 “Potatoes, beets, onions and eggs, everything went up in price.  Such a chutzpah.” The 
women kept begrudging the poor farmers.  The truth of the matter was that the farmers, even 
with the increase of the prices did not turn into millionaires overnight.  It was the simple 
principle of economics, of supply and demand.  Usually, before the holiday the demand for farm 
products increased.  The farmers worked hard to eke out a living for their families. 
 Another woman would intrude in the conversation, “I don’t care about the prices.  My 
concern is that the beets for the Passover borsht would be of good quality so the borsht will 
ferment properly and come out not too sweet and not too sour.” 
 Borsht was a staple item on the Passover menu.  Every home had a barrel of fermenting 
beets for borsht that was placed in a most prestigious location, on top of the oven where the 
temperature was warmer than anywhere else.  Temperature was an important factor in the 
fermentation process.  Placing the borsht on top of the oven was also a precaution so that “little 
rascals” would not drop a piece of bread into the barrel, Heaven forbid.  Such a deed could 
deprive the family from having borsht for the holiday.  The size of the barrel was determined by 
the size of the family.  The fermentation process had to occur naturally because of the Passover 
strictures.  It took about a month for the borsht to ripen.  In many cases, the well-off families 
shared their borsht with their poorer neighbors. 

The mood of the people, before and during the holiday was very charitable.  The 
community made every effort that the less fortunate would have enough matzos, wine, and many 
other amenities needed for the holiday. 
 Wine for the required four cups on the two Seder Nights was made from raisins.  People 
who could afford to buy a bottle of imported Carmel wine from the Holy Land did so, but had to 
order them from the nearby big city. 
 The entire matzo baking process was done manually, beginning from kneading the 
dough, rolling the matzos, and baking them in firewood-fed ovens.  The local Rabbis did not 
allow the use of any mechanical devises in order to preserve the kosher quality of the matzos.  
Square shaped matzos were unknown during my childhood years. 
 The matzo-baking season began immediately after Purim, when the bakers kashered the 
ovens under the strict supervision of the Rabbi. 

Shimon Shefler*, who after loosing the concession as the public bathhouse keeper was 
forced to become a teacher of small children, closed shop before Passover and turned into the 
chief executive of the matzo-baking operation. 

Shimon was a tall man, slim, with a red beard that was even redder when he stood in 
front of the oven facing the flames.  Only two bakeries in our shtetl were kashered for matzo 
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baking.  The rest of the bakers in town joined together into something like a cooperative, to 
avoid competition. 
 Matzo baking in town was a festive family affair, in which the entire family participated.  
The majority of the people brought their own flour that they had purchased from the community 
flour bank to be baked in their presence.  The Community Leadership monopolized the selling of 
flour for matzos, and the profit went exclusively for the needy.  During the baking of the matzos 
for the family, the housewife in a supervisory capacity gave each family member an assignment.  
They worked together with the hired girls whose main job was rolling the matzos.  The matzo 
rollers were girls from poor families who looked forward to earning some extra money to be able 
to buy a new dress or shoes for the oncoming Passover Holiday  

The matzo rollers stood on both sides of a long table rolling the matzos under the 
watchful eyes of a pious man who frequently checked the cleanness of the roller pins and the 
boards from dough residues. 

There were moments when the young girls were in a good mood and began singing; but 
the overseer would shut them up immediately.  Orthodox men are not allowed to hear women 
singing. 
 Tipping the staff by the housewives depended on the success of the finished product and 
also of the generosity of the person.  A matzo had to be perfectly baked, not too dark, nor too 
pale.  Fresh baked matzos had a unique aroma, which is hard to describe. 
 The fresh baked matzos were carefully wrapped in clean, but not starched bed sheets and 
carried home in a wicker basket.  At home the matzos were stored in a special dry place or hung 
on a special hook protruding from the ceiling, and remained there until Passover. 
 The happiest people in town during the pre-Passover period were the children who were 
free from attending the cheyder (religious school).  Understandably, they drove their parents 
crazy, interfering with the housecleaning endeavors.  In many families the older siblings were 
given the responsibility of taking care of the little ones. 

Weather permitting, the children were often taken out for a stroll in the fields to enjoy the 
fresh greenery that came to life after the winter had gone away.  It was springtime on God’s 
earth, and the fields were covered with a sea of wildflowers whose fragrance tickled everyone’s 
nostrils.  The children were exuberant, wallowed their young and soft bodies in the grass and 
filled the air with joy.  The birds that had just returned from the warm south were twittering 
happily as if they also were looking forward to the upcoming spring festival.  The trees in the 
orchards had also resurrected and were in full bloom.  Their blossom and the fragrance of the 
trees were a pleasure to one’s sight and smell.  A light breeze moved their branches as if they 
whispered into the children’s ears: 
 “Look at us!  God gave us new green clothing for Passover, just as you will get for the 
holiday.” 
 In the meantime, the tailors and the cobblers in town were working overtime to finish all 
the extra orders to be ready on time for the holiday—outfits that the youngsters would be 
parading in on Passover Eve in the synagogue. 
 At home, everyone was busy housecleaning.  Every nook and corner had to be checked 
for crumbs and other forbidden articles on Passover.  In my house most of the cleaning was done 
by my father with the help of my two sisters who came home for the holiday earlier to help with 
the cleaning.  I wasn’t too much of help because I was working in the matzo bakery, pouring 
water in the mixing bowl upon the kneader’s command. 
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The inside of the house was whitewashed, and movable furniture was taken outside to be 
cleansed with kerosene to eradicate the bedbugs.  Mattresses were stuffed with new straw, and 
the bedding was aired outside from the winter staleness.  There was a prayer on everyone’s lips 
for nice weather for the duration of the pre-Passover period. 
 Menfolk took the holy books outdoors, which was a good remedy against bookworms 
and to clean the pages from crumbs.  To secure the pages from being torn by the spring breeze, 
stones were put on the open books to keep them from fluttering back and forth.  Most of the 
books were precious heirlooms passed on from generation to generation. 
 Let’s not forget the local postman who also played an important role.  Why?  Because 
seeing him approaching the house meant that maybe he was bringing a letter from America, 
which might contain a five-dollar bill from a relative, to help alleviate the holiday expenses. 
 On the night before Passover Eve, there was a tradition of searching for chametz, 
(leavened food).  Despite the fact that the house was spick-and-span, the tradition had to go on.  
The custom was to put 10 small pieces of bread in different corners of the house, a job entrusted 
to me.  Then, my father, equipped with a large wooden spoon and a goose feather recited a 
blessing and I, holding a candle in my hand, helped him find the pieces of bread that he put into 
the spoon.   Unfortunately, year after year I could never find all the pieces and that made my 
father angry. 

Passover Eve was the culmination point of all the hustle and bustle during the pre-holiday 
preparations.  The job had to be done on time.  Two hours before midday, was the cut off time 
for eating leavened food, and the dishes that we used all year round were replaced by special 
Passover dishes.  I was always thrilled seeing my favorite, colorful little wineglass with the 
word, “Pesach,”(Passover”) engraved.  These were such exciting moments that they lingered in 
my mind during my entire life. 
 The tedious job of preparation for the holiday was done with devotion and spiritual 
happiness in anticipation of the Holiday that symbolized spring and freedom together. 
 In the afternoon of Passover Eve, menfolk headed to the community bathhouse to get a 
thorough scrubbing and a hot steam bath.  Coming home they felt clean, invigorated, and ready 
to welcome the long awaited holiday. 
 In the synagogue, the big brass chandeliers glistened like new from the polish they 
received in honor of the holiday.  Worshippers extended heartfelt welcome greetings to guests 
who came home to celebrate Passover with their families.  Children with radiant faces showed 
off their new clothes and shoes. 

Satisfaction was also seen on the faces of the adults, for having ushered in the holiday in 
a good state that made the hard work worthwhile. 
 On the way home from the synagogue I couldn’t help noticing that the branches on the 
trees that lined the street were still whispering their evening prayers, and a beaming moon with 
winking stars had decorated the dark, dark blue skies.  The house was brightly illuminated with 
candles that burned in the silver candelabra and in a pair of silver candleholders.  A sweet aroma 
from the holiday cooking attacked everyone’s nostrils.  My father’s heart swelled with pride and 
gratitude for a job well done when he cheerfully addressed my two older sisters wishing them 
Good Yomtov.  Kissing wasn’t in style in Hasidic families, modesty was.  Without wasting any 
time the family gathered around the table, ready to begin celebrating the Seder Night. 
 Maybe I am exaggerating or maybe not, it is up to reader, but believe me, on that night 
my father looked differently than he did all year round.  Dressed in a Kittel, (a white gown) a 
reminder of man’s mortality, my father, with a satisfied pastoral face, took his place on a 
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cushioned throne at the head of the table.  After the sanctification of the holiday over a large 
silver cup filled to the brim with wine, it was my turn since I was the youngest in the family.  I 
asked the four questions with trepidation in my heart not to fail. 
 These are questions that Jewish children ask their fathers on that night everywhere 
around the world, of course, with various interpretations and in different languages.  Soon after 
the traditional Haggadah recital began in which certain parts were sang with various melodies. 
 Sounds of Passover songs were heard from every home in town.  Somehow, the hostile 
surroundings in which we lived in that country did not infiltrate into the Jewish homes on the 
night of the Passover Seder.  People were spiritually uplifted and celebrated the festival of 
freedom with soul and body.  The celebration recharged the Jewish People with a renewed hope 
of a speedy redemption from the oppressive Diaspora, and that’s why the Seder Night was 
always concluded with the traditional wish, “Next Year in Jerusalem.” 
 The few homegrown pranksters, who loved to do pranks all year round, did not rest at 
that night either.  On that night they would pick a house at random and when a door would open 
to welcome the Prophet Elijah a black cat would appear instead. 
 During the intermediate days of Passover the town was swarming with out-of-town 
guests who came to visit their relatives.  It was also the season of matchmaking.  Many young 
men came to take a glimpse at marriageable candidates of the opposite sex arranged by 
matchmakers or family friends. 
 Traditionally, many young men who were engaged to local daughters came to visit their 
brides and their families for the last two days of Passover, bringing with them bridal gifts and 
receiving the same. 
 There is one more interesting feature I would like to mention that took place during the 
Passover Holiday.  No Gentile water carrier was allowed to bring water from the water pump 
without a Jewish escort, to make sure the he wasn’t eating bread or other forbidden articles while 
on duty. 
 Regrettably, the spiritual era of preparedness for Passover celebrations with all its 
trimmings have gone forever.  We live nowadays in a modern world, in a more sanitary 
environment that doesn’t require such a thorough cleaning of our homes.  We stop at the 
supermarket, and within minutes we buy all the essentials that are needed for the celebration.  
The square shaped matzos are baked somewhere across the country or in Israel.  The wine for the 
four cups are made from grapes not from raisins and in many homes, the festive meal lasts longer 
than the abbreviated ceremony of reciting the Haggadah. 
  
* Shimon Shefler was a pious Jew, and an ardent Zionist.  He raised all his children in a Zionist 
pioneering spirit and they all immigrated to the Holy Land before the Holocaust.  Shimon and his 
wife planned to follow their children but the outbreak of the war prevented them from joining the 
children. 
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Laundry Day in the Olden Days 

Poland 
 

 Ask someone from the younger generation how is laundry done and he will look at you in 
a funny way, "What do you mean how I do the laundry?  I put the dirty laundry into the 
washing machine, then I put it the dryer and the laundry is washed and dry.  Many would say 
that they take the laundry to the coin-operated Laundromat.  There, they wash and dry their 
laundry and bring it home clean.  

Now let us go back a generation, or two, back to the Old Country.  There, you would hear 
an entirely different answer.  

When I was a child, I was very observant and liked to watch what the older people did in 
their daily life.  The phrase, “Curiosity killed the cat” was not in my vocabulary then.  

My favorite pastime was watching how housewives did the laundry.  As a motherless 
child, I spent a lot of time in my neighbor's house, the Yezersky family.  They were friendly 
people and didn't seem to be bothered by my presence, though in my adult life I often wondered 
if I wasn’t too bothersome or naggy.  Unfortunately, they are not around to ask so I will never 
know.  

The Yezersky family had a special so-called, "Laundry Day," which occurred once a 
month or every six weeks.  When the laundry day was near, there was a feeling in that house 
that an important event was about to take place.  

Every household had a big wooden barrel kept in front of the house to catch rainwater 
coming down from the roof and through the gutter.  There was a common belief that rainwater 
is softer and therefore better to do the laundry with.  Rainwater also saved many trips to the 
public water pump because proper laundering consumed a lot of water.  

I don't know if the wooden barrel making trade is still around, but in the olden days it was 
a very reputable profession.  During the weekly Market Days, barrel makers displayed a variety 
of different sized wooden vessels for sale, from the huge rainwater barrels to the small wooden 
buckets used by farmers to milk their cows or for other household chores.  Years, later, 
galvanized sheet metal replaced the wooden material for barrel making.  

On the eve of the "Special Laundry Day," the windows in my neighbors’ house felt bare 
because the curtains had been taken down along with many decorative embroidered towels that 
had hung on the walls.  Inside the kitchen, in the center of the wooden floor, the pile of dirty 
laundry kept growing as family members kept adding to it.  There were four children in the 
family, ages 8 to 16; and sometimes the pile included a few dirty garments that belonged to me, 
to be washed without my father's knowledge.  He was busy peddling in the villages.  

The laundry was deposited in a big, round, wooden vat filled with warm water.  Caustic 
soda was added to the water to help loosen up the dirt, which was supposed to make it easier 
for Maria, the laundry lady the next day.  Putting the laundry in for the soaking was the 
exclusive job of the housewife, Mrs. Yezersky because according toher, she was the only one 
who knew how to spread the garments for soaking.  When adding the caustic soda, Mrs. 
Yezersky always mentioned Maria, the lady who was hired to do the washing.  "With more 
soda it will be easier for Maria to take the dirt out."  

Next day, early in the morning, Maria showed up and greeted everyone with a smiling 
face and a loud, "Good Morning."  
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Maria was a plump woman with an ample chest, blue eyes, and grayish hair mixed with 
black strands, a sign that she was once young.  She wore a blouse that was white a long time 
ago, and was double skirted.  Once she took off her top skirt she remained dressed in a raggedy 
skirt, her work clothes.  Maria's cheeks were flaming red, a sign of good health, according to 
the lady of the house, Mrs. Yezersky.  

"Oh my!" Maria lamented, pointing to the vat of the soaking laundry.  "I hope we will 
manage to finish all of this in one day."  

The first thing that Maria did was to put a huge pot with water on the stove for heating.  
She slowly emptied the vat with the soaking laundry by wringing out the water from the wet 
laundry.  The dirty water was poured outside with buckets and the vat was raised on two chairs 
to the height of Maria's waistline.  Maria had a habit of humming a tune when she was rubbing 
the laundry on the washboard.  The humming was in harmony with the noise of the washboard 
while she was soaping and twisting the laundry.  After the laundry was properly soaped and 
rubbed on the washboard by Maria's coarse hands, the laundry was ready for the boiling—a 
laundry process unknown nowadays.  Boiling the laundry was a must.  It was boiled in a large, 
tall, metal pot either on the stove or sometimes outdoors using a campfire.  

For me as a child, laundry day in the Yezersky house was always adventurous, especially 
when the boiling was done outdoors.  It was my favorite job to supply fuel for the fire, 
firewood, and brushwood from the neighbor's backyards.  I was always standing near 
dangerous places, where I might get burned by the fire or by the boiling hot water.  One look at 
Maria's angry face was enough for me to make myself scarce.  

Sometimes I was given the job of watching when the boiling began.  Outdoors, this was 
simple; but indoors, I had to stand on a chair to be able to see when the bubbling began.  

It was fun watching Maria remove the steamy, hot, boiled garments from the pot.  She 
did it with a broom handle, lifting each garment high so the water dripped back into the vessel.  

After boiling, the laundry was rinsed in cold water.  In places where a creek or a river 
was flowing nearby, the laundry was rinsed in it.  Let's remember in those days, water in the 
creeks and rivers was still crystal clear.  Next step was the starching.  The laundry was starched 
with a mixture made from rice flour and hot water.  Most housewives added a blue concoction 
to the starched water for a better shine of the washed laundry.  The Yezersky family was 
Orthodox, so for a month before Passover, the laundry was not starched because of the flour 
ingredient, which is strictly forbidden on Passover.  

Drying the laundry was a separate chapter by itself.  If the weather was nice and sunny, 
there was no problem.  However, in the rainy season or during wintertime the laundry had to be 
carried upstairs to the attic where it was hung to dry on ropes that often tore and then the wet 
laundry was soiled.  Every woman considered herself blessed if the sun dried the laundry.  In 
wintertime, the laundry that hung in the attic froze and turned into pieces of boards of different 
shapes depending on the type of the garment it was.  It had to be taken down into the living 
quarters and spread out for additional drying.  

Ironing the laundry was the most painful and tedious job for women.  There were no 
electrical irons, and in most places there wasn't even electricity.  The iron was a heavy metal 
container filled with smoldering coals that gave the women a headache from the emanating 
fumes.  A common scene was a woman standing at an iron board ironing laundry, with her 
head wrapped with a cold compress.  But it was a job that had to be done.  

To summarize…there are many people who do not appreciate the rich comfortable life 
we live nowadays, especially the younger generation.  
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Harry Langsam 

 
I was born in 1921 in a little Galician town, in Southern Poland and lived there until I 

was 14.  I studied for two years in larger town in a yeshiva (religious seminary) and then I 
worked in a paper bag factory until the outbreak of Second World War. Then I escaped the Nazi 
onslaught and spent the war years in the Soviet Union detained in a Soviet prison and Gulag 
(forced labor camp).  Liberated a year before the end of the war, I met and married a Jewish girl 
from the Ukraine.  In the summer of 1946 I returned to Poland and after three months was 
smuggled out into a Displaced Person camp in Germany.  Following the establishment of the 
state of Israel we immigrated, thinking things would improve there.  However the economic 
situation forced me to look for greener pastures and the Land of Opportunity came to my mind.  I 
became a citizen of the USA in 1962.  I worked as an accountant in a commercial bank for the 
last 20 years before my retirement.   I had two daughters, unfortunately, the older daughter died 
prematurely.  At present I reside in Los Angeles with my wife, married sixty-four years.  I have 
six great-grandchildren, and they are wonderful to us.  I keep myself busy translating old Yiddish 
letters from immigrants that came to the USA in the beginning of the twentieth century.  I’m also 
translating a "Yizkor," a book of my father's birthplace, where we had a lot of relatives that 
perished.  In a certain way it is my contribution to perpetuate all the shtetlach that were wiped 
off the face of the earth in such a cruel way. 
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How We Survived World War II 
 

 
 
Writers who were American children describe 
their anxiety and the way their lives changed in 
support of the war effort.  Another writes of his 
grueling experiences as fighter pilot in the South 
Pacific.  Those living in Europe experienced the 
full horrors of war and unspeakable Nazi 
cruelty. 
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Jackie Branch 
EL CAMINO-RESEDA CAS 

 
 

Changes: 1941—1945,  
Hollywood, California 

 
Everyone's lives changed during World War 

Two.  Even though my changes were minute, 
compared to other parts of the world they were still 
different than what I had known growing up in a free 
society. The country was in crises and needed our 
help. We had national rationing of gas and sugar and 

even leather. Two pairs of shoes a year was the limit. Also meat and many other foods were in short 
supply. 

My mother shopped at a little grocery store around the corner from our house because they 
delivered when she was busy. Sam, an excitable little Jewish man with a thick accent was the owner. 
He wore metal framed glasses that sometimes slid down his nose and his eyes would peer over them. 
He was a short little round man with a balding head fringed with grey. Usually he wore pinstriped 
pants and suspenders and a white shirt and sometimes a knitted sweater over his shirt. 

The store was jammed packed, full of all kinds of things.  I don't recall all the items that 
were there. I do remember, however, the wonderful penny candy and the little wax bottles of juice by 
the cash register at the front counter.  Sometimes on Sunday, Sam would call up my mother and tell 
her to send over the girls (my sister and me) because he had something special for her. When Jerri and 
I got to Sam's he would take us to the back room and give us a can of pineapple and a couple of 
packs of cigarettes or some other item in short supply and told us to put them under our blouses.  

He then put his chubby index finger to his lips: "Shh, don't tell anybody what you have. I 
saved for your mama because she is good customer."  

Jerri and I would go home with our contraband under our blouses, feeling a little guilty and 
wondering if the other customers eyeing our bulging blouses thought we might have been stealing 
something. The back room and under the blouses ritual went on for the duration. 

Another big change was people and the work they did. Almost any one over 18 went to work 
in the defense plants for 10 or 12 hours a day, even my mother. This left a shortage of teachers and 
other workers in offices and stores. Old teachers were called out of retirement, and I mean old. 

The school started a 4/4 plan so students could go to school four hours a day and work four 
hours in offices and other establishments that were short of help. Right after school, carrying my 
books, I would catch the streetcar or the bus and go to Los Angeles where I worked as a file clerk at 
Barker Brothers for 57 cents an hour. The day was long, and when I got home I still had to help with 
my little brother, get dinner, and do my homework.  I was 15 years old. 

One change I was glad to make and find time for was to write my cousin James who was 
serving on an L.S.T. in the Navy in the South Pacific. In one of my letters to James I sent my picture 
but he never received it. We thought it was lost, and that was that. About a month later I received a 
letter from another L.S.T. It said my mail was sent to them by mistake and was partially opened. My 
picture was exposed and they had been looking for a mascot and wondered if I would mind if they 
chose me. Their Skipper okayed the idea and they hoped I did and would I please write to them. 
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Several lines were written by different members of the crew. I wrote back and said I would be 
glad to be their mascot. But I still wondered why they chose me. Later in another letter they wrote 
they painted my picture on their gun, (I wasn't so sure about being on a gun) but I guess it was an 
honor. I received a photo of the crew standing in front of the gun and sure enough, there it was a 
painting of me on the gun. 

The main letter writers were Gene and Bob and they let me know they forwarded my letter and 
picture to my cousin. We wrote as often as we could. I wrote what was happening here at home and 
they wrote as much as they could about what was going on there, where ever they were. Most of the 
crew wrote just a line or two. Gene, however, seemed to be the loneliest and his notes were longer 
and more sentimental. For quite a while I didn't hear from Gene and was worried. I asked Bob what 
had happened to him as I had noticed there were no more notes from Gene. Bob wrote back that Gene 
was sent home, the Navy found out that he was only 14 years old. I was glad he was all right but it 
made me wonder how many more boys under age were in the service and not found out. 

The shipmates and I continued to correspond until the war was almost over; gradually they 
were all discharged and went home. It was quite an experience and one I will treasure in my memory. 

My cousin's ship was not as lucky as it went down. James was adrift at sea for quite some 
time. I never could get the full details from his family who were on my dad's side and lived in another 
state. James did make it home but the ordeal took its toll and he was not the same mentally and passed 
away before his time. 

Such was life and the changes we all lived through, young and old during World War Two. 
How soon we learned about responsibilities and sacrifices and grief and how fast we children grew 
up in those times. 

 
 

Jackie Branch 
 
 I was born in Hollywood, December, 1927.  My father was born in Oklahoma. He worked 
at the Hollywood Citizen News. My mother was born in Wales, England and was a dress 
designer.  I married John in 1946, he was in the Navy.  John was born in Rock Island, Illinois. 
He worked as a milkman for years and then as a bus driver and supervisor for the L.A. City 
Schools until his death in 1984.  I have two daughters, one is an R.N. and one is an Accounts 
Payable Manager.  My one grandson is a Paramedic and is married and they are expecting a 
baby, my first great-grandchild.  My volunteer work included being a Girl Scout Leader and a 
P.T.A Ways and Means and Art Chairman and I wrote, typed and printed the Newsletter for the 
school.  For 28 years I worked for Litton Industries.  The last eight were with the engineers in 
the developmental department.  After I retired I traveled in the U.S. and other countries.  Now I 
volunteer in a clay class for mentally challenged young adults.  My interest has been creative 
writing but never thought of writing about my life until I began Jeanette Shelburne’s class.  I’m 
enjoying it immensely, especially listening to the different variety of stories. 
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Darlene House 
EL CAMINO-RESEDA CAS 

 
 

December 7, 1941 
Not an Ordinary Sunday 

San Fernando Valley, California 
 
It’s Sunday morning and Daddy drives our family to 

church.  My mommy doesn’t go with us; I don’t know why 
not!  Sometimes I wonder why she doesn’t go with our 
family.   Then, it’s a normal Sunday, until evening.  Our 
whole family gathers around our small dome shaped radio in 
the living room. But our programs are not on, I wonder why 
not?  

The News broadcast has taken over all the 
stations.  I can’t believe what I hear the man on the radio 

saying!  The Japanese, in a surprise attack early this morning at Pearl Harbor have bombed our 
ships in the harbor, and our airplanes on the airfield.  Bombs are bursting everywhere.  It’s chaos 
in Hawaii! 

Daddy says we were like dead ducks in the water!  We couldn’t even defend ourselves!    
“Daddy,” I ask, “How far away is Pearl Harbor?  Are they going to bomb us here too?”  
“No,” Daddy answers, “It’s thousands miles away from us and our country will keep the 

Japanese away from the United States!  So don’t worry your little blond head about that, OK?” 
The following day President Roosevelt declares war on Japan!  
Our local valley newspaper is called The Green Sheet and is full of awful pictures of 

ships on fire and explosions in the harbor in Hawaii.  Our navy ships are on fire and sinking 
within minutes, and nearly 1, 200 young men are lost on one ship!  

I live less than a half block from the Van Nuys Airport landing field, and I can see all the 
aircraft coming and going from our home at 16209 Valerio Street in Van Nuys.  The P-38’s 
especially catch my attention, as they have a double fuselage (as Daddy calls it) --that’s a double 
tail section.  They look different than other airplanes. Many fly in and out, and on one occasion 
one crashes in the melon field at Woodley and Saticoy Streets.  

Johnny (a friend) and I go over to the crash site, but the guards won’t let us get near to 
the plane. A few days later we go back to the site, and one of the guards asks us if we are 
boyfriend and girlfriend.  

I say, “No,” and Johnny says, “Yes,” and the guard starts laughing!  He finds a small 
piece of straight aluminum (from the crash) and gives it to Johnny saying, “You better make her 
a bracelet out of this!”  And Johnny does! 
           Large planes are now landing at the Van Nuys Airport, more activity than before the war 
began.  Sometimes some of us kids go over to the hangers where the planes are parked and these 
planes look so large.  

Everyone is very patriotic and most people have Victory Gardens for their families, and 
are growing vegetables.              



 83 

Daddy says there is a new hospital that will receive the injured from the Pearl Harbor. 
My brother tells my dad, “I going to see if I can get a job at that new hospital.” 
Daddy says, “Earl I guess it’s worth a try, I’m sure they need a large variety of people!”  
My brother Earl does go to work at the hospital. He is eighteen years old, and he buys 

war bonds each week out of his pay check.  That is the patriotic thing to do if you can not serve 
in the war.  My brother can’t serve as he did not pass the physical.  He is not handicapped but did 
not pass some type of dexterity test for the Army.  This hospital opens in Van Nuys and is called 
Birmingham Hospital then later becomes the Veterans Hospital.  It moves to Long Beach for a 
number of years and my brother moves to Long Beach too. He and another friend drive home on 
weekends.  

Several years later the hospital returns to Van Nuys at Plummer St. and Woodley Ave. 
and my brother moves back to the Valley. It is nice to have my brother home again!  

This darn war continues for years and that’s all the news is about these days, it’s so sad!  
When our car tires wear out, new tires are not available!  Nearly everyone has recapped 

tires on their cars now, as new tires are almost impossible to buy.  
Soon rationing begins for everyone one in USA. I had never heard of rationing before the 

war; usually people could buy what ever they wanted if they had the money.  But not now, Mom 
and Dad are both working and we still can’t buy the things we need. We are a family of four 
children so we always run out of some groceries.  

More and more things are rationed to everyone one in America, as the war becomes more 
serious.  Gasoline is rationed; the government issues A & B coupons to families for gas.  If you 
work in a defense plant then you receive extra coupons to drive to work.  Defense plants build 
things for our country’s war effort such as ships, aircraft, tanks, jeeps and guns.  

Sugar is rationed, as is butter each month.  Shoes are also rationed to families, I think, 
one pair person each year.  There is only enough meat for the working men in the families and 
it’sdifficult to purchase because the stores are out of it most of time!  Sometimes there is only 
enough meat for Dad and Earl.  Mom says that’s okay, because we have other food!  

Everyone is asked to save all old rubber products and unused steel and metal.  My little 
brother Donnie and I collect rubber and metal from the road sides.  There is lots of rubber as 
those recaps come off in a year or two! And a fair amount of metal from cars parts that fall off 
the old cars.   

New cars are not built during the war. When we collect a large amount of rubber and 
steel Daddy takes it to the collection locations for the war effort!  

Dec. 7th, 1941 was the saddest day in America that as a child, I could remember! And it 
was scary because I never heard of war before; and an unknown enemy just started it out of the 
blue!  At least that’s the way it seemed to me as a 10-year-old.  And I wondered why they 
wanted to go to war!  

Darlene House 
I was born in North Hollywood because Van Nuys did not have a hospital. I grew up in Van Nuys 

and graduated from Van Nuys High School.  After my marriage, my husband Paul and I moved to Acton 
in 1956 because the Valley was too crowded. We built our own house when we were both in our twenties.  
We liked living in the country and raised two sons and two daughters.  It was very country back then but 
it is still in L.A. County; it is about sixty miles north of L.A. City.  I volunteered to help in the classrooms 
of my children as well as other activities for children! Later in life I was employed with a corporation of 
three businesses as Office Manager. And I did everything: payroll for employees, counted cash and made 
bank deposits, purchased office supplies and did the bookkeeping for all three businesses.   
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Jan Morrow 
FRANKLIN-HOLLYWOOD CAS 

 
Losing my Japanese Friends  

During World War II 
Los Angeles 

 
This weekend I was cleaning out a drawer of things I 

wanted to keep.  One of the items I found was a greeting card 
addressed to me.  It was a Happy Birthday card from my former 
Sunday school teacher at the Presbyterian Church in San Pedro.  
Her name—Mary Nakahara. 

When I looked at where and when the card was sent to me, I realized it was from an 
Internment Camp in Arcadia, Calif.  The year—1942.   

Thinking back, I recall Mary vividly.  She was so pretty, and so smart!  Mary was the 
only girl that was ever elected Student Body President at San Pedro High School in the 1940s. 

A lot of the Japanese students at San Pedro High took a ferry across from Terminal Island 
to school each day.  On Saturday, they would also attend a Japanese school on the island. 

The majority of the students were bright and industrious.  Many of their parents were 
farmers in the hills of San Pedro and Palos Verdes.  Some of them sold their produce at local San 
Pedro markets. 

After December 7, 1941 the Japanese from the Harbor area, San Pedro and Terminal 
Island were interred and their houses confiscated. Mary’s father was arrested as a spy for Japan 
and incarcerated in prison where he later died.  Mary and her family were found innocent, but 
were sent to an internment camp in Arcadia, Calif.  One of my friends, Danny Imanaka, an 
adorable runny-nosed playmate, was interred also and later died there of pneumonia. 

I can remember a lot of different things about the war and how it affected San Pedro.  We 
lived on 23rd and Alma, and at night we had to close our drapes, and have no lights shining 
toward the outside of the home.  When my father took us on a drive to Wilmington or Long 
Beach in our old 1935 Chevy at night, the headlights of the car had to be covered with a blue 
film. 

I remember going through a section of Wilmington, passing by an oil refinery, and as a 
child I pictured the big barrage balloons attached to wires that let them float up in the air, looking 
like huge legless gray elephants in the sky.  They were to protect from enemy planes trying to 
blow up the refinery.  I was very worried that we were going to be bombed. 

One night a Japanese submarine shelled toward Point Fermin.  I can remember air 
patrols, and the sound of sirens was ominous. 

As a child, I was really torn apart from losing my Japanese friends, and at the same time I 
was very afraid of the Japanese; reading newspaper reports on the war was very frightening. 
 

How tragic and regrettable that the innocent Japanese people had their lives interrupted, 
homes seized and businesses lost.  Many families never returned to San Pedro. Those who did 
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faced discrimination.  Our friends, the Handas, found that no one would sell them a house in 
town.  They had to move to Cypress, which was more open to the Asian community. 
 

Luckily Mary Nakahara made it through the internment camp. She married a doctor and 
lived in New York for years. My understanding is she is now in the San Francisco area, and is in 
her 80s. 

I still have Japanese friends in my life.  Our childhood emotions of fear and resentment 
are now mostly deeply buried memories of World War II, pushed away by feelings of friendship 
and love. 
 

Jan Morrow 
 

Jan Morrow, née Janice Ann Rockwell, was born in San Pedro, Calif., and lived there 
until she moved to the Silver Lake district of Los Angeles in the late 1970s.  She graduated from 
San Pedro High School and attended Harbor College, UCLA and South Bay University of Law. 
The widow of industrial arts teacher and chef Marcus Morrow, Jan has two children and two 
grandchildren.  In a time when working mothers were far less common than today, Jan began 
her career at the Southern Counties Gas Co. in San Pedro, where she worked for eight years. 
She was then hired as a bookkeeper for Figuremate sportswear in downtown Los Angeles, 
launching a long and successful career in the clothing industry. She took a chance and opened 
her own showroom at the California Apparel Mart, serving as an independent sales rep for a 
variety of clothing manufacturers. She traveled extensively to clothing shows and “schlepped” 
the lines on the road.  Pacific Coast Travelers (PCT), an organization that supported clothing 
sales reps, elected her to their board.  Soon she was elected to serve as their president, and was 
reelected to a second term.  After years on the road and nearing retirement, Jan wrapped up her 
sales career and was hired as Executive Director of PCT, where she served until the 
organization closed in 2008.  She now spends her retirement by writing, entertaining, and 
generally enjoying life. 
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Patricia McNeely 
WESTSIDE CAS 

 
 
 

On the Road Again 
 
    About the time that I was able to locate the bathroom in 
the dark in one place, we packed up and moved to yet 
another temporary nest during those war years.  I went to six 
different elementary schools during the first grade, so 
change and adjusting just became a way of life with the 
Davis family during those vagabond days.  Mama would 
scrub and scour one place and before the mop could dry it 
was time to hit the road once more and start all over again at 
another dwelling.  If Mama had a dime for every inch of 

baseboard that she‘d scrubbed back then, I‘m sure that we would have been millionaires. 
         Daddy was a sheet metal worker employed most of the time during the war by Civil 
Service so we wandered from town to town wherever his work carried us.  I never knew whether 
or not Daddy couldn’t hold on to a job because of his drinking habits or if the government just 
needed him someplace else.  Anytime I got even halfway close to asking, “Daddy, why do we 
have to move again?”   
          He would reply, “What should little wheels know about big business?”    
   So I realized early on that I wasn’t supposed to ask such head-on questions since “little 
pitchers” with big ears were to be seen and not heard as I was frequently reminded.  But 
whichever the case might have been we never knew from day to day when our few belongings 
would be pitched into our one old battered strapped leather suitcase and a cardboard box or two 
and loaded in our car, Old Fanny, a tired and banged-up 1935 Ford.   
          Although moving was frequent during the ‘40s, one particular trek looms more vividly in 
my mind than all the other constant uprooting during that decade.   
          I was 9 years old when we left our regular interim landing place, Fort Worth, where my 
Grandmother Sanders lived.  We usually ended up there in between other moves rather like 
homing pigeons returning to familiar grounds.  Now, my Grandmother, a somewhat prudish one-
time school marm, never approved of her youngest daughter’s family’s life style and certainly 
there was no warm spot in her heart for my Daddy, either.  But she always allowed us 
intermittently to stay there with her until Mama and Daddy got back on their feet again.  Then 
we would put on those traveling shoes, itching to be on our own once more and free from 
Grandmother’s authoritative rule and venture off to another location.   
          Our stay this particular time was shorter than usual.  We never even unpacked that leather 
bag so I was figuring that Daddy really was just going from one job to another and that Fort 
Worth was a logical and free resting spot on the way to another temporary home base. 
Grandmother packed us some sandwiches and crackers and cheese that night before we left.  The 
next morning she gave the big brown paper grocery sack to Mama, and grimly pulled her wool 
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sweater closely around her as she stood waving goodbye to us from her front porch. She must 
have been resolutely thinking as she stood sternly and erectly biding us farewell, I wonder how 
long this one will last. 
          Daddy pushed Old Fanny’s gearshift in the floorboard into reverse never looking in 
Grandmother’s direction.  He gunned the motor a little in protest and set his jaw in a determined 
expression as he backed down the long, narrow driveway. 
          We headed West across Texas early that chilly, gray December morning with Old Fanny 
held together with bailing wire and a prayer, our sack of donated food and all our worldly 
possessions.  Our destination was the Childress Army Air Base on the outskirts of the dreary 
little town of Childress, Texas, heralded as the gateway to the Panhandle, population, about 
6,000. 
          Old Fanny chugged and clanged along the flat, lonely countryside for mile after mile.  The 
only sights along the way were an occasional scrawny cow or horse searching for a retreat from 
that cold, howling West Texas wind that was pitching tumbleweeds across the desolate road.  
Sometimes when the wind caught the dirt just right it would cause dust devils that looked like 
tiny tornadoes skirting across the open land spotted only with stunted mesquite trees. 
          Since rest stops were few and far between on Highway 287, finding a spot to stop and go 
to the bathroom in this forsaken area was a real challenge.  Daddy never liked to stop much at all 
claiming that it just slowed us down and then there was always the consideration that once 
Fanny’s engine got turned off, she might be just too stubborn or too tired to start again.  But after 
multitudes of desperate pleas from both Joann, my older sister, and me, he would finally put on 
the brakes and bring old Fanny to an abrupt halt along side of the road leaving the motor running 
just in case. Then Joann and I would have to unwind the bailing wire threaded through the handle 
holding the door shut.  By the time that we finally got out of the car it was almost too late.  We’d 
stand outside the car hopping up and down waiting for all signs of other vehicles to disappear 
then hide behind the door and squat.  Daddy sure didn’t lose much time with us because that cold 
wind fanning our bare bottoms definitely speeded up the necessary process.  Just like race cars 
making a pit stop, as soon as we had gotten back in the car and rewired the door, Daddy put old 
Fanny in gear and floor- boarded that ’35 Ford.  Although not traveling at exactly break-neck 
speed, he was absolutely determined come Hell or high water to make the 220-mile journey from 
Fort Worth to Childress before it got too dark. 
          With fenders rattling and flapping and old Fanny ready to breathe her last sigh, we pulled 
into our shotgun base housing right about dusk.  The apartment appropriately was called shotgun 
because Daddy said that you could stand at the front door and fire a bullet straight through to the 
back door and never even hit a single thing. 
          It was the evening of December 23 when we walked into our new home tired and hungry 
and more than a little discouraged. The apartment was sparsely furnished, compliments of the 
army.  When Mama checked the cupboards she located a meager supply of kitchen utensils, pots 
and pans and dishes.  She found an old scrub bucket and rags under the sink and right then and 
there began her cleaning ritual while Joann and I dug through the few boxes and latched onto the 
sheets and pillow cases that had been hurriedly packed away. 
          We finished off Grandmother’s food offerings before Mama shooed us off to bed with our 
final goodnight warning “Better get a good night’s sleep because tomorrow will be a busy day.” 
          Mama and Daddy left early the next morning leaving Joann and me to putter around the 
apartment and try to familiarize ourselves with the new surroundings as we tried desperately not 
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to think about it being Christmas Eve and the bleak prospects of Mama and Daddy even 
remembering what day it was. 
          Mama and Daddy got back early that afternoon with a grocery sack piled to the brim and 
another mysterious bag...both of which were declared “off limits” to us.  Daddy went back to 
visit Old Fanny and returned with a small Christmas tree that he placed on a table in the living 
room.  The tree might have been small, misshapen and sparse but to us it looked like the grandest 
one that we had ever seen. 
          Mama magically produced from the grocery sack a bag of popcorn and a container stuffed 
full of cranberries.  Then she disappeared and came back into the kitchen with her sewing box.  
She pulled out needles and thread and then delegated us to make decorations for the scrawny 
tree.  We created wonderful garlands of popcorn and cranberries, cut paper snowflakes from 
Mama’s ever present writing tablet and gratefully bedecked the tree with our hand-made 
decorations.  We finished off the project by placing two of Daddy’s old socks under the tree and 
pitiful as it might appear to children of today, we smiled with pride as we stood back and viewed 
our creation. 
          The next morning we found nuts and fruit in our makeshift stockings and Joann and I each 
had a carefully wrapped gift placed lovingly under the tree. It may have been the leanest 
Christmas I’ve ever encountered but one that I shall always remember. I learned an important 
lesson in life on that frosty day in the little remote town of Childress, Texas.  I found that 
happiness is not so much about all the sparkle and glisten and abundance of material things, and 
that that no matter how sour the lemons may seem to be that are sometimes offered you, they can 
always be transformed into lemonade by adding a cup filled with imagination, a spoon spilling 
over with love and a healthy ounce of determination.    

 
Patricia McNeely 

 
               I was born in 1935 in Bonham, Texas, a small town in the northeastern part of the 
state.  Although we moved frequently during the war years, my family finally settled down in 
Marshall, Texas.  After high school graduation I attended North Texas State College as a 
journalism major.  My education was interrupted when I married my college sweetheart.  Eight 
years later I returned to college majoring in education and received my degree from Baylor 
University.  Following 28 years in the classroom and as an instructional specialist I retired from 
the Dallas Independent School District as interim director of Early Childhood.  Continuous 
coaxing from my only child, Milinda, brought me to Los Angeles.  My grandson, Avery, definitely 
swayed my decision to make the move!  Wanting to make new friends and pursue my love of 
writing led me to enroll in the Family History class.  Friends in the class encouraged me to join 
them in an acting class.  Then by some fickle finger of fate I launched into a new career as an 
actor at the tender age of 70.  I'm now a proud member of both SAG and AFTRA.  I've had 
principal and supporting roles in 4 independent feature films, principal roles in 4 national 
commercials and numerous local and regional commercials. In between being on set and honing 
the skills of my new-found profession, I spend cherished time grandmothering my only 
grandchild.  I'm a firm believer that life is as exciting at age 74 as at 16 and I'm living testimony 
that you can teach old dogs new tricks. 
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Don Berkus 
EL CAMINO-RESEDA CAS 

 

Moratai 
South Pacific 

 
My squadron assignment took us from New Guinea to 

Moratai, a swampy island in the Halmaheras.  Our 
construction workers, called “Sea Bees,” were really like 
magicians.  They could do the impossible.  They started with 
short runways for fighters and other small aircraft, then later 
extended them so B-24s could use them.  Now I was officially 
a member of the 13th Air Force 5th Bomb Group 23rd 
squadron.  Later I found out the 23rd squadron was the oldest 
squadron in the Air Force still on active duty since 1917 and 
the squadron is still active now in 2009, stationed at Minot, 
North Dakota. 

 
After landing at Moratai and going through the usual routines and briefings, we were 

assigned to our tents.  I asked the briefing officer if he knew Jerry Rosenthal, and which tent was 
his.  Jerry had been a fraternity brother from UCLA.  I was anxious to see him again after I found 
out he was in this squadron too.  The briefing officer told me Jerry was flying today and the 
Squadron was scheduled to return about 1700 hours (5:00 p.m.). 
 We spent the day, Wil, Bob, Tom and I, getting our tent livable and digging fox holes 
close to our beds as was suggested by the executive.  We were told that the Japanese bombed us 
every night around 10:00 p.m.  We called them “bed check Charlie,” but they were very 
inaccurate.   

Late that afternoon I decided to walk to the flight line and wait for Jerry’s plane to come 
in.  The scuttlebutt at the flight line was that there was trouble at Borneo where the mission was, 
the oil refineries in Brunei, Borneo.  This was where the Japanese got their oil and gas so it was 
heavily protected.  Nobody seemed to know just what happened but I waited at the line.  Jerry’s 
plane never came back!  Then I found out we lost three out of six planes that day.  A little less 
than ten months later the six men of Jerry’s crew returned to the squadron.  Here is a synopsis of 
the story they told us: 

Jerry was co-pilot for Tom Coberly’s crew.  As soon as they got to Brunei, Borneo, the 
flack (exploding antiaircraft shells) was very heavy.  Coberly’s plane was hit.  Tom was 
seriously wounded and Jerry was also hit.  The side of his head was a bloody mess.  He radioed 
the crew to bail out and he tried to hold the plane steady so they could get out.  Two engines on 
the right side were out.  The navigator and the bombardier were killed and Jerry went down with 
the plane.  The six men baled out and were very lucky because they were found and picked up by 
a friendly tribe that hid them, and would move them to safe places when the Japanese would get 
near.  Most of the natives hated the Japanese, but they were scared to death of them.  If the 
Japanese found out any natives were aiding the Americans they would kill them and their family 
too, sometimes a whole village.  After a little less than ten months later they were brought back 
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to our squadron.  They were sickly and emaciated but they were alive.  Had they been caught 
they would have been decapitated.  With few exceptions, this was the fate of all downed airmen 
in the Pacific.  This is their story: 

For their 8th mission they were to fly on November 16th against air fields in the 
Philippines, on the island of Mindanao.  Shortly after dinner they were called for a re-briefing for 
a different mission.  The new mission was a Japanese carrier that was spotted headed in the 
direction of Brunei Bay.  The ground crews had to change the bomb loads from ground attack to 
bombs for attacks on ships.  The next problem was that Colonel Musgrove, our group 
commander, was taken off of this mission.  He was to have lead the mission.  Major Saulfield, a 
newly arrived Squadron Commander, was assigned to lead the mission.  This was to be his third 
mission! 

In the preflight engine check the engineer found a problem in the #3 engine so they had 
to change planes.  As they were taxiing to the take off, they found out they had the wrong 
parachutes on the new plane.  They had to pull out of line and the ground crew raced out to the 
plane with the correct type of parachutes.  Because of this delay they were changed from the #2 
position to the #3.  Everything went smoothly till they arrived at Brunei.  There was no carrier, 
but the bay was filled with the remainder of the Japanese fleet that had been beaten up by 
Admiral Halsey in a battle off of the Philippines.   

Because of his inexperience, Major Saulfield made several mistakes on the attack.  At 15 
miles out, Major Saulfield’s plane and Tom Coberly’s plane were hit and had to pull out of the 
formation.  I won’t go into the gruesome details, but six men survived the parachute jump.  At 
their preflight briefing they were told if they had a choice not to jump in this area.  But as it 
turned out it was the only area that they could land in safely because they were picked up by the 
Dyacks, the only friendly tribe in that part of Borneo. 

The reason I’m relating this story is 1) Jerry was a friend and a wonderful guy and, 2) to 
illustrate how, through a series of circumstances and human errors especially in wartime, things 
can end up with very serious consequences.  A book came out recently about the full story of the 
Coberly Crew on this mission.  The name of the book is: “The Airmen and the Headhunters.”  
It’s the complete and true story and I recommend you read it. 

 
In a couple of days we started our missions.  In my second mission I had an experience I 

could have easily done without.  On this mission I had a so-called instructor pilot.  His job was to 
teach me things I should know about when flying in the South Pacific.  We were approximately 
two hours out from our base flying at 8,000 feet in a very loose formation about three hours from 
our target when without warning all four engines stopped.  

Without engines a B-24 flies like a rock, and this time was no exception.  We started 
losing altitude quickly.  According to what we had learned, you should not try to ditch the plane 
without power.  But even before we went overseas I decided not to have the crew bail out and, if 
possible, to ditch because I knew I would lose my engineer for sure and maybe one or two 
others.  My mind was racing like mad.  What could make all four engines stop at the same time?  
We were down to 2,000 feet.  I had 15-20 seconds left.  I looked over to the main switches.  
There was the trouble.  I tapped the instructor on the shoulder and told him to put the switches 
on.  In two more seconds the engines started.  They sounded like a Beethoven symphony to me!  
Then we figured out what had happened.  The instructor pilot had turned his body to talk to my 
engineer and his foot hit the master switch bar.  This is not easy to do.  You have to be sloppy or 
clumsy but I kept this thought to myself.  A little later, approaching the target area, we joined 
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together with the squadron and went on to a good run on the target, and dropped our bombs.  We 
had no trouble and everyone made it back to our base, even though there was quite a bit of flack. 

 
One day after my fifth mission, Nelson, the pilot in the next tent came to me and asked if 

I could loan him $50.  He said he was in a poker game and needed the money.  I said sure and 
gave him the $50.  He promised to pay me back at our next payday!  Two days later he went on a 
mission and never got back!  I was told later it was bad luck to loan anybody money in a combat 
zone.  It made me feel guilty for a long time.  Another lesson learned the hard way! 
 

Moratai was an interesting island, similar to New Guinea, but much smaller and didn’t 
have very high mountains like New Guinea.  Both islands had jungles, terrible jungles with very 
hot and humid weather.  I can’t even start to name all the insects, snakes, birds and so on.  Jungle 
rot was common.  Mosquitoes were built with twin engines and carried malaria.  To prevent 
malaria we took Atibrin tablets daily and the water we drank was loaded with Atibrin.  The rains 
came every day, sometimes a little and sometimes a lot.  We never had fresh fruit, fresh 
vegetables or fresh meat.   A few movies and plays were made about the Pacific war and they 
were good entertainment but not factual.  An example was South Pacific.  I have seen it three 
times and I loved it but it is not anything like reality!  In this regard, my dear friend, Walter 
Mirisch, one of the best producers in the movie industry, wrote a book I Thought we were 
Making Movies Not History.  I highly recommend reading this book if you are interested in the 
movie industry.  We both started writing our books about the same time but he finished his a 
year and a half before I finished mine.   
 

I mentioned earlier that we were advised to dig fox holes near our tent.  We did, we each, 
the four officers, dug our fox holes as close to our beds as possible.  That night, as predicted, Bed 
Check Charlie came over and started dropping their bombs.  We had antiaircraft guns circling 
our living area and near the runway.  One gun was about 50 yards from my bed and when it 
started firing I jumped out of bed and into my fox hole.  A few seconds later four or five men 
jumped into my fox hole on top of me!  My arms and legs were a bloody mess.  That was the last 
time I used my fox hole.  It was safer to stay out.  Incidentally, I never received a purple heart for 
those wounds.   

Don Berkus 
 
I was born in St. Paul, Minnesota on July 7, 1922.  I lived there for seven years. I attended 

Hill Street Elementary School for kindergarten and first grade.  My family moved to California in 
1929 because of the Great Depression.  After a couple of moves, my family settled in the Atwater 
district of Los Angeles.  I graduated from Atwater Avenue Grammar School, and John Marshall 
High School in 1940. I attended U.C.L.A. where only the first two years of engineering were offered.  
Two months after Pearl Harbor I enlisted in the Air Force. I was attending U C. Berkeley when I 
was called into the Air Force. I flew a B-24 for 44 missions in the South Pacific.  When I returned to 
California in 1945 I married Ileene Rosenberg. We had three children, two boys and a girl. Our 
second son died of colon cancer about twelve years ago. We have six wonderful grandchildren, five 
girls and one boy. Instead of working as an engineer, I went into the ladies clothing business and 
retired after 43 years.  My hobbies include golf, gardening, reading and aviation. My newest hobby 
is writing my life story. 
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Angela Fontanili 
EL CAMINO-RESEDA CAS 

 
 

Beautiful Sweet Persimmons 
Tuscany, Italy 

 
 From the time my dad reached home in September/October of 
1943 until June of 1944 life in Italy, and particularly in our Tuscany, 
was full of apprehension.  The German army continued to patrol the 
countryside.  After the fall of Rome in June of 1944, the Germans 
retreated to the Arno River in Pisa. This was 20 minutes south of us 
and now for the first time, we found ourselves in a combat zone 

Shortly after that the Germans marched into our town and took 
over our house—just moved in and made themselves comfortable.  Our beautiful 3-story stone 
house was situated on the main road leading to Lucca and the Mediterranean Sea 40 miles to the 
west. 
 By the spring of 1944, seeing that the German Army had accelerated the roundup of 
Italian citizens for their labor force, my dad and neighbor, Antonio made themselves invisible.  
They excavated a pit in the backyard with only a small hole opening away from the house.  My 
Tata Giulia, blessed with the great knowledge and aptitude for making practical things out of 
mundane articles (she used to make me sandals out of corn husks) fashioned a makeshift chicken 
coop and placed it on top of this hole (for camouflage).  She rounded up a few chickens, even 
borrowing from the neighbors, and thus this dirt hole served as home to the two men, Antonio 
and Papá, for four months. 
 How were they able to eat, you might ask?  Well, as I said before, the women in our 
house were an industrious lot.  They would pretend to do the wash every day, hanging it out to 
dry in the backyard on ropes strung between great big persimmon trees.  The trees with the wash 
flapping in the warm Mediterranean breeze made a cover of safety.  My Tata then could pretend 
to feed the chickens and slip what little food there was to the two men in the hole.  The wash on 
the lines gave her cover, and the chickens gave her an excuse to go outside with the food. 
 I remember the white hand-woven linen sheets waving in the warm sun.  I have one of 
those sheets to treasure. 
 I remember tasting the sweet ripe persimmons that grew in our backyard—and to this day 
I still go searching for those beautiful orange fruit, that for me is a symbol of my father’s 
freedom in the year, 1944. 
 

A July to Remember 
Tuscany, Italy 

 
 I am sitting on the bottom step in my Nona’s house.  It is the middle of July and really 
hot outside, but the steps feel cold against my little legs.  The stairway is made of cement and is 
in the hallway that separates the house in two.  I live in one part of the house with my Nonna 
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Caterina, my zia Gemma and my Tata Giulia.  My mom and dad also live here, but they are away 
working most of the time.  I feel so loved by everyone in the great big stone house that my 
grandfather built many years ago. 
 I am told that today is a very special day.  I am a little scared.  Early this morning the 
man they call “il Dottore” arrived.  Everyone went upstairs and told me to wait down here.  I am 
just four and a half years old, and it seems like I have been sitting here a very, very long time.  
All of a sudden I hear a cry coming from upstairs, it’s a baby’s cry; I see Tata coming down the 
stairs, she takes me into her arms and tells me, “You have a little baby sister and her name is 
Caterina.”  

Oh, how happy I am.  Now I will have someone to play with.  I can hardly wait for my 
Tata to take me to see my new baby sister.  The room upstairs is very big.  The walls here are not 
finished like downstairs.  Here the walls are just stone on top of stone.  My grandfather built this 
house to last.  I think of him but I don’t know his face.  He died when my mamma was just my 
age.  

I see my sister for the very first time.  She seems very little to me and not at all like my 
baby picture.  She has dark straight hair.  I have blonde curls all over my head.  I ask Mamma 
when can I play with her?  She smiles and has me come on the bed next to her.  I am thinking 
that sister will be taking my place in bed next to Mamma, but I really don’t mind.  Now I would 
get to sleep in the bed with my Nonna and Tata.   Boy, I was going to be so warm there in the 
cold winter nights.  
 But today is summer, July 17, 1944, and after such a busy day, we all settle down for the 
night.  Even Pappa can stay in the house with us.  He doesn’t have to hide in that terrible hole in 
our back yard.  He had to hide there because the German soldiers had taken over our house.  
Now they are gone.   The house was not quiet for very long.  I woke up by the sounds of baby 
sister’s cries and everyone was talking at once. “Gli Americani sono vicini Hanno bombardato il 
ponte sul l’Arno a Pisa.  Bisogna andare sulle colline.”  My little mind really doesn’t understand 
it all.  Something about the American soldiers being very close; and that we must run into the 
hills.  But before we can leave, my Tata wraps my little sister all up and runs to the church, to 
have little Caterina baptized.  Now I know this is for real and I am very sad because we all have 
to leave this big beautiful house, where I feeel so safe and loved.  

 
 

Angela Fontanili 
 
I was born Angela Casali in 1939 in Tuscany, Italy.  I immigrated to the USA in 1949 with Mom, 
Dad, younger siblings, Kathy and Bart and we settled in Stockton, California.  Dad became a 
farmer in the Delta area of the San Joaquin Valley.  I attended a 2-room schoolhouse for a few 
years, graduating from Tracy High School with a business major.  I worked in banking before 
marrying in 1962 to Peter Fontanili of Los Angeles.  Peter and I have always enjoyed being with 
children.  We’ve been very involved in the 4-H Club.  We were fortunate to have enough land for 
families to share in the raising of the animals for the fairs.  I have worked diligently in the area 
of the developmentally disabled population and ultimately hope that I have made a small 
difference in their lives. 
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Karl Littner 
WESTSIDE CAS 

 

Liquidation of the Ghetto 
Sosnowiec Srodula 

Poland, 1943 
 

All the Jews living in Ghetto Srodula were forced 
by the Germans to work. Mother worked in a textile 
factory in the town of Sosnowiec, and I worked in a 
formerly Jewish owned (Eisen Gallanterie) factory in Old 
Sosnowiec. It was now called Firma Jakubson & Czmok, 
and the boss was Herr Czmok.  Besides the Polish 
workers, the former Jewish owners also worked there 
producing fine steel products. I welded tools and other 
products the factory produced. 

To travel from Srodula to my place of work in Old Sosnowiec, and use the Jews-only 
transportation, would take hours to get there. Again I solved that problem by disregarding the 
grave risk I was taking by putting my left hand into a sling covering up the yellow Jewish Star. 
Using the forbidden transportation shortened considerably the time to get to work. One Friday 
evening, getting ready to go home, putting the sling on, my boss Herr Czmok noticed it, and he 
said, “Do not go home tonight, stay here,” and he warned me to be careful, and not get caught 
covering the star. He must have known something about the goings-on in the Srodula Ghetto, 
and maybe tried to help me.  

I do not know what Mr. Czmoke’s intentions were, he must have known about the 
liquidation of Ghetto Srodula, and wanted me to stay in the factory for the night, and maybe save 
me from being deported. I was 15, and distrusting of Germans, but maybe he was different then 
the rest, and tried to help me? And I did not recognize his good intentions. I had to decide fast if 
to stay, but my childish distrust in Germans overshadowed my thinking, and I said no, thank you. 
I will never know what could have happened.  

Taking advantage of Mr. Czmok offer may have saved me from five years of inhumane 
torture, severe beatings, hunger, and near death experiences in the forsaken German 
concentration camps. Could Mr. Czmok have kept me in hiding for five years, it’s doubtful if he 
could, and even if he could, and made my survival easier, he could not save my entire family that 
was in the end destroyed.  

The result could have been the same, against all odds it was destined for me to survive; 
the rest is only a speculation. I don’t even know if Mr.Czmok himself survived the Second 
World War. Thanks to good luck, beshert, and destiny I am here, the turbulent years behind me, 
living a “normal” life. What could have been, or what awaits us, no one knows for sure, it is the 
present that counts.  

Friday after work my mother went to visit her family in the Bendzin (Bendzburg) Ghetto. 
Arriving that Friday evening from work I found a note left for me indicating she went to 
Bendzburg. Grandma Enoch, Mother’s sister Helen, brother Elek, and the rest of her family lived 
there too. According to the note I was supposed to sleep over Friday night, this time in my 
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mother’s, bed not under it, at Srodula. Mother suggested that Saturday morning I walk through 
the fields (four km.) and join Mother in Bendzin Ghetto, to see the rest of family, and spend some 
time there. Sunday morning we would walk back together to the house in the Srodula Ghetto.  

Waking up early Saturday morning, the bright sun rays shone through the window. I got 
up, looked out the window, outside was a beautiful sunny fall day. I saw sparkling in the sun, 
spider webs flying in the air, inhaling the fresh morning air. The golden wheat cut, and tied into 
bundles stood silently in long rows ready to dry. Mesmerized by the morning sights, disbelieving 
what I saw: Shocked, I dared to take another look at the silent bundles of wheat when to my 
surprise I noticed green uniformed SS soldiers with bayonets affixed to their rifles standing next 
to every golden bundle of wheat.  

Realizing what the sight meant, disbelieving in my child’s mind, I prepared myself for the 
walk through the fields, to meet Mother in Bendzburg. Right away I knew what the SS soldiers 
by the wheat bundles meant, but hoped that I maybe was wrong, and would still be able to walk 
through the fields, to meet Mother. I walked downstairs ready to continue my walk to Bendzburg 
Ghetto through the now harvested fields. I came to a narrow dirt road the farmers used for 
removal of their field products, and found myself facing an SS soldier standing by the bundle of 
wheat barring the exit through the fields, surrounding the whole Srodula Ghetto.  

Despite the serious situation my childish naiveté made me ask the SS guard politely if I 
could go across the fields. (He could have shot me on the spot). The SS must have known why 
they were surrounding Jews, but why was he so nice, answering me, maybe my childish question 
amused him when, I asked him if I could go across the fields. He replied with a question asking 
me, “Why would you like to go there?” 

“I’d like to go there to be with my mother, she is in the Benzburg Ghetto,” I replied.  
His reply was brief, and to the point, “There is no reason for you to go there because, we 

“finished” Ghetto Bendzburg last night, and there is no one there left, the Ghetto is empty.”  
My plan crossed, I realized that I would never see, Father, Mother, and my family again. 

The SS troops liquidated the Bendzburg Ghetto, and now Ghetto Srodula (emptied) would be 
liquidated next. I knew my predicament, instantly, realizing the sad situation, and my dim 
chances to survive. I only hoped that my sister Fela, previously imprisoned in a German labor 
camp (Z.A.L.) had a chance to survive, maybe? For her alone I needed to go on despite all the 
odds against me. I was only fifteen, when my whole family was murdered, and like a stone I 
found myself all alone in the world, “Von ale sieben bin ich alein geblieben,” my chances of 
surviving the war years according to Hitler’s directives did not look too promising. 

My endurance test was about to begin; I knew that as of now the SS men were going to 
“finish,” liquidating the Ghetto Srodula, and I decided to share the sad news with the people 
living in that house. The bad news prompted them to hide in the basement shelter, that we some 
months ago had prepared for that purpose. With matching bricks we closed up the existing 
basement entrance, and made a new entrance through the oven in the basement apartment. The 
basement hideout had no light, and no windows.  It was pitch dark.  

About twenty residents slid through the oven, into the hideout, and tried to light up a 
candle to be able to see in the darkness. Because of lack of oxygen the candles would not burn, 
and in that hideout there was not enough air to breathe. It was impossible to stay in the hideout 
for longer than a minute or two. One by one the people started leaving the shelter to get some air 
to breathe, risking being picked up by the marauding SS men. On Monday, the third day of 
hiding, most of the people who had stepped out to get fresh air never returned. The SS captured 
them as soon as they got out, and before long they were all gone.  
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By Tuesday only two people were left in the hideout, Wrumek and I. In the house above 
the hideout no one was left, they were all, including Wrumek’s mother removed by the 
marauding SS before Monday. Since no one else was there, the 14-year-old Wrumek attached 
himself to me. I knew him from Oswiecim, we lived in the same neighborhood, but because of 
age differences we never became friends. We were the only two left in the hideout without any 
air to breathe.  

Before suffocating we decided to leave the airless shelter, and go upstairs to get some 
fresh air. Upstairs we also looked for some food and drink, but none was left. Finding no way out 
from the hopeless life threatening situation, having no air to breathe nor food to eat we decided 
to join the “party”(evacuation), without being shot before. The house empty, all the Jewish 
occupants gone, never to come back alive, created a ghost like, eerie atmosphere, ghosts of the 
people burned in Aushwitz-Birkenau filling the void. Instead of waiting to be picked up by the 
SS, we decided to leave the house, on our own, and join unobtrusively groups of Jewish families 
being herded like sheep down the road.  

We stood behind the locked house door avoiding being shot; listening to the increasing 
noise, created by bewildered groups of Jewish families nearing our hideout. Adding to the noise 
was the SS shooting, and the Jewish Police cursing and shouting, herding the scared and 
confused people to be slaughtered. We watched the outside goings-on through a crack in the 
gate, waiting for the right moment to join the approaching group.  

When the group came close we sneaked in and walked with them down the road. The SS 
henchmen created a disturbing atmosphere by interrupting with frequent gunshots that 
bewildered the already scared people. Many before reaching the waiting trains, were clubbed or 
shot, their bodies lining the top running sewers along the road to the train ramp. Young mothers 
carrying tiny babies wrapped in pillows received severe blows designed to make them drop the 
tiny babies.  

Mothers holding on for life to their babies were clubbed repeatedly, resisting often ended 
with death for both, mother and child. Many young Jewish mothers chose the crematoriums 
before giving up their babies. Dead bodies lined every road, and every open sewer, decomposing 
in the hot summer sun. It was a hot sunny day when we were led to our destruction deafened by 
shouts, noises, and sporadic shooting; methods used by the SS to create panic, and confuse the 
already scared people. Different nationalities of Capos (guards) helped Hitler, and his favorite SS 
and Sonderdienst henchmen to liquidate Jews.  

After awhile standing behind the locked entrance gate of the house, we heard the 
increasing noises, and saw through the cracks, a big group.  We sneaked in and mixed in between 
them. The group consisted of Jewish men, women, and children accompanied by shouting 
cursing, and shooting SS, herded down the road like a bunch of animals. Together we walked 
about 500 meters down the sleazy road to the train ramp. 

In the approaching group was Zylek Konigsberger, his wife, Ann, and many other older 
residents of Oswiecim, some of them former friends of my departed parents. For a while at least 
their presence made me feel a little better. The continued chaos, and the sight of babies, and 
human beings left lying dead by the roadside made Wrumek, and I feel anxious, bad, bewildered, 
scared, and undecided. Confused by the experience, we kept on walking, avoiding being clubbed. 
Young mothers crazed, injured by frequent clubbing, ran in circles looking for their lost babies.  

The train consisted of a long string of cattle wagons with gaping open gates, disclosing a 
dark interior waiting ready to be loaded full of Jewish families on a one way trip to Birkenau. 
The German SS Officers, and some SS soldiers, also Polish train engineers, all enjoyed watching 
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the grisly show of loading the victims into the cattle wagons, rejoicing that the victims were 
Jewish. With great pleasure they helped in sending the thousands of innocent Jewish families on 
their predestined trip to destruction in Birkenau. 

Scared hungry, and exhausted, Wrumek and I finally made it to the train ramp in Srodula, 
accompanied by the shouting Jewish police, and the murderous SS. men creating deafening 
noises together, by locking, and unlocking the wagons steel locks. We were “loaded” (thrown 
into) the darkened cattle wagons, since the wagon floor was too high for small and old people to 
climb. Instead, using makeshift steps to ease the climb the SS kept on clubbing the young and 
old urging them to get into the wagon despite their difficulties to do so.  

The SS, the Jewish Police, the Polish train engineer, all enjoyed the loading circus, and 
the killings for a little longer. Especially for many older men, women, and small children to 
climb up into the high wagon floor was difficult, impossible, and for many unattainable. Some 
tried but could not do it alone, beaten and bleeding they were forced inside the wagon. Others 
who could not do it were left lying dead near the wagon wheels. Jewish lives were cheaper than 
makeshift wooden steps. Minutes later Wrumek and I could hear the closing wagon doors, 
accompanied by deafening noise caused purposely by closing the steel wagon locks.  

Agitated, scared, and very confused, coming in from the sunny outside to be imprisoned 
inside the dark cattle wagon we had first to get used to the dark wagons inside on its trip of no 
return. Pulled forward by a coal fired steam locomotive operated by a Polish engineer, the train 
started finally to roll. In the dark of the wagon, full of people we could hear the puffing of steam, 
and whistles of the locomotive, and the click, click of the wagon wheals, passing small villages, 
and rail crossings speeding on its one-hour trip to destruction in Aushwitz –Birkenau.  

It was a warm sunny fall day that September 1943, spider webs were flying in the air, and 
we were speeding to a destination of no return.  

It happened three years after the start of World War Two, when Wrumek, and I traveled 
to Aushwitz-Birkenau Vernichtungslager. On that sad day the transport trains left the Ghetto 
Sosnowiec-Srodula for the last time. The Srodula Ghetto was considered liquidated, and became 
“Juden Rein”(No more Jews).  

Most people from Ghetto Srodula, were, a short time later gassed, and burned according 
to Hitler’s plan, of making the world “Juden Rein” and their souls went to heaven with the 
smoke from the Birkenau crematoriums chimneys.  The SS, and the Jewish Police routinely 
created chaos, shouting and hitting people without any reason at all. Mothers being forced to 
drop their tiny babies, left them lying in the sun dying by the roadside from exposure. I was 
experiencing this tragedy all-alone my parents and other family members were already gone. 
Standing alone in the barricaded, darkened cattle wagon Wrumek and I were well aware of what 
was going on. On that beautiful day September 1943, at that moment in time, we had nothing 
more to lose except our lives, and the clothes on our backs.  

 
Karl Littner 

 
I was born on January 15, 1924 Oswiecim-Oshpitzin-Aushwitz, Poland and I lived there for 15 

happy years until 1939 when World War II started, and then my life became endangered. The 
extermination camp Aushwitz was built where my town used to be.   I was imprisoned in various forced 
labor and concentration camps.  By a miracle, I survived the camps.  In 1945, after the Liberation I 
started a new life: I got married had two children, but then in 1978 my wife of 31 years died of cancer.  I 
survived that loss again, and married two years later.  My children are now adults and at 86 I am a 
happy senior citizen, living in California, USA.  
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Eva Perlman 
EL CAMINO-RESEDA CAS 

 

 
A Jewish Family Hiding in Nazi 

Occupied France 
 

 In June 1933, my father received notification that he 
was taken off the list of patent attorneys allowed to work in 
Germany as of September 30th.  We were living in Berlin at 
the time, where I was born the year before.  My grandparents 
cared for me during the day, while my father worked, and my 
mother attended Medical School.  Upon receipt of that notice, 
my parents decided that it was time to leave Germany.  Dad 

had colleagues in Paris who had already written to him, inviting him to join their firm, if he had 
to leave Berlin. 
 On October 3rd of the same year, my mother received an official note from the University 
of Berlin, informing her that she was no longer admitted to the campus because of her “Marxist” 
activities.  My mom was no political activist.  All she wanted was to complete her medical 
studies.  She had joined a socio-democratic student group long before her marriage, because she 
was then able to obtain meals more cheaply, and gain admittance to a large medical library to 
study.  She had no money to buy all of the books she needed, and was thus able to get access to 
them for free.  She once told me that, since March, the two first rows in the lecture halls were 
reserved for SS students, and, when the Jewish students and professors came in, the SS shouted:  
“Juden raus!”  Effective immediately, all the Jewish professors, doctors, and students were 
evicted.    

The doctors lamented, “We have to take care of our patients!” and were told, “Germany 
would rather see the patients croak than be cared for by Jews!  You have 20 minutes to pick up 
your stuff and disappear!”  Even surgeons in the middle of operations had to stop what they were 
doing and go.  
 Paris was a good choice, partly because my father was assured of employment there, and 
partly because it was close to Germany, and my parents hoped to see their parents again, and 
possibly send for them later, when we were settled.  My father left in the summer of 1933, and 
my mother followed in the fall with me, and with our furniture.  Life in a foreign country was not 
easy for my parents.  For one thing, they had to learn French.  My mom had read Balzac and 
Victor Hugo in high school in her French classes, but to buy a kilo of meat at the butcher’s was a 
challenge.  Her vocabulary had not extended to such trivial activities.  We lived in an apartment 
building in Courbevoie, near Paris, which housed many new immigrants from Germany. 
 I acquired a brother, Ernest, the day before my third birthday, and in time, we became 
French citizens.  We moved to a villa in Le Vésinet, another suburb of Paris, and my paternal 
grandparents were able to leave Berlin and come to live with us.  This must have been around 
1936 or 1937, but I am not sure of the dates. 
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 My other grandparents had come to live in Berlin in the early thirties, from their little 
town of Driesen, where my mother was born, because they had no longer any customers there.  
No one wanted to buy jewelry or a watch from a Jew.  They found a minuscule apartment and 
store in Berlin, and sold a lot of silver items to all the Jews who wanted to emigrate, with 
whatever they could take with them.  Eventually, they managed to get on one of the last ships to 
what was then known as Palestine, just before the outbreak of the war in September 1939. 
 In 1940, the Germans invaded France in the north, and Paris became too dangerous for 
the Jews.  My father was asked to transfer many files from the Paris office to Massay, a small 
village south of Nazi-occupied territory, and establish a small office there.  He took me and my 
brother Ernest with him, and hired a lady to look after us.  I was 8 and my brother was 5.  My 
mother and grandparents, both in their seventies, could not move that fast, and were going to join 
us as soon as possible.  
 I remember the building my father rented.  It was a small castle, with turrets, and a large 
bright veranda, in which my father worked.  Every so often, we heard the sirens’ alarm, and we 
took refuge in the basement of the castle while bombs were whistling and exploding overhead.  
One such day, after we emerged from our shelter, we found a shell splinter on my father’s chair, 
in front of his desk.  It had made a large hole in the roof of the veranda, and landed on his chair.  
Had he been sitting there, my father would have been killed.  He was such a good man, that an 
angel, certainly, was watching over him. 
 I remember another event from that time in Massay.  One morning, I suddenly was 
overcome by violent abdominal pains and high fever.   

The doctor came, and said, “Your daughter has acute appendicitis.  You have to take her 
to the hospital in Issoudun (the nearest city) immediately.”   

I was operated on without delay by a surgeon from Paris who happened to be there that 
day, and who said to my father after the surgery that I was lucky to make it.  Had we waited 24 
hours, I may not have survived.  I was admitted to a large ward, where most of the patients were 
soldiers who had been wounded.  I particularly remember the young man in the bed next to mine, 
who suddenly started to vomit blood.  The nurse ran over to his bed to draw the curtains around 
it.  The next thing I knew was that he died.  I was only 8 and very impressionable.  To this day, I 
see it in my mind’s eye.  
 After I recovered and came home to Massay, my parents planned to move all of us 
further south to Lyon, my father with Ernest and me, and my mother with my grandmother and 
my little brother, Raymond, born in April 1939.  My grandfather had passed away suddenly in 
Le Vésinet and was buried even without my father’s knowledge.  While waiting for our furniture 
to follow us, and while my mother was looking for an apartment in the Lyon area, Ernest and I 
were in a children’s home in Tassin-La Demi-Lune.  I also remember a kind lady who kept us for 
a few days, and who taught me to knit.  
 We moved to Caluire, a suburb of Lyon: 2, chemin des Petites Brosses (2 Little Brushes 
Lane) into a second-floor apartment, above a large carpentry shop.  Our landlord, Mr. Giron, was 
the carpenter.  He and his wife were very kind to us.  We lived there for a while; then things 
became ominous there, too, as the German invasion advanced more and more southward.  
 Mom and Dad found a children’s home in the foothills of the Alps where my mother took 
us to live for a while.  French children’s homes (pensions d’enfants) do not exist in America.  
They are large homes which take a number of children, usually in the summer, while their 
parents take a much needed vacation by themselves.  The children are well cared for, go on 
excursions and picnics, and live quite comfortably.  These homes are usually in the mountains, or 
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by the sea, so as to provide a healthy environment for city children.  We, the three kids, landed in 
one of those, in Autrans, in the mountains above Grenoble, where my mother took us.  It was 
called Clairefontaine, situated two kilometers from the village, and directed by a kind and caring 
woman and her family.  As my mother was about to return to Lyon, she got a message from my 
father that she was to stay in Autrans, and that he was following.  Even Lyon had become a 
precarious place for us.          
 My father arrived in Autrans, and rented the second floor of a nice house, on the main 
road; and my parents were thus able, after two weeks or so, to take us out of the children’s home.  
Our landlord and lady, Mr. and Mme. Ravaud, lived downstairs.  There was a swing in the yard, 
and a large field in the back, where my mother eventually taught gymnastics to the local ladies.  
And so we settled in “la maison jaune,” the yellow house.  It was quite attractive, and stood out 
in the countryside because of its bright color.  From our new home, we could see the church, 
standing in the middle of the village, and could walk up to the village center in three minutes.  
French village churches are always standing on a hill, so that they can be seen from afar, and the 
villages cluster around them. Autrans was no exception.  
 I was ten years old by then, it was 1942, and I was able to attend a boys’ school, which at 
that time also admitted girls.  The population of Autrans doubled during the war.  It grew from 
1,000 to 2,000 inhabitants, which meant that half the population were refugees who had fled their 
homes to hide in our village, for one reason or another.  The whole area, called Vercors, 
sheltered people in hiding.  

 Living conditions were difficult for my 
parents.  My father would work at home for his 
Lyon office.  Every week, he would travel over the 
mountain by bus to Grenoble to meet with his 
secretary from the office, give her the work that he 
had completed, and take home new files to work 
on.  Thus, he was able to continue earning a living 
while in hiding.  Our food was rationed; we bought 
everything with tickets.  My father cycled almost 
every day to some farm, where he could get milk, 
eggs and potatoes in exchange for his cigarette 
tickets, and probably some money too.  We let the 
milk sit (it came straight from the cows), and the 
next day we skimmed it.  When we had enough 

cream, we made butter with it.  We listened to the news, we heard that the Germans were in 
Grenoble, and it became impossible for my father to continue his trips.  He scouted the 
surrounding hills, and found a cave where he hid drinking water, hard-boiled eggs and money, in 
case he and my mother were to leave their house in a hurry.  My parents also found three farmers 
who were willing to each take one of us in case of emergency, and who would have said that 
they took in their nephew or niece from the city to feed them properly.  On one particular night, 
we were all three taken to these farmers overnight, and my parents disappeared in the mountain 
until it was safe to return home.  I remember vividly how my little brother Raymond reeked of 
manure when he came back! 
 We had French identity cards (there were no drivers’ licenses in those days, my father 
acquired his first car, a Peugeot 202, years after the war).  The cards showed my parents and me 
born in Germany and our name Gutmann was too Jewish.  So my mother went to the Autrans 
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mayor’s office, asking to get new cards with different names and birthplaces.  She was told that 
they could only replace these cards if they became illegible.  So she went home and 
“accidentally” dropped the cards in the wash.  When they were dry, and, of course, illegible, she 
took them back and got new cards for all of us.  My parents and I thus were born in Morocco, 
and we all had a very French family name, Gallian.              
 From Grenoble, you have to pass through the mountains to reach Autrans and other 
villages in our valley.  Every time the Germans started on their way up towards our valley, the 
news would spread like wildfire, from post office to post office, and from there to every hotel, 
church and store, until everyone knew.  It just took a few minutes to warn everyone.  We had no 
telephone; everything went by word of mouth.  There were several false alarms, because the 
Germans always had to retreat for some reason.  My father decided that if he had to die, it was 
better to do it with a weapon in hand.  So he enlisted into the French underground forces, the FFI 
(Forces Françaises de l’Interieur), and went with a neighbor and friend of ours, Serge, and his 
son-in-law, Henri, to where the dissident army was located.       
 
 Here I have to talk about my friends.  My parents met Claire and Serge Levier in 
Courbevoie, when we all lived in the same apartment building after fleeing Germany.  The 
Leviers had two beautiful daughters, Michèle and Maggy, the first one ten years older than me, 
the second one five.  By the way, both Michèle and Maggy are now living in Los Angeles, and 
we are friends to this day, after meeting over seventy years ago.  
 At a Passover Seder at my parents’ home in Lyon, Michèle met Henri, the son of another 
émigré.  She was an extremely attractive girl of eighteen and Henri fell madly in love with her.  
He was about thirty years old.  They married, and had a baby daughter, Cathy.  Soon therafter, 
Claire, Serge and Maggy, as well as Michèle, her husband and the new baby, joined us in 
Autrans and lived in a motel nearby.  That is how my father enlisted in the FFI with Serge and 
Henri.  
 
 While the men were gone, the Germans really came.  We saw them, at dusk, from our 
window, dark silhouettes coming over the hill, and we dreaded what would happen.  The next 
day, they went to a sawmill, always looking for people to kill, especially Jews, and they shot a 
young man of seventeen, who had nothing to hide, but who was overcome with terror and ran 
through the fields.  The following morning, we saw the horse-drawn cart carrying the body to the 
church and the cemetery.  The body was covered, but the legs were dangling at the back, and we 
were terrified.  Two or three farms were burning in the distance... 
 A Nazi officer and his aide appeared at our landlord’s door, and asked for a bedroom.  
Since my father was away, Mr. Ravaud, our landlord asked my mother to give up hers.  She 
moved into the attic, and from then on, she spent her nights at the window.  We had not had any 
news from our men for several months and we did not even know if they were still alive, but my 
mother feared that if my father suddenly did come back, probably in the darkness, he might 
throw a pebble to my parents’ bedroom to wake her up, so that she would come down the stairs 
to unlock the front door to let him in. 
 The officer’s aide used our kitchen, one day, to bake a chocolate cake.  He was able to 
get the necessary ingredients, I don’t know how or where, but my mother was furious when he 
did not even offer a crumb to her for her three children.  My mother spoke to him in pidgin 
German, making mistakes in the grammar, not finding her words, and her pronunciation was 
terrible.  She told him that she learned German in school for two years, and she apologized 
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profusely for her inability to speak better.  He never suspected that she spoke as well as he did.  
She showed unbelievable courage and strength, but it was a matter of life or death, and she had 
three children to protect.  I cannot, for my part, imagine how I could have done what she did.  
Could you speak pidgin English, and never give yourself away to a native English speaker? 
 The German officer sat with our landlord in the yard every day.  My little brother 
Raymond was on the swing.   

The officer, at one point, looked at Raymond, blond and blue-eyed, and said to Mr. 
Ravaud, “This child reminds me of our lovely German children.”   

Little did he know that this was a Jewish child, and our landlord was terrified.  His life 
and that of his family were also at stake for lodging Jews.  Several times during the war, we 
could have been easily betrayed, like so many were, and we owe our lives to many kind and 
tolerant people.  The head and founder of my father’s office, Mr. Weissman, was sold down the 
river.  He had a magnificent stamp collection, and was betrayed by his long-time stamp 
merchant.  The Nazis came to get him at four in the morning, and he was never heard of again.  
 On one of those somber days, my mother went up to the village to do some shopping.  
When she came back, Ernest and I said to her: “Maman, the priest came to see you!” 

 
Here I must insert my mother’s account of our main story.  In 1968, she was walking on a 

Paris sidewalk, in broad daylight, when she was brutally accosted by a motorcyclist who passed 
by her and snatched her handbag.  She tried to hold on to it, and was thrown to the ground, 
breaking her hip.  My mother was recovering after surgery, and facing a long stay in the hospital.  
I said to my daughter, Ilana, “I have asked my mother so many times, to no avail, to write about 
the war years.  Why don’t you write to Grandmi and ask her to write her souvenirs of the war, 
while stuck in her hospital bed?  If you ask, maybe she will do it, if she realizes you are really 
interested.”  Ilana wrote to her grandmother, and the following arrived, in French.  Ilana offered 
to translate it into English:  

 
**************************** 

 
August 31, 1944 

A day unlike others 

By Charlotte Gutmann 
September 1978 

 
Until now, 34 years after the events, and despite the pressing and repeated requests of my 

children, I could not bring myself to write this story—I know not why.  But my recent ordeal 
which forces me to rest for months will not be totally unproductive if I put myself to it. And then, 
the request of my granddaughter Ilana who wishes to have the story for the family, and even for 
her future children, moves me all the more that she has just become engaged to be married.  The 
narrative is therefore likely to become a great-grandmother’s tale, but with the distinct 
difference that it relates a real and true event.  Even a skeptical reader will have to admit that 
there are events where reality surpasses fiction.  To understand the 31st of August 1944, a brief 
introduction is necessary. 
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It was November 1942.  While the Germans occupied the major part of France, leaving 
occupation of the Midi (Southern France) to their Italian allies, we had taken refuge in 
Grenoble, more precisely in Autrans, a village in the heart of the Vercors, at an altitude of three 
thousand feet.  For a year, we lived there relatively undisturbed, and especially, better fed.  In 
September 1943, Italy concluded a separate armistice with the Allies, and the Italian troops 
retreated from the Midi.  The Germans replaced them and imposed their harsh regime on the 
Midi also.  During the winter 1943-1944, they made dreaded incursions into the Vercors, a high 
mountainous plateau between the Isère and the Drôme, whose abrupt slopes could be reached by 
eight different roads.  It is a true natural fortress. At the time, it was being held by the FFI. 
(Forces Françaises de l’Intérieur), a small army composed of resisters to the enemy and to the 
Vichy government.  It was much talked about and the Germans themselves thought that it was 
much larger and better armed than it in fact was.  On June 6th 1944, the Allies landed in 
Normandy, and we prayed for their success from the bottom of our hearts.  I advise my 
descendants to go see the Arromanches museum with its audio-visual reconstitution of the 
landing, and the American cemetery.  It will be well worth the trip. 

The Germans fought desperately, but were forced to progressively retreat.  In Russia as 
well, their situation was becoming catastrophic, and we were filled with a wild hope that the 
moment would arrive when the Allies, coming from North Africa, would also land in the Midi. 

While waiting feverishly, we celebrated a memorable 14th of July with a hike to 
Bellecombe, a grassy mountain top from which we had a superb view on Autrans, and on the 
other side, on the valley of Lans, and Villard-de-Lans.  Down below, all the houses were 
bedecked with flags; happiness reigned.  While we ate our picnic, planes hummed above us; we 
thought they were Ally planes bringing the promised reinforcements impatiently awaited by the 
FFI of the Vercors.  However, when the first shells seemed to hit Autrans, we packed up our 
picnic and raced down to the edge of the forest.  They were in fact German planes, anxious to 
dismantle the FFI army, so that it would not be able to join the Allies when the time came, or 
even before that, harass the German troops returning towards the north. The Vercors range 
became a target, and, a few days later, we were to experience great anguish.  On the way down 
from Bellecombe, my husband said: 

“The net is tightening; if the Germans catch me, I want to have a weapon in my hands to 
defend myself to my last breath!” 

On July 15th, together with our friend Serge Levier and his son-in-law Henri Bamberger, 
he left to join the underground forces via Rencurel.  He did not leave to become a hero, nor did 
he presume to help victory along; later, he never claimed the title of “résistant” (resister), 
although he had fully participated in the battle of the Vercors, at once the first and the last 
combat of the small army. The Germans had landed their gliders in the vast area of Vassieux, 
and unloaded their troops among the dismayed members of the Résistance ready to salute their 
Allies.  The Germans massacred all ninety inhabitants of Vassieux, from the youngest to the 
oldest; they discovered the cave of the Luire, and slaughtered all the wounded, their doctors and 
their nurses; they destroyed scores of farms, savagely killing the farmers,“FFI accomplices,” 
they fought violently against the Résistance in Herbouilly, Valchevrières, and the Barraques. The 
casualties were heavy: 500 soldiers, 200 civilians. 

The headquarters of the FFI then ordered the dispersion of the troops into the dense and 
wild forest of Lente which rendered all combat impossible, and the Germans left the Vercors.  If 
the Vercors army, some two thousand to four thousand men, did not achieve victory, they had 
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nevertheless, at a crucial moment, detained two German divisions—which were thus missing in 
the south.  My husband and his friend Serge, trading their alpine soldier uniforms for civilian 
clothing found in the camp, decided to leave the mountainous Vercors in the direction of 
St.Martin d’Août in the Drôme where Serge had a friend. They felt that the Vercors was still 
dangerous.  Henri was in a hurry to rejoin his young wife and daughter, and first joined a group 
going towards Autrans, but, in Rencurel, he decided to go directly to Autrans across the 
mountain, alone. It was to be a shortcut. He fell into the hands of a German patrol which 
executed him on July 24th, along with three “suspects” found in the surrounding area.  The 
group he had left followed their more careful route, and arrived safely in Autrans.  On August 
12th, I had a terrible foreboding, and sure enough, was informed of Henri’s fate.  I went to 
Rencurel with one of Eva’s schoolteachers to exhume his body, and place it in a coffin, while 
Maggy Levier was on the look-out to warn us, should a German patrol arrive. I could only 
recognize Henri’s body by his perfect set of teeth!  To this day, I cannot say all that I 
experienced and felt at that moment.  Except this: Perhaps, just as I am doing this horrifying task 
for my friend, someone else may be doing this for my husband. One spoke much in Autrans of the 
savagery of the battles, the atrocious agony of some, the uncertain fate of others left to die of 
hunger and thirst, the skirmishes everywhere, and I still had no news of my husband…Grenoble 
was liberated on the 23rd of August 1944; for the Vercors the war was over. 

On August 31st, my children were playing in front of the house.  When I returned from my 
shopping, I was greeted with, “Maman, the priest was here, he wanted to speak to you, he left a 
message upstairs.” 

I climbed the stairs with legs suddenly made of jelly.  On the kitchen table lay a piece of 
paper, quickly torn out of a pad, without a date, no doubt written by the priest.  It said:   “Mr. 
Gutmann and Cdr. Levier are in St. Martin d’Août, in the Drôme.  Lacking money and civilian 
clothing.  Asking one of their wives, preferably Mme. G. bring them money and clothing.” 

To this day, I cannot understand why I did not dash out to see the priest to find out how 
he happened to possess that piece of paper, or that information, how old the message could be, 
and to thank him.  

Instead, I ran to Claire Levier’s house to tell her, “Our husbands are safe, they need 
money and clothes, I must go immediately by bicycle towards St. Martin d’Août to bring them 
those items.” 

Her daughter Maggy, 16, insisted on coming with me.  We quickly found two bicycles, 
and I did, however, go to ask the advice of Dr. Chauve, and the butcher, Mr. Barnier, who had 
both been of invaluable help to FFI.  How can we reach St. Martin?  Through Grenoble? A road 
map? Was the Grenoble area already safe?   

“Careful”, they said, “there are still skirmishes here and there!  Go towards Grenoble to 
the Red Cross.  If they tell you that you can continue, fine!  If not, entrust your package and the 
money to them, with name and address, and they will deliver it if and as soon as possible.” 

While feverishly preparing the clothing and a snack, I packed the children off to 
Clairefontaine.  For a long time the Menthonnex had told us: “In case of hardship or difficulty, 
send the children to us, simply with their suitcase.” Roland and Geneviève Menthonnex (we 
called them Marraine)—may they rest in peace—had a few papers in their safekeeping and the 
name and address of our friend in Paris, Mr. Plasseraud, who would have done what was 
necessary to send our children to Palestine, to my parents in Gedera…after the war, if anything 
happened to us.. 
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My mind at rest on that score, I leave with Maggy on the road to Grenoble.  As we start 
climbing to the Croix Perrin pass, we push our heavily laden bicycles to the top.  We eat our 
sandwich and begin the descent towards Lans.  After the first few hundred meters, Oh My God, 
my brakes don’t work!  How will I arrive safely to the foot of the mountain?  In case I fall, 
should I keep to the left, the rock, or to the right, the cliff?  I brake furiously with my bulky hiking 
boots.  I release the brake, and here we go again.  Bend after bend, and once more, no brake.  
Then, at top speed, on the road, a little wider before the oncoming very narrow hairpin curve, 
the fall.  Dragged dozens of meters on my stomach, my right hand clinging to the useless brakes 
of the handlebar which pulls me with it, I remain sprawled out in the middle of the road, the left 
side of my face skinned and bleeding, my blouse ripped, my left hand, elbow and knee encrusted 
with pebbles, my left ankle broken, my right thumb completely dislocated, the flexor tendon torn, 
the first joint hanging on by skin. 

Maggy falls at the same time, with a big part of the brake stuck in her forearm. Our 
expedition is over, and I can only lament incessantly, “My husband…my husband…how will I 
reach him now, my husband…my husband…”   Maggy cries… 

People suddenly appear out of the forest, where they were picking berries and 
mushrooms. “What can we do for you?” they ask.   

“Please find us some kind of transportation in Lans (2 or 3 kilometers away), you see my 
foot, and our bicycles…” One man dashes towards Lans, others transport us as gently as 
possible into the hollow of the curve, and set us down on the embankment.  One man even has 
brandy on him, and a sugar cube.  I insist he give it to Maggy, who is in a state of shock.  After 
some time, the man returns from Lans with a bottle of fresh water, and says that a vehicle will 
arrive shortly. 

While they are carefully taking out the numerous pebbles embedded in my skin, and 
washing my wounds with some water, I let myself go and the tears roll down my cheeks.  Who 
should arrive but Mme. Blanche Menthonnex, on her way to Autrans and Clairefontaine?  I beg 
her to say nothing to the children…Frightened, she continues her climb, pushing her bicycle 
towards the Croix Perrin…And I hear in the distance the trot of a horse approaching, 
approaching, and finally, finally, a cart appears around the bend.  In a few moments, which 
seem like an eternity, the wagon stops close to us and a man’s voice startles me:  “Charlotte!”  
It is my husband, perched on the cart, next to the farmer. 

Our two men had set out towards Romans and the Drôme.  Relentlessly they walk, 
throwing themselves down in the fields at the approach of German patrols, sleeping in barns, 
receiving a piece of bread here, a glass of milk there, from compassionate farmers. From one 
such farmer they borrow a wheelbarrow filled with hay to hide their knapsacks, in order to pass 
under the noses of the German soldiers, walking very slowly, pushing their wheelbarrow like 
farmers returning from the fields. Our men are older than the average members of the 
Résistance; they slowly cross a well-guarded bridge at Romans without arousing suspicion, their 
eyes fixed on their mountain boots…Finally they reach St. Martin d’Août. 

They are cared for, they rest, they chat at night with the mayor, the priest, with the 
inhabitants, thirsting for news of the Vercors up there.  They are taken for officers of the 
Résistance, coming perhaps from England because of their accent…They tell the young priest, 
Father Petit, of their worry for their families in Autrans, where the Germans could have killed 
like everywhere else.   
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Father Petit is full of initiative. “Listen,” he says, “I will go to Grenoble, and from there 
to Autrans, to reassure your loved ones and to bring you news of them.” 

“Father,” they respond, “we cannot accept this.  The area is still infested with Germans, 
they will take you for a priest of the Résistance, you risk too much.  And…we are Jews.” 

“That does not matter, I would even say on the contrary!  Leave it to me; I will plan my 
trip before going off to Grenoble.  If the Germans stop me, what could I tell them?” 

“There is a large sanatorium for 300 to 350 children in Autrans.” 
“Good!  I’ll tell them that my parishioners who have children there are anxious about 

them, and I would like to get news of them.” 
Father Petit takes his bicycle, and sets out for Grenoble.  On the way, he sees horrors, 

the cruelty exercised by the Germans near Voiron on those they suspect.  He goes to St. Joseph’s 
church in Grenoble, and spends the night at his colleague’s.  The following morning, he begins 
the climb and arrives at the home of the priest of Sassenage.  From there he continues his ascent 
towards St. Nizier.  Suddenly he is surrounded by German soldiers who ask him threateningly 
where he is from, where he is going, is he part of the Résistance, and they take him to their 
officer who asks the same questions. 

“I come from the Drôme,” he says, “and exercise my ministry at St. Joseph’s in 
Grenoble.  Because it is so close, I would like to go to the sanatorium in Autrans to get news of 
the children of some of my parishioners who are very worried.” 

A phone call is made to St. Joseph’s, where the priest confirms that his colleague Petit 
said mass there, and wishes to go to the Autrans sanatorium.   

The officer becomes more accommodating and says to Father Petit, “You do not need to 
go to Autrans.  The sanatorium has been evacuated, and the children have been placed with the 
inhabitants.  You can reassure your parishioners, their children are fine.  I would even have you 
taken up there by car, but it is not necessary.  Go back.”  (This was not true; the sanatorium had 
not been evacuated.) 

There was nothing left for Father Petit to do but to retrace his steps with a heavy heart.  
He passes once more by the church of the Sassenage priest where he eats something, and, before 
departing, writes a few words in his notebook and tears off the page. He gives it to his colleague 
and asks him to have it brought to his Autrans colleague as soon as possible.  Father Petit 
returns without incident, and recounts his adventure immediately to our men. 

They thank him for his good will and his great courage, but my husband says to him, 
“The only thing that worries me is the message you left with the priest in Sassenage.  Imagine 
that he succeeds in passing it to someone, and that it reaches my wife.  If I know her, she will 
dash out immediately, and if ever she falls into the hands of the Germans, on her bicycle laden 
with men’s clothing, she will be accused of supplying the Résistance, and her fate will be sealed.  
I must get to Autrans at all costs, to prevent my wife’s departure.”  

He leaves at dawn the following morning.  Serge Levier cannot go with him; while 
helping to bring in the hay, he hurt his foot, the wound got infected, and he could not walk.  At 
the price of a thousand difficulties, my husband walks relentlessly, rides a train part of the way, 
falls into the hands of a group of FFL (Forces Françaises Libres, communist rivals of the FFI); 
he is suspected of being a German in civilian clothes because of his accent, and threatened to be 
shot.  But he can give details of the FFI, and is released, even provided with a pass.  In another 
group, he is recognized by one of his former companions who identifies him.   
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He finally arrives in Sassenage, where he is told, “You are lucky…the cable railway 
towards St. Nizier has been working again since this morning.” 

He walks the last 5 or 6 kilometers which separate St. Nizier—totally in ruins by now—
from Lans where he arrives in the afternoon, exhausted.   

He recognizes an inhabitant, standing on the threshold of her house, and asks her, “Is 
there any way I can get to Autrans before nightfall?” 

“Here is Mr. X,” she answers,” he is leaving with his cart towards the Croix Perrin.  
Apparently two women have had an accident!  This will help you for part of the way anyway.” 

And he hoists himself up next to the driver. 
This is how we found each other.  Without our accident, Maggy and I would have been 

far away already, close to Grenoble.  My husband would have found an empty house and known 
terrible anguish.  He took us to the Lans infirmary.  A young surgeon, Dr. Fabre, who came from 
Marseille, took care of us.  With his delicate hands, which fascinated me, he washed and 
disinfected, stitched and bandaged our various wounds, sewed the tendon of my right thumb, 
immediately warning me that it might not hold.  It did, in fact, tear a few weeks later, and to this 
day I have a stiff thumb.  He put a cast on my left ankle and recommended that we go to Villard-
de-Lans the following morning to have my swollen left elbow and knee X-rayed.  Luckily, we 
found transportation that took us to Villard-de-Lans.  When we got out of the carriage, a man 
passing by recognized us as residents of Autrans.  Impressed by Maggy’s large arm bandage, 
and by my numerous ones, he returned quickly to Autrans, and the first person he met was Claire 
Levier. 

“I saw your daughter with another person, both seriously hurt, there was one man with 
them, not your husband.” 

From this remark it took one step for Claire to believe that her husband was no longer 
alive, otherwise wouldn’t he have wanted to return to Autrans too?  The poor woman was in 
inexpressible anguish.  But Serge joined us in Lans, where we were resting, for a few days.  
Then, together, we returned to our loved ones in Autrans. 

 

**************************** 
This is how my mother retold those events. This miraculous accident saved my mother’s 

and Maggy’s lives.  They would not only have missed the two men, because they were going to 
take a different road, but would most probably have fallen into German hands and looked 
suspicious enough with men’s clothing and money on their bikes to be executed on the spot.  The 
area was still full of Germans.  

 
Isn’t truth stranger than fiction sometimes? 
 
A few anecdotes: 
 
While at Clairefontaine, I had been very influenced by the Catholicism around me.  I 

went to mass with all the children on Sunday mornings, and learned the Catechism.  Like many 
others, I wanted to become Catholic.  I was obviously searching for some peace and serenity in 
the Church, in contrast to the tumultuous and scary outside world. 
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One morning, in Autrans, my father asked my mother if she needed help.   
She replied: “Oh! Thank you! Why don’t you grind the coffee; that would be great!”   
My father sat there, slaving over the manual grinder, and asked while churning the coffee 

beans, “You do that every morning?”   
“Yes”, replied my mother.   
“Well, in that case,” he said, “when the war is over, I’ll buy you an electric grinder!”  He 

had done it just once, and that was already too much.   
 
My mother had several friends in Autrans; I remember two, in particular, whose 

husbands had also joined the Résistance and whom she saw regularly.  While drinking a smelly 
cup of a sorry excuse for coffee, made with chicory, they chatted, laughed and dreamed.   

One of the ladies said: “Oh! When the war is over, I will take a bath in real coffee!” 
Another said, “I’ll buy myself a new girdle!”   
They all worried about their husbands.  In her desperation, Madame Babonneau went to 

see a psychic.  The lady asked her for her wedding band and clasped it in her hand.   
After some concentration, the psychic said, “I see your husband.  He is wearing a ring 

with the initials R.B.  He is neither dead nor alive.  I see him lying down with a white thing 
around his head. It is very hot there”   

Roger Babonneau (R.B.) came back to his wife eventually.  He had lain in a coma after 
an extensive wound to the head in a tent in the Sahara desert. 

 
  
 
Paris was liberated from Nazi occupation in August 1944.  Shortly thereafter, in the fall, 

we moved back to our upstairs apartment in Caluire, the Lyon suburb where we had left all our 
furniture.  We were welcomed back by Madame Giron, our landlady, who lived with her 
husband downstairs.  She had returned to our apartment our radio which she had kept for us in 
her home, and our silverware which she had buried in the vegetable garden, in an effort to save 
those things in case the Germans ever came to our place.  They did, in fact, come once, and, as 
they were about to go upstairs, they received the order to retreat.  Had they been able to get into 
our place, they would have seen all the Jewish books, candlesticks and other items, and they 
would have, without a doubt, burned the whole place down, and executed our landlord and 
landlady. 

Not only did Madame Giron return the items mentioned above, she had also washed and 
rehung our curtains, and a huge dish of steaming spaghetti and meat sauce greeted us on the 
dining room table. It was wonderful to be home again.  I was able to return to a more stable and 
peaceful environment and schooling, and also started to get some Jewish formal education, 
studying with a Rabbi and learning the main Hebrew prayers. 

 
We owe our lives and our gratitude to many French people who helped us.  We heard of 

countless friends who were betrayed as Jews by acquaintances, and picked up by the Nazis, 
never to be seen again; not to speak of all our friends and relatives who were found in France and 
in Germany and exterminated, people I never knew.  My mother kept a long list of them in her 
Yom Kippur prayer book, and took it out at every Yizkor service (prayer for the dead) until she 
passed away. 
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The Yad Vashem Holocaust Museum in Israel has asked for names of righteous Gentiles 
who helped Jews during the war.  I am sending in the names of all the good French people to 
whom our family owes an incredible debt of gratitude.  

 
 
 
 
 

Eva Perlman 
 
I was born Eva Hanna Gutmann in Berlin in 1932.  My parents fled Germany and 

Hitler’s regime the following year, and settled in France where I grew up and went to school.  
We survived the war, hiding in a small village in the foothills of the Alps, in Autrans in the 
Vercors region. We owe our lives to numerous French people who knew we were Jews and 
helped us nevertheless. 

I met my American husband, Mel Perlman, as he came to Paris for two days.  We had a 
whirlwind courtship and were married in five weeks in July 1956.  His graduate studies took us 
to Oxford, England, for two years, to Uganda for three years to do anthropological fieldwork 
among the natives towards his Ph.D. (D.Phil. in England), then back to Oxford to complete his 
doctoral thesis by the summer of 1963.  During that time, we had three children, one born in 
Paris, the other two in Kampala, Uganda.  My family still lives in Paris. 

Upon completion of his Ph.D., Mel was offered a teaching position at Berkeley, 
California, where we spent the remainder of the sixties, before going to St. Catharines, Ontario, 
Canada, where Mel taught at Brock University until his untimely death of leukemia at 55 in 
1988.  The following year, I moved to the Los Angeles area to be near my eldest daughter, who 
was married and the mother of two beautiful girls.  My second daughter recently moved from 
Canada to Thousand Oaks with her family.  My son lives in Toronto and has two children.  I feel 
very blessed to have three wonderful children, and six just as wonderful grandchildren. 

I originally became a Pediatric Nurse but never really got to work as such.  Later on I 
completed accounting studies and worked as an accountant for years in Canada, and then in the 
San Fernando Valley. As I grow older, I am becoming more adventuresome and am traveling 
more.  I have invested in real estate and work a home business in travel.  I attend a weekly class 
on Life Story Writing, various networking breakfast, lunch and dinner meetings and seminars, a 
monthly French speaking group and a weekly class in Personal Finance for Seniors at Pierce 
College.  I have many friends and a wonderful family, with relatives in Canada, France, Israel 
and South Africa. I count my blessings every single day. 
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Harry Langsam 
WESTSIDE CAS 

 
 

Farewell to my Beloved Shtetl, my 
Birthplace and 

Escape to the Soviet Union 
 
 
 It happened on a Monday, the 24th of October, 
1939.  On that day my older brother and I left our father of 
blessed memory, and the place where we were born and 
spent our childhood years.  Our aching hearts were filled 
with good and bad memories.  Nonetheless, it was my 
beloved shtetl (town) and it hurt that we were forced to 
leave.  An intermittent rain was falling all day.  Heaven 

cried for the tragedy that had befallen the European Jewry in general, and particularly the Polish 
Jewry. 
 I was thinking about my childhood, which was not strewn with roses.  Definitely not!  
However, not knowing the real meaning of happiness, I thought that my childhood years were 
the happiest days in my life.  Summertime I ran barefoot on the lush green meadows, I swam in 
the Visloka River and had a lot of childish fun. 

My brother and I were on our way to the railroad station.  It was a chilly autumn evening, 
the trees had already changed colors and the red leaves reminded me how I used to wallow in the 
piles of golden leaves that had fallen to the ground.  The wallowing used to give me such a thrill 
that only a child can understand.  I was thinking about the winter that would soon follow autumn, 
when the trees and the meadows would be covered with a blanket of white snow.  Whiteness is 
the symbol of innocence during regular times but at this time, not anymore.  Everything had 
changed.  In my mind I tried to remember the fun in winter of sledding down the hill.  It was fun 
mixed with shivering from cold because of my shabby clothing and torn shoes.  The Nazi beast 
brought destruction not only to the adult world, but also to the children’s dreams.  They 
demoralized our Gentile neighbors.  With the help of local collaborators, Jewish blood was 
spilled with impunity, and the civilized world stood by and did nothing to stop the satanic storm 
troopers that swept through Europe. 

 
Six weeks into the German occupation of Poland, my brother and I had decided to escape 

to the Soviet Union.  We had lived in other cities and seen Jewish blood spilled daily with 
impunity.  But before carrying out our escape plan, we wanted to travel home to see our father 
and seek his blessing, despite the fact that traveling for Jews was strictly forbidden by the Nazis.  
We stayed with our father for several days, making an effort to provide him with some 
provisions that were hard to get in the food stores. 
 To our amazement we found our shtetl in complete complacency, as if nothing has 
changed.  The stores were open by the orders of the occupying authorities despite being void of 
merchandise which had been completely pilfered, first by the Germans and what was left of it by 
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the Polish neighbors.  People were apathetic to the existing situation.  Of course, at that time no 
one anticipated that the Nazis were planning total annihilation. Despite the tranquility in our 
shtetl we knew that this was the stillness before a big storm that might hit the people any day.  
We tried to persuade others to join us but no one would believe us.  
 “You really believe that they would kill us all?” said our best friend, Israel Freidman.  
“Look at the situation in our town.  Are the Bolsheviks any better?  At least at home I have a roof 
over my head and a bed to sleep in.” 
 

Now, walking to the railroad station I took one more glimpse at the beautiful 
surroundings that surrounded my beloved shtetl.  I looked at the trees that lined the road, I 
looked at the distant hills that were partially covered with clouds and silently I whispered to 
them, Peace be to you my silent friends.  My brother and I walked on the narrow road that led to 
the station in silence.  We were both immersed in our own thoughts. 

I was thinking about how many times I dashed back and forth, barefooted to the station to 
meet the arriving train.  Meeting trains was my favorite pastime during my childhood.  I talked to 
the trees, to the cobblestones, and even to the perennial mud-puddles that never went dry.  I 
apologized to them in a silent language and told them that I still loved them, that I was not 
deserting them voluntarily.  There was a spark of hope in my heart that my absence would not 
last too long, that Hitler’s defeat would be imminent. 

 
 The night before, at my father’s house, he had cried.  “Kinderlech!  (Children) To let you 
go is a painful thing for me to bear.  Who knows…”  He did not finish his sentence; he had a 
lump in his throat.  After a while he continued, “I know how hard it will be for you to observe 
Yiddishkeit in the Soviet Union.  I implore you: Find the strength to follow in the footsteps of our 
ancestors and don’t go astray from our faith.  This separation is very painful but I realize that 
your life is at stake that’s why I will not try to stop you.  I am giving you my blessing.” 

When I was packing my knapsack I looked up and saw my father holding in his trembling 
hands my velvet tefilin (phylacteries) bag with the tefilin and a small prayer book.  He wanted to 
make sure that I would take them with me, and I thought to myself, Will I ever see this face 
again? 

I looked at his protruding cheekbones, encircled with his overgrown beard and I suddenly 
remembered with regret how much trouble I had caused this man during the short 18 years of my 
life.  How much compassion and forgiveness he possessed for all the transgressions that I 
committed.  They were minor in my eyes but not to my father.  Skipping an evening prayer or a 
minor desecration of the Sabbath strictures during my childhood was for my father a major crime 
that needed parental and God’s forgiveness. 

To ease the tension my brother and I promised my father that we would come back as 
soon as it was possible, maybe for the Passover Holiday.  There was hope in our hearts that 
Hitler would soon be defeated. 

It was on a Monday evening of October the 24th 1939 when we had left our home where 
we had been born and raised.  Our father escorted us a short distance.  We hugged and kissed and 
broke away from his embrace without tears.  Only our hearts were crying.  The farewell scene 
has remained enshrined in my heart to this day.  Every holiday when the Yizkor 
(Commemorative service) service is recited, the vision of my father’s face during our separation 
appears before me.  It is a face that we never saw again. 
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Equipped with a German travel permit my brother and I started out on a journey into the 
unknown.  In case one might wonder, how did we obtain a German travel permit?  It just 
happened that the local German Commander acted humanly. 

I knew from where our journey began, but we had no idea where we were going to wind 
up.  Our starting point was our birthplace, the place where we were born and grew up. 
 To tell the truth, leaving my non-Jewish neighbors did not bother me too much.  Even 
before the war few of them behaved with civility towards their Jewish neighbors.  Of those who 
pretended to be friendly, their friendship was only superficial and immediately evaporated as 
soon as the Nazis came to town.  When the occupation began they immediately removed their 
masks and boldly demonstrated their hostility. 
 My brother and I boarded the train early in the evening.  The train was engulfed in 
complete darkness.  Darkness reigned everywhere, outside and inside our guts.  We had 
intentionally planned the timing of our departure in the evening to avoid being recognized by 
other passengers.  After an hour we reached a central railroad station where we were supposed to 
change trains.  Unfortunately we missed our connection and were forced to stay overnight 
somewhere near the station. 

Luckily there was a hotel adjacent to the station that belonged to a family who had 
relatives in our shtetl but to their regret all rooms had been requisitioned by German officers.  It 
was after curfew and we could not wander around to search for lodging.  At the suggestion of the 
hotel owner we made do on the floor of their bedroom. 

After spending a stressful night, the owner woke us up early in the morning so we would 
not miss our train.  Still as good Jews do, we rushed through our morning prayers, grabbed 
something to eat and off we went to continue on our journey.  The owner was standing in the 
lobby and polishing the officer’s boots.  With a nod of our heads we bid him good-bye and he in 
return whispered quietly, “Go in peace and come in peace.” 
 This time we were forced to board the train in broad daylight.  A jitter went through our 
bodies boarding the train but we had no choice.  We breathed a sigh of relief when we noticed 
that most passengers were women.  Women were less harmful than men.  We found two window 
seats and kept our eyes glued to the outside world.  During the ride the women were involved in 
empty chatter and luckily paid no attention to the new passengers. 
 During my trips by train before the war, I loved staring out the windows, admiring the 
beautiful scenery.  Now I did not care.  My thoughts were far away.  I was praying for the safe 
arrival to our destination wherever that would be.  I kept wondering what fate had in store for us, 
and how and where would we be able to cross the San River to the Soviet side.  Our entire 
journey was based on information that we collected from not-too reliable sources.  We had heard 
that in Sanok, the frontier town of the newly established border between Germany and the 
Soviets there were some Jewish people who would help others cross to the other side. 
 When we arrived in Sanok, we encountered a Jewish man, a glazier, who had been forced 
to remain behind after the expulsion of the entire local Jewish population to the Soviet side.  The 
Nazis needed him to fix the windows in the railroad station that had been broken during the 
German bombing at the beginning of the war.  The man told us that the Jewish People had been 
forced from their homes and were not allowed to take anything with them.  He gave us directions 
to find the Jewish Committee, which was helping refugees cross the river in cooperation with 
bribed local Gestapo officers. 
 Following the directions of the man at the railroad station, we passed through many 
demolished Jewish homes.  The doors and windows were ajar and the inside had been pilfered to 
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the bone.  The neighbors had done a good job pilfering.  At one point a Gestapo agent in civilian 
clothes stopped us and inquired about our business in the town void of Jews.  We told him about 
our intentions – that we were on our way to the Jewish Committee.  He searched us lightly and 
told us to hurry up and to stop cluttering the streets, warning us that if he saw us again we would 
be shot. 
 The Jewish Center was filled with refugees who were waiting to cross the river.  There 
was about a hundred people, mainly young people of both sexes and a few older persons, 
Community Leaders from little shtetls in the vicinity who in most cases had been the first victims 
of the Nazis.  Many had arrived here a few days ago and could not cross the river because of the 
heavy swelling of the waters after the recent heavy rains.  The Gestapo officers served as escorts.  
Without their protection the Jews would be exposed to the danger of being robbed and killed by 
Polish and Ukrainian bandits.  My older brother went into the office where the Jewish 
Committee members played poker with the Gestapo officers.  He told them that we had no 
money to pay for the service and he was told not to worry.  The entire affair seemed to be a 
private enterprise between the so–called “Jewish Committee” and the Gestapo officers. 
 To the shame of the Western World I like to point out that at that particular time the 
Germans wanted to get rid of the Jews in any way possible.  If only the Western World would 
have had opened their borders for the Jewish refugees and Great Britain would not have closed 
the gates of Palestine, millions of Jews could have been saved from the Holocaust tragedy.  The 
Soviets were the only country that turned a blind eye to the influx of refugees crossing their 
border, presumably having in mind a windfall of cheap labor.  Several months later all the 
refugees were either sent to labor camps or exiled to the wastelands of Siberia and to forced hard 
labor. 
 On the day of our arrival, an order came through to the Gestapo to clear the place of the 
Jewish refugees no matter what.  A pair of scouts was sent out to check the waters and they came 
back with a positive report.  The water was still treacherous but passable. 
 The refugees were told that tonight we would be taken to the river for the crossing and if 
possible we should have some kind of a cane or stick for protection from the strong current of the 
river.  I broke off two branches from a tree in the courtyard while we waited for our departure. 
 We sat on our knapsacks on the ground in the secluded courtyard; everyone was 
immersed in his own thoughts.  There was tension in the air.  The silence was so thick that we 
could slice it with a knife.  The quietness resembled the stillness in the synagogue Yom Kippur 
Eve before the recital of Kol Nidrei.  The years of my life flashed by me like a film with all its 
travails and troubles.  I thought about my childhood that wasn’t such a blessed affair.  I recalled 
the time I spent studying in the Yeshivah.  And now! What a pity! Just when my life has 
improved the war broke out.  What a lousy luck?  With bitterness I recalled my short-lived 
romance with Chayka, about the pleasant moments that we spent together during our courtship.  
A sudden regret popped into my mind, why didn’t I insist on bringing her with me?  I 
remembered that I had offered for her to join me but her parents refused to let her go.  I lifted my 
eyes Heavenward and asked God the question: “Why are we the eternal scapegoats and are 
forced to be on a wandering path?  Why are we unable to live a life of peace and tranquility?”  
There was no one around me to answer my questions. 
 I continued my chain of thoughts, Here I am, a young man who never harassed anyone—
not even flies have I ever bothered.  On the contrary!  Whenever I came across a ruffian or a 
bully, I always stepped aside.  I never got into a fight whether I was right or wrong.  Why all the 
suffering?  I concluded with a sigh and told myself, That is the bitter lot of the Jewish People to 
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live in a cruel world, and at present the cruelty has reached its peak.  I cheered myself up with 
the hope that maybe the Journey that we undertook would bring us to a safer shore and would 
improve our lives. 
 I was awakened from my daydream when I heard a stormy command to line up and to get 
ready for the march to the San River.  The lineup was commanded in a typical German order the 
way that the Prussian militarists used to do for generations.  At present, Prussian militarism had 
turned into plain barbarism. 
 Escorted by Gestapo officers, we marched through the center of town in the direction to 
the river.  The Poles, our neighbors for the last thousand years, lined up on both sides of the 
street.  They watched the procession with contempt and hatred in their eyes, and made insulting 
remarks with catcalls upon the wretched mass of refugees who were forced out of their homes 
and torn away from their families.  Their behavior defied logic and common sense.  The truth 
was that they had just lost their independence to the German occupants, and instead of turning 
their scorn at the occupiers, their real enemy, they joined the enemy in his wickedness. 
 Leave it to the Germans.  They knew very well the hostile attitude towards the Jews in 
Poland, that’s why they built Auschwitz, Majdanek, and Treblinka, the famous slaughterhouse in 
their land.  The vision of our march through the Polish city to our escape has remained in my 
memory all throughout my entire life. 

My brother, witnessing the gruesome spectacle of such inhuman behavior had uttered 
words that I could never forget.  And these are his words: “If a civilized world can stand by such 
cruel treatment from one human to another I could only wish that the entire world should go up 
in flames.” 
 We reached the river at a crossing point selected by the Germans.  The place was 
illuminated with floodlights, and machine-guns were lined up along the shore.  Needless to say, 
we felt horrified seeing the machine guns.  At that minute we suspected that we had been led into 
a trap and that as soon as we would enter the water they would open fire and kill us.  Thank God 
that our suspicion did not materialize and I lived to tell the story about the gruesome experience. 
 A Gestapo officer was holding a megaphone in his hand and yelled with a commanding 
voice, “You are expelled from the German territory by the order of the German authorities.  
Anyone trying to turn back will be shot on the spot.” 
 The water was brownish-muddy, and the currents were strong and treacherous.  We were 
scared to enter the water and frightened from the German’s warning.  Some kind of a 
stupefaction and powerlessness overtook the entire group.  We froze and no one dared to make 
the first move.  A deadly silence hovered over our heads and we were hit with numbness.  We 
needed the legendary Nachshon ben Aminadav, the hero who according to the Bible was the first 
to plunge into the Red Sea when the Israelites escaped from the Egyptian slavery.  Our hesitance 
lasted only a minute or two but it seemed like hours. 
 Finally, three brave young men came forward and jumped into the water, and the mass 
followed.  Somehow we overcame our fear and strenuously headed towards the other shore.  The 
sticks in our hands were of no use.  The moment we entered the water we couldn’t hold on to 
them. 
 I am not a tall man, and wasn’t tall then, therefore I was afraid that the water would cover 
my head.  However, after reaching the middle point of the river I felt solid ground under my feet 
and I breathed with relief.  I knew how to swim, but my brother did not.  And if our own trouble 
wasn’t enough, a small tragic-comedy was added to our travail.  An older man of a short stature 
hung himself on my brother’s neck and refused to let go of him. 
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My brother pleaded with the man, “Please, let go of me.” 
The man responded with a sad sounding voice, “If I let go of you I will go under I cannot 

swim, I am a short man and I have a wife and children at home.” 
 When we came closer to the shore the currents subsided and seeing dry land made us a 
little bolder.  Red Army soldiers stood on top of the embankment and helped us out of the water 
by handing us their rifle butts.  Surprised and stunned, we reached the Soviet paradise.  We were 
surprised at the friendly hands of the soldiers and stunned from the adventure that we had just 
gone through. 
 Although we were given a helping hand by the soldiers of the Red Army we were later 
detained under the promise of Red Army officers that as soon as we would reach Lwov we 
would be given new documents and be free.  Unfortunately, the detention turned out to be an 
arrest, and the imprisonment lasted for over two years. 
 Generally, the Soviet authorities acted in a confusing manner concerning the mass influx 
of Jewish refugees from the territories occupied by the Nazis.  At certain crossing points the 
refugees were turned back, but in other places they let them through.  Also, when the Soviets 
marched into the eastern part of Poland it was not clear exactly where the borders would be.  
After the demarcation of the boundaries between the Soviets and the Nazis, the Soviets were 
ordered to retreat from several small towns heavily populated by Jews.  Jewish Red Army 
officers who knew about the retreat advised the Jews to evacuate to the other side and therefore 
saved many lives.  My older sister was among them. 
 
 

The Exodus From the “Soviet Paradise” 
 

Six and a half years after crossing the San River to seek shelter from the Nazis in the 
Soviet Union, and after the hardship of all those years it seemed that our hope and dream of 
regaining freedom again began to materialize.  Rumors spread among the Jewish refugees from 
Poland that we would soon be allowed to return to Poland, to our so-called “Homeland.”  We all 
waited anxiously for the return to civilization.   

During my stay in the Soviet Union my accomplishments were numerous.  I graduated 
from a year in a prison, and year and a half in a labor camp.  After my amnesty, I crisscrossed the 
Soviet Union to the place where I was told to settle, in Northern Kazakhstan, which is part of 
Northern Siberia. 
 On Purim in 1946 my newly wedded wife and I celebrated a double celebration.  We 
celebrated Purim and my recent release from prison after a stint of 42 days.  My latest arrest was 
for a minor commerce violation that was blown out of proportion Soviet style.  The latest stint in 
prison was the topping on the cake of my suffering during the years that I spent in the so-called 
“Soviet Paradise.” 
 The registration of the Polish refugees for their return to Poland began in the middle of 
March 1946.  Refugees who had married Soviet citizens were allowed to register with their 
spouses, and soon after an endless waiting began.  No one knew when the actual repatriation 
would begin because in the Soviet Union every government activity was considered top secret. 
 March ended, and the month of April arrived.  With the arrival of spring the weather 
improved and so did our spirits.  Everyone had the feeling that our redemption was imminent.  
No one knew exactly what we would be allowed to take with us; it was a situation that made 
many people jittery because at the time when they had been exiled to Siberia they brought with 
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them family heirlooms.  Now, they were afraid that they would not be allowed to take them out.  
There were also many people who, during their stay in the Soviet Union had been wheeling and 
dealing on the black market and managed to amass a small fortune.  Wheeling and dealing on the 
black market was a necessity to stave off starvation.  

The existing law forbade taking out any jewelry, diamonds, and other precious stones.  
Anna and I had no such problems, all what we had was our wedding rings, and a golden 
wristwatch.  My brother had a small diamond given to him in the labor camp by a dying 
comrade. 
 After it became known that wedding bands would be allowed to take out, suddenly 
everyone’s wedding ring swelled to an enormous size in thickness and weight.  People hoped 
that during the mass repatriation, it would be impossible for the Soviet authorities to thoroughly 
search everyone’s luggage. 

As to the provisions for the trip back to Poland, we were told to be prepared for a journey 
that would last at least two weeks. 
 April came, and the days were mildly warm.  The refugees had no trouble resigning from 
their jobs.  The sun was shining brightly corresponding with our cheerful mood.  The day had 
finally come.  On the day before Passover Eve in April we were officially notified to be ready for 
the next day’s departure during the morning hours.   

We felt exuberant that our dream of our modern day Exodus had materialized. 
 It happened in the middle of April, on the fourteenth day of the Jewish month Nisan; the 
month when the Israelites were redeemed from Egyptian slavery.  Around eleven o’clock before 
noon, a huge General Motors truck appeared in front of our dwelling.  It was one of the trucks 
that Uncle Sam supplied the Soviets under the Lend-Lease agreement which the Soviets never 
repaid to this day. 
 Of course we were ready!  And how!  Loading the truck with our belongings took us 
exactly ten minutes; there was no furniture to be loaded, because we did not have any, nor did 
most of the Soviet people own too many pieces of furniture for that matter.  Our landlady had 
loaned us the chairs that we used; and a wooden box was our dining-room table for many years.  
Our beds were made from boards supported by two saw-horses and the mattresses were made 
from several sacks sewn together and filled with straw. 
 Our landlady, the Kazach woman was standing in the door with her arms folded on her 
sizeable chest and looked at us with amazement and envy.  I am not a mind reader, but I knew 
what she was thinking.  How lucky these people are to be allowed to leave the Soviet Union. 
 Until now, it was unheard off that someone would even dream of leaving the Soviet 
Union, let alone actually do it.  Suddenly, thousands of people packed up, and were taken on 
official truck to the railroad station for departure to their homeland.    Whether it was their 
homeland or not was another matter. 
 When we arrived at the freight station we were loaded into cattle wagons modestly 
equipped for human use.  The train was parked on a sideline, 32 people to a wagon.  The wagon 
was equipped with an iron stove and a wooden barrel for drinking water.  The water and 
firewood was the passenger’s duty to replenish during the journey.  There was no lavatory in the 
car.  Our “nature’s call” we were required to attend to during the train stops.  I wouldn’t even 
dare to describe the scene during our voyage when the train stopped and hundreds of people 
squatted and exposed their derrières to the elements.   What an impression it made to many 
passers-by in the area of at any railroad station.  Inside the wagon there were two-story bunk 
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beds, the upper bunks was reserved for the married couples and the lower bunks for the singles.  
We managed to keep my brother on the upper bunk bed near us. 
 Members of the so-called “Polish Patriotic Organization” oversaw the orderly embarking 
of the train.  In reality these people were agents of the infamous KGB, the secret police, assigned 
to prevent stowaways from boarding the train. 
 Incidentally, I would like to mention that our Exodus from the Soviet Union coincided 
with the time when the Israelites left Egypt 3,258 years ago.  I wondered if this wasn’t some kind 
of Divine Intervention.   

It was on Passover Eve that we boarded the train. 
 In the evening we celebrated the Seder Night in a traditional way as much as it was 
possible in those circumstances.  We had prepared matzos beforehand and wine we had made 
from raisins and we also had a few other delicacies, nothing much to brag about. 
 The Seder was a communal affair because all the passengers in our wagon were Jewish.  
We sang songs, recited the Haggadah, and cheerfully entertained each other like one big family.  
Everyone was in an uplifted spirit; we couldn’t believe that it was really happening.  Though, the 
train had not moved yet.  We felt lucky that we lived to see the day of our liberation.  
Unfortunately, our happiness wasn’t complete.  In everyone’s heart lingered an unhealed wound, 
when we thought about the loss of our loved ones.  We were returning to a land void of Jews, a 
land that had become one huge cemetery, not even a cemetery, only a place where the ashes of 
our beloved were spread throughout the fields.  These moments were filled with sorrow and 
sadness, and we did not know what lay ahead of us in that cursed land.  The sad thoughts came to 
our minds during the Seder, when we reached the verse in the Haggadah, Vehi Sheomdoh, words, 
reminding us that in every generation usurpers rose to power and threatened our lives, trying to 
annihilate the Jewish Nation, but somehow we survived. 

Sunday, the first day of Passover, April 15, 1946, was a sunny day, the skies were blue, 
and not a speck of a cloud could be seen high above us.  A warm and mild breeze caressed 
people’s faces; the weather reflected our exuberant mood.  We prayed with a quorum, we sang 
songs praising the Lord, for the miracles that He performed at the Red Sea, despite the troubles 
that He keeps piling upon His children, especially during the last few years.  Even the less 
observant among us felt spiritually uplifted. 
 We had just sat down to have our festive lunch when the dishes on our improvised table 
began shaking, the train moved and our journey had begun.  We raised a toast and wished each 
other good luck expressing hope for a brighter future.  Tears appeared in many eyes, they were 
tears of gladness mixed with sadness.   

Reflecting upon Jewish history I was cognizant that there was not too much happiness in 
the pages of our history books.  There was one consoling thought though that, we were young 
and there was a good chance for happiness in our future I reassured myself and that thought 
made me feel more optimistic. 
 Our transport was heading north towards the Ural Mountains.  During the trip we became 
so accustomed to the clatter of the wheels, especially during the night that they put us to sleep, 
however, the moment when the train stopped we were all wide awake.  Day in day out, our train 
traveled at a very slow pace, traversing the vast steppes of the Soviet wasteland.  Personally we 
were not in a hurry; time to us was of no concern.  All the passengers in our car became like one 
family.  During the train stops we replenished our water supply and the firewood.  Food peddlers 
at the train stations were hardy villagers who lived an oppressive life under the Communist 
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regime.  In conversation with us they expressed hope that eventually, Stalin would relax his grip 
upon his people and give them some freedom. 

After we passed the Ural Mountains and came closer to Moscow our train turned 
westwards through the territory that was occupied by the Fascists.  The people that we met at the 
many railroad stations told us about the horrors that they went through during the Nazi 
occupation.  We empathized with the people and understood why they were striving for a better 
life that they well deserved. 
 Nearing the Polish border, apprehension began gnawing my mind.  I was afraid that Anna 
might encounter trouble during crossing the border despite the fact that all our documents were 
in order, and also when I began thinking that, God knows what was awaiting us after our return 
to Poland? 
 Before reaching Terespol, the last frontier town in the Soviet Union, two border patrol 
officers boarded our car and asked to see our documents.  Seeing the two soldiers with their red 
KGB caps, I became nervous and my hands were trembling.  My brother, as usual always by my 
side, noticed my trembling; he swiftly took the documents out of my hands and handed them to 
the officers.  I sighed with relief when everything went smoothly. 

Before I continue with my story I would like to remind the readers that Jews have lived in 
Poland for over a Millennium.  They contributed to the industrial and commercial development 
of the country for which logically the Poles should have shown some gratitude.  The opposite 
happened. 
 “Logic,” is defined in Webster’s Dictionary as a means of common sense, but not so to 
the Poles.  After they were liberated from the Nazis, common sense would have dictated that 
they would have changed their attitude toward the few Jews that survived the Nazi inferno.  
Actually the Poles in a way were also the victims of Nazism.  However, there were many who 
had collaborated and willingly helped the Nazis in the annihilation of their Jewish neighbors.  
Disappointedly, when our transport crossed the Polish border, a hail of rocks rained down on our 
train which, was accompanied with a wild wailing. 
 “Oh my God!  Look how many Jews are still alive?” They had no shame to involve 
God’s name in their wailing.  We sat in the train depressed from such a welcome, and feared for 
our lives.  What a welcome it was? 
 Our destination was Sczecin, a port city on the Baltic Sea.  The trip from the border to 
Sczecin was supposed to last two days, but it lasted two weeks.  The train was crawling at a 
snail’s pace.  The railroad engineers maneuvered the train back and forth nightly with jammed 
breaks that caused deafening screeching.  No one was able to sleep knowing that our lives were 
in constant danger.  No authority showed up that we could complain to.  Finally we arrived in 
Sczecin where we settled temporarily, because we decided right then and there, that we would 
not stay in that cursed country. 

Harry Langsam 
 

I was born in 1921 in a little Galician town, in Southern Poland and lived there until I 
was 14.  I studied for two years in larger town in a yeshiva (religious seminary) and then I 
worked in a paper bag factory until the outbreak of Second World War. Then I escaped the Nazi 
onslaught and spent the war years in the Soviet Union detained in a Soviet prison and Gulag 
(forced labor camp).  Liberated a year before the end of the war, I met and married a Jewish girl 
from the Ukraine.  In the summer of 1946 I returned to Poland and after three months was 
smuggled out into a Displaced Person camp in Germany.  Following the establishment of the 
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state of Israel we immigrated, thinking things would improve there.  However the economic 
situation forced me to look for greener pastures and the Land of Opportunity came to my mind.  I 
became a citizen of the USA in 1962.  I worked as an accountant in a commercial bank for the 
last 20 years before my retirement.   I had two daughters, unfortunately, the older daughter died 
prematurely.  At present I reside in Los Angeles with my wife, married sixty-four years.  I have 
six great grandchildren, and they are wonderful to us.  I keep myself busy translating old Yiddish 
letters from immigrants that came to the USA in the beginning of the twentieth century.  I’m also 
translating a "Yizkor," a book of my father's birthplace, where we had a lot of relatives who 
perished.  In a certain way it is my contribution to perpetuate all the shtetlach that were wiped 
off the face of the earth in such a cruel way. 
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How We Lived During the 
Late 1940s and Early 1950s 

 
 
 
In a more peaceful time, writers describe loving 
relationships with family and neighbors, games 
of imagination and school challenges.   
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EL CAMINO-RESEDA CAS 

 
 
 
 

The Wonders of  
Grandmother’s House 

North Carolina 
 

        The sun shines through the glass roof.  It feels 
warm and cozy in this underground hide out.  I rub my 
fingers over soft green moss on the floor.  I like the 
springy, spongy feel of it. Sweet smells are everywhere 

and the air is heavy.  It makes me sleepy.  All around are green plants and flowers.  Grandmother 
wears garden gloves and uses little scissors.  I curl up on some moss and watch her work on 
thorny stems.  “What are you doing, Grandmother?”  

She shapes a point on a stem and answers “I clipped these off my favorite rose bushes.  In 
a minute I’ll stick these in the ground and have new roses next year.”  

I pick up a little brown pot.  “Can I bring a plant indoors for my room?”  
She hands me the shovel.  “Put some dirt in that pot.  When we go inside I’ll cut you a 

piece of the begonia that’s in my bedroom.  Then you can have a plant just like mine.” 
“The one with the red flowers?  That’s my favorite!” 
On the wall opposite me I see a different kind of flower – big and purple.  
I point at it and ask 

“What kind of plant is that, 
Grandmother?” 

She looks up to where 
I’m pointing.  “That is my prize 
orchid.  It thrives here in the 
humidity of the greenhouse 
where it’s protected from wind, 
snow, cold.” 

I stare at the strange 
plant.  “So it’s delicate?” 

Grandmother starts 
loading glass jars into a box.  
“Big word for you!  Come on.  Let’s get ready to go outside and plant these clippings,” she says. 

I stop filling my little pot with soft dirt.  “Won’t they die outside in the cold?”   
“Not if we cover them with a glass jar and don’t take it off until spring,” she answers. 
I stick my finger down the center of the dirt in my pot to make room for the plant.  “Can I 

take this inside and wait for you?  And can I play with your buttons?” 
“Yes, but be careful going up those steps.  They’re slippery.  I’ll be there shortly.” 
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Good, I think. Grandmother left the door open.  I start climbing the stone steps.  They are 
shiny and slick because it rained yesterday.  Moss grows around the stones.  If I step on the moss 
it’s easier to climb out. 

The air is cold outside the green house.  It stings my nose.  Brown leaves crunch when I 
walk on them.  There are acorns and a few locust shells on the brown grass.  The only sounds are 
cars going by on the highway faraway.  Birds have gone south.      

I hold the pot to my tummy with one hand and climb the brick stairs to the screened in 
porch.  I raise the latch to the screen door.  It squeaks when I open it.  I walk through the porch 
and turn the knob to open the kitchen door.  I walk across the kitchen and open the door into the 
hallway.  As I cross the dark wooden floor of the hall I look down and see that some dirt spilled 
on my sweater.  I open the door into Grandmother’s bedroom.   

The floor in here is brown and yellow colored linoleum with blue and red flowers.  The 
walls are covered with yellow wallpaper in a pattern of white and blue designs that Grandmother 
calls Fleur- de- Lis.  I don’t like the wallpaper because I see faces in it.  They stare at me.  When 
the wind blows or rain falls on the tin roof, they talk to me.   

Grandmother has the biggest bedroom I ever saw!  There are two rooms with a double 
bed and night stands in each room, two dressers, a chest of drawers, a bookcase, and 
Grandmother’s treadle sewing machine with her sewing stuff.   

There are two jars of buttons.  In the black jar are plain white shirt buttons, big and small.  
All the good buttons are in the smaller green jar.  I have memorized most of them.  There is a red 
star, and there are some brown horses, daisies, round and square buttons, silver, gold, and shiny 
black buttons.  My favorite buttons are the tiny yellow ducks.  I put my flower pot down on 
Grandmother’s dresser and wipe dirt off my sweater.  I have to stand on tippy toes to reach the 
green jar.  I grab it carefully and place it on Grandmother’s sewing table.  My hand is small 
enough so that I can reach in the jar and take out some buttons.  There is a cup full of pencils and 
sewing stuff on the table.  On the floor is a basket filled with patterns and the white paper Uncle 
Ed brings from the bank when it gets old and yellowish.  I get a piece of paper, take a pencil and 
start tracing buttons.  Later I will color them with my crayons.  While I work, I sing the silly 
song Daddy taught me – “Mairzy Doats and dozy doats and little lambsy divey…...”   

After a while Grandmother comes in the room, drying her hands on her apron.  Her 
brown curly hair sticks out all over her head.  Her glasses sparkle in the light from the windows.  
She smiles at me.  “I heard you singing, so I knew you were happy.”  She hands me a stack of 
seed catalogues.  “The 1942 Jackson and Perkins catalogues just came in the mail.  You can have 
these old ones.  I’ll mix flour and water paste if you want to make a collage.”      

I think pictures of flowers would be good for my collage.  So many colors – orange, pink, 
red, yellow, white, blue, even purple, and the stems are green.  I start cutting out a purple pansy 
just like one I pressed in Grandmother’s big Bible last summer.   

Grandmother stirs the paste with a spoon.  Under her arm are newspapers.  “Just let me 
spread out a newspaper on my sewing table first.” 

I lift up buttons, pictures, magazines, and scissors so she can put the paper down. 
She takes the paper and smoothes it on the table.  “Well, I declare!  You’re pretty good 

with those scissors for a five year old, Sybil.  I think you’re about ready for school.”  
I stand up as tall as I can.  “I am ready for school, Grandmother,” I tell her. 
She snaps off some of the begonia and looks around the room.  “Where did you put your 

flower pot?” 
I take the pot off the dresser and hand it to her.  “Here it is!” 
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She sticks the begonia in my pot.  “You really should take it back to the greenhouse for a 
few weeks until it gets established.” 

I take the pot and head to the bedroom door.  “I’ll go now so I can work on my collage all 
afternoon.” 

She takes out some material squares and pinking shears.  “Good.  We’ll work side by 
side.  I want to start a new quilt.  I’ve been saving this fabric for just such a day.” 

I carry my beautiful new plant and open the bedroom door.  I go out in the hall and open 
the kitchen door.  I walk through the kitchen and open the kitchen door to the back porch.  Then I 
open the screen door to the back porch steps.  It is hard to open and close all those doors with 
one hand.  I walk over the crunchy brown leaves to the greenhouse and I think about how 
Grandmother can make something out of just about anything.  She never throws anything away.  
 
Questions for discussion: 
 
1.      Have you ever seen an orchid?  What color?  Do you press flowers in books? 
2.      What are your favorite plants? 
3.      Do you like to plant seeds?  Do you know how to make plants from cuttings? 
4.      Have you ever seen faces in wallpaper or wood paneling?   
5.      Why do you think there are so many doors in Grandmother’s house?  (to keep out the cold 
and drafts) 
6.       What are other ways a child might play with buttons?  (Sorting by shape, color, size.  
Counting.  You can string the buttons with heavy string to make a bracelet, etc.) 
7.      Besides flowers, what are other pictures you can use in a collage?   (Categorize foods - 
desserts, main courses, fruits, vegetables, meats, breads; activities - walking, riding bikes; types 
of clothing; makes of cars; you can find pictures the same color – ex.:  everything blue  
8.      What can you do with your completed collage?  (You can make a frame for it or you can 
turn it over and draw a shape (Ex.:  a silhouette, car, house).  You might also cast a light on the 
paper, trace someone’s profile, and cut it out.) 
 

Sybil Buff 
 

Lenoir, N. C. was my birthplace, and except for third grade, when we lived in Elkton, Md. 
during WWII, I grew up in the Brushy Mountains in the foothills of the Blue Ridge.   

I have life credentials in Early Childhood Education, Learning Handicapped, Severely 
Handicapped, Language Development, and an M. A. in Special Education from CSUN.   

Work experience includes accounts payable and inventory clerk, kindergarten teacher, 
Special Ed. Assistant, substitute teacher (K – 6 and Sp. Ed.), home teaching for children too ill to 
attend school, and teacher of severely handicapped children for 25 years at Lokrantz School 
(LAUSD), retiring in June, 2007.   

Joe Buff, my husband of 52 years, and I met in college and have lived in Norfolk, Va., 
Naples, Italy, Newton, N. C., and Woodland Hills, CA.  We have a son and a daughter and a 
granddaughter.  I consider them my most important accomplishments, along with the children 
and families I may have helped during my teaching years.   

I am a member of the Sierra Club, Friends of the Woodland Hills Library, Woodland 
Hills Homeowners Organization, and St. Luke Lutheran Church (sing in the choir, serve as 
receptionist once a month for Project Hope, which gives Free Assistance and advice for anyone 
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affected by the economic downturn), have attended fund raisers for West Valley Food Pantry, 
Lutheran Social Services, Van Nuys, walked the Revlon Run/Walk for Women.   

I like to hike dirt Mulholland, the Santa Monica Mountains, State and National Parks, 
read, travel with my husband, stay in touch with school friends and families of former students, 
play games and go to lunch with friends, practice piano and guitar, take aerobics classes, and 
take tai chi (one of the most challenging classes I’ve ever taken) and yoga from Jeanette.   

My great aunt, Wilhelmina Barber MacMurdy, wrote a book about her travels as an 
ambassador’s wife, my cousin, David Shuford wrote a book about the origins of the Shuford 
family in America, my cousin, Gene Blair compiled a CD about the genealogy of the Blair 
family, and my aunt, Vera Shuford, wrote her life story with help from my brother, Tom Shuford.  
Since my brother is almost 9 years younger, he encouraged me to write my life story because he 
wanted to know about the years before he was born.  Anne Schubert told me about her life story 
writing class in 2008 and encouraged me to go with her.  When I sit down at the computer I 
never know how a story will end or begin, but I start writing and the memories come back. I have 
discovered that nothing can surpass the magical wonders of Grandmother’s house when I was a 
child.           
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Reiko Sonday 
FRANKLIN-HOLLYWOOD CAS 

 
 

 
Grandmother's Bathtub 

Northern California 
  
Grandmother lived in Northern California and had eleven children.  A 
bathhouse was built to accommodate her large family.  My family 
would visit her during Christmas vacation to celebrate the Japanese 
New Year in the 1950s. 

 
 
Baachan (Grandmother) says, "Get your towel and nightgown."  
"Yes, Baachan," I answer. 
Baachan opens the back door and turns on the flashlight.  It is dark outside.  I look up and 

see the stars sparkle in the night sky.  Then, I quickly follow the light from Baachan's flashlight 
that leads us to the bathhouse.  The cold, winter air hits my face like ice as we walk across the 
yard. 

Baachan opens the large wooden door and turns on the light.  The room has a long bench, 
a wooden platform to walk on, and a gray, metal bathtub large enough for three people. 

First, we take off our clothes and neatly put them on the bench.  It is so quiet that I can 
hear the crickets sing outside.  Next, Baachan takes the wooden cover off the tub and places it 
against the wall.  I see steam rise and slowly fill the room.  She takes a white pan and scoops 
water from the tub.  We wet our washcloths, put soap on them, and scrub ourselves from head to 
toe.  Then, she gets clean water from the tub. "Splash!" and she rinses her body.  I get a pan of 
water.  "Splash!" and I rinse my body.  "Splash, splash, splash!" we keep rinsing ourselves until 
we are clean. I feel wonderful. 

Finally, Baachan puts her fingers in the tub and says, "Atsui!" ("It's too hot!"). She adds 
cold water form the faucet and says that it is just right. 

We step carefully into the tub.  The hot water pulls me in, and its warmth covers my 
body.  I feel its heat, and soon I am warm inside. It is quiet again and I relax. 

I look at Baachan and say, "Baachan, I like taking baths with you.  It's so much fun." 
  Baachan smiles. 

We sit silently next to each for a long time, and I feel her love. 
 
 
 
 
 



 126 

 
Grandmother's Hoosier 

Northern California 
 

Every summer, I look forward to visiting Baachan (Grandmother) in Lodi, California.  I 
am a teenager and old enough to travel by myself on the train or bus. Baachan lives in the grape 
country, outside of town, in an old, white, wooden farmhouse on five acres of vineyards. 

I like her home, because there's a special place in the kitchen that I'm allowed to visit 
whenever I please.  The large kitchen is quite simple with a plain rectangular table in the center, 
large enough for ten people.  Around its perimeter is a porcelain sink, cabinets, a stove on one 
side, and a corner cupboard and hoosier on the other side. 

My special place is in Baachan's old hoosier.  This tall, two-piece, kitchen cabinet, 
painted a creamy white, was originally used to prepare baked goods.  The top piece has shelves 
and a roll open door that covers a metal flour sifter inside.  The bottom piece has a large enamel 
work surface, racks for leavening breads and three drawers to the side.  It is called a hoosier, 
because it was produced in Indiana in the early 20th century.  Baachan uses it to store all her 
boxes, bags and cans, and it is packed with goods like Kellogg's Cornflakes, Quaker Oats, 
Bisquick, C& H Sugar, flour, salt and Del Monte canned vegetables. 

My only interest is the bottom drawer.  What's inside that drawer satisfies my senses.  It 
has something that I don't get at home.  What could it be? 

Well, I guess I will share my joy.  It's CANDY! 
If little girls are made of sugar, spice and everything nice, I must be a girl, because I have 

a sweet tooth and love sugar. 
When I open the drawer, it's like finding a treasure with bags of many colorful candies 

like peppermints, fireballs, caramels and butterballs. 
When Jiichan (Grandfather) was alive, I used to get butterballs from the drawer for him.  

Now, I get them for myself.  Baachan doesn't eat candy, because she has diabetes, so I know she 
put it there for me. 

My favorite is butterball, too.  It's the best!  I see it through the clear cellophane paper, 
bright yellow and round like the sun.  When I unwrap it, I hear little noises that signal it is 
coming.  I put the round ball in my mouth and suddenly taste the sweet butterscotch flavor.  I 
enjoy sucking it and roll it from one side of my mouth to the other.  When my mouth is 
completely filled with its sweet taste, then it stays in the center and slowly melts until it 
disappears like a beautiful dream. What a wonderful feeling, 

Every day, I visit that drawer, and each time is a true pleasure.  So my week's vacation at 
Baachan's is always sweet, just like she is to me. 
 

Baachan died in 1971 at the age of 72.  Her home was demolished and a new one was 
built.  Upon my request, my uncles generously gave me her hoosier. Whenever I see it, I see her. 
We started to refinish it but never finished.  This year marks the 30th anniversary of her death, 
and I hope to take it out of storage and restore it to its original condition.  Hopefully, it will be 
completed before I have grandchildren, so I may restore the treasure inside the bottom drawer. 
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Nihon Gakko (Japanese School) 

Los Angeles 
 

 
"Run," it's three o'clock and class is dismissed.  I rush to the playground and join my best 

friend Sarah Nakanishi and Norman Yagi, the boy who lives across the street from me. 
Everyday, we meet after school because school isn't over for us. We walk to another school, 
Daiichi Gakuen "Daiichi" means number one, and "gakuen" means school. It's my neighborhood 
"Nihon Gakko" or Japanese School. 

Most of my friends go there to study Japanese. Our parents work, so they send us to 
Japanese School to learn the language, keep busy and to stay out of trouble. 

The school is on 12th Avenue, behind Saki's Liquor Store. Saki's is important, because 
everyone buys candy, gum and drinks there. Inside the school gate, Sarah and I run to play four 
square, and Norman joins the boys at the basketball court. Sometimes, I sit on the bench to finish 
my homework. 

"Ring!" It's four o'clock and the younger first and second graders are dismissed. Sarah 
walks to her fourth grade classroom, and Norman and I go to our third grade classroom. I wish I 
could be with Sarah instead. 

All four classrooms are exactly alike. They have rows of desks, a blackboard in the front 
and a teacher's desk in the corner. Everything is plain and simple. 

When all are in their seats, my teacher says "kinitsu" and we stand up straight. Then she 
says "rei" and we bow and say "Konnichi wa Sawatari sensei." (Good afternoon Sawatari 
teacher) 

Sawatari sensei is petite in size and is the shortest, smallest and sweetest of all the 
teachers. She's around 4 ft 9 in. tall, weighs less than 90 lbs. and has a pretty delicate-featured 
face. She usually speaks in a soft voice and is too nice. This, maybe, is why things happen in her 
class and not in others. She has no discipline and that is her downfall. She's not like the very 
strict Yamaguchi sensei that no one messes with, or the businesslike Takeda sensei who quietly 
controls her students. 

In our class, there are around fifteen students, and half of them are a year or two older 
than me. Most of them are the troublemakers. Norman is a year younger than me, and we are too 
shy and afraid to speak up against our older powerful classmates. So we choose to be neutral, not 
like Ann, who has always been a teacher's pet. 

Today, the hour starts quietly when Sawatari sensei writes the Japanese characters on the 
board showing the correct order of the strokes. When her back is towards us, then it starts. 

"Whizz!!!" and then "splot!" 
A spitball passes by me and hits the board like a bullet. I hear giggling and see grins on 

the usual suspects, Johnny, Dorothy, Mark and Michael. 
Sawatari sensei pretends it didn't happen and continues writing. Now the fun and games 

have officially begun. One point goes to the troublemakers. 
We finish our vocabulary words and characters and now read our books silently. There 

are a few whispers, and some are not really reading, like Johnny. All seems well, so a point goes 
to sensei. 

Now it's four-thirty and time to read. "Johnny, please read first?" asks Sawatari sensei. 
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There is a long pause. Why did she pick him? I know it's his turn to read first, but he isn't 
prepared. Something is going to happen. 

"I don't want to read!" he answers defiantly. 
"No, you read. It's your turn to start," sensei tries to speak with authority. 
"So, let Dorothy read first," he yells. 
Then Dorothy interrupts, "I don't want to read first," she says angrily. 
Soon others join in, taking sides. Within a few minutes, all chaos breaks out. Poor sensei, 

the students are like a pack of wild dogs going in for the kill, another point for the troublemakers. 
Frustrated, and not being able to quiet down the class, Sawatari sensei resorts to her one 

and only defense, the pointer. She quickly grabs it from the chalkboard and starts walking 
towards our desks. 

"Bang! bang! bang. She hits the front desk as hard as she can and yells at the top of her 
voice, "Be quiet." 

The students laugh. 
Bang! bang! bang! "Stop laughing," she screams. 
Bang! bang! bang! bang! bang! "Quiet!" 
She looks like a lion tamer in a cage. I feel sorry for her, because our class is like a 

circus. It's a wonder that she doesn't have a heart attack. 
Finally, it's quiet again, point goes to sensei. Then she says, "Ann, you read first." 
As usual, Ann reads perfectly. Then Norman and I read. We stumble over a few words, 

but manage since we are average students. 
Then, it's time for our sentence writing. We work on them for ten minutes and it's 4:55 

p.m., and too late to read them. We must get ready for dismissal. 
"Ring," class is dismissed, and Norman and I meet Sarah to walk home. 
It wasn't the best or worst day. On really bad days, as a last resort, Sawatari sensei 

threatens to get Yamaguchi sensei, the acting vice-principal, to calm us down. Usually the 
troublemakers retreat, because they don't want their parents called. 

Sometimes, we have good days when the hardcore troublemakers are absent. I wish they 
were absent more often. 

I am angry with Sawatari sensei, because she can't control us, and I don't think she 
should be a teacher. I guess she teaches Japanese because she doesn't know much English. The 
students who want to learn suffer. It's hard to concentrate on our studies and stay focused. 

I am sorry, sensei. I didn't do anything to help you in class. It's a pity we made it a game. 
You suffered, too. We all lost in our year together; you, in your dignity, and we, in our learning 
Japanese. 
 

Reiko Sonday 
 
I was born at the end of WWII in the high-security Tule Lake Relocation/Segregation 

Center.  When I was a young child, my parents left their relatives in Northern California to move 
to Los Angeles for a “better life.”  They struggled, but managed to give me a happy childhood.  I 
attended public schools and later became a teacher for LAUSD.  I married and moved to Silver 
Lake in 1974.  I have one son.  I retired in 2000 and now, I am busy as ever with family, friends, 
hobbies, study and volunteer work. The Life Story Writing class has introduced me to a wider 
world of people, places and cultures, and I have learned that everybody has a story to tell. 
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Jeanette Shelburne 
 

Grandma Frieda’s Temple 
Los Angeles 

 
Now that I’m six, I get to go with Grandma Frieda to her little 

temple near Fairfax.  There are lots of funny old people who smile at me, 
and pat my head, and pinch my cheeks.  “Oh, Sheyne Medel!” they say, 
which Mom told me means “pretty.”  They look at me and my big sister 

Gilda like we’re precious treasures.  Then they sigh and clap their hands, “Oh, such 
grandchildren!  Oh, such naches!”   

I like them.  The men have big tummies and dark jackets.  The 
ladies have lots of wrinkles and lipstick and they wear hats with feathers 
and dresses with shiny buttons and soft gloves.  Each lady smells like a 
different flower. 

Mom calls Grandma Frieda a “Big Macher” which she says means, 
a big somebody.  Grandma’s the head of the Sisterhood.  She’s always 
talking and laughing and everyone likes her.   

My favorite part about Grandma Frieda’s temple is Rabbi 
Sonderling because he has a long, long white beard.  It’s SO long and it’s 
curly too!  I’ve never seen anyone else who looks like him.  He wears a 
black coat and a hat and has a funny way of talking.  Mom and Daddy say he’s very wise.  They 
talk to him with quiet voices, and they act like they’re a little afraid.  I’m not afraid of Rabbi 
Sonderling.  He smiles at kids and jokes with us. 

While Grandma Frieda and Grandpa Sam are in the grown-up services, Gilda and I go to 
a class for kids, where they give us grape juice and bread and we learn to say prayers.  “Blessed 
be Thou, O Lord, our God, King of the Universe, who hast created the fruit of the vine.”  I 
especially like the grape juice.  It tastes sweet and sour at the same time, and tickles my nose.   

“Let’s practice the four questions for Passover,” says the teacher. “First question: Why is 
this night different from all other nights?”  

We all start singing, “Ma-nish-ta-nah ha-lailah ha-zeh, mi-kol-ha-lei-lot?”  
We do this every week.  There are lots of verses to remember.   
“Ha- lai-lah ha-zeh, ha-lai-lah ha-zeh ku-lo— ma tza.” 
I look out the window as we sing; I look around the room at all the pictures on the wall.   
“Jeanette!  Stop dreaming!” yells my teacher.  “Passover is only a week away and the 

youngest person at the table is supposed to sing the four questions.  That might be you!”   
My big sister, Gilda is giving me a mean look.  Gilda always pays attention.  She’s better 

than me at everything.  I try hard to pay attention, but it’s still more interesting to look around 
than look at the teacher. 

For the rest of the week, Mom keeps asking me, “Do you remember the words?”  She 
keeps making me practice, but I don’t want to.  Daddy says not to worry.  “Just sing what you 
remember.”  He reminds Mom I’m only six and Gilda can sing the rest. 

At the end of the week it’s Passover and we all go to Grandma Frieda’s temple.  The little 
wood room is filled with big tables.  Everyone sits down and Rabbi Sonderling leads the service.   
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Finally he says, “It’s time for the children to ask the four questions.  Who’s the youngest child 
here, to start?” 

Grandma Frieda points to me.   
“Jeanette, would you ask the first question?” Rabbi Sonderling asks me. 
Mom looks really nervous!  I stand up.  Everyone looks at me.  It’s quiet. But a few 

people are still making a little noise.  I start to sing, “Ma nish ta nah ha lai-lah ha zeh…”  I sing 
really slowly and carefully.  As I sing, all I see is the light shining off the wood walls.  I don’t 
see anyone looking at me anymore.  I keep singing slowly and carefully.  I can’t stop.  “Sheb-e-
chol ha lai-lot, anu och-lim, ha metz u-matzah…”   I feel like I’m in a magical bubble.  I can 
remember every word and every melody.  Around me it gets quieter and quieter.  The air feels 
really still and I’m captured here.  I just see light.  I could go on forever.  I finish singing the 
fourth question and stop.  I feel strange.  I don’t move.  No one says anything.  I’m still in the 
bubble.  It’s light.   I can’t move. 

“Does any other child want to follow THAT?” I hear Rabbi Sonderling finally say.  I hear 
people laughing.  I look around me.  Everyone’s looking at me.  I feel embarrassed and strange, 
but I know I sang it perfectly!  Everyone has bright faces and big smiles.  No other kid gets up to 
sing.  Everyone laughs again.  Daddy hugs me, Grandma Frieda kisses me, Grandpa Sam pinches 
my cheek.  He has tears in his eyes, which is strange because he’s always so quiet I hardly notice 
him.  Mom hugs me.  I hear them saying, “What a performer!” 
“Look, nobody could follow you!” “And we thought Gilda was the 
actress!”  Later, Daddy keeps saying over and over how Rabbi 
Sonderling told him he’d never heard such a young child sing the 
Four Questions as perfectly.   

I feel proud, although a little strange and embarrassed.  But 
the best, best part is that my big sister, Gilda is totally silent!   For 
once, I did something better than her!  

Note:  Now, as an adult, perhaps I understand what my 
parents and the “funny old people” at Grandma Frieda’s temple felt as I bravely navigated all 
The Four Questions.  When a child leads a prayer, I notice how we adults become so silent, 
quieter and quieter until we are hardly breathing, as if the slightest breath might break this 
delicate miracle: In a world where it is so dangerous to be a Jew, a child is standing up and 
leading us all in a voice full of immaturity and innocence!  At those moments it feels like we’re in 
a magic bubble filled with light, where the love of our families, from all time, can live forever.  

 
Jeanette Shelburne 

Well, I’m the teacher of all these wonderful writers and I’m deeply privileged to share in their 
lives and help them write their life stories.  I teach them to remember, write, and speak clearly and they 
teach me the secret of a long, happy life.  They are my role models.  Here are their “million dollar 
secrets:” See the glass as half full, keep learning new things, take care of your health, stay connected to 
family and friends and cultivate a good sense of humor.    

I was born in Los Angeles in 1950, graduated from UCLA and married in 1972.  We have two 
children, Ramona, a columnist for ESPN and Marshall, a financial analyst for Bank of America.  I 
recently gained a wonderful son-in-law, Nevin and look forward to being a “Bubbie” some day.  My 
husband, Jim is a continuation high school teacher for LAUSD.  I was teacher at Harvard-Westlake 
School for 7 years, then a writer for children’s television animation programs for 5 years.  I’ve been 
teaching Life Story Writing, Screenwriting, Yoga and Tai Chi for LAUSD’s Program for Older Adults for 
10 years.  I enjoy my own study and practice of Yoga and Tai Chi and researching and writing about 
family genealogy. 
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Katherine (Irene) Little 
EL CAMINO-RESEDA CAS 

 
Memories of my Grandfather and His Home 

Ireland 
 

Our summer holidays from school had finally arrived.  
"Katherine, guess what?" my eldest sister Phyllis said, "You and I 

are going to Sligo to our dad's old home in Dromore West for eight 
weeks.  Isn't that exciting? We will be leaving on Friday for Dublin and 
from there we'll go to Sligo." 

"I can't wait,” I replied, "I have heard so much about the village 
and I will finally get to meet my grandfather."  

I was 8 years old so this was a big adventure for me to travel such a long distance by 
train.  We had to take one train to Dublin where we visited with our aunt and cousins for a 
couple of days.  Dublin was exciting with all the hustle and bustle of city life along with trams 
and buses speeding everywhere.  It was all so different from our safe sleepy little town of 
Portlaoise.  However, we were anxious to get going to Sligo, so we left after a few days and 
boarded the train for the west of Ireland. 

The town of Sligo was 120 miles by train and it took us about six hours to get there. From 
there we boarded a bus for Dromore West, some 22 miles away, located on a hill near the 
Atlantic Ocean.  It was the village of my grandfather.   

My uncle Dan was waiting for us at the bus stop and when we alighted he said, "My God, 
I would hardly know the two of you. You are not children at all but two fine young ladies".  

He helped me carry my suitcase down the bohereen (small lane) to the family home.  
"How is everyone?" my sister asked along the way.  
"Your grandfather is getting very old in himself and feeble.  I see big changes in him.  He 

has never been the same since my mother died," he replied.  
As we walked along the road, the wild fuchsia and white hawthorn hedges were in full 

bloom.  With the soft rain falling, it seemed like another world to me. 
"In this part of the world we call a day like this a soft day,” said Uncle Dan.  
The smells, the quiet, the gentle rain and the goats eating their way along the hedge 

groves were magical as we neared the house.  It was all so different than Portlaoise, not to 
mention Dublin. I was anxious to meet my grandfather as I had only seen him in some old black 
and white photographs taken some years earlier. I knew he was 84 years old. 

My aunt stood at the gate. "Oh, the Lord be praised, you have landed.  How good it is to 
see you safe and sound.  What a long journey you have been on to come and visit."  

We entered the large kitchen and there was Grandfather sitting by the big turf fire, white 
haired and bent with a kind smile on his face.  He wore a rough tweed suit.  I went over and 
shyly kissed him.   

He stretched out his arms and said, "You are a lovely young girl and the spitting image of 
your namesake grandmother, Katherine. God rest her soul."   
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I was intrigued to meet him, as my father was very fond of him.  In the midst of all the 
greetings, he proceeded to take a wedge of tobacco from his pocket and with great diligence, cut 
it into pieces, mold it in his palm, push it into the pipe and lit it with a twig from the turf fire.   

He was smoking contentedly but asked a few times, "Have you made the tea for these 
girls yet?  They must be starving coming all the way from Dublin."  

His name was Michael Cawley.  I observed him closely and was disappointed that he 
appeared to be more interested in smoking his pipe than in talking to us, his granddaughters.  As 
a young man he had immigrated to America and worked on the trains in Boston and New York.  
He did not like the life there and longed to be back in his home in Ireland.  He returned to the 
village after a few years, flush with experiences and dollars.  He was very handsome and won the 
hand of my grandmother, Katherine.  He came to this farm as a young bridegroom from the 
village of Owenbeg about 10 miles away in 1896 to marry her.  My grandmother had inherited 
the farm from her father so Michael had become a landowner and a man of substance upon his 
marriage.  It was here they raised my father, five more sons and two daughters. 

I took a quick look around at the house; it was built at least 300 years ago and had a 
thatched roof with big thick walls.  The windows were quite small.  The outside walls glistened 
from the many coats of whitewash.  The floor was composed of large stone flags hauled up from 
the seashore by my great-great-grandfather and fitted neatly together to make a sturdy floor.  

"Yes, your great-grandfather, Augustus Scott, was a strong man and he and the neighbors 
carted these flags all the way from the shore and here they are still the same all these years later.  
Cement or tile would not have lasted this long," he said with a laugh.  

There was a big dresser standing up against the wall full of colorful jugs, cups and plates.  
The open fire was very large, the dog and cat were sprawled in front enjoying the heat.  There 
were crooks hanging over it and big iron pots hung from them.  It was here all the cooking was 
done.  In the center of the mantelpiece was a large picture of the Sacred Heart with a candle 
burning beneath and to the right, a clock with a pendulum beating away time. 

At the entrance to the house there were two gardens with trees and shrubs. One had a lot 
of rose bushes to the left and to the right was the orchard laden down with gooseberry, raspberry, 
apple and plum trees.  The house sat on a hill above a great expanse of green fields and plush 
meadows that ran right down to the Atlantic Ocean.  The sky was a light blue gray, the sea was 
blue and the shore constantly washed by massive white waves.   

The view from the farm was breathtaking with the hills of Donegal in the distance and 
ahead the massive Neolithic grave of Queen Maeve of Dun ha Rhe standing boldly on top of the 
mountain.   

My grandfather pointed out to me, "You see yonder Ben Bulbm, that massive mountain 
range, that is where one of our famous Sligo sons lies buried, W.B. Yeates.  He lies buried there 
at Drumcliff under its great shadow.  Maybe we will take out the pony and trap and go over there 
while you are here."  

From the top of the hill, the shades of the scene changed constantly throughout the day 
from deep purple tinges in the mornings to shades of pink and amber as the sun set in the 
evening. 

Just two fields from the house was an imposing tower, built by the English to watch for 
the coming invasion by the French upon Napoleon's rise to power.  Another field away was a 
massive Iron Age settlement surrounded by a big deep mossy moat.  
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"The Scott family has lived here going back thousands of years, all that has changed is 
that we now live in a house rather than an encampment with hairy, grizzly, smelly tribesmen," 
Uncle Mike said with a chuckle.  

I believe my relatives have lived on this historic place going back to that time.  I tried to 
visualize what it was like for my ancestors to live as a community in primitive Iron Age 
dwellings and the hardships they endured. 

Things were rather primitive in my grandfather's house as well.  There was no running 
water and the spring water had to be hand carried up the steep hill from the well close to the 
ocean.  Rainwater was saved in two big barrels at the side of the house for every day use but the 
drinking water had to be hand carried.  Every evening after supper my uncle carried two buckets 
from the well at the bottom of the hill. 

The only lighting in the house was an oil lamp and in the evening the house was dark and 
full of shadows.  The large open turf fire threw some light.  There were big pots hanging from 
hooks and the bread oven covered in coals was in constant use.  I slept in the bedroom off the 
kitchen on a mattress made completely of goose feathers.  I still recall the comfort of that bed 
and the softness of the down.  I peered through the dark at all the large pictures of my 
grandparents and uncles all dressed in their finery on their wedding day.  I listened to the 
neighbors’ talk by the fire as I lay there at night watching the shadows play on the ceiling from 
the kitchen fire.  I tried to sleep in this new environment but it was difficult as I could hear the 
tide dragging the stones and rocks back and forth relentlessly at the shore.  On stormy nights the 
lashing of the waves against the cliffs, the squealing of the seagulls and the constant dragging 
sound of the stones back and forth was strange and frightening. 

There were lots of chickens, ducks and geese everywhere.  They roamed wherever they 
pleased and the ducks laid their eggs in the open spaces.  The cows had to be milked, pigs to be 
fed and the churning of the butter was done at night.  It was a busy household with lots to do.  

Their dog was called Daisy, a black and white sheepdog, and she was the smartest dog I 
had ever met.  My grandfather loved her.  The Cawleys were great with dogs and had an uncanny 
ability to connect well with them.  My uncles and grandfather talked to the dog and she did all 
sorts of tricks as well as round up the cows for milking in the evenings.  I recall my mother 
saying dryly one time, "The Cawleys got along better with dogs than people." 

After the novelty of the house and the farm scene, the days became very boring and dull.  
There were no books in the house to read and when I complained, my aunt said, "Do your soul 
good and read those religious Messenger magazines.” 

I read them over and over with little satisfaction.  The message was the same on every 
page:  If you prayed hard enough to God, all your requests would be granted.  

A copy of the Farmer's Almanac was on the shelf and that was it.   
I longed to go to the sea and swim.  My great uncle had drowned while fishing off the 

point. 
"I don't ever want either of you to go swimming in the sea unless I am along, the Atlantic 

is too dangerous," my aunt warned us.  She had a great fear of the sea and would constantly 
check its mood and tides.  She studied the dark patches on the ocean and could predict with great 
accuracy when a storm was likely to hit the shore.  "Look,” she would say, “the sea is very angry 
today and those white horses are lashing the shore with a wicked force." 

Her uncle had drowned on the rocks below after being carried away by a large wave 
while fishing.  He was 19 years old.  She feared the sea and its moods and never wanted us to go 
swimming.  
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My sister said, "I have worked out a scheme, Katharine, so we can get to swim.  We will 
take our bathing suits and hide them in the hedge the day before and we will tell Aunt Bea we are 
going to the village."  

Once we made the turn in the road, we raced down the fields to the sea.  We just loved it 
there where we met the local lads who were fishing and swimming in the warm rock pools.   

My sister's friend, Mary, lived by the shore.  Their house sat right by the cliff with a front 
yard called the Atlantic Ocean.  She invited us into her house often and quizzed us about our 
journey and times in Dublin.  On entering I noticed her father in the settle bed by the fire; from 
his talk and appearance he looked healthy and robust to me.  Mary told us that he had not left his 
bed for the past 12 years.  One day he decided to take to the bed and has not left it since.  

She said, "I know it may seem funny to you to see my dad in bed all day but that is where 
he is happiest and has no desire to leave. We have tried to coax him out of it, but he will have 
none of it.  We have become used to him being there now."  

Years later we learned that he did leave the bed one day after having spent 18 years there.  
My uncles told us he lived a normal life after that and died at a ripe old age.   

On our way home, we hitched a buggy ride from a neighbor who dragged seaweed daily 
from the ocean to fertilize his fields of potatoes and wheat.  We sat on top of the slimy, slippery, 
smelly seaweed but it didn't bother us at all.  On our return to the house, it must have been 
obvious to my aunt where we had been with our salty smelly and messy appearance. 

The days were uneventful except for the usual mundane farm chores.  My uncle churned 
the butter at night and when the house was cleaned after dinner, the neighbors came to visit.  
They were known as ramblers.   

One man called Mr. O'Dowd lived alone below the hill.  He usually came around 10 
o'clock or so.  I could hear the sharp sound of his boots on the pathway to the house and upon 
entering he would say, "God save all here."   

Others neighbors came and would sit by the fire, smoke their pipes, and pass on the local 
news and talk of days and times gone by.  

"Dan, you will have to take the girls over to the workhouse to show them how hard times 
can hit at any time.  People in this village ended up there and they were no better or worse than 
us," he said with a laugh.  The radio was used only for the weather forecast and news, as 
batteries were expensive.  The house had no electricity with just oil lamps and the glow of the 
fire for light.  People were very welcome no matter what hour they came.  They entertained and 
eased the loneliness for themselves and the occupants of this remote hilltop house on the top of a 
bluff overlooking the great expanse of land and sea. 

Sunday Mass was a major undertaking. Aunt Bea said, "We have to leave the house early 
to be in time for the 9 o'clock Mass.  We can't be seen arriving late again and I want your shoes 
shined and your hair dressed with ribbons so you both look smart."  

Thus, richly adorned we took the short cut to church by climbing over gates and hedges 
to get there on time.  We met cousins, second cousins and friends after Mass, chatted with them 
and made arrangements to visit later.  Afterwards we meandered home through the fields and had 
Sunday dinner.  It usually consisted of chicken, or duck and great slabs of bacon cut from the 
side of the pig, salted and smoked over the open turf fire.  The potatoes were floury and the 
cabbage, turnips and carrots grown in the garden fertilized with seaweed had a tangy earthy salty 
taste.  At every meal my uncles would discuss the quality of the potatoes as to their taste, type, 
firmness and quality.  For dessert we had carrageen, seaweed taken from the ocean bed, dried 
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and made into a moss pudding served over fruit.  My aunt's specialty was her plum upside down 
cake cooked on the open fire in a big iron pan served dripping with homemade clotted cream. 

On Mr. Dowd's suggestion, we cycled over to the ruins of the workhouse.  I wanted to 
see this infamous building that my father had talked about all his life.   

He constantly thought bad times were ahead and would say to us as children, "You are so 
wasteful and extravagant spending your money on trivial things; you will never stop until you 
send me and your mother to the workhouse.” 

I worried that one day we would all end up there.  He was very careful with his money 
and never spent a penny foolishly.  The memories of the famine and the stories of his 
grandparents still left their scars.  His father and mother experienced first hand the tragedies and 
horror connected to what people called the "great hunger."  The workhouse was a massive 
building built to house the hungry, sick and destitute.  Between 1847 and 1857 four million 
people were displaced, died or emigrated to England and America when their staple diet of 
potatoes got the dreaded blight, failed and rotted in the fields.  The population of Ireland at that 
time was 8 million and as a result of the famine it dwindled to 4 million.  One million were never 
accounted for but were buried in mass graves along the roads leading into the towns while on 
their search for food.  One million immigrated to England and Scotland and another million died 
of cholera on 'coffin ships' en route to America.  One million made it to America and Canada.  Its 
effects are still evident to this day in Ireland.  Mr. Dowd and the neighbors who rambled in at 
night spoke about it as if it had happened yesterday.   

The workhouse ruin was still an imposing building.  When I stood there among the ruins 
looking up at the sky and watching the birds fly through the open windows I said to Phyllis, "I 
can feel the sorrow, shame and heartbreak of the people who came here to this sorrowful place to 
die.  I am sure their spirits are still here." 

"You girls will have to go over to Easkey as well and visit the grave of Augustus Scott," 
my grandfather said.  

“Your father would want you to go. He died for Ireland and you have to pay your 
respects."   

He was my great-great grandfather and was killed on the 23rd August, 1798.  He had left 
this same house with some local men to join up with the French who had landed by ship in 
Killala Bay some 20 miles away.  The French had come to help liberate us against the British 
and bring the freedoms of the French Revolution.  Augustus Scott joined the rebellion and was 
killed at the age of 38 along with his neighbors when they confronted an English regiment while 
defending the bridge in the village of Easkey on their way to Enniscrone.  

Granddad said, "He lay dead on the bridge for two days before the family felt it safe to 
claim his body.  He was buried at night inside the cemetery gates and that is where he has lain 
ever since."  

I felt great sadness when I visited the grave where he has lain, almost forgotten, for over 
200 years. 

The weeks went by and when it came to the end of August, we began to pack for our trip 
home.  I felt sad because I had come to enjoy this remote lovely quiet place and all the history 
associated with it.  I had even become accustomed to its outdoor plumbing.  I would miss my 
aunt, uncles and my grandfather, even though he was rather distant and didn't talk too much.   

The morning we left though, my grandfather kissed me goodbye and said, "Next time you 
come I will take you to the grave of Queen Maeve and then you will be able to have the best 
view of the whole of Sligo."  
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I gave him a long hug.  I looked back as we turned the comer.  He appeared so frail 
standing at the door waving us goodbye as we headed down the bohereen to the bus.   

I never saw him alive again because six months later he died.  The next time I saw him 
was when he was laid out in his best tweed suit in his coffin in the middle of the parlor.  His 
wake was sad but with so many relatives and friends gathered it helped ease our sorrow.  The 
poiteen flowed, the dog keened and the waves of the ocean smashed hard on the rocks those 
nights of mourning.  We buried him in the old graveyard in the village and it was there he joined 
his relatives, friends and heroes of long ago.  I realize how fortunate I was to have had that 
vacation in his home that summer and got to know him even for just eight brief weeks out of my 
young life.  The memories of those times still sustain me and enrich me when I recall the great 
people who lived and died in that remote hilltop home and village of Carrowmarble, Dromore 
West, County Sligo. 
 

Katherine Little 
 

I was born in a small town named Portloise, Ireland, and was the youngest of four 
children.  At the age of 11 we moved to Dublin where I was educated at the Holy Faith Convent, 
Glasnevin, Dublin.  Upon graduating I became a secretary and worked for the Ford Motor 
Company.  At the age of 24 I came to California to visit my sister but loved it so much that I 
decided to stay.  I met my husband, Alan, here who was from England.  After 3 years of marriage 
we returned to London where he was employed as a Mechanical Engineer.  We stayed 7 years 
and both my children were born there, my son, Norman, and daughter Sarah.  Alan was then 
assigned to Australia where we stayed for 3 years. 

We returned to California in 1984 and I worked for Dr. Buckley (founder of the Buckley 
School) as her Personal Assistant.  Since the death of my husband 3 years ago, I enjoy attending 
writing classes.  I now play a lot of golf, volunteer at St. Joseph's hospital and travel every 
chance I get.  I am anxious to record some of my Irish memories and life history for my son and 
daughter. 
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Norma Jean Ponce 
EL CAMINO-RESEDA CAS 

 
 

The Flower Man 
Los Angeles 

 
 Since I was a child, I have always loved flowers.  The house 
I grew up in had an alley behind it.  Directly across from our back 
window you could see the backs of the houses on the next block.  
Across from us and up a few yards was a row of garages that were 
part of the houses on the next block over (Grand Avenue). 
 We lived in Los Angeles not far from downtown, right 

across the street from Mother Cabrini’s Convent and Day Care Center. The street we lived on 
was a steep hill and a narrow street (Hill Street) with an alley that sloped downwards at our 
house.  Up to the right of our house, the alley was level. 
 People seem to have a negative feeling when you mention an alley.  Our alley was not 
isolated.  People walked through it all the time.  We kids played in it all the time.  I remember 
playing dodge ball with us girls and the boys.  Sometimes when the boys played, my friend Elisa 
and I would join hands and go round and round singing “Love and marriage” “Love and 
marriage, go together like a horse and carriage.”  They were carefree days of innocence. 
 The last garage on the right was where the Flower Man worked; he worked in the 
afternoon.  He was an older man, bald on top and he wore glasses.  He had a medium build, not 
too tall.  He always wore a suit with his shirt open at the collar.  Many times he wore a tie.  He 
looked very nice for someone who worked in a garage.  I never knew his name; to me he was 
just The Flower Man.  Or as I would say in Spanish, “El Florero.”   
 I was around 10 or 11 years old.  Times were different then.  You could let a child go out 
and play alone without worrying about anything.  I could look out over the back fence and see if 
his door was open. If it was, I would wander over and just stand around and watch him work.   
 I would tell Mama “Voy a ver el florero” (I’m going to see the flower man.)   

She would tell me “No lo molestes” (don’t bother him) and, “No vayas de pediche” (don’t 
go asking for things).   

“I won’t,” I’d assure her. 
 He had rows and rows of ribbons, all colors and sizes.  There was green tissue paper and 
long boxes he used to put the flowers in.  He had baskets and gold boxes with cellophane 
windows to put corsages in.  The counters he worked on were long.  There was so much to see.  I 
never got tired of looking at it all!   I was so happy just to stand around watching him work.  I 
didn’t talk to him, Mama told me not to bother him.  He didn’t speak much.  We had a quiet 
understanding. 
 But most important, were the containers that had the flowers in them.  There were roses, 
carnations, gladiolas, baby’s breath, stock, and other flowers I didn’t know the names of.  It 
smelled incredible.  I was in heaven!  
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 He had a large board where he put the corsages on when he made them.  The orchids 
looked so pretty - he had purple and white ones.  My favorite were the gardenias.  We had a 
gardenia bush on the side of the house, but it always had ants on them! 
 After a while he got to know me and would give me flowers.  I was so happy to get them, 
it didn’t matter to me they were left over from the day before.  They looked and smelled pretty.  
Sometimes he would give me a corsage - I especially loved the gardenias.  They are one of my 
favorite flowers. 
 When I would get home with my flowers, Mama would say, “Quitate de aqui con tus 
flores de muertos.”  (“Go away with your dead people’s flowers.”)  To her they were flowers for 
funerals.  Sometime they were gladiolas or white stock.  I didn’t know the difference.  I guess in 
her mind, they were what florists used for funeral arrangements. 
 I was a child and just the simple gesture of the Flower Man was enough for me and I 
would keep going back. 
 
 

Simple Pleasures 
 
 The temperature is soaring again and the weatherman says we will be in for another 
scorcher.  It makes one feel like sitting around sipping iced tea and trying to keep cool.  It makes 
one’s mind wander to simpler times.   
 I remember… I am twelve years old and during summer days we would be playing in the 
front yard and we could hear him in the distance.  “Watermelon…. watermelon… 
watermelon”…  I tell Eddie, “The watermelon man is coming!  Go call Pop!”  He sells the best 
watermelons, fifty cents each or three for a dollar.  He takes off running to get Pop. 
 The street we live on is a steep hill and a narrow street, that’s why it’s called Hill Street.   
The name of our street was eventually changed to Hill Place because it is only one block long.  
We live in Los Angeles, California, not far from downtown Los Angeles.  Chinatown is nearby, 
also Olver Street.  Mother Cabrini’s Convent and Day Care Center is right across the street.   
 There’s only enough room to park cars on one side of the street so the watermelon man’s 
truck takes up the whole street.  Pop comes out and we all are there to help him pick a good one, 
Armida, Eddie, Manuel, Louie and me.  Of course, Pop always gets three.  The watermelon man 
even “plugs” the melon to be sure we get a good one. 
 Pop pays him and off Eddie goes carrying one, I carry one and so does Pop.  Eddie puts 
one in the refrigerator for later today.  After dinner, Pop takes out the big tub that he uses to chill 
sodas in when we go to the park or swimming at Hansen Dam.  He calls out,“Watermelon time.” 

I tell Dona Agustina (that’s Pop’s mother), “Venga a comer sandia” (come and eat 
watermelon) as she makes her way out to the porch.  Here she comes.    
 Oh, boy, the watermelon is cold now and Pop sits on the front steps and cuts it up.  He 
slices it and passes it around and we all sit around the front porch eating, talking and just 
enjoying the summer evening.  The watermelon is sweet and worth the wait.   
 We all sit on the steps around Pop.  Dona Agustina and Mama always sit on the bench 
that my Tio Balta (that’s Mama’s older brother) made for Mama.  I love that bench; it’s made 
from redwood and is sturdy.  Tio Balta has a redwood business and one of the things he makes 
are hanging planters. One day he showed up with the bench for Mama.   
 After we finish our watermelon, Pop hoses everything down with water so we won’t get 
ants.  Pop says tomorrow he’ll take us for ice cream.  We look forward to that.  We all go in 
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Pop’s black Chevy and head down Sunset Boulevard and go to Foster’s Freeze and get our ice 
cream cones or root beer floats, then we head over to the fountain at Griffith Park.  That is one of 
my favorite spots, it is so pretty.  We usually sit in the car or get out and sit on the grass and eat 
our ice cream cones and watch as the water changes colors.  I’m always the slowest; Eddie, 
Manuel and Louie inhale theirs and I keep on licking and licking and they think I have more! 
 Pop even came up with a game called “el que acaba primero, le ayuda a su companero”  
He who finishes first, helps his companion!  So that means I have to eat my ice cream faster.  
Sometimes Eddie will say, “look over there,” and I’ll look and he’ll sneak a lick from my cone!  
I have to watch him.  Sometimes we do that to Louie, but he cries, he’s just a little guy. 
 Well, tomorrow is another day. 
 
 

Mother Cabrini’s Convent and Day Care Center 
 
 We lived in Los Angeles, California on Hill Place off of Sunset Boulevard.  We were 
within walking distance of Olvera Street.  Our street was a hill that went up, leveled off at the top 
and then went down on the other side.  It was a narrow street, just wide enough for cars to park 
on one side. 
 Directly in front of our house and across the street was Mother Cabrini’s Convent and 
Day Care Center.  The property it was on was BIG.  There is no other word for it.  The Convent 
began on Sunset Boulevard and went up the hill until the street leveled off.  On Sunset it was 
about one-half block wide.  It was enclosed by a white block wall fence.  It had black wrought 
iron gates that were locked at night.   
 As you came onto the grounds, on the left there was a small chapel.  You came up the hill 
and in front of you was the play area for the children.  You could see the swings, slide, and sand 
boxes.  You could see the nuns outside watching the children. 
 If you went to your right, the road sloped down towards Sunset Boulevard, and then it 
curved back up towards the buildings.  There were so many trees and plants everywhere.  They 
were lush and green.  The trees were so tall they gave lots of shade and felt cool.  Sometimes we 
would go there just to walk around; it was so pretty and peaceful.   
 You continued up the hill, and the road lead to the main building.  This is where the nuns 
lived.  They looked so beautiful in their long black habits with a touch of white around their 
forehead.  When they walked, the rosary they wore at their waist swung from side to side. 
 The main building had the room where Mother Cabrini once lived.  She is a saint.  
Everything she used was still there for visitors to see.   
 I went to the Convent often.  I would cut flowers from our yard and take them to the 
nuns.  On the right side of our house we had white callalilles.  On the left side were the roses.  
Everything was always fresh and pretty because Mama watered every day. 
 When I got there, I’d ring the bell and a nun answered.  I would give her my flowers and 
she would let me in.  They didn’t talk much and if they did, it was real softly.  The nuns usually 
gave me a rosary, medallion or candy.  Then they let me go into Mother Cabrini’s room.  I was 
so happy to be able to look around.   
 Everything looked so immaculate.  They had her bed, water pitcher and wash bowl.  
There was also a glass case where they had her comb and brush.  Her rosary and books she read 
were also there.  Underneath her bed you could see her slippers.  It was very quiet and peaceful.   
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 The last building is where Father (the priest) lived.  He was an older priest.  He was short, 
with a small build.  His hair was white and very short.  He had a face that usually needed to be 
shaved.  He walked fast and looked like he was not all there.  He also talked to himself.  Father’s 
room was on the second floor of the building, directly across from the front of our house.  Father 
came out almost every night to get air, standing on the fire escape.  Directly under the fire escape 
was a bell.  They never rang the bell. 
 The day of the Sylmar earthquake, when I came out of the house to go to work, I stopped 
in my tracks.  I was shocked to see cracks in the building so big you could see into the building.  
Because of the earthquake, it was a sad day. 
 The Convent was so badly damaged it was condemned and immediately boarded up and 
remained that way for a long time.  The Day Care Center was closed and the nuns were sent 
elsewhere. 
 The property was so expensive it was purchased in sections.  They have now built 
apartments or townhouses on the property.  I’m sure the residents there have no idea they live on 
holy ground and how close to heaven they live. 
 Mother Cabrini’s was such a large part of my childhood and now it is gone.  I am so glad 
our house was located where it was.  I can’t imagine not having the experience of being so close 
to God on earth. 
 

Norma Jean Ponce 
 
 I was born in Los Angeles, California on July 31, 1946.  I lived the majority of my life in 
Los Angeles.  I moved to the San Fernando Valley in 1984.  My parents came to the United 
States from Mexico eleven years before I was born.  I was the youngest of three children.  My 
father died three days before I was born and I had the good fortune to be raised by a loving, 
caring stepfather.  As a result, we are a family of three brothers and two sisters.  I was a civil 
servant and worked for over 38 years for the County of Los Angeles and retired from the Office 
of the Treasurer and Tax Collector.  I never married and have no children.  I took up cake 
decorating as a hobby and have made most of the wedding cakes for our family and numerous 
friends.  I love to travel and have been fortunate to visit Alaska, the Caribbean, Hawaii, Mexico, 
South America and various countries in Europe.  I have always wanted to do creative writing.  
Now that I am retired, I have the opportunity and time to do so.  I did not expect to write my life 
stories; but with Jeanette’s guidance, as my instructor, she has made it fun and very rewarding.  
I am a firm believer in everything happens for a reason and nothing happens before its time. 
 
. 
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Patricia McNeely 
WESTSIDE CAS 

 
 

 
 

The Sewing Machine 
Texas 

 
            The living room furniture was sparse and consisted 
of discarded pieces donated by well-meaning relatives.  
Across the North wall was what Mama called a day bed, 
hard as a rock and covered in a coarse faded fabric.  The 
East wall temporarily displayed an antique library table 
which Mama eventually traded to the doctor in an exchange 
for a house visit he made to examine my younger sister 
during the polio scare in the early ‘50s.  After the bartering 

that wall simply remained empty.  Daddy’s chair, a tired old platform rocker reserved strictly for 
him, had stuffing peeking through at the seams and was pulled away from the wall, not exactly 
centered in the room but prominent as you walked in the side door opening onto the wrap-around 
front porch.  The old wallpaper was backed with cheesecloth that could be viewed in the torn 
spots.  It was the original, I’m sure, and had been partially decorated by my 3-year old sister’s 
crayon attempts at becoming a Picasso.  The threadbare rug might have had a design at some 
point but had long since vanished from Mama’s repeated broom sweepings and annual beatings. 
            But standing staunchly by the gas stove on the West wall was Mama’s pride and joy, her 
upright Singer sewing machine.  It was the old treadle kind and was seldom closed, usually piled 
high with the makings of a new outfit for one of us three girls.  You had to walk very carefully in 
its vicinity in order not to be punctured by a straight pin or two buried down in the old rug and 
hurriedly discarded during a recent fitting or pattern splicing. 
            Mama would usually wait until Daddy retired to bed and Sherry, my baby sister, was 
tucked away in her hand-me-down crib and then that tattered old living room was instantly 
converted into our own private couturier. On some nights Mama would sneak as quietly as a cat 
burglar so as not to alert Daddy of our enterprise, out into the dark hall to an ancient old chest 
pushed inconspicuously against the wall. It was there that she stashed her secret supply of fabrics 
and patterns purchased, I guess, from her weekly stipend for groceries although she never 
revealed the source.  On those special nights we would spread the contraband out on the floor as 
Joann, Mama and I would sit for hours on end surrounded by materials and Simplicity, McCall's 
and Butterick patterns designing and planning upcoming creations for some special occasions. 
            On other evenings Mama would pull out a garment that she was making and Joann and I 
would try to stand still long enough while Mama tucked and pinned and basted.  She could 
perform the amazing feat of holding straight pins in her mouth while muttering at the same time, 
“Hold still!” as Joann and I would fidget and jump when one missed its target and hit bare skin 
instead. Then after the fitting we would watch, as Mama would get a determined expression on 
her face, slump over the machine with yards of fabric tucked under her left arm and miraculously 
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with her right hand manage to feed the correct seam or dart through the foot.  Concurrently she 
put her left foot to the front of that treadle with her right foot to the back.  Then with rapid up 
and down movements of her feet she would make that old machine speed away clunking late into 
the night.  There is really no telling how many miles Mama pedaled on that machine since my 
first store-bought dress came as a gift for my high school graduation. I’m sure that if we had 
gotten a peek, Mama would have had calves rivaling those of any ballet dancer.  During some of 
these sessions I might grumble about something that I wished that I had or somewhere I wished 
that I could go.  Then Mama, never looking up and never missing a beat on the pedals would 
give her standard reply to my complaints, “Patricia, you’ve got to learn to do the very best you 
can with what you’ve got.”  The old machine seemed to hum its testimony that Mama was an 
avid practitioner in what she preached as it sped along the unfinished garment.  
            Mama could do with thread, buttons and a piece of fabric the same thing that Monet 
could with canvas, brushes and paint.  She would look in magazines or stand gazing in front of a 
store window and observe the clothes on the models and mannequins and then magically manage 
to design something that was even finer than the display.  Although Mama was a true artist, she 
never sewed for herself.  In fact during all those growing up years, I can’t remember her ever 
having a decent dress of her own.  But you could feel the great delight and pride she took in 
seeing that her daughters  were always outfitted in the latest fashions. And even though money 
was in short supply, Mama’s love never was.  It was always made visible as she pedaled hour 
after hour and mile after mile for us.  And if spools of thread and yards of material could 
measure love, we would have been given enough devotion to wrap around the entire world. 
 

Patricia McNeely 
 
               I was born in 1935 in Bonham, Texas, a small town in the northeastern part of the 
state.  Although we moved frequently during the war years, my family finally settled down in 
Marshall, Texas.  After high school graduation I attended North Texas State College as a 
journalism major.  My education was interrupted when I married my college sweetheart.  Eight 
years later I returned to college majoring in education and received my degree from Baylor 
University.  Following 28 years in the classroom and as an instructional specialist I retired from 
the Dallas Independent School District as interim director of Early Childhood.  Continuous 
coaxing from my only child, Milinda, brought me to Los Angeles.  My grandson, Avery, definitely 
swayed my decision to make the move!  Wanting to make new friends and pursue my love of 
writing led me to enroll in the Family History class.  Friends in the class encouraged me to join 
them in an acting class.  Then by some fickle finger of fate I launched into a new career as an 
actor at the tender age of 70.  I'm now a proud member of both SAG and AFTRA.  I've had 
principal and supporting roles in 4 independent feature films, principal roles in 4 national 
commercials and numerous local and regional commercials. In between being on set and honing 
the skills of my new-found profession, I spend cherished time grandmothering my only 
grandchild.  I'm a firm believer that life is as exciting at age 74 as at 16 and I'm living testimony 
that you can teach old dogs new tricks. 
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Diane Piester 
EL CAMINO-RESEDA CAS 

 
 

Reading, Writing and Imagination 
San Fernando Valley, California 

 
 

The San Fernando Valley in the mid to late 1940s 
was still pretty rural with many farms, fields of alfalfa, 
orchards of oranges and walnuts, and a lot more wide open 
spaces making a home for the healthy growth of mustard 
weeds, cheese weeds, puncture weeds and tumbleweeds. 

Being an only child, I was often lonely.  I had 
friends at school, but, due to distances between where we 
lived, I was mostly by myself without a playmate at home. 

Imagination, then, was my closest friend and my 
greatest means of entertainment.  I had my dolls with their furniture and clothes, and I had 
games, but you can only do so many tea parties or imaginary “new baby” play times before there 
is nothing original left, and games aren’t any fun if only one person plays, so my imagination 
took me elsewhere. 

Imagination, many times, started with breakfast.  On the back of the Cheerios box was a 
miniature comic strip called, Cheery O’Leary.  My mother was often still asleep so I would fix 
my own cereal – not a good idea.  A small desert dish of Cheerios, 2 big tablespoons of sugar 
and topped off with evaporated milk.  Very, very sweet!  Just the perfect accompaniment while I 
read all about my little cereal friend, Cheery O’Leary. 

I had a large abalone shell which I would fill with water.  I would lie on my stomach on 
the grass and stare into it.  My imagination would soon take over, and mesmerized by the 
glimmering rainbow colors from the inside of the shell, the movement of the water and the sun, I 
was soon transported to a magical world of castles and fairies.  I never grew tired of my shell or 
what I could see in it. 

In the back yard there was a large weeping willow tree and the branches came all the way 
down to the ground.  I would separate them, imagining a doorway, and go through into a leafy 
shaded tree tent.  For me it was my own special place.  I could pretend I was in a cave, a magical 
house, or on an adventure in another country.  I would carry out snacks, pillows, blankets, toys 
and create my own little secret world.  I would also bring out comic books and I had one favorite 
Donald Duck story about a lost city of square golden eggs.  My other favorite comic was Mary 
Jane and Sniffles.  Mary Jane was a little girl in a red dress and Sniffles was her tiny mouse 
friend.  Mary Jane had magic dust which she would sprinkle over her head and say, 
 “Magic words of poof, poof piffles, make me just as small as Sniffles.” 

Then she would shrink down to the same size as Sniffles and off they would go on 
marvelous adventures; lost in the story, I went right along with them.  Those comic books 
sparked my interest in reading, and my mother always made certain I had many books.  I was 
soon escaping into the world of Alice in Wonderland where I laughed at the Cheshire Cat; Swiss 
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Family Robinson, making being marooned on an island and living in a tree house marvelously 
exciting; Stuart Little, and the clever ways his family provided for him; Little Women, each one 
charming in their own way; and The Wind in the Willows; who could resist Ratty, Moley and the 
eccentric Mr.Toad. And The Borrowers, imagination at it’s best!  My own imagination took 
flight when I was reading and I became a part of every story.  The written words brought the 
places and characters to life for me and I enjoyed so many wonderful times lost in these books, 
that I still return to read them again and again, and to re-visit all the childhood trips of 
imagination I experienced by reading.  Once I discovered the wonder of books I no longer felt 
lonely, and in my teens I started writing little poems, short stories and songs.  The avid reader 
had now become the avid writer.  In high school the English Department, each year, created a 
book of poetry written by the students, called the Winged Pen, and I was thrilled to have one of 
my poems included.   

Reading has remained one of my most treasured companions, introducing me to new 
places and people; some current, some ancient, all fascinating, and writing has become my 
favorite pastime.  I wished to share this joy with my children and grandchildren, and so, as my 
mother did for me, I have given them books, and have been rewarded with my daughter and 
three oldest grandchildren, not only reading, but writing poems and stories pulled from their 
imaginations.   

The Life Story Writing Class has been a huge inspiration for me and has helped me to fan 
the fire of inspiration in my children and grandchildren to read and write. 

Imagination starts with nothing but an empty page, an idea just forming, a floating cloud 
and turns it into something wonderful.  It can take you anywhere and the journey is always 
rewarding. 
 

Diane Piester 
 
 I was born in Glendale, California in 1938 and have lived in the San Fernando Valley 
since 1945.  I attended Van Nuys High School and majored in English Lit and Music, where I 
sang in the Acapella Choir, wrote short stories and poems for the English Department 
publication of “The Winged Pen.”  I married at 18 and became the mother of three children; two 
girls and a boy.  Divorced at 32, I later married my present husband and became a step-mom to 
two sons, and am now enjoying being a Grandmother to 6 wonderful grandchildren.  I worked 
first in dentistry, then garment business and finally telecommunications over a 32 year span and 
am now retired.  I currently volunteer at Family Express/Get on the Bus which is a non-profit 
organization that provides free bus trips for families, and especially children, to visit their 
incarcerated loved ones.  I did volunteer full time at Farmer's Market in ONE Generation's 
Senior Crafts booth, and now sub if they are short a person.  I also provide transportation for 
friends who can still be active but can no longer drive.  The Life Story Writing Class is the 
highlight of my week, and I treasure the many friends I have made there. 
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Thalia Faye 
EL CAMINO-RESEDA CAS 

 
Making Something Out of Nothing  

Israel 
 
Human ingenuity is the engine of invention. We 

make something out of nothing when we create a story, 
poem, narrative, an article in a newspaper, or web page etc.  
I have my own story of making something out of nothing. 

Growing up in the 1940s in British controlled 
Palestine and later on in the 1950s in independent Israel, my 
family had very limited resources. There was no money for 
toys and games. How did children like me pass their free 
time?  Television was nonexistent till 1967, and then only 
educational TV funded by the Rothschild family was 

available. 
We used our ingenuity, our imagination, paper and pencil.  The game I played the most 

and enjoyed the most was the “The Alphabet Game.” We took turns to who would start counting 
the alphabet. The counter only said the letter “A” out loud and the rest of the alphabet was not 
spoken. A second person had the job of stopping the counter while they were thinking the rest of 
the alphabet to themselves. Then the counter told us what letter he or she had stopped on. 

 The participants had to use that letter to answer the following questions: Country or State 
or Continent, City, Plant, Animal, Profession or Trade, a boy’s name, a girl’s name. 

The following categories using the letter that the counter had stopped on in this case, “L.” 
Country or State or Continent =  Libya 
City =      London 
Plant =     Lettuce 
Animal =     Lion 
Profession or Trade =    Lawyer 
A boy’s name =    Larry 
A girl’s name =    Leah 
After a pre-agreed time span, anywhere from 10 to 15 minutes we had to put our pencils 

down. Then we started comparing our results. When two or more participants had the same 
answer for a given category, they cancelled each other. The player who had the most un-
cancelled answers was the winner. 

To increase my knowledge of geography, animals and plants I spent many hours in the 
library compiling lists for each letter of the alphabet and memorized them. I was not the only 
person to compile such lists. We could not bring the list with us when we played.  

Who would have dreamed that such a simple game could prove to be so useful?  I learned 
where the continents were, and what cities were in them.  I learned the names of many kinds of 
plants and animals, and I learned how to spell their names correctly. Even now, when I read 
about something happening in Chicago, I think about Cynthia and Carl, and cats on the prowl 
and cherries.  
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Thalia Faye 

 
I was born in 1938 in Jerusalem in British controlled Palestine now Israel. My family 

moved several times because of the various political situations. We settled in Tel Aviv.  I 
graduated from the Tel Aviv University with a Master of Science degree in medical 
microbiology. I immigrated to the U.S. in 1965. I married my husband Allen Faye in 1967. We 
raised two sons. 

I worked as a licensed California Laboratory Clinical Scientist at several laboratories. I 
retired after working as a Microbiology Supervisor for twenty-five years from Olive View 
Medical Center, Sylmar California. I lost my husband to cancer about 14 months ago. I have 
three wonderful grandchildren. 

I am very active at a not for profit Zionist women’s organization, NA’AMAT USA, where 
we raise funds to support women and children’s services in Israel. Currently I am a treasurer of 
my club. In the past I held positions of Club President, Council President, Area Coordinator, 
and Membership Vice President on the National Board.  
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Ann M. Caplan 
EL CAMINO-RESEDA CAS 

 
Win, Lose, or Draw 

Boston 
 

It’s lunchtime, and I’m walking down the hill towards home.  
My friend, Paula, is with me.  She’s doing all the talking because I’m 
upset. “What do you care what Mrs. Leahy says about your drawing?” 
she says.  “Just do the best you can.”  Then she starts talking about 
something else.  She doesn’t notice that my eyes are all wet.  I pretend 
to listen, then she turns towards her house, and I walk alone to the 
cottage.   

Will Tommy Lannan, the boxer, who is selling his house around the corner to my 
Mommy and Daddy, ever move out?  It’s the middle of October and it’s so cold in the summer 
cottage.  There’s no heat so we have to keep our coats on, even in the middle of the day.  Some 
days it’s real sunny, and the sun warms us up.  At night, though, it’s always cold.  My Aunt 
Margaret, who lives across the street, says we can come to her house and stand by the radiator 
any time we want.  Well, right now I’m more worried about going back to school.   

When I get home I say, “Daddy, I don’t want to go back to school today.  Mrs. Leahy 
told us to look at the pictures of birds hanging up over the blackboard.  Then she passed out 
drawing paper and said to draw one of the birds.  I don’t know how to draw, and she didn’t tell 
us.  She said we had to finish the drawing when we come back after lunch.  We never had to 
draw any pictures at St. Clement’s School.”   

“Never mind,” Daddy says, “drawing isn’t important.  As long as you get good grades in 
the academic subjects, that’s all I care about.”   

Mommy gives me a hug and I sit down with my brothers to eat at the little table.   
Tubby, our cat, comes by and I pull him up onto my lap.  “I wish you could come to 

school with me,” I whisper in his ear.  “I bet you wouldn’t like to draw, either.”  I think he agrees 
with me because he’s purring and acting real happy as I pat him.  

Now I’m back in school, and God has answered my prayers.   
The boy who sits in front of me, James Sabbagh, gives me a big smile when I come into 

the room. “I don’t think Mrs. Leahy should have been so mean to you when she said your bird 
looked like a cricket,” he says.  “I’m going to show you how to draw better.”   

I am really surprised when he shows me his bird drawing.  It is so beautiful!  
“First,” he says,” you need to pick a simple bird, like a canary, to start.  Then you make 

some lines in pencil, real light.  You can erase if you make a mistake.”  
Little by little, he tells me how to draw the bird, but he doesn’t help me do it.  “I like the 

top of the bird, but the canary needs to be wider on the bottom.  Make believe the canary is 
sitting on a tree branch,” he adds.   

Now Mrs. Leahy, who has been standing outside the classroom talking with another 
teacher, comes inside.  She says we can finish our drawings, and then use crayons to color the 
birds.  We’re allowed to talk softly while we draw.   
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“Thank you,” I say to James, and smile at him.  The rest of the day I think about my 
drawing and about James. 

Then, when I go home to the cottage after school, Mommy says, “Guess what?  The 
boxer finally moved out of his house today, and we’ll be moving in this weekend.  Aren’t you 
happy to hear the news?”   

“That’s good,” I say, but I’m still thinking about my drawing lesson with James. 
 

Ann M. Caplan 
 
 Born in Boston in 1933, I grew up in its working-class suburbs with my loving parents 
and two brothers. Although I graduated from high school with honors, I was unable to accept 
any of the academic scholarships offered me, as my father died and I had to find full-time work.  
My first job was with a bank, but I became bored and moved to New York to work in the airline 
industry, which was interesting and had the added benefit of free travel.  Later I transferred to 
their Boston office. Eventually I found work in the Far East.  My next big move was to 
California.  I met and married my husband in San Francisco.  My mother, unfortunately, died a 
few months later.  Shortly afterwards, we moved to L.A.  While working at LAX, I began evening 
classes at Santa Monica City College.  After our two sons were born, we moved to the San 
Fernando Valley, where I earned a B.A. and a teaching credential at CSUN.  I taught elementary 
school, but found it unfulfilling.  Also, I did a little free-lance writing and enjoyed it very much.  
This class has renewed my interest in writing and has given me incentive to tell my own personal 
stories. 
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Jeffrey Sobel 
WESTSIDE CAS 

 

A Little Goes a Long Way 
Los Angeles 

 
     (What?  I never heard her say that before!  Did she just decide to 
spring it on us now—to be mean?  But she’s not like that...Maybe I 
wasn’t listening.  Oh, no! 
No-o-o!  What am I gonna to do?  Dear God!  What’ll I do?)   
     Everyone else in Mrs. Carpenter’s fifth-grade class seemed to 
have heard her directions before—at least, their faces betrayed no 
surprise as she repeated them now in a matter-of-fact way; and isn’t 
the face of a ten-year-old a valid lie-detector, as valid as 
Pinocchio’s nose? 
     “Remember, class: tomorrow we present the radio play we’ve 

been practicing.  So you cast members, take your scripts home and study your parts tonight.  
You’ll be standing in a row before the class; and when it’s your turn, you’ll step forward to recite 
your lines by heart.” 
     By heart?  The words cut straight through mine, like bullets from a firing  squad—or perhaps 
it was my stomach which felt a sudden twinge. 
     “Excuse me, Mrs. Carpenter,” I ventured in a quavering voice which struggled to be as 
matter-of-fact as her own.  “You did say...we should...memorize our parts?” 
     “Why, yes, Jeffrey.  You remember.”  She was quick to perceive a question masquerading as 
a statement.  “You have the narrator’s part—and very important, too.  I know the others can 
depend on you for their cues?"  The question in her voice was just as audible: a seeming 
commendation with an undertone of doubt and a stern warning of consequences if the doubt was 
justified.  She was no tyrant, but clearly, she had no patience for fools. 
     During the next semester, we would all have occasion to observe both her vulnerability and 
her strength—in short, the human being who was the teacher—when, returning as a widow from 
a long bereavement, she found her own way of telling us what we wanted most to know: was she 
sad, and was she going to be all right again?  It all came out indirectly in her explanation of the 
sweater she wore. 
     “Class, you might be wondering why I continue to wear this sweater on my shoulders, even as 
the days are growing warmer.  It’s because I’ve had some pain in my neck and shoulders, and the 
warmth from the sweater relieves it a little.  You see, when you’re under great stress, your 
muscles can start to tighten up.  But I’m going to be just fine; and I want you to know, I’m glad 
to be back.” 
     As of that moment, I came to regard her almost as a friend, having witnessed in some measure 
her capacity to suffer: the basis of human kinship. 
     But, for now, in my distress, there appeared on her shoulders the mantle of a judge. 
     Any doubts, however, on her part or anyone else’s, as to the scope of my memory were 
unjustified in light of previous performances in class, wherein I had managed to recite, with 
perfect recall and ample dramatic expression, such poems as “The Song of Hiawatha,” “The 
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Village Blacksmith,” and “Paul Revere’s Ride.”  Why, at the merest prompting, I could invoke 
“the shores of Gitche Gumee” or “the spreading chestnut tree” or “the eighteenth of April, in 
seventy-five”—in unison with my older brother and sister, my parents, and, in spirit, at least, 
with generations of school children who, since Longfellow’s day, had been given these lines to 
memorize as lessons in elocution.     
 
     Though stage-fright had preceded each moment in the spotlight, I had always been well 
rehearsed, thanks to Mother and Dad, an ever-patient audience to all their children on these 
occasions—and in the unlikeliest places, such as dinner table and bedside.  It was more than drill 
they offered, but a love of words—their sounds and meanings—in spoken and printed form.  I 
bless their memory for this gift!  Each parent, moreover, offered home support with school work 
according to his or her specialty—Dad, with composing original poems; Mother, with reciting 
traditional ones; he, with proofreading compositions; she, with typing them. 
     But for now,  I must look to the school bell to rescue me, at ten past 3:00, from this 
predicament.  This, and the words “Class dismissed” from Mrs. Carpenter, sent the students 
scurrying to the cloakroom (the cloakroom!—a grand, old-fashioned word, linking my past to 
one even more remote, when people of fashion indeed wore cloaks—and also read Longfellow, 
though “hardly a man is now alive” who does). 
     “Slickers” were the fashion among children in rainy weather: raincoats made of oil cloth in 
bright primary colors (the better to be seen by motorists and the better to raise one’s spirits on 
gray days, according to Mother, who never wished to send her children off to school unprepared 
for physical or emotional challenges). Now, at the end of a dull, wet day, that cloakroom was a 
sodden heap of slickers, galoshes, and umbrellas, to be sorted out in the dank, semi-darkness of a 
rainforest.  It came alive with jungle noises (the anonymity of darkness brings them out): the 
whisperings, hoots, and giggles of children in the one unsupervised zone which the classroom 
afforded. 
     Mrs. Carpenter, now at leisure to remove her glasses, rubbed her tired eyes near the tiny 
imprints at the bridge of her nose.  Mine were still glazed over from the startling news she had 
broken; and still seated at my desk, I was suddenly conscious that I might be left alone with 
her—perhaps to undergo a cross-examination about my readiness for tomorrow’s ordeal. 
     Fairly bolting from my seat, I joined the last of my friends in the nether-regions of the 
cloakroom.  I hadn’t the patience to put on the cumbersome rain gear, to stretch those stubborn 
boots over my shoes or buckle my coat in half a dozen places.  Grabbing all in  a bundle, I ran 
from the classroom, down the stone steps, and out into the rain. 
     In weather like this, it was prearranged that my father would pick me up in the car.  But in my 
present mood, attuned so well to the prevailing gloom, I couldn’t bring myself to wait for him.  I 
couldn’t allow myself that comfort, for I didn’t seem to deserve it.  After all, wasn’t it my fault 
that I hadn’t listened to the teacher (while daydreaming, perhaps, or drawing pictures in my 
notebook, or cracking jokes with a friend)?  Who else was to blame that I found myself 
unprepared; that I would probably make a fool of myself in class the next day as I stammered an 
excuse for my delinquency, amid horrified gasps from my classmates.  How willingly they 
played the role of chorus in a Greek tragedy, savoring the drama of a classmate’s downfall and 
orchestrating it to the highest pitch—for no one’s edification, just their own sadistic amusement! 
     No, I wouldn’t call Dad.  I would walk all the way home—all eight blocks—in the driving 
rain—well, the drizzle, then—and without opening my umbrella.  Let the rain drops pelt my 
wooden block of a head with their disapprobation.  My conscience was doing as much inside my 
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head, where dark thoughts were ruminating about what to do next.  The instant I entered the 
house, damp and distraught, my mother would suspect—would know of a certainty—that 
something was wrong and begin probing for the cause. 
 
 
If only I could walk on forever and be swallowed up in the gray mist— 
     “fade far away, and quite forget...” 
as Keats puts it. 
  
 * * * * * * * * * * * 
 
     Escape!  Maybe that’s what I’d been seeking on a day, five years earlier, during my 
kindergarten debut as a performer: a debut-turned-debacle.  In a lightening-flash of memory it 
came back to me now.  ‘T was the day before Christmas, and all through the playroom, parents 
were gathered to hear their cherubic children sing holiday songs.  We had been practicing “O 
Christmas Tree” in particular; and the final moment had come to regale our audience with it.  We 
had also rehearsed how to make our entrance in single-file, in an order predetermined by our 
relative heights, so that, once assembled, we would all be visible (exposed to adult scrutiny) in a 
pleasing configuration, like organ pipes.  
     Our cue was a musical chord, played on the piano by the teacher’s assistant.  It assaulted my 
ear like the teacher’s warning call “Flash!” to signal a drop-drill.  My stomach surged, my head 
swam, my legs turned to jelly.  Flanked though I was by my companions in torment, I suddenly 
felt isolated, as if it had become apparent to all assembled that I was the only one who had 
forgotten to put on his clothes that day—except his shoes—and now stood trembling inside 
them. 
     The voices rang out—all but my own. 
          “O Christmas tree, O Christmas tree, how lovely are thy branches!” 
     I couldn’t open my mouth.  The prospect was so threatening that I froze a moment, then 
suddenly began to rub my right eye.  I rubbed it and rubbed it, unable to stop.  Had my parents 
noticed?  Of course they had!  Mother’s smile of recognition on our arrival (she had disciplined 
herself—thank goodness!—not to wave or call out my name) had puckered into a worried 
expression that I knew too well.  Had my teacher noticed?  The accompanist?  The piping 
choristers? 
     My eye was growing painfully inflamed as the relentless rubbing continued.  But suddenly, 
the singing stopped, applause ensued, and the normal hubbub of a theater crowd dispersing.  Yet 
I remained transfixed, like a statue of “Niobe, all tears”—in a steady flow from the right eye.  I 
felt myself being gently roused by a pressure on the shoulder, my teacher’s puzzled face giving 
way to searching looks from my parents, who hovered over me with urgent queries: “What’s 
wrong, Jeffrey?  Stop rubbing it for a moment—it’s all red, and you’ll only make it worse.” 
     I did.  Finally.  On their part, genuine concern, perhaps a note of exasperation, in their 
voices...but still, not a single sound from me: just stupid, inanimate silence. 
     The inability to scream with terror in a nightmare-haunted sleep is often just as disturbing as 
the monster that inspired it.  I’ve been awakened more than once by the strangled sounds of my 
own terror, struggling in vain to force themselves up through a paralyzed throat and out through 
locked jaws and clenched teeth.  Darwinian science would argue that fear, among sentient 
creatures like ourselves, is a triggering mechanism for survival when it gives us the adrenaline to 
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summon all our forces in response to danger.  But human nature, so often perverse, allows this 
same fear to stun and stupefy us when we most need our faculties to resist. 
     And adults remain as vulnerable as children.  Not without a struggle will our “inner child” 
relinquish his claim on our emotions, no more than the sleepy child when asked to surrender his 
toys at bedtime—nor the child of dust, returning to the Source, when separated from the solid 
props of earthly life. 
     Helpless, then, as a dreamer with an incubus of horror on his chest, I stood, as it seemed, 
outside my five-year-old self and did nothing to save him.  I could simply have told my parents 
that I was too scared to sing that day and begged them to let me sit out the performance.  And 
considering a Christmas carol an unnecessary cause for trauma in a little boy—a Jewish boy, at 
that—they might well have indulged me.  Or, then again, my mind might have reasoned 
objectively that this was no big deal after all and over in a minute. 
     But honest confession and mature logic were beyond me.  Fear was my master.  And pathetic 
deception was my expedient.  It wasn’t like me in normal circumstances, and it wasn’t conduct 
deserving of such good parents as mine.  I can summon it now in memory with much more 
sympathetic humor and only a lingering trace of shame. 
     I wasn’t in voice to sing the Christmas tree song that day.  Within me, another song, 
Pinocchio’s, had been stifled—“I’ve Got No Strings on Me”—by which to defy the puppet-
master Fear, who had tugged at my wrist to commence the frenzied rubbing of my eye.  My 
parents collected me, like a marionette in a tangled heap on the floor; and in an act of saintly 
forbearance, conducted me home without another word. 
 
 * * * * * * * * * * * 
 
     Home.  I must go home eventually.  With the rain still falling and the feeble daylight fading, 
my family would begin to miss me and start to worry.  Was it the conscious memory of my 
previous panic and pitiful subterfuge or the subconscious lesson it had taught me that was now 
directing my feet in their accustomed route to my front door?  Tempting as it was, escape 
through delays or deceptions was no longer open to me.  Its bitter aftertaste of remorse would, I 
knew, be worse than the most galling truth. 
     I rang the doorbell.  Had I been tall enough to peer through the little hinged window in the 
door, I would have viewed, as in later years, a lovely domestic scene from a Vermeer painting, 
down the long perspective of a hallway leading to an open kitchen door, where the mistress 
presided over dinner preparations.  In the anxious period towards the end of Mother’s life, when 
her illness might produce goodness-knows what complication during my absence at work, that 
first glimpse of her, in shadow-box perspective, through the door, made my heart leap in 
affirmation that “Mother’s in her kitchen: all’s right with the world.”  In my present state, 
however, I waited in a vague disquiet for someone to admit me. 
     “Jeffrey, it’s getting late.  We were worried about you.  Dad waited half an hour in front of 
the school, then drove home looking for you on the way.  Take off your wet shoes first.  Tessie 
[our housekeeper] just washed the hall floor.  You look worried yourself, dear.  What’s wrong?  
Did something happen at school?” 
     All this in one breath, by way of greeting.  I might have responded with sullen evasion, but it 
was the gentle sympathy of her look and voice (as from the Blue Fairy in Pinocchio) which 
coaxed an instant confession from me.  When I had finished prostrating my remorseful tale at her 
feet, I waited for a well-deserved rebuke.  It would only echo my own sharp words of self-
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reproach: “Why weren’t you listening when the teacher was explaining the assignment?  How in 
the world do you expect to learn all those lines now, at the last minute?  What will you do when 
it’s your turn to speak?  What will she do to you?” 
     Instead: “You don’t really need to worry about it, dear.  You’ll do just fine—I know you 
will.” 
     Was my hearing all right?  Was I dreaming?  These were words to mollify, not mortify, a 
repentant child: soothing, calming, like a balm.  And they could have this effect only because 
they were prompted by conviction, not merely the desire to comfort.  For even at this young age, 
I had already internalized my parents’ high standards: “Give every task your best effort.  Give it 
your love.  And do it, not to please us, but yourself.”  A taskmaster had already taken up 
permanent residence within me, one who accepted no excuse for laziness, for neglect or misuse 
of talent.  And there was always ample compensation for hard, honest effort, regardless of 
results, which often attained,  
but never guaranteed, excellence.  I have learned to serve this taskmaster with a better will than 
any other. 
     Mother was confident that I could, indeed, memorize my part because she knew me—better 
than I sometimes knew myself.  She saw—and embraced—all of me, the terms on which parents 
must accept their children; and adult children, their parents; the one hopeful basis for a lasting 
union between bride and groom, as their marriage vows attest. 
     In proof of that confidence, with its basis in love and truth, Mother gave me a second surprise: 
“I’ll help with your script myself, just as we’ve done it before, with all those poems you’ve had 
to memorize.  You’ll see.  You’ll know your part in no time.  But after dinner.  I have things to 
do in the kitchen now (we’re having rotisserie chicken and creamy mashed potatoes).  So why 
don’t you just let yourself relax a while—clear your mind—maybe by listening to some records 
in the living room until I call you.” 
     Relax?  Listen to records?  Feast on rotisserie chicken and creamy mashed potatoes, when I 
was ready to eat crow and humble pie?  Why was she being so good to me?  Could I afford to be 
good to myself? 
     Nothing is so unproductive as guilt.  (If only victims understood that fact when seeking 
redress from their oppressors!)  No paralyzing judgment had been imposed on me—no albatross 
hung about my neck nor ignominious sign reading, “I am a bad person!”  Instead, a light had 
beckoned me to follow, along a clear path to remedy—the first proper response to any crisis, 
large or small: stay calm.  Then, talking to yourself like a loving parent, repeat, “You’ll be all 
right.  You’ll be all right.  You can make it.  Just concentrate.” 
     Feeling lighter now in body and spirit (minus rain gear, school books, and the burden of 
guilt), I entered the living room and approached the “entertainment center”: a combination radio-
record player, set in a cabinet of polished cherry wood.  Selecting a favorite record, I seated 
myself cross-legged on the carpet beside the console and quickly became absorbed in a story told 
with music, already considering what to play next, as if I had the luxury of planning the listening 
program for the rest of a carefree evening. 
     And so it proved to be—not because it posed no challenge but because that challenge was met 
with renewed confidence.  Under Mother’s patient and heartening influence, the memorization 
proceeded with gratifying ease.  Taking one part and then another in our play, she fed me all the 
cues for my narration.  A rags-to-riches folktale, it demonstrated how one might achieve success 
by listening to wise counsel—in this case, from a sagacious animal.  After a few repetitions (the 
play was not so very long after all), I became proficient; and yawning contentedly as the 
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grandfather clock in the hall sounded nine and the kitchen timer marked fifteen more minutes of 
concentrated effort, I announced, with her approval, that I was ready to retire, my conscience 
acquitted by a job well done. 
     Work hard and succeed is an ethic we would eagerly instill in our children, as if the happy 
outcome of worthy endeavors were as certain as sunshine following rain.  But, for me, the efforts 
of a stormy night did reap rewards under a clear blue sky on the day of my presentation.  When I 
finally stood before the fifth-grade class, Mrs. Carpenter in her spectacles, and the presence (in 
spirit) of my parents, I proudly recited my part, with feeling, without faltering .  To use a good 
Yiddish word, a Mensch emerged that day, still shorter in stature and younger in years than what 
outwardly passes for a man, but standing a little straighter and shining a little brighter with a new 
measure, newly earned, of poise and confidence. 
     When time had dispersed that audience out of sight, if not out of mind, there would always be 
others to face at future performances.  I can see them still, allies and antagonists, and some 
potentially both.  There sits Complacency, simpering under a mask of Confidence.  Self-doubt, 
bare-faced with staring eyes.  Fear of failure, wracked with premature pangs of shame.  The 
wooden-headed puppet Pinocchio, preserved in a corner to remind the real boy from whence he 
came.  And two welcome sentries, their friendship cultivated in maturity, whom I would call 
Preparation and Perception.  The first has been seasoned by ample research and rehearsal, trained 
to put thought before speech like one foot before another.  The second has learned how to shift 
its focus from my audience to the substance of my communication; to diffuse the glare of the 
spotlight so as to illuminate the message more than the spokesman.  Last, but never least, 
Perfection longs to join them; but the “P” section is full, along with every other, forcing this 
shadowy figure to wander restlessly up and down the aisles.  My beloved, pitiless Taskmaster: I 
salute you! 
     Understanding my audience.  Understanding myself.  A journey that began, perhaps, when I 
rose to recite a part in a play: “This is the story of ‘The Fox Brings Luck.’  Or did it begin in 
some other place, not with luck, but a little of something else, timely and loving? 
 

Jeffrey Sobel 
 
     I was born in l947 in Jacksonville, Florida, but, at two months old, moved with my family to 
California, my home ever since, leaving behind no memories of my birthplace, only one baby 
shoe, lost in the snow during a change of trains in Detroit, where Great-grandmother met us at 
the station to bless the family’s newest member.  I was educated in the Beverly Hills school 
system, scene of the foregoing story, then pursued my studies at UCLA to earn a Master’s in 
English and Education.  My teaching credential provided an entree into that profession, but only 
with the next 37 years of practical experience in an inner-city high school classroom did I 
manage to survive the frustrations and savor the accomplishments of working with students.  
Interests and talents nurtured in childhood by parents and teachers remain, in retirement, my 
sources of delight: reading literature silently and aloud; reciting poetry; writing memoirs of 
family and, for the younger members, original stories, compiled in books of my own design.  I 
have recorded books for the blind (would love to attempt books-on-tape) and volunteered to 
coach students for competition in speech tournaments.  This I believe: there is no greater gift of 
love—from parent, teacher, mentor, or friend—than that of opening a mind (especially a young 
one) to the beauty, wonder, mystery of existence—in short, to life-affirming knowledge, including 
the knowledge of self.   
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How We Overcame Prejudice 
and Oppression in America 

 
 
 
 

Stories express the pain of experiencing racism 
as children, and also the hope that was 
encouraged by inspiring role models.  Some 
writers describe fighting back and overcoming 
injustice as they became older. 
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Janice Johnson 
FRANKLIN-HOLLYWOOD CAS 

 
 

The Outing 
Los Angeles, 1948 

 
“Okay girls, Get up, get...  Get dressed and make your 

beds.” 
“Oh Mama, it's Saturday, why do we have to get up? 

Look, it's still dark outside and it's cold.” 
“Just get up and put on your clothes - NOW!” 
“I want to wear something else. Why do I always have 

to dress like Jacqui?” 
“Janice, just do what I say. I don't know why we bother 

to take you anywhere.  Well, never mind, go ahead, just put on 
whatever you want, I'll call Mrs. Harrison. She can baby-sit 
you and we'll take Jacqui.” 

“Noooo, not that old bat! Okay, okay, I'll even wear 
those ugly pedal pushers...but, can't I have a ponytail instead of braids?”  

I get The Look. “What about breakfast?” 
Now I get the look and smile that confuses me the most- like Everill Mae's when she 

beats me at jacks. “Well, we had planned to have breakfast on the road.” 
I rush to make my bed, and, if we are going somewhere else, I think, maybe we are going 

to Irvine Park for a day-long picnic or maybe we are going to make some pop calls at the Webb's 
or Atkinson's...maybe, I might get to see some friends. But, of course, I can't ask her, or she'll get 
mad and Daddy always says, “Ask your mother.” 

A quick trip to the bathroom, a fast pass of the toothbrush over my teeth, wash my face 
and those nameless parts below the waist. Returning to the bedroom, Jacqui and I exchange 
quizzical looks, shocked by the clothes laid out on the bed —white eyelet dresses, white socks, 
gloves, pearls, hats, black patent leather shoes, the little white purses with embroidered 
handkerchief.  I think, so much for the picnic idea. 

We load into Daddy's brand new lemon yellow Lincoln Continental convertible with the 
covered tire on the back. 

“Let the top down.” 
“Move over to your side.” 
“I have to stand in the middle so I can see.” 
“Mama...” 
“Both of you sit down and be quiet!” 
“But...” 
“Stop it or we are turning around and going home!” 
The car stops. We stop sticking out our tongues and making faces at one another, peering 

out our respective windows. 
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“Pig and Whistle, look, Jacqui, we are going to a coffee shop for breakfast, you had better 
be good,” I whisper. 

“Okay get out; and if you don't behave,” (said to me, of course) “you can just stay in the 
car.” 

“I'll have pancakes with strawberries, whipped cream and powered sugar (whatever that 
is), ham and hot cocoa. Please.” 

“Janice, you know your eyes are bigger than your belly,” warns Mama. “Thank you, 
that's all I want.”  

At least the waitress is smiling. 
After breakfast the reason for such a treat is quickly revealed - next stop, 

PHOTOGRAPHER. The excruciating yearly exercise that my mother had been imposing on us 
since birth, the formal studio portraits. 

“Why?” I screech." 
“Just because that's the way it is done. If you girls cooperate this won't take long and, if 

you are really good and he doesn't have to get upset — Janice, no looking cross-eyed— we have 
someplace else to go that I know you are going to love!” 

The anticipation of another surprise made us behave —almost. They didn't notice my 
slouching in the chair until the final photos were paid for and delivered. 

 
Knott's Berry Farm.  A long journey in the days before freeways and the answer as to 

why we had to get everything done so early. It was hot and dusty and I felt overdressed, even 
without the hat, gloves and purse. 

There was a long line to pan for gold. The man insisted that there was none in my pan, 
even though it looked just like what was in the pan of the little girl with the Shirley Temple curls 
standing next to me. 

Daddy was grumbling. 
“Oh come on Jarone, the kids are having fun.” 
I was transfixed looking through the bars of the Old West style jail, a feeling of 

something a little scary and nervous-making. 
“I'm hungry and there is nothing else to do.”  
“Me too,” said Jacqui. 
“Jarone, let's go to the Chicken Restaurant. There's the line over there, it shouldn't take 

too long to get in.” 
“I'm not sure I like this place,” he said, but after a look from Mama and our whining, he 

reluctantly sighed, ‘Well...okay.” 
We stood in line and stood in line. Many people behind us were taken to be seated. 
“I told you I don't like the looks of this,” he said.  
“Well,” said Mama, “I've had enough.” 
“Charlene,” he said to her retreating back as she strode into the restaurant and up to the 

hostess. 
Everyone stopped talking and stared at them. “Miss, my children are hungry, and you 

have seated people before us. We want the next table - now,” pointing toward one that was 
emptying. 

The young woman turned very red and said, “There aren't any tables, but you'll be seated 
soon. You know there are four of you.” 
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“Of course there are four of us and you seated two parties behind us that were even 
larger. Where is the manager?” 

“If you just wait outside I'll get him,” said the young woman, looking confused and upset. 
Mama stormed out, crossed her arms and said, “We'll wait!” 
The girl finally came back out, and the couple behind us said, “You had better seat them 

next. You are really being very unsympathetic.” 
They had strange accents. I stared at them, trying to figure out what they were. The 

woman, who was small, thin, dressed unlike anyone I had ever met, and was smoking a 
delicious-smelling cigarette — in public! —smiled at me, “We live in France, do you know 
where that is?” 

I shook my head, no. 
“Turn around, Janice and leave those people alone. I am sorry if she is bothering you. Oh, 

and thank you.” 
“She ess no bother.” 
(I am going to be from France when I grow up. And who wants to be a blond? I want...) 
The hostess interrupted my thoughts and showed us to our table. We sat down, starving. 

My mother was madder than I had ever seen her. My father was tight-faced. We had been seated 
at a table that was too small for the four of us. The cutlery and napkins were piled in the center of 
the table. There were three glasses of water, one with lipstick on the edge, and no menus. The 
table was in a corner between two doors, one leading to the kitchen and the other to the 
bathrooms. 

Neither a waiter nor a waitress appeared. My mother was looking at her watch. “Jarone, 
give me a dollar.” 

“Charlene, don't do whatever it is that you are about to do. This is Orange County. You 
can get us in trouble.” 

She fumbled in her purse, found a handful of change, and said to us, with a look that kept 
us speechless, “Get up and let's go.” 

As we were walking ahead of her, she knocked over two of the glasses of water and 
dropped the third on the floor, along with the handful of change. 

“Oh dear, so sorry, I bumped into the table. We really aren't hungry after all.” 
The French couple also left. Everyone else looked away or glared as someone muttered, 

“Uppity niggers.” 
Janice Johnson 

 
Born in St. Louis, Missouri, the Show Me state, has been looking to be shown her entire 

life. 
An inveterate traveler, wife, mother of four, grandmother of three, clinical psychologist, 

and member of a team of psychotherapists providing crises intervention and support to military 
members and their families at worldwide installations. 

As a lifetime creator of lies, stories, myths and other art forms, I joined the Silver Lake 
Life Story Writing class because I thought it was time to put some of this down on paper. A 
highly recommended decision as Jeanette Shelburne and all of my fellow strugglers are an 
amazing new family, offering endless patience, loving criticism and unstinting support. 
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Dale Crum 
EL CAMINO-RESEDA CAS 

 
 

 

Being Cold 
Tennessee 

 
 
My fingers and toes tingle. My eyes water in the early 

morning wind. I stumble and fall into Uncle Lee’s cotton patch on 
top of stickers and wet leaves. 

Mama yells from far down a row. “Stay off the field. Get 
back on your quilt.” 

Her voice, the stickers, and the cold leaves make my five 
year old body shiver.  My upper lip quivers.  The ragged old quilt 

doesn’t help. 
My older sisters, Christine and Marguerite, go to Dad’s warm school house nearby. 

Marguerite taught me to read at age three.  Mama says I may go to school next year. Why can’t I 
go, now? I think  Mama and Daddy don’t love me, that’s why. 

She doesn’t want me around the next day.  Daddy takes me to his big one-room school 
house where he teaches.  He sits me in the back, but I run back and forth until he spanks me with 
his ruler. 

He whispers, “You’re not coming back here to mess up my classes.” 
I never feel cold when I stay with the “colored” lady down the road.  She gives me hot 

chocolate.  Her name is Imogene.  I like what she fixes me to eat.  One time she gave me cat fish, 
turnips, and collard greens.  Her food tastes much better than Mama’s.  Why can’t Mama be like 
her?  Sometimes she cooks at my house when Mama feels sick. 

I play with Imogene’s son, Jesse, who teaches me how to fish in the bayou behind their 
house. 

“How old are you, Jesse?” 
He holds up five fingers. 
I laugh, “Me, too.  You going to school next year?” 
He shakes his head. “Mama says, ‘They don’t have a school for me.’” 
I teach him to read some words in a comic book.  
A pot-bellied stove sits in our front room beside a fireplace.  I have to stand close to keep 

warm, and fell into a hot fireplace when I was about two.  It burned the back of my head. 
Bangs and clatters from the fireplace and kitchen stove wake me up every morning.  Dad 

lights the kindling wood in the stove. 
He mutters, “Gotta have my coffee, first thing.” 
I hate the smell of his coffee.  He says it has chicory in it.  I lie in my warm bed and 

dread the cold floor until good smells pull me to Mama’s platter of eggs and hot biscuits.  Would 
my two sisters save some for me? I don’t think so. 

Christine makes fun of me.  She calls me a stinky little baby. 
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Big people don’t shiver like I do at night and early morning.  Sometimes Dad puts me in 
the back of Uncle Lee’s truck when we go someplace.  The wind freezes me to death.  My sisters 
never hold me close like Mama does when I sit next to her. 

Daddy says, “Tomorrow, we paddle wheel down to Memphis on a steamboat.” 
Marguerite claps her hands. “Whee! Seventy five miles down the Mississippi.” 
She explains that we live in Tennessee on an island made when the river changed course. 

The bayou in back of Imogene’s house used to be the big river.  The islands have numbers. Our 
number is thirty five. 

We walk in the cold morning to the steamboat dock.  My teeth chatter and I run to a 
nearby cane thicket. 

“Daddy, build me another warm tepee.” 
He grunts, “No time. Run back and forth like you did in school.” 
Mama, yells, “Stop it, Pete. He’ll fall in the river.” 
Marguerite points at the water. “Steamboat’s a’coming!” 
A large boat with a big wheel stops at the dock. Dark men with big hooks in each hand 

roll bales of cotton into the boat. Their voices make me forget the cold. They sing the same songs 
that Mama sings in church. 

Swing Low, Sweet Chariot.  Or, We’ll Cross Over to the Other Side. 
I feel happy and hold Mama’s hand when we walk onto the boat. I pull loose and look for 

the thing she calls the paddle wheel. I go down some stairs and see the big wheel through an 
open room that has no walls on either side. 

A big sign hangs over the door; “Colored Section.” The engine chugs, a whistle toots, the 
floor shakes, and the wheel turns. People with dark skin sit on both sides of the room. 

One man plays a French harp and another has a jew’s-harp in his mouth. People clap 
hands and sing, “Get on board little chillun; go to the promised land.” 

A black man waves to me with a big smile. “Well, little Cap’n, you run this boat?” 
Everywhere I see and hear friendly tan, brown and black faces. I move close and hold out 

my hand to a boy who looks a lot like Jesse. 
Suddenly, my Mama grabs my hand and jerks me towards the door. She scolds me, 
“You don’t belong in here.” 
I sit down and pull back but she drags me away from the warm, smiling faces. I shiver all 

the way up the cold stairway. 
 
Questions For “Being Cold” Readers: 
 
1)     What is the theme of the story?  
2)     Where does the main character find warmth, love? 
3)     What do Mama and Daddy want? 
4)     What is the underlying sub-text of the story? 
 

Dale Crum 
 

Dale Crum was born and raised in Arkansas and Tennessee. Served in the U.S. Navy 
during World War II.  Attended Pepperdine College in Los Angeles. Worked for many years as a 
Supplier Quality Representive for the Boeing Company in the New York , Boston , and Los 
Angeles areas.   Attended Life Writing classes taught by Bernard Selling  Hughes Learning 
Center , Woodland Hills. Also, Life Writing Classes taught by Jeanette Shelburne at the Reseda 
Senior Center.  
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Barbara Wright 
WESTSIDE CAS 

 
 

Missed Taste of Ginger Ale 
Virginia 

 
 In 1946 my folks relocated to their birthplace in 
Erica, Virginia where my Grandma Lettie lived.  My 
grandma became my favorite grand parent.  She was 
loving and I adored being around her.  Grandma was tall 
and had a honey-colored complexion complementing her 
hazel eyes.  She wore sunny colored clothes most all the 
time.  Black was reserved only for funerals.  My grandma 
was the cook and laundress for the Bush family. 

 Grandma was very resourceful and creative.  She recycled everything and even made her 
own soap.  Today’s fashion designers could borrow some of her ideas.  If one of her dresses got 
stained or became too tight she had a remedy.  The stains were covered with a colorful piece of 
fabric formed in the shape of a flower.  To solve the easement of the garment she inserted a 
triangular piece of fabric for the underarms. 
 One sunny day Grandma stopped by our house on her way to work. Grandma asked, 
“Bobbie, do you want to come with me today?” 
 “Oh, yes,” I answered quickly. 
 A flutter of happiness came over me because I would get to play with Mrs. Bush’s 
daughter, Shirley.  I hurried and put my shoes on and got my straw hat.  We took off to the wharf 
walking on the narrow baking asphalt. 
 I was strolling behind my grandma who was carrying two bushel baskets of fresh 
laundry.  A pick up- truck drove up beside us and stopped.  It was Grandma’s neighbor’s son, 
Ray Cupid.   
 “Hello, Miss Lettie.  I’m going to the wharf so get on in out of the sun.”  
 “No thanks, Ray.” 
 Ray tried one more time but couldn’t convince her that he wouldn’t drive any faster than 
5 MPH. I was puzzled why she refused the ride.  The sweltering heat had the best of my small 
frame. 
 “Grandma, why didn’t we get a ride with Ray?” 
 “That boy just drives too fast and he doesn’t have a lick of sense,” was her response. 
 We finally arrived at the wharf.  Grandma instructed me to sit while she went inside the 
general store.  When she returned she handed me my favorite orange soda pop.  I guzzled it 
down and we were soon off to the Bush house across the lake. 
 The boat ride was short.  Mrs. Bush’s daughter, Shirley, was waiting at the shore for us.  
We were happy to see each other and took off running along the shoreline.  Just as we were 
completing castles and digging our way to China, Grandma called for us to come in and get 
cleaned up for lunch.  We raced lickety-split and cleaned ourselves up.  Down the hall our little 
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arms were twisted and knotted around each other as we waddled and giggled to the dining room. 
A little senseless, we stumbled into our chairs. 
 Mrs. Bush stared at us and suddenly said, “Lettie, Barbara is at the table.” 
 Complaining to her mother Shirley retorted, “Mother, why can’t Barbara eat with us?” 
 “You be quiet, Shirley!” Mrs. Bush exclaimed. 
 We both began sobbing torrential tears.  My body became numb and paralysis set in. 
Grandma led me into the kitchen. 
 There on the table was my plate with a mound of fluffy mashed potatoes, yellow squash, 
candied yams, golden brown fried chicken and a freshly baked roll.  Smiling, Grandma placed a 
glass of bubbly magical white water beside my plate.  It was ginger ale!  I just gazed at the food.  
I couldn’t eat or drink.  My injury was too deep. 
 I went home with Grandma to spend the night that evening.  We ate dinner by the 
kerosene lamp.  As a special treat for me Grandma made an apple turnover in the big black iron 
skillet. 
 As I closed my eyes in bed I thought about the day. The big unanswered question loomed 
over me. Why couldn’t I eat with Shirley?  Why?  Why? I was six years old.  I missed my first 
opportunity to taste the mystifying bubbles of ginger ale. 

 
Salem Baptist Sisters 

 
 Salem Baptist Church was an old pillar of a small community in Erica, Virginia.  Mount 
Vernon, George Washington’s birthplace was nearby.  The church, admired by many, was a 
beautiful white building that stood on a hillside.  
  The senior pastor, Rev. Kelsic, delivered fiery brimstone sermons every Sunday.  His 
message was that those who followed the dictates of the Bible upon death were assured that the 
kingdom of Heaven was awaiting them. And those who chose not this path were destined to the 
eternal fiery pit of Hell. This was my family church and I attended most Sundays with my 
parents. 
 One particular Sunday the sermon was “Sick a Long Time and Too Mean to Die.”  I was 
an inquisitive seven-year old and noticed all the activities going on in the church. 
 The entrance to the church had two doors.  On the right was the door for the men where 
they entered into a rather large vestibule that supported a cross above its structure.  On the left 
side was a smaller entrance where the women entered.  You see, men and women were required 
to sit on separate sides of the sanctuary. There were two special exceptions to this rule…or 
should I say that two sisters bid defiance… and proudly walked through the men’s side! 
 The bold sisters who sat on the men’s side got my full attention.  One was Mother Tate… 
as she was referred to by the congregation… who sat faithfully beside her husband.  She was a 
neat dresser in a short brimmed straw hat, a long black dress with a lace collar, and boots that 
laced up.  Her voice was powerful and respect was given her when she spoke.   
 The other was Sister Mary Ellen Usual who always entered the church after the service 
had begun.  The usher would attempt to direct her to the women’s side but she took a firm stance 
with a “No thank you!”  Her scarlet hat with a flowing feather bowed toward the men’s side.  
And she won the right to sit on the men’s side! 
 The last Sunday of the month was reserved for testimonies.  This Sunday Mother Tate 
rose and directed her message to those who were gossiping about her.  She said, “Dear Beloved 
Father who is up there in Heaven…you can right wrongs down here on earth.  People are talking 
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and saying that I’m disobeying church rules by sitting by my husband, Daddy Tate.  We’ve been 
together a long time and if you see any reason why we should not sit together then I’ll wait for 
your message…your humble servant.” 
 Rev. Kelsic said, “Let me hear the church say Amen for Mother Tate.” 
 A hearty “Amen” came from the congregation. 
 The sermon, “Sick a Long Time and Too Mean to Die,” had finished. Near the front was 
a handsomely dressed man who wore a pin striped vested gray suit.  His shoes were covered with 
buttoned spats.  He rose, leaning on his golden handled cane.  His name was Brother Thomas 
Lane. He spoke directly to the pastor, “You know that I’ve been ill for a long time with 
tuberculosis.  My wife, Sophie, has taken very good care of me.  I’m sure that word must have 
traveled that I was attending service today, and I do believe that today’s sermon, ‘Sick a Long 
Time and Too Mean to Die’, was especially prepared for me.” 
 Brother Lane took a few steps toward the pulpit, raised and shook his cane at the pastor 
and continued his oration, “Rev. Kelsic, as long as I live I will not set foot inside Salem Baptist 
again!” 
 The pastor gestured to speak but Brother Thomas Lane was near the exit.  So Rev. Kelsic 
said, “Let me hear the church say Amen for Brother Lane.” 
 The choir stood and began to sing, “What a Friend We Have in Jesus.” 
 Then Sister Usual rose and began her testimony.  “Dear Jesus, I’m so glad to be here this 
morning in your presence.  It was a little difficult for me to get here but I’m on time for you, 
Jesus.  You know that people have been spreading lies about me.  They’re saying I set my house 
on fire so I could live with my neighbor, Brother Davis. Now, Jesus, you know and I know that 
he was the only one who took me in and I will rest in your arms.  Have mercy for me…Amen.” 
 Rev. Kelsic rose and said, “Let me hear the church say Amen for Sister Usual.” 
 The benediction was at hand and Rev. Kelsic’s booming voice flowed over the pews. 
“Before I close… I would have liked to tell Brother Lane that I don’t prepare my sermons for 
any particular person.  However, since he took offense to my message then the shoe must have 
fit!” 
 As an impressionable young girl I was inspired by the two women and their courage to 
speak up.  And today when I’m in a difficult situation I think of Mother Tate, take a deep breath 
and gallantly GO FOR IT! 
 

Barbara Wright 
 

I was born in Cornwall N.Y in 1940. Many places were my home due to my father seeking 
employment.  My longest stay was Newark N.J. where I attended Girls Technical and Trade High 
School. There after I married and had a daughter. This marriage ended. I met my second 
husband and we were married.  

We moved to Los Angeles and I had three more children. This marriage ended and I was 
determined to be a successful single mother. I enrolled at Santa Barbara City College and while 
there I was presented with the Service to the College Award. I proceeded onto to U.C.S.B. In 
1980 I received a B.A. Degree. My son, daughter and I shared our graduation day. They from 
High School and I from the University of California at Santa Barbara.  

Today I am an artist and story teller to not only my grandchildren but to other children 
who sense that it’s safe to share pieces of their lives with me.  
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Mary O. Burnette 
EL CAMINO-RESEDA CAS 

 
 
 
Mary Burnette read this excerpt from her memoirs to the class two 
days after the inauguration of President Barack Obama and it had a 
powerful emotional effect on us.  Later Mary remarked, “Usually I do 
my weeping at the computer, so in class I can read without emotional 
interference.  But I think the ecstatic culmination of events on Tuesday 
combined with the recent death of my last sibling, the photograph taken 
by my father in 1934, remembering his prophetic words and the 
unfolding of that prophecy that I alone have lived to see, and the 
realization that I'm the sole survivor of four generations who did not 
live to witness the inauguration of a Black president, all of that was 
more than my emotional cup could contain during the reading on 
Thursday.”  
 

 

Looking Back 
from 

Lige of the Black Walnut Tree: 
“More than the Ghost on South Main Street” 

 
 
In the spring of 1945 President Franklin Delano Roosevelt died suddenly. It was a sad 

time.  The radio reported that he had done so many good things for the country, although it 
seemed to me that he hadn’t cared much about Black people in general.  Men in the armed 
forces, like my four brothers, had to serve in segregated companies.  I didn’t need to get that 
from the radio or the newspapers.  Not long after being inducted into the Army or Navy (only my 
youngest brother volunteered) each of my brothers would send us a large company photograph. I 
would eagerly scan the picture, row by row, searching for my brother’s face. I can still see the 
broad white-striped collar of my youngest brother’s uniform, not lying flat on his shoulders but 
lifted by a breeze sweeping over the deck of a ship waiting at a San Diego dock.  Waiting.  My 
brother was smiling, so proud of being a member of the United States Navy, so proud of wearing 
that uniform, a deep blue symbol of the equality he would never live to see.  And his and every 
other face on that picture was Black, not all black in color, but Black by race. And so it was with 
each company photograph sent home by one of my brothers, not one of whom would ever  
realize the freedom he believed he was fighting for. 

It seemed to me that the President showed even less concern when a ship carrying 
frightened Jewish people, fleeing from Hitler in 1939, sat docked at a harbor in New York. I 
couldn’t understand how a man in the position of President of the United States of America 
could hard-heartedly turn his back on another group of people trying to escape from a powerful 
homicidal maniac in Europe.  I couldn’t understand how a President could have so much honor 
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but ignore important problems like legalized racism and its ways of puncturing the hopes of  
Americans who happened to be born Black.  I could not understand how this great and powerful 
American could remain silent and fall party to another form of political calousness that pushed a 
group of Europeans who happened to be followers of Judaism back into the jaws of Hitler’s 
militarized machine of genocide.   

Among the usual lynchings of Black men, the newspapers reported senseless murders of 
Black soldiers returning home after fighting for their country.  It was horrifying to look at a 
picture of a young Black man who had been stripped of his last vestment of dignity, tortured and 
left in his undergarments, hanging from the limb of a tree just because members of another race 
of Americans somewhere resented seeing a Black man dressed in a United States military 
uniform. And the news of those helpless Jewish people who came to this country on that ship, 
begging only for a place of safety was horrifying. The papers dutifully reported lynchings of 
Black men as news.  The newspapers also said it was Eleanor Roosevelt who tried to help the 
people on that ship, not her husband, the President.  Didn’t the President know that his silence 
consented to the practices of racism that legally defied constitutional amendments designed to 
protect Black people? Didn’t he know that refusing sanctuary to those Jewish people destroyed 
their last chance for life within a society where everyone at least expects to practice his religion 
without humiliation, without persecution, and without the certain promise of death that waited 
for them back in Europe? 

My mother spoke well of President Roosevelt and said, “He has beautiful delivery.”  
It sounded to me like Mama was repeating something she had heard up town. Although I 

understood little of what the President talked about, I thought he did make beautiful sounding 
speeches and in a voice that was hardly like any other I had ever heard, except for that of 
Winston Churchill.  And Mr. Roosevelt did start the Works Progress Administration [WPA] that 
gave Papa a job, but only after someone up town reprimanded the White supervisor of the project 
for refusing to hire a Black man who owned a few acres of land.   

When Papa went to apply for work, that supervisor told him. “You have land.” 
Papa said, “But my children need shoes.” 
The supervisor answered, “Let them go barefoot.”  
Mama worked for a member of the board of directors for that project, and she went right 

to that woman and reported that her husband had not been hired. Mama explained to us, just as 
Papa had, that the WPA supervisor had refused to hire Papa because he had heard that he owned 
land.  Papa could surely grow corn and beans on his land, but he certainly couldn’t grow the 
shoes his children needed to wear to school in winter time.  So the board chairman told the 
supervisor to hire that man [Papa] or feed his family. Meanwhile, Mama had to work on Sundays 
to help keep bread on the table until Papa could get to work. 

One of the WPA projects was to build a recreation center behind a large natural lake in 
Black Mountain.  Eventually Papa helped to create that beautiful lake, Lake Tomahawk; but his 
children could not swim in the water.  I faced that bitter fact one bright Sunday afternoon in 
1934, when Papa took us to the lake for family photographs.  On one of the two pictures that he 
could afford, I am crying because I can not even dip my hands into the lake.  (I’m the three-year-
old in the front). I could splash as much as I liked in the stream that ran across our own land, but 
not in this water.  It was forbidden: reserved for White Children. 
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Racism always 
had a way of placing 
things right before our 
eyes and then holding 
them just beyond our 
reach, as it happened in 
the mythological stories 
that I later loved to read.  
And I think the Greek 
character most typical of 
the Colored man’s plight 
was that man who kept on 
pushing that big heavy 
stone to the top of the 
mountain, only to have it slip out of his hands and roll right back to the bottom of the hill. With 
racism, too, the perpetual punishment of the pushing and the slipping away was apparently meant 
to go on forever. 

When neither my father nor any of my brothers or sisters would take me over to the edge 
of that lake and let me dip my fingers into the water, I sensed a cause greater than I could 
possibly understand, and I cried. As I write these lines, I understand for the first time why Papa 
snapped the shutter on that camera while I was still sobbing. It would be a reminder. What must 
have hurt Papa more deeply than his not being able to lead me over to the lake to let me just feel 
the coolness of this mountain water, to see that it was not different from the water that ran across 
our own land, was his understanding that this toddler could not possibly grasp something he 
needed so much to explain.  And a few years later, he did explain. He had to.   

It happened at least five years after that day at the lake.  My youngest brother used to 
earn a few dollars caddying at the golf course. One day he came home in tears. He had been 
drawn into some political discussion with a group of local White boys, also poor and also 
caddies, around his same age.  They abruptly excluded him from their conversation by telling 
him America was not his country.  At that moment, Wallace was faced with the fact that he was 
not just another poor boy on that golf course: he was an African America boy and he must have 
instantly recalled from infancy how he had been continually reminded of the second class 
citizenship of members of his race. Having no verbal defense against that brutal but apparently 
truthful remark, he resorted to tears. 

He was still tearful when he stood before our father that evening. I watched from the 
other side of the living room. Papa would have the answer. Confident and wise as always, he 
listened until my brother had finished describing what had happened at the golf course that day. 
 Then, showing no emotion, Papa looked at Wallace and said, first, “When you hear 
White boys talking about their country, their laws, and their government, you stay out of it. You 
have nothing to do with that.” [But know this.] Then came the words that I will never forget. 
“What this country stands for [its greatness] is more important than what this country allows 
today.”  And later he explained to me, “So you just go as far as you can, and your children will 
go farther.” 

I took that lesson to heart and I loved Papa’s America.  I understood his words to mean 
that it was not the United Sates of America that imposed racism on us, but the will of mean-
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spirited human beings who, to put it in Papa’s words, “Temporarily had the upper hand”-- like 
the White supervisor of the WPA.  

But in time, a time that education would help us to prepare for, that mighty yet unseen 
spirit of America would rise up, as Isaac explained to his son Esau who had lost his birthright 
[Gen. 27:40], and break that yoke from off our necks. Even as a child I believed that the 
powerful Spirit of American Justice would one day grasp the hand of racism and wring its ugly 
grip from our necks.  Lingering with me down through the years, Papa’s words inspired me to 
shake off the intended dehumanization of racism; and I have never shed another tear over the 
humiliating effects of its awful cloud of affliction. 

So much like the ghost of 907 South Main Street, the spirit of racism could with no 
apparent force suddenly move things like the heavy mirror on the dining room wall, back and 
forth. And where we should have found stability in our lives, our efforts were met with chaos 
and frustration.  I heard, You can go to school, but you’d better know twice as much as the White 
person that applies for the job. Racism was like the piece of plaster that fell suddenly from the 
living room ceiling in the house on South Main.  It held its unjust laws over us and threatened us 
with restrictions and punishment. Like the strange sounds of footsteps on the second floor 
stairway at night in the house on South Main, racism never allowed us to forget that it over-
shadowed every aspect of our existence. And even in its silence, awareness of its dreadful 
presence tempted, tormented, and tended to degrade us.  

It seemed to me that racism had three faces: a blind face—like our eloquent President 
who had just died; a cruel face—like that of the illiterate mobs that stood smirking beneath the 
lynching trees, or the WPA supervisor; and sometimes a kind face—like the woman on the board 
of directors up town who reprimanded the supervisor.  

But from where I sat, racism often paraded itself across the stage wearing the masks of all 
its faces at the same time, in the same chalky color, always a deathly pale of unchanging white.  
And even when it dared to voice a kind aside, it did not speak loud enough to be heard for any 
distance. It did not speak long enough to bring about any lasting change. 
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Portrait of an Ancient Laundry Woman – Miss Emma 

 
North of the Whittington’s was the home of Mr. Connell and Mrs. Annabell Canady, 

where wonderfully old world, wonderfully African old Miss Emma, the mother of Miss Annabel, 
lived.  To the people on our side of Mt. Allen, Miss Emma was neither kith nor kin, but to me she 
had a strange way of being special. 
 

Southern Appalachia: The place is Black Mountain and it’s around 1938.  I’m seven 
years old, but I can tell that Miss Emma’s not much looked up to on our side of the mountain. 
Hardly anybody ever mentions her name, except for one time, just once—to say how stern she is.  
Her husband has pneumonia and he must have been feverish that day. Miss Emma, they say, sits 
at his bedside with a little stick.  When the old man pokes one foot from under the bedcovers, 
Miss Emma taps that foot with her stick and the foot disappears beneath the covers.  

What else could she do? In our time, there was no hospital for a Black man to go to.  And 
if there had been one, where was the money coming from?  I thought Miss Emma was just trying 
to keep him warm, to help him get well.  When he died, Mama took me to his funeral. Would he 
have looked so peaceful if Miss Emma had been cruel to him?   

I didn’t think so. But that’s how the grown people talked. A painful look on the face of 
the deceased meant that all was not well in that family. A calm facial expression meant the 
person had died in peace.  Well, whatever they thought of Miss Emma, I knew she could do 
something that not another blessed woman in the whole bloomin’ community would even try to 
do.  

Coming down the hill high above the Big Road on my way to ClearView Grammar 
School on Monday mornings, I would see her. From below the hill, the image of her regal stature 
would always rise above me. She was a stout woman who appeared to me nearly six feet tall or 
more. Her round cold black face turned towards the early morning sun, her body a statuesque 
figure moving slowly, most of her wiry, graying hair tucked under a faded bandana, Miss Emma 
was going to town. By the time our paths met, she had already come nearly a quarter mile over 
the same road I would take in the opposite direction.  I had about a quarter of a mile to go; Miss 
Emma still had a good country mile ahead of her.  

As if every muscle of her back had been starched and pressed without a wrinkle, she 
walked tall and straight, her head held high. Never looking to the right or to the left, she kept to 
that side of the road where fewer trees had been felled for a house to be built here and there. The 
shade would be kind to her body, kind to the tedious burdens she bore.  

On top of her head, towards the forehead, she carried a huge woven basket of freshly 
done   laundry protected by a pale pink cloth neatly tucked in around the edges. Two smaller 
baskets, also covered, snuggled into the pyramids of her sleeved arms bent at elbows on each 
side. With palms turned outwards, the backs of her huge hands rested against the sides of her 
ample waist as her fingers curled upwards.  

But what if any one of those baskets slipped out of its place? 
To get a closer look, or rather because I longed for recognition from this remarkable 

human being, I would come skipping down the hill towards the Big Road, as Cragmont was 
known. When I got close enough, I would cheerfully call out to her, ‘Mornin, Miss Emma.’ 
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But Miss Emma, staring intently ahead, would move only her lips to grunt an almost 
inaudible response, less a greeting than a grimace that always disappointed me. Yet I was certain 
Miss Emma meant no harm. 

Among other women from any part of our community, I never saw any one who would 
put even a soft bundle on her head and walk for any distance at all. Miss Emma could walk up 
and down hill for a mile and a quarter, carrying the bundles of wash she must have toiled over 
from Monday until Friday, probably doing most of the ironing on the weekend. I hadn’t been 
inside her house; but I knew that she, like the rest of us, had no running water, no washing 
machine, and maybe two heavy smoothing irons that had to be heated on the cook stove. I can’t 
recall ever seeing her in church on Sundays.  

The weekly sighting of powerful Old Miss Emma always reminded me that, in spite of 
ages gone by and distances separating us from Africa, we in our isolated mountain community 
were still connected to that continent yet.  

Mama said that Papa’s Aunt Phoebe had done laundry until she lost her eyesight. She had 
been a slave, too, and was even older than Miss Emma. Could she have carried laundry on her 
head like Miss Emma? 

To me, Miss Emma was the proud symbol of a past we heard nothing about at school, a 
past too many Black people of my childhood would rather not be reminded of at all.  
Remembering a picture I had seen in a book Papa brought home one day, I could imagine seeing 
Miss Emma in her native African village, returning home from her farm--a basket of vegetables 
balanced on her head, a bundle of firewood tucked under each arm. 

In the picture, the African woman carrying sweetmeats on her head to a sick neighbor’s 
hut wore a bandana like Miss Emma. Was her hair also kinky like Miss Emma’s?  

In my hometown, by the mid-1930s “straightening” or “pressing” hair had become more 
popular than with the previous generation of women, two of whom—both Papa’s first cousins, 
had wrapped the locks of their hair as their more African mothers and grandmother had done.  
Along with the newer inventions for smoothing out tight curly hair had come the common 
expressions for hair texture that included “good hair” and “bad” or “nappy hair.” Bad hair 
described tresses that could be made more appealing only by applying great dabs of gooey hair 
pomade and pressing them with hot combs. Good hair could easily be styled without the use of 
hot irons.  

What’s more, with the exception of my father, I knew of no one who dared to use the 
word “black” to describe the color of anybody’s skin.  So we heard “dark complected,” and its 
opposite, “light complected,” neither of which applied to the color of my own skin. Yet, I was 
somehow grateful for one of those term’s having replaced two outdated ways of describing 
people of lighter skin colors: those terms being “yellow” and “high yellow,” pronounced as 
“yaller.”  

At the age of four I would conjure up in a surprising way that cringing fear of the B-word 
for dark skin color. It must have been late fall or winter; for the in-law who stopped by our house 
that Sunday after church was dressed not only in black suit, but also in black  overcoat and black  
hat, all in black, the favorite color of Sunday-go-to-meetin’ clothing for adults.  His skin, too, 
was black; and  I was so impressed by  this admirable unity of color that I walked right up to 
him, looked up, called his name, and chirped, ‘Dewey, you’re black all over.’   

The man looked down at me, his eyes twinkling with amusement. But before he could 
thank me for my compliment—as I thought he was fixing to do, Mama whisked me out of that 
kitchen and turned me across her knee.  The shock of it all but numbed the pain, but what really 
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stunned me was the realization that my own mother’s opinion of black skin was so different from 
Papa’s and mine.  

Papa must have been out in the fields somewhere that Sunday. Papa believed that 
preachers, especially uneducated ones, should go out and earn their living as he did.  He used to 
say that some of them had just looked up in the sky and seen the letters G.P., believing it meant 
Go Preach; but Papa said it meant Go Plow.  So instead of going to church on Sundays, he had 
the judicious habit of going to the fields to step off his land.  Papa didn’t have very big feet and 
he probably under-stepped the actual measure of an acre or two.  Point is: he would keep 
accurate track of each Sunday’s tally and if that count had changed at the next stepping off, he 
would just pull up the surveyor’s stake and put it right back where it was at the last count.  He 
had learned that from his Uncle Hardy, Aunt Phoebe’s older brother.  Uncle Hardy, too, had been 
a slave, but he wasn’t afraid to try to protect the land he’d been able to get his hands on after he 
was free.  

In our town, no Ku Klux Klan paraded and threatened Black people for standing up for 
what was right.  Black people did bow to written  laws of segregation; yet, in another way, they 
held their heads high by refusing to drink from dirty water fountains beneath signs labeled 
“Colored.” 

Only White people lived up town, but out where we lived, Black property adjoined White 
property; and fudging a few inches of land at a time was commonplace.  That’s what Mama told 
me. And whoever told her, Aunt Phoebe I guess, had said that one time the foot-stepping and the 
stake-shifting got so mixed up that Uncle Hardy had to send for the surveyor to come back and 
reset the corners of his property lines. When the surveyor’s line dropped right were Uncle Hardy 
expected it to, he looked steadily at his squelching neighbor and allowed,  

“Den, den, you see whar de chain fall!” [Now then, you see where the chain falls.] 
Being so much younger than my mother, Dewey  could say nothing  that Sunday,  but 

later  told my sister that   my mother  shouldn’t have spanked me. And when he got the chance, 
he told us about the days when he played at the home of a little White child way back in the hills. 
That youngster was around Dewey’s age, and neither of the boys had shoes. They apparently 
played well together and at no time had the other child ever noticed his playmate’s black face, 
hands or feet.  But one day as they were playing, the other child suddenly looked down at 
Dewey’s feet and motioned him towards the rain barrel at the corner of the house.    

“C’mon over hyer,” said the child, “’n lemme wash ye feet.  Ye feet’s got mud on ‘em!”  
Dewey paused, waiting for us to figure out how humiliating it must have been for him to 

explain that his skin was clean but its color wasn’t going to scour. More than the portrayal of 
childhood innocence, this story points up the undeniable record of an ancient scorn of skin color 
that is black. Who knows how many ages had passed before Solomon himself would say:  

“I am black but comely…”?  Or “Look not upon me because I am black, because the sun 
hath looked upon me: my mother’s children were angry with me; they made me the keeper of the 
vineyards; but mine own vineyard have I not kept”? [KJV, Song of Solomon 1: 5 - 6] 

At any time in our community I myself could hear, as if the logic were indisputable, “He 
is dark, but he’s good looking.”  It was as if some unwritten commandment had declared that 
comeliness and blackness, the twain, should never meet. We ourselves had adopted the language 
of scorn; and lurking deep within our home language, that scorn followed us to school. Not one 
of us would speak disdainfully of dark skin in our teacher’s presence because his own skin color 
was a deep rich black.  But the teacher had big ears and one day he said to us:  
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“Students, in the King’s English, there is no such word as complected; and if you have 
enough hair to cover your scalp, you have good hair.”  

Hair grooming always got more attention than going over our lessons before the school 
day began. Braiding hair in different styles was ritually practiced before the teacher arrived each 
day.  I didn’t need my classmates’ help with home work, but I envied their hair-dressing skills.  
So after school, having no “head of hair” other than my own on which to develop that art, I 
would  go out under the fruit trees at home, find a few tufts of tall, tough orchard grass and 
practice my braiding there. That’s how I learned.   

But in spite of the teacher’s comment, the notion of “good hair and bad hair” stayed right 
on with us.  And I would guess that  the whole industry of hair products, treatments, processing, 
and hair styling for African Americans could  have grown out of these  tainted ideas and 
borrowed opinions of  black skin and kinky hair,--those physical  features our fore parents 
brought with them from West Africa. 

At home I had been conditioned to respect whatever was left of my African heritage, 
thanks to my father. After Grandpa Squire and Grandma Mary divorced, my father was exposed 
to more Africanness than he would have known with his mother, who was more Native-
American and Scotch-Irish than African. Grandpa Squire Jones Burnette and his youngest 
brother, George, were away in the coalmines of West Virginia; so Papa’s rare philosophy of self 
worth must have come through the influence of his grandparents, Squire Alexander and Rosanna 
Burnette, through their oldest daughter Phoebe and their younger son Samuel--all former slaves.  
From childhood, Papa and his sister Margaret had the unusual advantage of being brought up in a 
family of two generations who had stayed close together right through slavery. Moreover, they  
had held on to their black skin color, their wooly hair, broad noses and full lips along with more 
than a spoon full of their African culture that  flavored a whole chunk of our behavior at home 
and in church.  

Early in life, Papa had told me that all of our people were supposed to be black. And he 
said the Black man was in no wise inferior to any other man except in the “hand that had been 
dealt him.”  What Papa meant was,   through the coincidence of his brutish captivity, his 
unwilling and inhuman means of migration from Africa, and the demeaning consequence he had 
inherited upon his arrival here, the Black man had been forced to take the back seat of citizenry: 
and that seat was designed to ensure that he would never arrive at the forefront of prosperity 
along with Americans from other countries.   

Papa would speak mysteriously sometimes about the disadvantages Black people faced 
being the result of   losing a war. Then   I would imagine he had heard that from his father’s 
people and I would get visions of a more warlike  tribe of West Africans having the weapons to 
overpower the tribe of  my ancestors, of capturing  and selling them to European or American 
slavers who would coffle them in irons and march them off to a waiting ship. Sometimes what 
I’d heard got mixed up with what I knew and what I’d read and, altogether, it made sense.  But 
Papa did say that one day, in spite of all odds against him, the Black man would rise. And he 
didn’t say the Negro or the Colored man, but the Black man, would rise. Papa was using the B-
word long before the actual Civil Rights Movement was ever heard of.  

As I write these lines, a few candid words of verse I learned at ClearView come back to 
me.   In one of our annual community activities, so eager to please our teacher, our parents and 
all the other grown folks, we third graders stood in the church sanctuary one evening and 
repeated these words, understanding at that time little of the value they held. We had memorized 
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all of several stanzas, but only the chorus, the punch line of that comical but wise piece of advice 
returns today: 
 

So honey, don’t you be whut you ain’t, 

Jes’ you be whut you am, 

Cas’ ef a man am whut he isn’t, 

Den he isn’t whut he am. 

‘N if a man am whut he isn’t, 

Den he aint wuff a d—n. 

~Author unknown 

 
We couldn’t repeat that last word in the Mills Chapel Baptist Church sanctuary, so the 

teacher taught us just to clear our throats, saying “Ah-hem.” 
The people got it.  The last word, that is; and they roared with laughter at the comical 

language, so different from our own mountain way of speaking English.  
It all comes clear to me now.  It comes clear to me why the sight of Miss Emma left its 

mark on my childish mind. Miss Emma wearing  a long spotless but worn pale blue cotton dress 
that lifted slightly above her shoe tops  as her raised arms  hugged those two smaller baskets,  as 
the lifting of her dress caused the thick hem of a homemade petticoat, clean but dulled with age,  
to show. I can still see Miss Emma steadily bearing the burdens of her weekly labor for which 
she may have received three dollars for the big basket and fifty cents for each smaller one.  I still 
remember her   bearing that load with the skill of an ancient Greek athlete, walking a wide 
country road alone, oblivious to what anyone might think of her who looked so much like a pure 
peasant woman from the backwoods of her once native land. It’s clear to me why the sight of her 
more than seventy years ago inspired me then and why visions of her have remained with me 
through all these years.   Miss Emma faithfully lived those lines other grown ups thought were so 
funny, lines we children diligently learned but mindlessly spoke:  
 

“Honey, don’t you be what you ain’t, 

Jes’ you be what you am; 

Cas’ ef a man am what he isn’t, 

Den he ain’t wuff a d—n.” 

 
Miss Emma was not ashamed of who she was.  And she was the best of what her time 

would allow her to be.   
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Portrait of an Ancient Laundry Woman: Miss Emma  

 By Mary O. Burnette 
 
Reading Comprehension  The questions below span six levels of reading comprehension: basic 
recall, understanding, application, analysis, judgment and synthesis. They are offered only as a 
guide for teachers who may find them useful or applicable to the level of their students. 

1. Where does the story take place? 
2. How old is the narrator when she realizes that her family and neighbors do not look up to 

Miss Emma? 
3. How does the narrator feel towards Miss Emma? Sympathetic, apathetic or hostile?   

Elaborate.  
4. Do you think the narrator understands why Miss Emma does  not acknowledge her when 

she greets her on the way to school?  Why? Or, why not?  
5. What helps the narrator make a visual connection between Miss Emma and Africa? 
6. How old is the narrator when she realizes that her parents have different attitudes towards 

skin color? 
7. In which part of the story does the narrator let the reader know how she herself feels 

about skin color? 
8.  Identify the significant others who help the narrator to develop self esteem.   Find 

specific details.  
9. How do they attempt to do that?  Do you believe their method was effective?  What 

evidence does the author provide? 
10. Which part of the story suggests that the narrator learned at an early age to make 

connections between what she read and what she experienced? 
11. Why was making those connections important to her? 
12.  What is it about the story, if anything,  that surprises you?  If so,  why? 
13.  In reading Miss Emma, what did you observe about Southern Appalachian African 

American culture that was unfamiliar to you? 
14.  In your opinion, how does the author develop the main idea by including other stories in 

her narrative about Miss Emma? 
15.  If this story were fiction, and you could rewrite it, what would you change? Why? 
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Mary O. Burnette 

 
A direct descendant of two of the oldest Black families to settle in the mountains of 

Southern Appalachia before the end of the seventeen hundreds, I was born in 1931.  I am writing 
my memoir, a collection of short stories about growing up in that area during the 1930s and the 
early 1940s.  

The purpose of this work, chapters of which I regularly share with other Life Story 
Writers at the One Generation Center in Encino, is to introduce my five children to their 
relatives who were born in the 18th and 19th centuries. Some of that generation who were born 
before the Emancipation Proclamation lived well into the 20th century. Another important 
purpose of the book is to inform the general public that African Americans have lived in the 
Southern Appalachians for more than two hundred fifty years. This fact is not well known. 

From this environment and from oral history, I have first hand knowledge of the 
hardships imposed for centuries on African Americans through a doctrine of racism and its legal 
practices of segregation. 

Growing up in Western North Carolina, I attended segregated schools from kindergarten 
until after my first year of college at Bennett, a school for Black women in Greensboro, North 
Carolina.  Having been enculturated in a community wherein Black people looked after one 
another and shared their few material possessions, I was particularly impressed by Bennett’s 
emphasis on the dignity of Black womanhood (we could not leave campus without hat (“the 
Bennett beanie,” and gloves) and our obligation to the community.  Instilled with these values 
while matriculating at California State University, San Francisco, I chose to complete my 
master’s thesis study on “Teaching Black History Through Language Arts” at the nation’s first 
urban land grant college in Washington, DC.  The new Federal City College fostered an open 
admissions policy, and I was delighted to find those children of former North Carolina 
sharecroppers among the most dedicated students and diligent learners. 

As a retired LAUSD teacher since 2004, I have been involved in mentoring new teachers, 
helping veteran teachers who had received unsatisfactory reviews, and working with the 
Grandparents and Books public library reading program.  More recently I have been active with 
the Senior Citizen Daytime Program, where I donated supplies and provided a formerly funded 
service of weekly readings for those who could recall and enjoy the fairy tales of their youth. In 
addition, using skills from my private sector employment, I assisted administrators of that 
program with their office work without salary.  

I am currently volunteering at the East Valley YMCA in support of their community 
programs. I have worked directly with their Saturday reading program for children and will be a 
participant in their multi-ethnic writers’ program beginning in March. 

Living alone, I lead a wholesome and active lifestyle. I contribute to YMCA fundraisers 
and enjoy their daily water exercises under certified trainers. To enhance the content of my 
memoir, I am currently devoting eight hours of each weekend to computer studies at the Adult 
Education School in Van Nuys.  But the high point of each week is the Thursday class with other 
life story writers who, guided by Mrs. Shelburne, have enthusiastically inspired me to work on 
this book entitled, “Lige of the Black Walnut Tree” for present and future generations. 
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My mother, Delores E. Bryant 
and my Aunt Addie Terrell 

 

Dee Thomas 
WESTSIDE CAS 

 

Music in the Sky 
 

Is a reflection of my mother and father, both dynamic and generous people, 
who faced many obstacles and rose to every challenge.  This is in honor of 
them and others, who like my parents, were ahead of their time.   
 

 Here we are, to remember and celebrate our mothers.  We remember them young and 
beautiful, chasing us round the house with boundless energy, on strong legs—men whistled at. 
 Smiles to light the night—glowing and out of sight! 
 We can close our eyes and see our mothers dressed to the nines—catching every eye, out 
on a Saturday night, nineteen forty-nine, nineteen fifty-nine, nineteen sixty-nine, and on and on, 
that’s right! 
 Laughing and swaying to the Duke and Basie, “After Hours” with Paris, the Sweethearts 
of Rhythm, Eckstein!  Rockin’ to Ray, and before that Nat, and Ella back in the day~partyin’ to 
Aretha and the Famous Flames, James! “Night Train!” “Please, Please Don’t Go!”  
 My Aunt Addie enthused, “James Brown came out with that song, ‘I’m Black and I’m 
Proud,’ and we were, we were!  People were havin’ a good time!” 
 Yea, our mothers were the bomb~off the chain, the beauties of their day and time—with 
brains! 
 And we are proud of our mothers, and realize 
the sacrifices they made.  Life was not easy, still they 
made a way~and persevered.  They had hopes and 
turned that hope into action. They didn’t rest on that, 
they got out the vote, they hustled for equality, and 
flowed with regality.  Still being Mommie.  They 
were activist as well as mothers.  Making it happen, 
making it for us.  And through it all, their friendships 
remained strong~All for one~one for all.  Yes, Proud.  
 Again, the blowing winds have blown our 
way, reminding us that all must change.  The most 
beautiful flowers pass away~but through the 
Goodness of God~it’s just the naturalness of nature, 
and like the music of a song their spirits carry 
on~carry on. 
 Lingering at our ears, touching our hearts~and 
moving us.  Moving us ever with love.  Yes, Proud.  
We are proud of our mothers who didn’t Let Nobody 
Turn Them Around.  The song is in our hearts and 
we sing it out loud!  Our voices rise~to the music in 
the sky~ 
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 “Ain’t gonna let nobody turn me around, no, turn me around, that’s right, turn me 
around.  Ain’t gonna let nobody…” Because I’m my mother’s child. 
 I’m speaking for many when I say— 
 “Mother, I’m so Proud!”  Do you hear it?  Hear the music~in the sky!  “Marching on to 
Freedom Land.” 

   The wind is the music 
   The music is the wind 
   The trees feel the rhythm, 
   Like sexy dancers they sway 
   This way, then that way, undulating 
   To the music in the sky 

 
 Dansuers, they.  Rooted to the earth, yet just as graceful in their dance.  Bouquets 
gathered on the western horizon, painting the landscape with greens and golds and browns that 
look black from the downpour.  They’re feelin’ good this morning, after a quenching rain.  And 
they sway like sexy dancers, this way and that way, undulating to the music in the sky.   
 My dog Kimber and I sit under the rain.  It’s so like the patter I heard decades ago and 
many miles away.  Tupac is on the radio in satiating voice, the drone of the rain, a back drop, 
sayin’, “Ain’t no place I’d rather be, the only place that’s right for me, paradise in the sky…”  
They stay where we can only fleetingly go, ‘til like Pac, we leave this Earth’s confines.  Trees 
live in both realms.  They touch the earth and kiss the sky. 
 The crows are out, extolling their joy of solitude in the rain, agents in black suits, 
assessing the bleachers and walking the diamond.  Black suits dropping and rising on the 
currents as pine boughs drop and rise in the bluster. 
 It’s lovely being alone, just me and my dog.  It wouldn’t be the same if some other were 
here.  But my Dad would appreciate this, the rain, the field, the trees… We are lovers of nature, 
after all.   
 The patter softens and sounds like running baby feet.  It’s chilly so I cover my sleeping 
Kimber with a wool blanket.  She looks at me before closing her eyes again.  The dancers rise, 
their swaying arms before me, fanning this way and that way.  The beauty through beyond. 
 Now the curtain of rain is loud and intense.  Across the road no golfer walks, but I see my 
dad striding into the living room of my home, around nineteen eighty-eight, soaking wet, big 
gleeful grin on his face.  Poor Lester, a much younger man than my dad, has a look on his face as 
sopping wet as his clothes.  My dad, in his element, golf, his game. 
 Lester had said, “It’s raining,” thinking that was it, for the golf game.   
 My dad replied, “So what, a little rain!  You focus, we golf through the rain.” 
 Lester told me my father taught him many lessons that day, one being, to follow through. 
 Now, as I look to my right, through the downpour, I see my dad, coming round the bend, 
stormed on, rained on, wet, and lovin’ it.  Droplets streaming down his face, dabbng his eyes, 
just so he could see that ball.  His hard life, having given him a stamina and a will, to keep going 
long after others have run for cover. 
 On my lap lays the blanket, a gift to my father his last winter at home.  He being a nature 
lover, like me, exclaimed over its forest green and brown shapes of buck and bear and trees, and 
its warmth.  It replaced the old army blanket he’d had since World War Two, which he carried 
with him to each dialysis session. 
 The joy on my father’s face is rich.   
 “Hey, Dad!”  Over here! I’m waving at him.  My spirit soars. 
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 Though still short of a Midwestern deluge, the rain has picked up.  All agents in black 
have flown on to drier environs.  My aging dog’s long gray and white snout peeks from under 
the wool blanket.  
 I turn to look where the golfers round the bend, just before the vast perfect roll of the 
greens.  And through the rain, here comes my dad!  The lone golfer, lovin’ the rain, lovin’ life, 
lovin’golf.  Out there drenched and grinning ear to ear.    Striding and swinging while the sexy 
dancers sway.   

“My Dad, the Champ” 
“Hit that ball straight, Boy!” 

  
 

Champ! 
 

 When my father was a young man, Joe Louis rose to the pinnacle, beating Germany’s 
Max Schmeling in a time when Hitler, seeking world domination, was amassing power and 
claiming the Aryan Nation to be superior to all.  My father, his brothers, friends, and family, like 
all the nation, cheered Joe on.  And in one awe inspiring round the Brown Bomber, proved Hitler 
all wrong, and caused him much embarrassment. 
 “Ah tol’you so!”  the headlines screamed, colored people were ecstatic!  “Ah tol’ you 
so!” 
 Taken by surprise by the quick ending of the bout, they tumbled away from their radios 
and out of doors.  All they wanted was noise.  They got it!  Bands played, people marched along 
in all their colorful finery chanting, “Ah tol’ you so!” 
 One reporter said, “A left hook to the head and a right to the chin sent Max to the canvas 
for a count of four.  It was as pretty a one-two punch as you ever looked at in or out of the 
movies.  Schmeling dropped back on his haunches…” 
 Yes, every victory was a win for colored people everywhere, and too, for the young man, 
Lonnie Thomas from Lincoln, Nebraska, who became a champ in his own right, winning the 
highly regarded Central States Golf Tournament in 1941, the first from Nebraska to win, whom 
Joe himself called “champ!”  Completely self-taught with hand me down golf shoes and clubs, 
my father, Lonnie Thomas, like Joe, was etched on the cup of Victory! 
 Then the Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor, America exploded awake!  But before that 
fateful event ~ Dad golfed with Joe Louis, and many other greats.  Later he golfed with Gale 
Sayers, Gale’s brother, Roger, Ronnie Boone, Steve Jones, and in many celebrity tournaments, 
some held by the great baseball player Bob Gibson.  Competition was in their blood ~ they 
wanted to win!  And even in his senior years, Dad was a contender. 

Dee Thomas 
 

Dee Thomas is a multi-faceted artist who writes real life stories that stir the heart, and raise the 
consciousness.  A performing artist since childhood, she has toured, recorded and written with numerous 
artists, including Janet Jackson, Whitney Houston, Paula Abdul, INXS and Ice Cube.  Dee has written 
and recorded for film and television, like Parent Trap III.  Growing up on the stage, she’s played Billie 
Holiday, Dinah Washington, Lutibelle, in “Purlie!” and others.  Dee has a BA in English and Sociology.  
She’s had extensive study in Journalism and Songwriting and enjoys doing Voice work.  She’s worked 
with kids, and encourages their creativity and personal growth.  Dee is also an avid published 
photographer, and artist.  As a writer, she plans to publish her work in book and documentary form.  She 
also asks that we all promote safe shelter for abandoned animals.  
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Max Wozniak 
WESTSIDE CAS 

 
 

 
The Big Boxing Match  

 
This is the story of how Max Wozniak experienced the historic 
boxing matches of Joe Lewis and Max Schmeling of 1936-38.  At 
that time, Max was a Jewish child living in Cologne, Germany 
and German Jews were suffering from Nazi persecution. 
 

The boxing career of Joe Louis began in the early 1930s.  
During that period, the US dominated the sport of professional 
boxing. Boxers like Max Baer, Jimmy Braddock and Jack Sharkey 

were world champions. There were world class boxers from Europe like Max Schmeling of Germany 
and Primo Camera of Italy, but the United States reigned supreme in its abundance of boxing champs.  
Joe Louis became very popular as a boxer because during his career, he succeeded in knocking out his 
opponents in the earlier rounds.  

In 1936, he was invited to fight Max Schmeling, the most popular boxer in Germany and 
considered to be one of the best boxers in the world.  In those days, it was very important to the 
Germans that Schmeling win the fight because propaganda in Nazi Germany was so strong; the 
Germans needed to prove to the world that they were indeed superior. 

Louis controlled the fight during the first few rounds, but he was unable to knock out 
Schmeling.  The longer the fight lasted, the stronger Schmeling grew until he managed to knock Joe 
Louis out in the 12th round.  What ensued following Schmeling's victory was unbelievable.  Germany 
celebrated the victory by screaming, "A victory! A German victory!" The fight was shown in all of the 
movie theaters.  

In the meantime in 1937, Joe Louis was back in the US fighting Jimmy Braddock and won by 
a knockout.  Louis was crowned world champion. The following year, a rematch took place between 
Louis and Schmeling, but this time it was in the United States.  From the onset of the fight, Joe Louis 
attacked Max Schmeling with very powerful punches and managed to knock out his opponent within 2 
minutes.   

My brothers and I saw the fight in the movie theater back in Germany. We watched Hitler as 
he stood beside Ani Ondra, the German movie star and Max Schmeling's wife.  As soon as Schmeling 
was finished, Hitler immediately left the room.  

The Germans were extremely disappointed.  They hoped Schmeling would win again and prove 
to the world that the Germans are the best.   

In a sports journal called, The Weekly Box, there was a picture of Joe Louis' muscular arm and 
fist.  He was known as the "The Brown Bomber."  My brother, Leo bought this newspaper because he 
loved boxing and we were so thrilled that Joe Louis won the fight.  
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Max Wozniak 

 
I was born in Cologne, Germany on September 22, 1926.  There I attended a Jewish 

school through 7th grade.  During the 1930s and the Nazi persecutions of German Jews my 
whole family was deported to Poland because my father had immigrated to Germany from 
Poland years before.  Then, on Septermber 1, 1939 Germany invaded Poland, and we were 
under German occupation for about six weeks.  During this period Russia made a "Peace 
Agreement" with Germany, enabling Russia to take over the Eastern part of Poland where we 
were now staying.  Within a couple of months Russia offered the refugees the option to go to 
Russia, or stay where we were.  My family and some other refugees decided to go to Russia as 
we did not trust the situation with Germany.  We were transported to Magnitogorsk, a mining 
and industrial city in central Russia.   

I went to school to learn Russian and continue my education which lasted only until April 
of 1942, when I had to go to work in a metal - iron cast military factory during the war.   

In 1946 we returned to Poland where I worked in a coal mine, and later in their 
bookkeeping department.  During that time I also became a soccer player.  I married in 1969 in 
Budapest, Hungary.  Besides playing soccer in Poland, I also played in Israel and Germany.  In 
1961 I obtained a coaching license in Germany.  I became a soccer coach in Germany, Israel, 
and in the United States.  In 1973 I became the US National Coach, traveling to Europe with the 
team.  I was inducted in the California Jewish Sport Hall of Fame, and also into the USA Jewish 
Sport Hall of Fame.  
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Melanie Moore Jefferson 
WESTSIDE CAS 

 
 
 

My Aunt Ruby 
 
 Ruby Jefferson was born in 1902.  She was the oldest 
child of Eldora and Nelson Jefferson.  Her grandparents had 
come to Coffeville, Mississippi from Virginia after the Civil 
War when the slaves were freed.  Her grandmother, Adelaide 
Jefferson had been a slave in Virginia. 
 Ruby’s mother did laundry for the white people in the 
town.  Ruby delivered the clean laundry and picked up the dirty 
laundry.  The problem with Ruby was that she refused to go to 
the back door for her pick-ups and deliveries.  The white 
customers told Eldora Jefferson that she’d better do something 

about her uppity daughter before she gets into deep trouble.  That trouble could be a visit from 
the Ku Klux Klan, beatings, or even hanging.  Ruby’s parents decided to send her away to school 
for her own protection. 
 They sent Ruby to Rusk College.  In 1920 it was a school run by missionaries in Holly 
Springs, Mississippi, home of the famous civil rights 
activist Ida B. Wells.  Ruby would board at the 
school in a safe environment.  She liked the 
missionaries because they treated everyone equally 
and she felt accepted.  Ruby finished her college 
days at U. C. Berkley in California in 1922. 
 She had encountered more discrimination 
there:  When she raised her hand because she knew 
the answer, the teacher commented, “It’s a shame 
that only a “nigger” and a “Jap” know the answers 
because they studied.  The rest of you better get 
busy.” 
 There was further discrimination when she 
tried to get work in her profession.  Aunt Ruby was a 
trained English teacher.  She even had three masters’ 
degrees but she could not get a job in colleges or 
high schools.  So she worked at the Young 
Womens’s Christian Association. as a secretary for 
years until they started hiring “colored” elementary 
teachers in the 1940s. 
 Aunt Ruby was very proper.  She had 
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impeccable manners and language skills.  Aunt Ruby was about 5’ 2” inches tall, slim like a 
model with a round nose, full lips, and skin the color of coffee with cream.   She liked to drink 
coffee and drank about eight cups a day.   

She went to the Bullocks Wilshire department store Tea Room one day to have coffee 
and a scone.  Bullocks Wilshire was a very expensive store in the 1940s.  Aunt Ruby had dyed 
her hair red to be fashionable and was in her best suit with matching heels, hat, and gloves.  She 
was a clotheshorse and all of her outfits had matching gloves, shoes and hats.   

The waiter said, “I know what you are –even with that red hair –and I can’t serve you.”  
Aunt Ruby answered, “I’m not leaving until I have my coffee and scone.”   
The waiter finally served her and that’s how the Bullocks Wilshire Tea Room in Los Angeles 
was integrated.  
 Following is a quote from The Mis-Education of the Negro, a book by Dr. Carter G. 
Woodson: “When you control a Man’s thinking you do not have to worry about his actions.  You 
do not have to tell him to stand here or go yonder.  He will find his proper place and will stay in 
it.  You do not need to send him to the back door.  He will go without being told.  In fact, if there 
is no back door, he will cut one for his special benefit.  His education makes it necessary.”   
 

Aunt Ruby did not have that back door mentality.    
 

 
Melanie Moore Jefferson 

 
 Melanie L. Jefferson a native of Detroit, MI arrived in Los Angeles with her family in 
1946. Melanie knew early on that she wanted to pursue a career in education. Melanie attended 
St. Paul’s Catholic School, Bishop Conaty and Dorsey High Schools. After raising a family of 
four children with her husband, Melanie pursued her education at West LA College and received 
her B.A. degree in Liberal Studies; Human Development  from Antioch University.  
 She worked for the Los Angeles Unified School District for more than 22 years as a pre-
school and elementary school teacher. She also spent many years improving her skills as an 
educator by pursing professional development courses at Cal State Los Angeles. 
 Melanie retired from LAUSD in 2006 but found her self yearning to re-enter the 
classroom.  She now substitute teaches with LAUSD for elementary school students and tutors 
students in reading and writing.  In her spare time she writes children’s stories and is looking to 
publish her first book in 2010. 
 She especially enjoys teaching art and reading which was instilled in her by her own 
mother who promoted music and the arts. Melanie has three sons, one daughter and six 
grandchildren. She has been married to Dr. Roland S. Jefferson, physician and author for 
43years.  
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Manny Klein 
WESTSIDE CAS 

 
 
 
 

The Integrated Train 
 

 It was the spring of 1951 and I had just 
finished basic training at Fort Bragg, North 
Carolina.  It was furlough time and 
reassignment would be announced upon return 
from home.  My training unit was “C” 
Company, 322 Signal Battalion, Corps. 
 The fort was located about 18 miles 
from Fayetteville, North Carolina.  WFNC, 

the local radio station was a prime example of the thinking of the local residents.  All radio 
stations in the United States normally sign-on and off with the National Anthem.  But, not in 
Fayetteville.  Here the station signed-on with Carolina in the Morning and signed-off with Dixie.   
 About 100 men from the unit had descended upon the train station in town and were 
waiting for the afternoon northbound train from Miami to New York.  The army had been 
desegregated by Executive Order by President Harry S. Truman in July 1948.  But, the South 
was still a two-color culture: separate, but not equal.  The train we were waiting for was the 
Orange Blossom Limited of the Atlantic Coast Line.  That meant the engine and crew from 
Miami to Richmond, Virginia were on the Atlantic Coast Line.  In Richmond the engine and 
crew would be changed to the Richmond, Fredericksburg and Potomac Railroad which would 
take it to Washington DC, where the Pennsylvania Railroad would complete the trip to New 
York. 
 Finally, the train arrived in Fayetteville.  We all boarded and took whatever seats were 
available.  The conductor came aboard to do his final walk through and it looked like he would 
have a heart attack.  His train was integrated.  There was no way he would permit such a thing to 
occur.  He screamed at the troops demanding that they separate. The African-American troops 
would have to go to the last car.  Only that was not the terminology he used. His vocabulary 
consisted mostly of what is now called the “N”-word.   No one moved.  More ranting and raving 
and he threatened to call the police.  Still no one moved. 
 The conductor got off the train and went to a telephone in the station where he called the 
local police. After a short while the police arrived and the conductor explained the problem.   
 The police chief walked through the train to see what was happening and made his 
decision.  If he concurred with the conductor and ordered the soldiers to separate, it would make 
the military unhappy and could possibly have the town put off limits.  Among the main sources 
of income to the community were the 25,000 troops and their dependents at the Fort.  He did not 
want to risk that income.  His decision was: It is a military matter, as they were soldiers, not 
civilians, who were causing the conductor’s problem.   
 “If you want to resolve the problem you should call the Provost Marshall at Fort Bragg,” 
was his response to the conductor. 
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 The conductor took his advice and called out to the fort. After a long delay a Military 
Police officer and several enlisted men came to the railroad station.  The officer listened to the 
conductor’s tale of woe and walked through the train to examine the situation.  He went back 
down to the platform and told the conductor what he was going to do.  He said, “I will give you 
exactly 30 seconds to get this train moving.” 
 The conductor had lost his battle. He had to order an integrated train, in the South, to start 
moving.  We left the station about two and one half hours late, headed for all points north. 
 In 1955 Black riders on the city buses of Montgomery, Alabama refused to give up their 
seats to White riders and a year long boycott of public transportation began.  Maybe one of the 
seeds for integrated buses was planted on that train standing in the station at Fayetteville, North 
Carolina in the spring of 1951 when a group of Black GIs (American soldiers) from “C” 
Company, 322 Signal Battalion, Corps refused to give up their seats and move to the last car of 
the train. 
 
  
 

Manny Klein 
 
 Born in 1929, I was known as a “Depression Baby.”  Brooklyn, New York, was my 
birthplace and I was the youngest of four children.  My education was in the New York Public 
School system. My father worked for the Post Office Department, so there was always a 
paycheck.  I received my technical education at the RCA Institutes and became a Commercial 
Radio Operator with an FCC license.  I worked for WHLI AM/FM for one year before going into 
the army for two years in Europe during the Korean War.  I returned to WHLI for another year 
and then went to work for CBS for twenty years in television and radio.  We moved to Los 
Angeles in 1973 where I eventually became a General Contractor.  Since retiring, I make 
wooden toys, take classes and write stories for my grandchildren. Married for 52 years, we have 
three children, fifteen grandchildren, two of whom are married and one engaged and four great-
grandchildren.                            
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Nadia Kaplan 
FRANKLIN-HOLLYWOOD CAS 

 

Twenty-Two Minutes  
with President Kennedy 

 
Looking back 48 years ago, I led a contingent of 24 blind 

teenagers on a cross-country historical study tour.  Jointly, it was 
co-sponsored by 72 Lions Clubs locally and nationally and the 
Foundation for the Junior Blind, the service organization my 
husband, Norman Kaplan, founded 9 years before. 

With an old refurbished bus and a skilled bus driver, and 
with the assistance of 6 remarkable college-age counselors and 
our two daughters, Fawn, 14 and Penny 9 as junior helpers, we 

spent the full summer of 1962 “on the road.”  
I have completed a book manuscript 

describing our adventures, our encounters 
with hundreds of loving, caring and giving 
people, our exposure to the wonders of our 
land, and learning the history, geography, 
geology, and political climate of our nation.  
Because of the 24 children, 3 were African-
Americans, we found ourselves somewhat 
involved, unexpectedly, in the Civil Rights 
Movement.  We encountered discrimination 
in some states and protested not being 
served in some restaurants and not being 
allowed to use hotel swimming pools.  
Nevertheless, each day brought us pleasures 
and surprises.  But the highlight of this trip was the time we spent in Washington D.C.  

Following is a segment of those 5 days.  The title of the book is, “American Odyssey: 
Blind Teenagers Discover America.”   

***************** 
Washington, D.C.      July 26, 1962 

 
Ricky, our irrepressible 13-year-old, suddenly bolted from his seat on the bus, cocked his 

head, and leaned forward. “Are those police sirens I hear?  Are we going to get a ticket?” 
Lion Bob Sanford, who joined our group in Annapolis laughed, “We are being escorted 

into D.C. by a police escort.” 
Lew immediately got on the loudspeaker to explain what was happening, “There are two 

motorcycle policemen motioning for Joe to follow them.  All traffic stopped.  We are driving 
through a red light!” 

Wow!  Like the kids, I pulled myself up, sitting tall and proud.  Looking out the window, 
I saw people stop and gape at our tired, dilapidated, rickety old bus.  But the police didn't flinch.  
They accorded us the same courtesy that they would have given to the Prime Minister of England 
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or a maharaja from India arriving in a stretch limousine.  Excited chatter filled the bus.  Ricky 
was sitting across the aisle from me.  I watched him in amused silence.  He was bouncing around 
like a beach ball.  Fair-skinned and rosy cheeked, his red hair glistening in the sunlight, a 
slender, young agile body.  What a handsome lad.  But it was his unrestrained exuberance, his 
vitality, and his uninhibited reaction that endeared him to everyone.  He embodied everything 
any parent would hope to find in their own teenager.   

Arriving at the Windsor Park Hotel on Connecticut Avenue was another momentous 
occasion.  To greet us were all the other members of the South Gate Lions club from Camp 
Springs, Maryland.  Impeccably dressed in beige blazers and red ties, they greeted us warmly.  
They would be our hosts for the next 5 days.  They arranged for the hotel management to provide 
free rooms and our meals.  I felt the weariness of hard travel dissipate.  Will the plans and 
contacts we had materialize?  Will we be able to meet President Kennedy?  It was a long shot.  
Did I dare to hope? 

That evening at the welcoming dinner with the Lions, the air was charged with electricity.  
Everyone was waiting for the word.  Finally, Lion Aubrey Padgett approached me, a gleam in his 
eyes, and whispered, “Mrs. Kaplan, it's on!  We'll be meeting the President tomorrow morning.”   

Grinning widely, he continued, “Furthermore, we have made the arrangements for your 
husband to fly here and be with you all.” 

The kids went wild as the news spread.  That Norman would be there was important, for 
they all idolized him.  Tears welled in my eyes.  I was speechless. 

Although the kids had eliminated the song, “I Believe” from their repertoire because it 
was too “mushy,” they decided to sing it this evening. 

Excerpts from Lion Jack James' report of that evening said, “At dinner that night we got 
the surprise of our lives when the kids burst out in ‘Do you hear those Lions roar?’  It wasn't that 
we were so surprised that they knew the song, but to hear their beautiful and melodious voices 
blend together in natural harmony was to say the least completely unexpected.  Then too, their 
rendition of ‘I Believe’ brought tears to the eyes of everyone present.  It left us momentarily 
stunned with emotion and unable to speak.  Our education had begun.  The kids were on their 
way to show us that all they needed was the opportunity to prove their abilities.  A process that 
once began could not be stopped until every last one of us had lost our hearts to them, fully and 
completely.” 

In Norm's office, prominently displayed, is a plaque that reads “Love Spoken Here.”  
Love was spoken here, too.   

Before I turned in for the night, I checked to see that all the kids had “squeaky clean hair” 
and their special day clothes were freshly washed and ironed.  What a magnificent job these 
counselors were doing.  For myself, I set aside a white and green dress with a little jacket. 
 

Early dawn pierced the narrow slit in the drawn drapes and splashed a beam of sunlight 
on my face. 

“It's a beautiful morning,” chirped Patti, the counselor as she popped her head into my 
room. 

The phone rang.  It was the wife of one of the Lions.  “I have a hat for you.  May I bring 
it up to your room?”   

It was a pillbox, like the kind Jackie Kennedy made popular.  It was white and had a 
small veil.  What a relief!  How can one meet a president and not wear a hat?  Apparently, she 
overheard me lamenting that I didn't carry a hat in my suitcase.   
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We met in the coffee shop for breakfast. 
“How do you feel, Kathy?” I asked.  She looked pretty with soft blond curls framing her 

face. 
Bubbling with excitement she proclaimed, “I feel like the first time I went to see Santa 

Claus.” 
It was while we were eating breakfast that we were dealt a devastating blow.  Lion 

Padgett informed us that Norman missed the flight.  Although he boarded the next available 
flight, he would not be able to join us for the visit to the White House. 

“Typically Norman.  Always late,” I groaned.  “I hope he has a good alibi.” 
On the bus I scanned the group.  They all looked beautiful, neat, well-groomed, and 

spiffy.  The boys were mostly in short sleeved white shirts and ties, sports pants and jackets.   
The girls were in a wide variety of Sunday-best dresses. 

Remembering the flat monotonous voice of Harry S. Truman when we met him a few 
weeks before, and who repeated, “How do you do?” "How do you do?”  “How do you do?” to 
each person in our party, I warned, “Don't expect more than a wave from his office window. 
After all, he's on the job.” 

A large group of Lions and their wives joined us.  We arrived at the East Executive 
Avenue entrance to the White House.  When the California House Representative, James 
Roosevelt, met us at the gate, it was an unexpected bonus.  Since he was one of the longest 
residents of the Executive Mansion, I was elated that he would enrich our experience there.  I 
strolled down the walk-way with him, all the while trying to retain my composure.  Would it 
sound too patronizing to express my admiration for his father and especially his mother, the 
remarkable Eleanor Roosevelt?  The opportunity did not present itself, for the boys and girls 
swarmed around him asking for autographs and asking questions.  He willingly obliged.  I 
thought that he was completely charming and warm-hearted.   

When we entered the main corridor, he burst into a hearty laugh.  “Oh, I remember this 
place real well.  This is where my brothers and I roller skated.” 

“Look,” called out Michael, the counselor.  “It's a tricycle.  I almost tripped over it.  It 
must be John-John's.”  Everyone dashed over to see it.  It reminded us that we had a very young 
president leading our country. 

Police inspector Kenneth Burke conducted the tour.  The kids drank in his every word.  
He presented a detailed description of the many changes that had recently been done by Jackie 
Kennedy.  Sensitive fingers caressed the damask wall coverings in the red, blue, and green 
rooms.  Twenty-four sets of fingerprints were left on the carved legs of the gilded piano. 

Essie, busy taking notes in Braille wailed, “I'll never catch up.  Golly, here we are in the 
red room and I'm still making notes on the blue room.” 

Eventually, we were ushered through the executive offices, through the Cabinet room and 
finally to the garden outside Kennedy's office.  It was originally identified as the Rose Garden, 
but changes were made that spring to accommodate groups such as ours and plantings were 
made so that there could be a profusion of flowers, spring, summer and fall.  Since it was 
summer there were pansies, Shasta daisies, geraniums, columbine, and carnations, with crab 
apple trees forming a back-drop.   

This was the moment.  Not a word was said as we waited silently.  I chuckled to myself.  
If they could record the pounding of our hearts, it would sound like the percussion section of the 
Los Angeles Philharmonic. 
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The door flew 
open and the President 
walked briskly down the 
steps, not revealing any 
signs of his back 
problem.  My, how 
handsome, how youthful 
he looked.  He started at 
the beginning of the 
group, shaking each 
person's hand and reading 
the name tags we wore, 
addressed each person by 
name and made a 
different comment to 
each one, “Susan, how 
glad I am that you are 
here.”  “You are just 
outside my office, Patty.”  “Isn't it a beautiful day here in Washington, Dave?”  “Roy, have you 
been enjoying the trip so far?  So glad you included the White house in your itinerary, Greg.” 

 
When he reached me he said, “Mrs. Kaplan, 

what a wonderful undertaking.” 
 
I'm sure he took note of the 3 African-

American children who substantiated his feelings 
about the Civil Rights Movement. 

Could there possibly be any time in my life 
that could top this moment? 

When he came to the end of the line, he 
began heading back to his office.  Abruptly he 
stopped, spun around facing us.  He made a general 
welcoming speech.  He described the setting.  

“Behind the garden is a view of the Washington Monument, the Jefferson Memorial, and the 
Potomac River.”   

He expressed his regrets that the youngsters could not meet his wife and children; that 
they were up in Cape Cod.  He drew spontaneous laughter from the kids when he remarked that 
James Roosevelt was singularly qualified to have shown us around the White House.  He added 
that this is a great country, and this is the place and time to be in public service, whether in 
Washington or elsewhere.  All Americans should give at least some time for public service, even 
if it involves participation in community affairs.  “You have a wonderful opportunity to work for 
your nation.  I hope all of you will use your talents for the advancement of your country.  I 
suggest The Peace Corps., teaching, community work, or helping foreign students.  I wish to 
commend Mrs. Kaplan for leading your group on such an exciting and worthwhile adventure.”   

Again, he began heading for the stairs, had second thoughts and asked, “Are there any 
questions?” 

Essie, her voice ringing loud and clear asked, “How and what got you into politics?”  
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The President recalled that his two grandfathers, John F. Fitzgerald and Patrick J. 
Kennedy were elected into office in Massachusetts and his father had been active in government.  
And so the political calling came naturally to him. 

Shyly, Loretta asked, “Do you think your children will follow in your footsteps?” 
“I hope so!” 
The kids burst into applause and cheers. 
Ricky raised his had.  The President, realizing that Ricky could not see him if he pointed, 

came over and touched Ricky's hand. 
“Are you going to run for office again?” 

The President grinned and the entire group 
laughed. 

“Well, I'm thinking about it.  I hope you 
can come back and see us again.  I know you're 
going to be some of our best citizens.” 

As he disappeared into the shadows of 
the veranda, we stood there, motionless, 
soaking up this incredible experience.  We had 
all been completely mesmerized by the sheer 
presence of his being. 

I checked my watch.  22 minutes!  He 
had given us 22 minutes of his time!!! 

Loretta contributes to this recollection: 
“It was the summer of ‘62 and I was standing in the Rose Garden of the White House.  

My teenage heart was fluttering and my legs couldn't decide a posture of calm or an unrehearsed 
Hollywood fainting spell.  I know this was not a dream because his voice was clear and familiar 
and his hand touched mine while I held tightly to my White House tour guide.  I was holding the 
hand of John F. Kennedy!  His words of welcome washed over me like the downpour of a 
waterfall.  This blind 14 year old from San Diego was shaking hands and speaking to the 
President of the United States of America!!  I was honored and began to realize the drenching 
from a waterfall was my body showering itself from within.  Graduation, proms and my first kiss 
were all exciting, but looking back, the greatest event of all took place that summer of 1962 in 
the White House Rose Garden.” 

We left the grounds of the White House in a daze, knowing we had an incredible 
experience. 

Nadia Kaplan 
 
I have been a wife, a mother of two girls, three grandchildren, and 4 great-grand 

children.   I taught kindergarten and first grade for more than 34 years with the Los Angeles 
Unified School District.  I was a volunteer with the Foundation for the Junior Blind since its 
inception.  I was first a camp counselor, and then graduated to the role of camp director for 6 
years before I persuaded Norman to let me plan and take these blind teenagers on this trip. I 
loved to travel, with a camera at hand.  I tend to some 35 bonsai, have a collection of dolls from 
around the world.  I write.  And I love living in this beautiful community of Silver Lake, having 
lived here for 53 years.  
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Lucile Jones 
FRANKLIN-HOLLYWOOD CAS 

 
 

My Experience of Immigration Law 
in the 1960s 

 
Lucile Jones is a 92-year old retired lawyer 
living in Silver Lake. 
 
 It is with a degree of reluctance that I leave the 
last chapter about the beauty of my Temple City garden 
in the 1960s, but it is time to return to my efforts to 
make a name for myself among my fellow lawyers 
without violating the Canons of Ethics in the process. 
 There came a spell in the 1960s when the 

subject of undocumented aliens and what to do about them once again became a matter of 
pressing concern.  This time the Los Angeles County Bar Association was asked to make 
recommendations.  I don’t remember who did the asking but my feeling was that it was not a 
voluntary undertaking on the part of the Bar Association. 
 The Bar Association’s reaction to this controversial request was to appoint a committee, 
composed mainly of immigration lawyers, with two exceptions:  A member of the Association’s 
Board and me.  The Board member was apparently there to keep the committee on track.  As a 
probate lawyer, he probably had little expertise in the field of immigration law.  The same 
criticism, of course, could apply to my appointment, except that it coincided with my term as 
chairman of the Lawyers Referral Service Committee and, as such, I might be expected to offer 
practical suggestions. 
 The committee held its first meeting and I rose to the challenge, having first checked with 
the Association’s staff as to feasibility.  I suggested that a lawyer from the Immigration Panel of 
the Referral Service be made available to potential deportees to explore defenses and check the 
legality of the proceedings.  The suggestion was accepted by the committee and I thought my 
usefulness was finished.  
 The meeting wore on and was followed by other meetings, while the immigration lawyers 
on the committee discussed at length many obscure and complicated procedural problems.  
When they had hammered out and agreed upon the solutions they wished to recommend, the 
time came to put their recommendations in the form of a report to the Board, and it was soon 
apparent that not one of them could compose a recommendation which would be intelligible to 
anyone outside their limited field of specialization.  My years of taking dictation from lawyers 
struggling to express themselves paid off and I was able to translate their convoluted 
technicalities into comprehensible English, but only after many arguments and rephrasings.  It 
was very gratifying to me to see the change in the committee members’ attitude toward me 
moving from total disinterest to a guarded and grudging respect. 
 I’ve cudgeled my memory but cannot for the life of me remember a single one of the 
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technical recommendations and not enough immigration law rubbed off on me to let me 
fictionalize any of them.  There was, however, a final one, non-technical and my own 
suggestion:  That the United States Government be urged to assist the countries of origin of 
undocumented aliens in improving economical conditions to such an extent that their citizens 
would not have to leave home to earn a livelihood.  My fellow committee members were 
scornful, calling the recommendation impractical and unrealistic, but left it in the report, perhaps 
in gratitude for my help with their more sensible ones.  In those days, of course, the term 
“outsourcing” was not widely used.  I have speculated from time to time as to whether the 
growth of outsourcing had any relation to my recommendation that foreign countries aid their 
own citizens.  If so, I must disclaim all responsibility and apologize to one and all for the many 
aggravation outsourcing has produced in our daily lives, particularly in view of the fact that, 
although outsourcing may have improved the standard of living in some countries, the problems 
associated with undocumented aliens are as troublesome as ever.  Despite periodic efforts by 
politicians and spasmodic public outcry the problems seem only to multiply and to so polarize 
lawmakers and voters that consensus seems downright impossible.  All I can say is:  “I tried.” 
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Lucie Jones Writes Her Life Story 

The Silver Lake News 
Posted on: February 2, 2009 

By Michael Locke, Silver Lake 
correspondent 

 
Among the myriad activities offered 

by the Griffith Park Adult Community 
Club, the Life Writing Class stands out as 
a powerful experience for its many 
members. I attended a session of the class in 
February (2009) at which (LA City Council 

President) Eric Garcetti honored Lucie Jones. Jones, now 91 years young, has had a long and 
distinguished career as an attorney. In a profession dominated by men, she was a true feminist 
long before the phrase was coined. Jones has been regaling her fellow class members with tales 
of her adventures as a female lawyer, homemaker and mother from the 1950s on, until her 
retirement in 1987. 

'The class has been very meaningful to the participants', said Bea Gold, a long-time 
Silver Lake activist and participant in the group. 'The members are very supportive of each other, 
allowing each to tell their personal stories. Over the years, through encouragement, each has 
seen their writing skills improve while the group has grown closer together.' 

Jones has touched many with her stories, including teacher Jeanette Shelburne. 'She has 
delighted the writing group with her stories' hard-biting wit and clarity, yet she's always driven 
to explore her art. She consistently applies critiques to add more sensory detail, exploring 
complex relationships and include dialog. She's a shining example of ongoing learning 
throughout life. 

The class is sponsored by the Hollywood Education and Career Center, part of LAUSD's 
Programs for Older Adults. Pictured with Lucie are Jeanette Shelburne, SLIA President Genelle 
LeVin, CD-13 Deputy Ryan Carpio and Bea Gold at the presentation ceremony.  
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Sylvia Voegele 
EL CAMINO-RESEDA CAS 

 
 
 

Fighting the System 
Los Angeles 

 
 In 1961, I was one of four market research managers 
at a large consumer goods company.  One man was from 
Texas, the other from Illinois and the third man was from 
Madras, India.  Over a six-month period, I had forged a 

strong camaraderie with all three of them. 
 The Indian man had impeccable manners which he attributed to his British education.  
The Texan was a Casanova.  His phone always rang off the hook.  It was always from a dozen 
young women vying for his attention.  Once I got into trouble with him for passing on a message 
to Suzy who turned out to be Nancy.  From then on, I refused to answer his phone when he was 
not available.  I didn't want to ruin the rest of his relationships.  The man from Illinois was a 
newlywed.  He and I would go on brisk walks after lunch in the Hancock Park area of Los 
Angeles. 
 One day, they talked about having lunch upstairs in the executive dining room.  
 "Are we considered executives?" I asked innocently. 
 "Certainly, we're managers," said the man from Madras.  "Let's go today!  You'll enjoy 
the view."  
 We always had lunch in the downstairs cafeteria which was informal and subsidized by 
the company.  A large bowl of ice-cream cost 25 cents.  The cafeteria suited me just fine but of 
course I was curious about the executive dining room. 
 The four of us were seated at a nice table in the intimidating dining room.  Everyone 
spoke very quietly and only the sound of the cutlery against the porcelain plates was more 
audible than the human voices.  A waitress in a black dress with a white apron approached us 
and asked for our names. When I offered my name she asked, "Whose guest should I say you 
are?"  
 "I'm no one's guest." 
 "No, you must be someone's guest."  
 "But I'm not!" I protested.   
 Our department head who was seated a couple of tables away motioned for the waitress 
at that moment.  After talking with him briefly, she returned and did not press the "guest" issue 
again. 
 "Aren't we going to pay for lunch?" I asked my colleagues. 
 "No, we'll get the bill at the end of the week." 
 That afternoon, our boss called me in and told me that he had told the waitress that I was 
his guest.  
 "Why?" I asked quite confused.  
 "Because the executive dining room is a men's club." 
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 "What! A men's club? What kind of nonsense is that!" I blurted. 
 At the end of the week, my three colleagues received their individual bills for the lunch in 
the executive dining room. Conspicuously, I didn't get one. 
 All three didn't quite know what to say when I told them I hadn't gotten my bill.  I 
thought I'd better go in and ask our department chief what I should make of it. 
 "I owe the dining room my share of the lunch but I didn't get a bill." 
 "Oh, just forget about it." 
 "No, I don't want to forget about it." 
 "Look, it's been handled." 
 "By whom?" 
 "I handled it.  I told you.  I told the waitress you were my guest." 
 "But I wasn't your guest and I resent being treated unequally." 
 "And I explained that the executive dining room is a men's club." 
 "I thought this is a business place and not a club.  If my colleagues can go there, then I 
should be able to go there too without being anyone's guest. I demand to pay for my lunch!" 
 I was getting angrier by the minute.  I never paused to think that this incident might ruin 
my career at the company.  I was just outraged.  The practice seemed so turn of the century.  As a 
native of the Middle East I had come to love America because this was the land of the free and 
this was the land where equality was professed to be a person's basic right. 
 The following week, I insisted I wanted to go to the executive dining room for lunch to 
my three colleagues.  Not that I had enjoyed eating there.  I hadn't.  I was intent on making a 
point. There was a lot of hesitation on the part of my colleagues. "Sylvia, why make waves?" 
"Don't upset yourself needlessly." 
 "OK, if you don't have the guts to accompany me, I'll go up there by myself!" 
 "I can't let you do that ........" said the gentleman from India. 
 The two of us went upstairs to the dining room.  The waitress eyed me nervously.  She 
came over and took my order.  She asked my colleague if I was his guest.   
 Barely audibly he said, "No."  
 She turned to me, rolling her eyes. "Whose guest are you?" she asked.  
 "No one's!" I responded. 
 "You have to be someone's guest." 
 "Well, I'm not!" 
 This practice went on a few more times over the next couple of weeks and I never got a 
bill. 
 The waitress stopped asking me whose guest I am.  The poor woman just seemed to 
dread my appearances. 
 I didn't know what to make of the situation.  I was showing up but no one was sending 
me a bill.  This was not satisfying.  It was not a victory. 
 I talked to the other two women who were classified as managers in the company. 
 "Doesn't this practice upset you?" 
 Neither one was anxious to challenge the practice. "Oh, let the boys enjoy their silly little 
club." 
 "It's the principle! Don't you see?" I raged. 
 Apparently neither one cared. 
 Things changed when the company hired their first woman attorney.  I was thrilled to 
hear that they had hired a woman attorney.  This was a big first! 
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 I called her to congratulate her on her new position.  "I'd love to meet you.  How about 
lunch?"  I proposed meeting her for lunch at a restaurant nearby. 
 We had a great time over lunch.  She was my kind of gal.  A real go-getter and a fighter.  
When I told her about my executive dining room saga, she said "We've gotta change all that." 
 We started going up there together. "This place is so dead!" she whispered. 
 "I know, as soon as we get them to open this place up for all executives, I swear I'll never 
come up here again!" 
 There is certainly more power in numbers.  At the end of that month, we both received 
our lunch bills. 
 The point had been made and the company quietly loosened their policy. 
 I never went up there again. 
 
 

Sylvia Voegele 
 

 I was born in 1941 in Cairo, Egypt.  Both of my parents were Armenians who were born 
in Egypt to parents who had escaped the Turkish genocide at the turn of the century.  My family 
was very traditional while I seemed to reject all accepted roles for women.  Arranged marriages 
were still in practice when I became old enough to be married. At the age of sixteen, the first 
potential marriage partner presented himself much to my chagrin.  While I managed to escape 
from arranged marriages, my personal life's journey was to be quite bumpy.  I came to the 
United States of America in 1962 to attend New York University. I graduated with a degree in 
Statistics and embarked on a long career in business for the next forty years.  For a girl from the 
old country, I have achieved more than I ever dreamed of.  I consider myself very fortunate to 
have lived in this country where opportunities presented themselves and I was brave enough to 
grab them.  I am widowed now but I have two outstanding children who make me very happy. 
 



 195 

 

 
 
 

How We Immigrated to 
America, Starting Over  

with Nothing 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Writers tell of how their families escaped 
oppression, leaving everything behind to begin a 
new life in America. 
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Susan Kolker 
EL CAMINO-RESEDA CAS 

 
 

Mamma’s Life as Told to Me... 
Italy/USA 

 
 My mother and I enjoyed a heartwarming and intimate 
relationship. On the many occasions we were alone, our conversations 
would focus on stories of her life experiences.  It is now my honor to 
share some of those memories with you. 
 On November 25, 1888 a baby girl is born in the little 
mountain village of San Fele, Italy, in the heart of the Apennine 
mountains. These are the same Apennines which run from the 
northern plains of Italy down into the island of Sicily, therefore, 
earning the name of “The Backbone of Italy.” The girl named 

Filomena is born to Angelina and Michele Sperduto, Filomena being my mother and Angelina 
and Michele my grandparents. Michele is the town butcher, and Angelina is what every woman 
in that era is -- a wife, a mother, a housekeeper, a cook and child bearer. The stories my mother 
recounts about my grandfather’s work as a butcher are startling to me, but the one I remember 
best follows: 
 “My father was highly regarded in our town, because he was the only one who knew how 
to slaughter the animals brought in from the hunt,” said Filomena to me.  I was then about ten 
years old. 
 “But what does that mean, Mamma, slaughter?”  
 “It means that he would cut the animal open, clean out its innards and chop up the carcass 
into different pieces of meat for cooking.” 
 “You mean into chopped meat?” 
 “Yes, that and other cuts like steaks, chops, but what was most exciting was what was 
done with the blood.” 
 “The blood!!!  What blood?” I gasped. I do not think of blood as being a part of the 
dissection of an animal.  
 And my mother, not acknowledging that she is talking about something which is 
repugnant to me replies with,  “The blood from the pig, Silly.  He would place huge vats under 
the butcher’s block which was fitted with troughs so that the blood would run into the vats. Once 
the blood was gathered, the women had the job of making blood sausage.” 
 “Ugh!” 
 Another piece of information my mother told me about her youth was equally surprising.  
And this had to do with the interchange between the men and women of her generation and of 
her ambiance. Young women were never permitted to leave the house unless there was a 
legitimate reason for doing so. They had to have a destination, they had to get there quickly and 
return home promptly - there was no meandering, no chatting with other women in the street, no 
what has come to be known as “hanging out.” If a woman were to do this, she would be 
considered having “loose morals” and an easy prey for evil, malicious gossip and unwanted 
attention by the male gender.  
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 In fact, my mother said, “And when I walk on the road, I remember to always, but always 
keep my eyes down.” 
 “Why?” 
 “Because if I were to catch, even by chance, they eye of a man, he woulda thinka I was 
looking for a relationship with him.” 
 “And,” she continued, “When women, wanna escape the heat of their houses, they go 
outside for air, and sit in their chairs facing the building. Again they do this so they no catch the 
eye of a man.” 
 Because my father was living in New York City trying to gather enough money to bring 
his wife and son to America, my mother, as previously mentioned, was one of those ladies in San 
Fele who formed part of a group called “vedovea in bianco,”  “white widows” which translates 
to women whose husbands were alive but not physically living with them. These ladies lived in a 
world whose customs included an antipathy toward women who lived without the presence and 
protection of a man. 
 An event related to me by Mamma drives home the lack of respect the village males had 
toward “white widows.”  She was confronted almost every day, on her way to church, by one 
particular man who was stalking her. 
 “I no look atta him, because a woman no raise her eyes to a man who is not her husband. 
But one day I get so mad, because when I look, he has this smile on his face, a bad smile, and I 
scream atta him, ‘Testa di cazzo, spostati e lasciami in pace o ti taglio il cuore.” which translates 
to ‘Expletive!! - move and leave me in peace or I’ll cut your heart out’. He move! And he no 
bother me no more.” 
 
 The absentee male spouses were attempting to earn and save enough resources to enable 
them to return to Italy and bring their wives and children to the U.S. Historically, we know that 
many of these men never did return, some married again and totally abandoned the wives they 
had left back in the “old country.”  We were fortunate, because my father, after nine years, did 
return to gather up his family. He took them on a cruise across the Atlantic Ocean to their new 
home in a new country. 

Susan Kolker 
 

 I was a child of the Depression who grew up in a cold water flat in New York City. My 
very early days were spent in Manhattan and after the age of six, my family which included my 
two brothers, moved to the Bronx and later to Queens. My immigrant parents had a very difficult 
and harsh life during those years. Their principal concern was to earn enough to meet the living 
expenses necessary to sustain a family of five.  I, being a child, did not knowingly “suffer” 
during the Depression, because everyone I knew was living under the same circumstances. Our 
needs were few and our pleasures came from simple, innocent activities. 
 My life, in my adult years, improved greatly. I was what was called a “late bloomer” 
meaning I went to college in my early 40s and earned Bachelor and Masters degrees. I've been 
actively involved in my community for a number of years.  When I lived in Florida I participated 
in a lot of volunteer work: I was a member of the Board and served as President of the Arts 
Council of Plant City for 2 ½ years, a Board member and tireless worker for fund raising efforts 
for a domestic violence center (The Spring of Tampa Bay), a Board member and President of the 
Friends of Bruton Memorial Library, acted and sang in fundraising productions for  Plant City 
Entertainment, was a docent at the historic Henry B. Plant Museum, and worked as a fundraiser 
for Plant City Photo Archives.  Now I am in the midst of writing my memoirs. 
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Erika Nagy 

FRANKLIN-HOLLYWOOD CAS 

 
 

Escape from Hungary, 1956 
 
 

On October the 23rd 1956, the Hungarian people rose up 
against the Soviet Occupation.   At that time I was visiting my 
mother’s cousin in Bucharest, Romania.  I was 19 years old.  For a 
few days the revolution seemed to be successful, and my parents 
took the opportunity to leave the country, while the borders were 
unguarded.  But the Russians returned with more tanks and 
vengeance, and crossing the borders again became more 
dangerous.  

I was in Bucharest, unable to get back home.  No trains went to Hungary and the roads 
were closed.  I was lucky to get on the first train on December 20th.  Arriving in Budapest was a 
shocking experience.  Many buildings had been destroyed, and there was general chaos.  

My parents left a message with my aunt that they had left Budapest with my sister and 
brother a week ago.  There was no news as to their whereabouts.  They left me some money to 
hire a guide to help me cross the border.  I was introduced to Maria who also was leaving 
Hungary.   

We went by train together to meet a gentleman who was familiar with the zigzag 
Hungarian border.  We had to pay him up-front. 
 The next morning we started our long walk in the knee high virgin snow with no proper 
shoes or clothing!  After an entire day with no food or water, catching colds, and a strange 
feeling we were walking around in circles, our guide found a small house in the middle of 
nowhere.  We knocked on the door.  A timid old couple let us in, offered us hot tea, and even 
gave up their bed, tucking Maria and me in.  We were wet and very cold and frightened, but 
thankful.  Our guide promised to be back first thing in the morning.  

Instead the next morning, at about 10 a.m., a different guide came in dressed in his 
underwear on top of his outfit, all white.   

We giggled, “Look at this crazy man.”   
“Why are you laughing?” he said.  “You know snow is white.  I am practically invisible.  

I am shortly leaving for Austria.  You girls want to join me?”   
“We don’t have any money.”   
He replied, “It doesn’t matter.”  
We walked for hours.  Sometimes we had to drop down on the snow because we heard 

shooting, and did not know from where it came.  One time some men close by shouted 
something in Russian.  We really got scared.  When we arrived in Austria my light beige coat 
was dirty from the mud.  

We finally saw a German sign: “Achtung.”  Oh my God, we are finally in Austria!  Maria 
and I sat down on the side of the road.  We were too tired to take another step!!! 
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Our guide stopped a passing auto.  It was driven by a doctor who was heading our way to 
visit his mother.   

Our guide pleaded, “These young women are dead tired and have not eaten all day.”  
The doctor reluctantly agreed to take us to Podensdorf where our guide had friends.  I am 

sorry, that for all his help and kindness I do not remember our guide’s name.  I was never good 
with names even at age 19. 

We finally came to a very tiny house.  Inside a family was busy with their holiday 
cooking and baking.   

They were very hospitable to us, “What can we do for you?”  
I asked, “Could we possibly wash our selves?”  
“Jawohl, naturlich!” they responded.  
“Where can we do it?  In that nice hallway?”   
Everybody was walking through non-stop.   
“May we have a blanket or a big towel?”   
First Mary washed herself in a lavoir, with nice warm water and soap, while I held the 

towel around her for some privacy.  Then we got clean water, another towel, and she held towel 
around me.  
 We then were seated around a table with delicious food in a lovely warm kitchen.  We 
were starved and could not wait to eat the delicious smelling sauerbraten with cabbage, topped 
with sour cream, and had cups of hot tea.  Later we got some home baked strudel and ate so 
much we could hardly move.  Soon after supper, they lit the white Christmas candles on a nicely 
adorned tree.  We sang, “Oh Tannenbaum” and “Stille Nacht.”   

“Could you sing us some Hungarian Christmas songs?” they pleaded.   
We were delighted to oblige.  
They showed us to the next room where the only bed was.  They all slept in it, and kindly 

invited us to join them.  The house, being tiny meant that there was no place for extra people.  
Our guide announced, “I know a nice little pension.  You girls are my guests, if you will 

join me.”   
 We arrived at the pension.  Our room had two beds, nice, clean sheets, down pillows and 
down blankets.  Being exhausted, we fell asleep quickly.   

I awoke suddenly.  In the other bed our guide was having trouble breathing.  He asked for 
water.  I got up and brought him some.   

In a few minutes he felt a little better and apologized, “I am an epileptic.  The seizures 
usually happen suddenly.  I want you to hold my wrist tight and sing for me.  Then I may not 
have another episode.”   

I did as asked.  I sang the rest of the night Christmas songs I had learned from my 
German nanny.  Apparently it helped, to our great relief.  

Next morning he said, “I am taking the train to Vienna.  I hope you will come with me!” 
“Remember, we have no money,” we said.  I had 100 Florins left, definitely not enough 

for the train ride.   
“It does not matter,” he answered.   
We had a comfortable ride on a clean and warm train, looking forward to being in 

Vienna.   
When we got off the train, I suggested, “Let’s go to the police station where I can find out 

about my family.”  
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But the station was closed for the next three days, due to Christmas.  “Froehliche 
Weihnachten!” (Merry Christmas) somebody shouted.   

Luckily I had an address of a nice young couple I had met in Hungary about a year 
before.  

“Well, when you are in Vienna, look us up,” they had invited me. 
I had kept their address.  “Please let’s stop at a candy store!  They have 2 little children.  I 

do not want to go empty-handed on Christmas day,” I pleaded.   
“Sure, we will wait for you outside,” my companions replied.   
I was able to buy 2 small packets of chocolate with my last 100 florins.   
Next to me stood a lady looking me up and down scornfully.  She scolded, “Your light 

coat is filthy.  Why don’t you bring it to the cleaner?  It is shameful to walk around like this, 
especially on a holiday.”   

“I am sorry,” I said, and blushed deeply.  Hurt and embarrassed I explained, “It is very 
cold, and I don’t have another coat.”   

“Where are you from?” she asked.   
“Budapest, Hungary,” I answered.  
“I have something for you,” she replied. 
She got in the car with a chauffeur, and me and my two waiting friends.  
Arriving at her house, she said, “Come with me,”  
We left my friends waiting in the car.  She went to the kitchen, ordering the maids to 

make me a sandwich and coffee.  Then she took me to her very elegant bedroom, and reached in 
her closet and gave me a duffel coat.  “Enjoy it, and take the other to the cleaner!” she ordered.  

“Danke vielmals,” I stammered.  “May I have your name?”   
“Not necessary,” she dismissed me saying. “Now go on your merry way. “Froehliche 

Weihnachten!” 
We were driven to the address of my Viennese friends, thanked the driver and rang the 

doorbell.  The couple invited us to stay and wanted to reimburse our guide who had taken us 
across the border but he refused to take the money.  He finally accepted a bottle of wine as a 
present for a merry Christmas I will never forget. 

On December 27th Maria and I went back to the police station to find out about my 
family.  It was very crowded with Hungarian refugees.   

All of a sudden my 12-year-old brother with my dad appeared with a huge happy yell, 
“Oh Maijo.  This is the best belated Christmas gift to find you!!!” 
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Elsie Haig 
WESTSIDE CAS 

 
My Armenian Family Begins Again  

in America 
Turkey/America 

 
 A life story such as mine would usually begin at the 
time of my birth but this story starts a few years before in 
order to explain the circumstances in which my parents were 
brought together. I was born in 1915 and the events that 
occurred at that time turned the world upside down for both 
my mother and father. They were never the same again and 
I, the first born, was caught up in my parent’s trauma. The 
horrific events of that time molded the pattern of my early 
formative years. 
 Four years earlier in 1911 in the south eastern interior 

of Turkey there was a small city named Aintab. This was where my story begins.  The city of 
Aintab is one of the oldest inhabited cities in the world and at one time was part of the Armenian 
Kingdom. During the time of the Ottoman Empire, there were two Armenian families living not 
far from one another.  My mother’s parents, Khacher and Zarouhi Nassanian lived on a street 
named Irahan Soghak which translates to Basil Street. The parents of my father, Manoug and 
Eliza Phillipbosian lived on the same street and they were friends with the Nassanian family. 

For a number of years there had been unrest between the Turkish Muslims and Armenian 
Christian inhabitants who lived in Turkey. These events were visible in the towns and villages 
across the country where the Turks and Armenians lived next to one another.  Many of the 
inhabitants in Aintab, Turks and Armenians alike were friendly to one another and some had 
established lasting friendships. Then the Government in Aintab created sanctions on the 
Armenian population that required they speak only Turkish while in public places.  They were 
not allowed to speak the Armenian language anymore while in public. If they were caught doing 
otherwise, they would be punished by imprisonment or worse.  The sanctions allowed the 
Armenian language to be studied in school as a second language but it could only be spoken 
within the home. 
 Troubling events and repeated unrest caused concern for many of the Armenian parents. 
They were concerned about the future and began sending their eldest children to America while 
in their teens.  It was easier for the boys to leave since they could travel unattended but it wasn’t 
so easy for the girls.  They needed to have a chaperone. So it was that my mother Osanna and her 
sister Adele, 18 months younger, were scheduled to go to America with their widowed 
grandmother, Nusia Kaljian, as chaperone.  They left behind two young brothers, George and 
Albert, as well as a younger sister, Neuritza.  Osanna begged to have her brothers make the trip 
with her and Adele but their mother, Zarouhi, wept and said “How can I allow nearly all my 
children leaving me at once?  It will break my heart.  Get established and save your money and 
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we will come later.” The two girls made plans to go to America with their grandmother and their 
brothers remained behind with their youngest sister Neuritza. 
 There was another young girl from Aintab named Jemila Boyajian who was betrothed to 
Grandmother Nusia’s brother, Armenag Mahseregian. Armenag was already living and working 
in America. Jemila was what they called a “picture bride.”  She had been selected by Armenag to 
be his wife after seeing a picture from her. There were very few young, unmarried Armenian 
girls in America and this type of marriage arrangement was fairly common in those years.  So it 
worked out that Jemila joined the group traveling to America from Aintab, Turkey in 1911. The 
departure was bittersweet and a mixture of clinging hugs, tearful kisses and wails of anguish.  
Who knew if and when they would ever see each other again?  The hope of a new life with 
greater opportunity and freedom for their children gave Khacher and Zarouhi Nassanian the 
assurance they were making the right decision.  The pain of separation was a hard choice to bear, 
but after much prayer they made what they felt was the right decision. 
 After a long trip, the party of four women from Aintab made their way to Marseilles, 
France where they would cross the Atlantic Ocean on their trip to America. The journey by ship 
across the Atlantic took several weeks. It was certainly not what you would call a cruise for 
Osanna, Adele and Grandma Nusia and Jemila. They were traveling immigrant class.  There was 
no cabin and the group from Aintab were huddled together in a confined space on the lower 
decks. The ship had so many passengers that some were even berthed in steerage.  Osanna and 
her party had no fancy luggage and their possessions were packed in bundles or large bags.  The 
main items of value they brought were handmade wool rugs and delicate laces that the young 
girls learned to make at a tender age.  I have never seen more beautiful laces than those I 
inherited from my mother, even when I traveled the world and searched for them as an item of 
interest. 
 The group disembarked at Ellis Island, an overcrowded facility where millions of 
immigrants entered the country between 1892 and 1954.  Up to 1920 no visas or passports were 
required so the family entered legally by the quota system from their country.  However, since 
there was no one sponsoring them there were no government social services available.  No one 
was responsible for their welfare or cared if they succeeded or failed, or even if they stayed or 
left, lived or died.  They only had each other to turn to and so they shared what little they had; 
the room they lived in, the food they ate and the small amount of money in their pockets.  If they 
had five dollars between them they would be considered wealthy.  Most immigrants did not 
know the English language and the employees at Ellis Island filling out their entry applications 
often misunderstood the foreign names.  Many were registered with entirely different names and 
were unable to change them and so they used their new names indefinitely.   
 Osanna, Adele and Grandma Nusia (Lucy) easily passed their brief customs and health 
exams, but Jemila was held back. She was not allowed to enter the country until she was 
officially married.  Armenag Mahseregian, the prospective bridegroom, frantically sought an 
ordained minister on short notice to perform the wedding ceremony. It finally took place on 
Labor Day in September, l911.  There was no wedding cake, reception or fanfare but the couple 
was finally allowed to leave Ellis Island.  
 Since Armenag was more or less established, he advised Adele and Osanna that the 
Arrow Shirt and Collar Company in Troy, New York was hiring on the spot. Adele and Osanna 
were both excellent seamstresses and began working immediately at the factory. After briefly 
sharing accommodations with some kind people, they found their own place to live with 
Grandma Nusia keeping house and preparing meals.  About a year later they moved to New 
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York City and worked in a more select workshop making high end children’s clothing that were 
sold in fine shops. 
 In the meantime, Dickran Phillipbosian, arrived alone at Ellis Island. Eagerly clasping the 
handsome sum of five dollars in his pocket, he made his way to Philadelphia, Pennsylvania 
where he knew a small group of young men from back home. They banded together for strength 
and support.  It’s hard to imagine being in a strange land and struggling to learn English.  Not 
knowing the language prevented many of them from getting jobs.  Whatever trade they had 
learned back home became the guideline to make a living.  Dicran had interned to be a tailor 
while in Turkey, so he opened a shop at 52nd Street and Baltimore.  He put up a sign on his shop 
and abbreviated his last name Phillipbosian to read; “PHILLIPS the TAILOR.”  He also cleaned 
and pressed clothes, did alterations and made new garments.  Ever since that time the family has 
been using the name Phillips and this has been tradition for more than a hundred years.  For a 
note of clarification, Armenian names usually end with “ian” or “yan” which means “family of.” 
It’s a good way to identify, but even though we have modified our true last name, our heart has 
not changed its loyalty to the Armenian people or our homeland in Turkey. 
 Dickran worked long, hard hours because that was the requirement for success in 
operating a small business. His establishment gradually achieved success, but it was too much 
for Dickran to come home tired to an empty room and to worry about his food and other needs.  
He had no mother or other family members to turn to so he decided to seek a wife, someone from 
his own background. There were very few prospects, but many weekends he tried.  First he went 
to Troy, where there was one prospect.  It didn’t work out.  Then he heard about the two sisters 
from Aintab working in New York City who were the daughters of his parent’s neighbors.  He 
was finally able to meet with them and was attracted to the older daughter Osanna, the fairer of 
the two sisters. She wasn’t a typical looking Armenian girl as she had blond hair and blue eyes. 
She had a sweet disposition, almost cherubic, and it was easy to see how Dickran fell for her soft 
appeal.  They were married on June 18, 1914. The wedding was held in Jemila and Armenag’s 
living room in Troy, N.Y. The young couple, both just 20 years old, then went back to 
Philadelphia to the small bungalow Dickran had rented on Dearborn Street. There was no 
thought of the newlyweds taking a honeymoon.  The tailor shop had to be open on Monday 
morning.   

The months flew by quickly and their business continued to flourish. But the joys of 
Dickran and Osanna’s first Christmas had barely faded when the fateful year of 1915 began.  The 
First World War began and a group called the Young Turks had organized an intricate and 
dreadful plan to annihilate an entire nation of people that were living throughout the towns and 
cities in Turkey. The Armenians were an industrious, cultured and progressive people.  Being 
anxious to succeed, they were moving forward in many fields of endeavor.  Instead of 
welcoming their contribution to the country, the Young Turks became jealous and viewed the 
Armenians as a threat.  It became the first Genocide of the Twentieth Century. The goal of the 
Young Turks was to completely destroy the Armenians and exterminate their race, but a small 
segment of the population survived. Every person who lived through the Genocide has a 
horrendous tale to tell.   

Twenty five years after the Armenian Genocide, when Hitler rose to power and revealed 
his plans to destroy the nation of Jews, he was told by his generals that it could not be done.  
History books often refer to his response which has become an infamous quote, “Who, after all, 
speaks today of the extermination of the Armenians?”   
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If the world had come to the aid of the helpless Armenians, it is likely that the Holocaust 
and future genocides would not be happening today. It was unfortunate that the great powers of 
the day, the Americans, the British, the French and other nations stood by watching and were not 
able to act.  To this day the United States, for political reasons, is still unable to denounce the 
Turkish government and the Turks are unwilling to acknowledge that the Armenian Genocide 
ever took place. They spend untold amounts of money to delete facts from the history books and 
are in complete denial that the Genocide ever took place.   

Henry Morgenthau was the United States Ambassador to the Ottoman Empire during the 
time of the Armenian Genocide. A German Jew, Morgenthau was a witness to the atrocities and 
deportations of Armenians in Turkey and sent numerous reports to Washington. The 
accumulating evidence led him to cable the Department of State that “a campaign of race 
extermination is in progress.” In 1918 he published a memoir of his years in Turkey titled 
Ambassador Morgenthau’s Story. In one chapter he described the treatment of the Armenians as 
a “cold-blooded, calculating state policy.”  His testimony plus those of countless others are still 
ignored after the last 93 years.  While the Jewish Holocaust has been acknowledged worldwide 
and the German government has apologized for their actions during WWII, Armenians have 
received nothing but frustration and continued denial from the Turkish government concerning 
their actions during WWI.  
 So it was that my parents lost most their entire family during the Armenian Genocide. 
Their parents, siblings and extended relatives were all killed and gone forever.  Could my mother 
and father ever get over their loss?  Would they ever be able to forget?  It was with broken hearts 
they learned they were about to have their first child and I was born in Philadelphia on the 11th 
day of August, 1915.     
 

Elsie Haig 
 

I was born in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, in 1915.  In 1921 my parents moved to 
California, where I received all my education.  I was a devoted student and aimed for a college 
degree.  It was my passion to be an English teacher and even do some writing.  After my 
freshman year at UCLA my dream came to an end due to the Great Depression and my father’s 
insistence that he needed me in the family business, PHILLIPS CLOTHIERS.  After nearly a 
decade in the business I married and left the store.  My husband, K. Haig (aka Haig Kashishian) 
and I raised three children together.  After a successful 35 year engineering career with Bechtel 
Corp., my husband retired and we enjoyed worldwide travels and also volunteer work with 
charitable organizations.  Shortly after celebrating 50 years together I suddenly became a 
widow.  Looking back, my life has been one of service to others. For my children, I’ve been 
involved in P.T.A., Boy Scouts, Girl Scouts, Job’s Daughters, and Rainbow Girls.  I’ve also held 
offices  in Junior League of Armenian General Benevolent Union, Christian Endeavor of Church 
Groups, and of Daughters of Vartan. I held office with Forest Home Auxiliary of First 
Presbyterian Church of Hollywood in various capacities including raising funds for summer 
camp scholarships.  In my senior years I studied and learned to use a computer, attend bible 
classes once a week, take aerobics and gym 3 times a week , creative & life story classes, drive a 
car, established a charitable family foundation, entertain guests for lunch as often as I can, stay 
active and involved with family and friends.  I am grateful and thankful for my health and ability 
to lead an independent and normal life. 
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Jeanette Shelburne 
 

Voting Day 
Hungary/USA 

 
I park my car in front of the little white garage with the flag in 

front.  Why am I wasting my time with this local election?  I can 
either vote for Candidate Bad or Candidate Worse.  
 I step out of the car and walk up the sidewalk.  Other 
people are walking toward the polling place.  For some reason I 
want to hurry.  To rush – for what? 
 Ahead of me waves the little hardware store flag. “What so 
proudly we hailed at the twilight’s last gleaming…”  My heart 

leaps to my throat and tears well in my eyes.  I’m embarrassed by this sudden rush of emotion.  
“The rockets’ red glare, the bombs bursting in air.”  Poof.  My cynicism and cleverness have 
been blown away by an explosion of pure cornball patriotism. 
 As I line up outside the polling place, I muse, “This is for you Nanny.”  I can see my 
great-grandmother staring out a dingy window as an El Train roars by.  I can feel her loneliness 
and fear, wondering if she made the right choice to stay in America with her five kids while her 
husband went back to Hungary. 
 I remember my mother telling me stories about Nanny.  Mom always called her “Nanny 
Fanny Felson” and we girls always giggled at her name. And then there was the fact that she was 
originally from Transylvania! 
 “I come from Trahn-syl-vay-nea,” I’d mock, “I ahm Drah-cula!” 
 Mom explained, “Yes, that’s where the Dracula stories are from, but actually, 
Transylvania is a very rich strip of land between Hungary and Romania – it’s very desirable.  
Throughout history, whoever won the last war claimed Transylvania.  At that time it belonged to 
Romania. 

Mom continued, “Fanny 
(Fannush) came from a strict 
Jewish Family, the Brauns.  
They had chosen a suitable 
husband for her but she fell in 
love with someone else.  That 
was your great-grandfather, 
Bernard (Baruch) Felson.  He 
was a Hungarian singer – very 
talented, very temperamental.  
Her parents forbade the 
marriage, so one night Fanny 
ran away and married Bernard.  
It was a big scandal, but 
eventually they forgave her.  

Bernard became a cantor.  He had a beautiful voice and was famous in Hungary.  They had five 
children and in time, they decided to seek a better life in America,” Mom said. 
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I remember a photo of the whole Braun family gathered together just before the Felsons left 
for America.  Fanny gazes straight at the camera, strong and determined, holding a child around 
her waist.  Like a tree of life.  Bernard is hanging back – his huge dark eyes look distant and 
secretive.  The rest of their five children are interspersed between the relatives.  In the photo, my 
grandmother Mary (Mariska), an innocent-looking child of about six, leans toward Rachel, my 
great-great grandmother.  Rachel rests her big, wrinkled hand over Mary’s little hand, gently like 
a soft faded flower.  Her eyes are sweet and sensitive.  I imagined my Grandma Mary loved her 
Grandma Rachel and was sad to leave her.  

Mom had continued her story, “They lived in America, but Bernard hated it.  He was proud 
and couldn’t stand starting at the bottom as an immigrant.  Eventually he had a hysterical 
reaction and lost his voice.  The people at his temple took pity on him and gave him a job as a 
groundskeeper, but he felt this work was beneath him.  He announced he was moving back to 
Hungary.   

Fanny thought the family should stay in America.  So eventually, Bernard just abandoned his 
family and left for the Old Country.   He never did get his voice back but stayed in Hungary for 
the rest of his life.   

Meanwhile Fanny worked in a sweatshop to support her five children.  There was no such 
thing as welfare back then.  And no one in her family could afford to help her.  In the sweatshop, 
the workers were paid by the piece, so Fanny became the fastest worker.  The other seamstresses 
got mad at her because now they were expected to work as hard.   

Fanny had to work like this until her children grew up.  “Actually,” said 
Mom. “She moved in with my parents after they were married.  So she was 
like the third parent to me.  She was a fantastic cook and that’s all she 
wanted to do. I was never allowed in the kitchen – that was her territory,” 
Mom had explained. 

I remember my great-grandmother, Nanny Fanny Felson when I was a 
little girl.  She was very short, had a tight gray bun, wore black shawls, and 
black lace-up heels.  She was nice and was always fussing and skittering 
around like a nervous pigeon with a thick Yiddish accent.  It’s hard to 
reconcile that impression with that straight-backed determined young woman in the photograph.  
But she was all that – and more than I can ever imagine.   

Now it’s my turn to vote.  I proudly state my name and take the ballot.  I enter the tiny booth 
and line up the ballot.  As I punch a hole next to the name of Candidate Bad, I think, “Well, 
Fanny at least we have a choice – even if it’s between Bad and Worse.  If you had gone back to 
Hungary the whole family would have been killed by Hitler.   
 I step out of the booth and slide my ballot into the box.   The volunteer gives me an “I 
voted” sticker.  I peel off the back and stick it on my shirt.  I feel really free here in this polling 
place.  Here is where we choose our leaders.  There are no police dogs, no tanks in the street.  
 Once again, I feel young Fanny, staring out the dingy tenement window, alone, scared 
and hungry.   

I imagine I can talk to her and she can hear me across the years.  “Yes, Nanny – you were 
right.”  I hope she can somehow hear me and she is comforted. 
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The Adventures of Grandma Frieda 

Germany/USA 
 
 “How was school today?” Mom asks my sister, Gilda. 
 “Leave me alone,” mumbles Gilda, heading for her room.  Every day Gilda sleeps off the 
horrors of high school until dinnertime.  Then she stays up until 2 or 3 a.m., reading. 
 “I used to feel ugly and shy too, just like Gilda when I was her age,” says Mom.  I wish I 
knew how to help you girls to be confident.” 
 Gilda’s 14 and I’m 11.  I’m not having as bad a time as she is, but I’m terrible at sports, 
so none of the popular girls like me.  Every day I have to face being picked last on teams. 
 Mom says, “There’s no reason for you girls to be shy – you’re pretty and sweet and 
smart; knock on wood it shouldn’t hear me.”  Mom knocks on the wood divider above the 
breakfast counter.   
 I stare at the knots of wood.  Mom always knocks on wood and says, “Knock on wood it 
shouldn’t hear me,” whenever she mentions something good.  Is there really some kind of bad 
luck spirit watching everything she says?  Something to do with wood and trees?  I think of the 
trees in Hungary and Russia where Mom’s family is from.  I get a feeling of 
nervousness, like something bad is going to happen whenever anything goes 
well.  Mom is always worrying about everything. 
 Mom says, “I wish your Grandma Frieda was still alive.  She’d know 
how to help you girls have confidence.  After I moved out 
to California with your dad I got really close with her.  
She was like a breath of fresh air, after the way I grew up.  
She used to tease me that I grew up in a Jewish nunnery,” 
laughs Mom.  

 “Frieda told me she had a wonderful time as a 
teenager living in Germany. That was in the 1910s, 
before Hitler came to power.  Back then, the Jews in 
Germany were very patriotic.  They thought Germany 
was the center of the world.  Grandma Frieda’s family 
was wealthy and they lived in Kassel, in the center of 
Germany.  It’s really beautiful there with forests, lakes 
and castles.  Frieda said that in the summer there were 
many fancy balls.  A lot of German officers were 
stationed nearby and she and her sisters danced and 

flirted with them all summer,” says Mom. 
 I’ve seen old pictures of Grandma Frieda and her sisters in Germany, obviously taken by 
professional photographers.  Berta, leaning over a pretty table cloth with a sweet, crooked smile, 
a close up of Emma with a strange dreamy look in her eyes, holding a cat to her cheek.  Then 
there are the dress-up pictures, satin gowns, and furs, posed like movie stars.  They always look 
so intelligent, fun loving and graceful.  Like they’re walking on air.   

 

Mom & Frieda 
clowning around—
1950s 
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My dad has that attitude too.  Like -- “I’m so gorgeous, I’m so cool, I don’t need to advertise 
it.”  He reminds me of Perry Como and Dean Martin. 
 Mom goes on, “Then, one year, Frieda’s American cousin, Michael came to visit.  He 
was touring Europe as part of a Vaudeville company.  Michael was a trapeze artist and also did a 
comedy routine. The whole Eichwald family came to see Michael perform one night.  Can you 
imagine how different and exciting he must have seemed to Frieda?  She had been brought up in 
a formal European family.  Her father, Max, was 
one of those strict, Germanic fathers you don’t say 
no to.  Frieda’s life had always been sheltered.   

“So here was this gorgeous, daring acrobat 
from America living a free, adventurous life.  She 
fell in love immediately.  Michael was also smitten 
with his beautiful, classy European cousin.  And 
I’ll bet the fact that she was a sheltered and 
innocent cousin-from-the-Old Country appealed to 
him, too.  Even though Michael had grown up in 
America, deep down, he still had that authoritarian 
German male attitude.  Your father’s the same 
way.” 

I know what Mom means.  Daddy’s usually nice, but sometimes he can be really strict.  
No one dares argue when he’s like that.   

Mom goes on, “Well, they got married immediately and she went back to America with 
him.  It must have been so hard for her, leaving her family and setting off for a new country.  She 
didn’t even speak a word of English!  But Frieda made friends with everyone in the vaudeville 
company and got them to help her learn English.  She learned really fast.  That’s how your 
Grandma was! 

“And she loved her new life.  They traveled all over the U.S.  Frieda took pictures of all 
the places they performed.   
 “But that wasn’t enough for Frieda.  Soon she wanted to be in the show too.  But Michael 
suddenly turned into the Germanic husband, ‘No wife of mine is going to wear tights and show 

Berta 1920s Emma 1913 
My father, Charles 

during WWII 
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her legs like that for the public!’  She begged and reasoned and sweet-talked him, but he 
wouldn’t budge. 
 “Grandma wasn’t one to give up.  She got Michael’s acrobatic partner on her side.  And 
for a whole year, in secret, he trained her to perform on the flying rings.  Can you imagine how 
hard that must have been to pull off without Michael knowing?  But she did it.   

“Then, one night, during a performance, Michael got ready to swing over to his partner, 
and instead, there was your Grandma Frieda!   He must have been really shocked, but what could 
he do?  The audience was there—the show must go on!  He had to let her catch him and she did 
it perfectly.  They completed the whole act together and the audience loved it.  I’ll bet he was 
furious at having been tricked, but he must have also been impressed by her chutzpah and her 
ability.  Plus, probably everyone in the company was on her side.  So Grandma got her way and 

joined the act.  She and Michael 
performed together for many years.   

 
 
 

 
 “Isn’t that amazing?” says Mom. 
 It is amazing, I think.  I remember 
Grandma Frieda, winking and laughing 
and playing practical jokes and always 
getting her way.  And everyone loved her 
too.  She died last year and I really miss 
her. 

 Mom says, “I just wish she was still alive and could help you girls be confident.  She 
knew how.” 

I wish I knew how, too, I think.  I could never imagine being a trapeze artist.  I used to 
love climbing the jungle gym when I was a little kid, and Mom said I climbed up on the roof 
when I was two, but I’d be too afraid to do that now.  When we play volleyball at school, I 
always worry the ball is going to hit me.  But maybe I do have a little of Grandma Frieda in me. 

 
Jeanette Shelburne 

 
Well, I’m the teacher of all these wonderful writers and I’m deeply privileged to share in 

their lives and help them write their life stories.  I teach them to remember, write, and speak 
clearly and they teach me the secret of a long, happy life.  They are my role models.  Here are 
their “million dollar secrets:” See the glass as half full, keep learning new things, take care of 
your health, stay connected to family and friends and cultivate a good sense of humor.    

I was born in Los Angeles in 1950, graduated from UCLA and married in 1972.  We have 
two children, Ramona, a columnist for ESPN and Marshall, a financial analyst for Bank of 
America.  I recently gained a wonderful son-in-law, Nevin and look forward to being a “Bubbie” 
some day.  My husband, Jim is a continuation high school teacher for LAUSD.  I was teacher at 
Harvard-Westlake School for 7 years, then a writer for children’s television animation programs 
for 5 years.  I’ve been teaching Life Story Writing, Screenwriting, Yoga and Tai Chi for 
LAUSD’s Program for Older Adults for 10 years.  I enjoy my own study and practice of Yoga 
and Tai Chi and researching and writing about family genealogy. 

Vaudeville 1920s: 
Grandpa Michael as a Charlie Chaplin type 

character and Grandma Frieda showing off her legs 
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Fanny Behmoiras 
EL CAMINO-RESEDA CAS 

 
 

Leaving…Everyone is Leaving 
Cuba/USA 

 
 
“Sam, Luba says that her friends Rosita and Sarita 

escaped Havana yesterday with their families.” 
 It is August 1960.  This is the established dialogue 
every evening after Sam returns from Instituto Biologico 
Cubano where he works as the director.  He doesn’t want 
to hear about it but I am relentless. 

 “Please Feiguele, not now.  I am so hot.  A merciless sun bombarded me through the car 
window.  Let me cool off before you begin firing on me.” 
 Slowly, after dinner I bring in the conversation about a neighbor we know.  “Sam, 
remember the Gold family?  They left; their apartment was ransacked by the militia.” 
 Friends and acquaintances have been vanishing one after the other.  They keep their 
getaway a secret, only telling very close friends.  Most leave for the United States, some to other 
countries where they have family or where they can obtain a visa.  Mama and Luba phone day 
and night to let us know who in their group of friends have fled Havana.  
 My friend Nina says, “Fanny, remember my Aunt Renee?” 
 Those words are enough for me.  I understand. There is no need to explain or speak in 
code. 
 “Sam, Aunt Clara’s sister and brother’s family are gone.”  Sam looks at me annoyed. 
 “Feiguele, if all you have to talk about is who left or who is leaving the country, please 
save the information or space it out.” 
 “Sam, what should our discussion be, how peaceful life has become? Or how pleasant it 
is to wait outside the market for four to five hours for one item?  This is reality and we have to be 
aware and not hide from it.  Papa says that when you witness people running, don’t ask why, but 
follow, particularly a Jew.  When you are safe then ask, “What was the hurry?”   
 Those are my father’s wise words.  I am persistent but decide to give Sam a day’s rest; if 
I continue we will have a heated argument.  Tomorrow I will attempt to convince him. 
 Shreds of a nightmare still cling to the edges of my awareness but I push them away to 
greet the morning.  I can no longer hear birds sing or see the flamboyant tree with its orange 
confetti and petals grace the blue Havana skies.  It seems to me that everyone is gone and I am 
left alone.   
 “Sam, Julia called and wants us to come over.” 
  As we take a ride to visit my friend small talk serves to grease the wheels of 
conversation.  I find it hard to wear the mask of indifference when my world is collapsing.   
While he is driving, my pulse thuds. A thought begins percolating in my mind.  In the car he can 
not escape me; I will nudge him once more.   
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“Sam, my cousins, Clarita and Frencis, left today.  How dreadful, soon after they lost 
their mother, Aunt Ida, they have to separate from Uncle Jacobo.” 

“Feiguele, I know they are gone.  We went to see the girls a week ago and you have been 
telling me for three weeks that they were soon escaping.  I know math.  Please, I don’t want to 

hear about it again.” 
As if I am hard of hearing I carry on, “Clarita is 

seventeen and Frencis is twelve, can you imagine them in 
a strange land going to an aunt they never met?  Sam, 
think about it.  It’s hard to live surrounded by empty 
homes once filled with people we love.  What do you 
think I talk about with our parents?” 

Dead silence floats in the air wrapping me in it. 
But my ears hear the militia’s slogans: Cuba si, Yankees 

no, Arriba abajo los Yankees son guanajos (up down Yankees are turkeys), Fidel seguro a los 
Yankees dales duro (Fidel daring, hit those Yankees hard).   

At Julia’s we chat amiably about The Revolution.  I guess, the warmth of a friendship 
helps warm us up inside while the chill of our uncertain destiny lingers over us. I inform her, 
“Luba and her family are leaving in September.  Sam’s brother Chony and his family are 
planning a November escape and Jaime the youngest brother in December.  My in-laws are 
leaving for Mexico looking for a business; they won’t come back.” 

Sam replies, “Feiguele, their stores, business and factories have been taken away, 
confiscated.  What did you expect them to do?  We don’t have a business to worry about.”  

“No, just our lives.” 
“I teach physics and industrial pharmacy at the University of Havana and I am a director 

of a laboratory.  Stop being afraid, no one is taking away that from us.” Sam assures me. 
A day goes by . . . I awaken and observe through the Venetian blinds the broad dense tree 

with the myriad shades of green and fiery orange flowers.  The beauty of the day does not make 
me feel any better.  

I call a taxi.  The cab driver recognizing me says, “Your sister ran away from Cuba, I see 
the government seal on her door.  When are you leaving us?” Contempt is dripping from his 
voice. He turns his face to look at me. I detect a chuckle of satisfaction at the end of his words 
while a bullet of saliva hangs on the edge of his lips with its venom dribbling. 

His language sends waves of sadness through my chest. I must answer quickly, “Señor, 
my sister is a crawling maggot but we are for La Revolucion.” I can’t believe I had to call my 
dear Luba a scum of the earth?  I voice it with such certainty that he believes me.  Suddenly, the 
fight goes out of me like air from a pricked balloon while an epidemic of fear takes over every 
limb in my body. The battle with Sam is one I will have to win.  I refuse to live with these 
mercenaries.   

In our group of friends all wives are pregnant, Julia, Nina, Rebecca including myself.  
They are all planning their escape afraid as I am that our children will be born in Cuba.  What 
will we do if the government doesn’t issue passports for our newborns?  Nina and Emilio are 
looking for asylum in Costa Rica, until they can immigrate to the United States.  Emilio, a 
Holocaust survivor came to Havana after the war.  He lost both parents in the death camps of 
Auschwitz and for a second time has to be hit with an escape. 

 In the evening I tell Sam, “Papa says that Castro may wake up one morning with a new 
law, that’s what Communists do.  Experience is what my parents lived through.  Even your 
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mother and father are listening to mine.  Your family came from Turkey and never experienced 
pogroms while mine experienced it in the shtetls.  Papa tells us to buy all the gold available to 
smuggle out of the island.  When your mother heard this she went and purchased every piece of 
gold she could get her hands on.” 

I take a deep breath and look from my balcony at all the empty homes surrounding us.  
They are sealed and locked by the government.  Tears trickle down my face when I see Luba’s 
bolted home across the street from us.  Mama’s house one block away soon will be abandoned!   
G-d, what am I going to do in this hell without my dear ones?  Could you give me the right
words to persuade Sam?”

My life has become an empty runway looking at departing planes. The sound of 
good-byes rings in my ears and lingers in my soul.  Time is running fast as is my 
pregnancy.  How much longer can I wait?  When will I wave farewell to Havana from the 
window of an airplane? 

Los Realitos 
In a brutally hot Havana afternoon in November 1960, I decide to drive over to my 

father’s business.  My best friend Julia is getting married and where better to find a gift than at 
Los Realitos. 

Papa owns two stores, Becker and CIA.  It deals with hardware and it is located on Calle 
Sol 407, between Villegas and Aguacate.  Uncle Salomon, his brother-in-law, partner and friend, 
takes care of this store. My father is at Los Realitos on Calle Neptuno.  This business sells 
household items: china, silverware, pots and pans. 

I leave the suburbs of Miramar, passing through Vedado neighborhood with its colonial 
mansions to the beautiful Malecon, a stretch of coastline along the north shore of Cuba in the city 
of Havana.   

This circular route takes me through the labyrinth of dusty narrow streets.  For most of 
his life Papa uses this path four times a day.  The traffic is heavy.  Flies buzz in the blast-furnace 
heat of the open window.  I park at the curb and slide my pregnant body out from behind the 
wheel.  I walk along Calle Neptuno trying, to no avail, to avoid the workmen in building sites 
wearing their short loose undershirts.  They crave for women passers-by so they can call out with 
their outrageous rhymes filled with insinuation, sometimes cute, but to me mostly repulsive. 

My father’s greatest pleasure is to see me take gifts from his store.  Of course, he never 
lets me pay for them.  There is no question about it; coming to Papa’s is like putting my hand 
into a cookie jar.  I can spend hours looking at the items he receives daily.   

“Hi Papa, did you know Julia is getting married?  I came over to find a present.” 
He responds immediately with a big smile.  “Feiguele, pick up whatever you like.” 
Looking around, I notice a set of silverware. Julia will enjoy this.  I come out of the back 

room when I see Onelia (an employee), following me.  I wonder why?  I always go to the back 
store by myself. 

“Look Feiguele, I got this pot last week.  Take it home?” 
“Thanks Papa, a month ago you gave me a similar one.  I love those glasses you brought 

me yesterday.” 
“Yes, it keeps the water real cold,” Papa assures me. 
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Mama sits at the cash register and winks at me to come over.  Lately, she swings by the 
store to help in the afternoons, I follow her twinkle.  My mother gleams, her cheeks flame while 
her hands move slowly preparing to embrace me. 

“Feiguele, today I robbed twenty dollars from the cash register, and while no one saw me 
I went to the back room and stole some silverware.  Look, I have it hidden in my pocket,” she 
says, secretively.   

“Mama, you are so brave.” 
“Oy, this week I took enough to make a four piece place setting,” she tells me biting her 

lip while her brow puckers in consternation. 
I laugh.  It isn’t strange that she is embezzling her own money and items.  These are bad 

times in Cuba.  Castro has begun demanding that employees watch where their employers’ 
merchandise and money are going.  All our belongings and cash are becoming the government’s 
property. 

I ask myself: “Why go to work daily, so we can give it all to the government for them to 
tell us what we need?” 

Papa has never missed a day’s work.  I never recall him saying, “I have a cold,” or “I am 
not going to work today.”  He certainly never has allergies, like I do.  Mama thinks that this is a 
new sickness.  Allergies and viruses did not exist in the Old Country.  My parents believe it to be 
a Cuban invention. 

Papa works from seven a.m. until noon when businesses close; everyone goes home for 
lunch and siesta until one-thirty.  Two o’clock the store reopens until six.  This is the daily 
routine. 

I pick up my gift, give my mother a kiss and pause happily at the door for a moment. 
“Bye.” 
“Feiguele, next time call me.  Don’t come in the heat.  It is hard with your pregnancy, we 

will bring over whatever you need,” Mama promises. 
“Thank you.” 
Suddenly, a strong hand grabs my arm.  I grasp for control and say, “Bye, Onelia.” 
Her body grows rigid as she barks the air out of her throat, “You didn’t pay for that 

merchandise.” 
I feel as if I had been frozen and slowly begin to thaw. “Onelia, my father never lets me 

pay for the items I take from his store,” I reply, startled while my heart begins to sink. 
Abruptly she pulls the package out of my hands.  I stand as if fastened to the floor.   
“This is not your father’s store anymore, it belongs to the people.” 
A dead silence follows . . . I look like a fish, wide-open eyes and mouth.  My tight rubber 

band of a mood snaps while my heart takes the course of a deflating balloon: flying, flapping, 
circling madly as the air rushes out landing noisily, a flimsy piece of membrane flattened on the 
floor. 

The information forced upon us takes Papa like a storm lashing at his face. It takes his 
breath away.  Onelia’s gesture catches us all by surprise.  Papa’s anger begins to fume as he 
struggles to maintain his equanimity.  He clenches his fists, feeling the mute indignation of a 
defenseless man who knows he is alone against the world.  Onelia has worked for my father for 
many years and he has helped her husband and children.  I can’t believe my ears!  Papa deals 
with everyone, whether servant or friend, gentile or Jew with humble respect.  How can she hurt 
him like this?  This is not his store any more? 
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 I look at Onelia, frightened but furious for what is happening in Cuba.  A floodgate opens 
up inside me and torrents of words want to pour out but I remain silent.  Tears glisten in my eyes. 
I avoid looking at my parents.   
 Papa’s shoulders shrug tiny jerks.  Mama follows; they clutch their faces with both hands 
and shake their heads in disbelief. 
 My dear father grabs the package roughly from Onelia almost throwing it across the room 
and gives it back to me. His sweet voice comes out stilted and broken, like a shofar unexpectedly 
cracking on the baal tokei’a (one that blows the shofar in the synagogue).  
 “Feiguele, take it don’t worry.”  He turns to my mother.  “Etel, let’s go next door for 
coffee.”  
 I take a leap out into the hot air.  Papa lights a cigarette inhales and drinks his coffee.  My 
parents who have faced every hardship in life with a smile, never afraid, today they seem lost, no 
smile not an ounce of their usual charm, they are only left with sorrow.   
 Driving back home tears slide ending on the steering wheel.  I watch the last rays of 
sunshine disappear over the rooftops, casting a pink glow above the tall buildings.  At each stop I 
look up at the sky so blue, the air so fresh and the government so corrupt. 
 In the evening Papa says to us, “I cannot exist under these conditions.  I left Russia when 
I was eighteen-years-old and today at fifty-five, I will do it again.  I refuse to live under these 
Communists!” 
 My father worked for thirty-seven-years in Cuba.  A lifetime.  In a blink of an eye he 
leaves what he built in that existence. 
 “Papa, you are a courageous man.”   
 I stare at the last item I will ever receive from Los Realitos . . . 
 Days later my father leaves for the United States with a heavy heart.  For a month he 
looks for work in Miami.  Papa’s employees think that he went on a buying trip for the 
December holiday.  He returns once more for “Los Reyes Magos” (January 6th Cuba’s Christmas 
Day), leaving for the last time with the profit he stole from his own store.   
 “Papa, after all you got your revenge.” 
 
 

Erev (eve of) Departure Day 
 
 If all goes well, tomorrow we will be exiled but free. 
 Last thoughts flash through my mind as I pack our few belongings with the hope that we 
will be permitted to take them with us. 
 It is erev (the eve of) our departure day, January 9, 1961, for Sam and me a day of 
darkness, a day of closure.  With G-d’s help tomorrow will be a day of beginnings. 
 We are the last of our family to escape Cuba.  In September 1960 my sister Luba left, 
followed by Sam’s two brothers, then his parents.  My parents left January 5th, four days ago.  
Only Aunt Clara and Uncle Salomon are left behind in Cuba. 
 “Sam, can I take some of the dollars I have with me?” 
 “I warn you, Feiguele, I don’t want for a few $$$, to be caught and sent to jail.  Please 
don’t do it.  Where did you get those dollars from?” 
 “Papa brought them from his store.  Sometimes the tourists paid him with dollars and he 
saved them for me.” 
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A thought comes to my mind.  I know money can’t buy us health or happiness, but it sure 
can buy us a meal, or something urgently needed.  After all, I am going to deliver our baby in a 
few weeks.  I look at Sam and wonder:  Should I do it?  Will I be caught?  Will I cause harm to 
my family?  I try to find an answer.  G-d, what should I do?  A voice inside me says quietly in 
my ear, “You can do it.” 

Before Papa left Cuba for Miami he gave me several hundred-dollar bills.  I hid them in 
the house.  I sit and think.  I am not leaving what Papa saved for me.  My mind is working 
double-time pondering:  we can take our cash, or leave it with friends.   It will put them in 
danger, since anything that has to do with money is against the law, like owning it. 

I make my decision.  I am going to become Mata-Hari. 
I will sew some dollars in several of my belts.  I take off the facing and, lo and behold, I 

get the courage and it is done.  Wow, this is surely a good hiding place. 
I return to the room where Sam is packing wearing a grin on my face.  It suddenly 

disappears when I look him in the eyes.  Oy vey, this is not a grinning matter.  If I’m caught it 
will cause problems.  But I come from a generation of refugees.  This was my parents’ second 
time running towards freedom, and Papa taught me all the tricks in the book.  Sam’s family came 
from Turkey and Greece.  They never went through persecution like the Russian Jews did.  It’s 
not innate to them.  I must try. 

Castro wins, my home, possessions I have to abandon.  Sam’s hard-earned money stays, 
but Papa’s dollars are traveling with me.  I continue sewing $100 bills in the hem of my jacket.  
It’s stiff, no one will find it. 

I close my eyes for a few seconds.  I open them fast; I can’t afford to be in the dark.  I 
want to remember my home; look at what is mine today, because tomorrow it will be gone.  I am 
running out of time. 

The doorbell rings, Sam and I jump. 
“Sam, it’s the housekeeper.” 
We both stand locked in the grip of fear.  In our panic we forgot she returns every 

Monday evening.  She cannot be permitted into the house.  If the housekeeper sees the packing 
she is going to tell the authorities that we are leaving.  That will be the end of our Tuesday 
morning trip.   

“Go hide, Feiguele, I will open the door in the kitchen so she doesn’t see you or what’s 
going on in the house.” 

Sam opens the door half-way and says, “Maria, I don’t have time right now.  Senora 
Fanny is in the hospital delivering the baby.  I came back for a minute to get some things we 
forgot.  Please take three days off.  She will be in the hospital for five days.  There isn’t too much 
to do here.” 

Out of sight in the bedroom, I pray, “G-d, please let her leave fast.  What if she insists in 
coming in to get something from her bedroom?  If she sees how the house looks with all our 
things laying around while we are trying to pack, she will surely know.” 

“Where is Lucy [our baby]?  She asks. 
“She is with her grandparents.” 
G-d hears my prayers and I hear Sam close the door.  I feel bad for the woman but we

can’t trust anybody.  Sam will leave her the money with a note.  When they confiscate our home 
the police will find the note and who knows if she will get her pay? 

We sit and relax for a minute.  One less thing to worry about. 
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 Amidst all the chaos I notice a roll of adhesive tape. I am struck by a brilliant idea and 
my imagination flies ahead.  I start undoing the tape and realize that if I can put some bills inside 
and re-tape it.  Who could tell that there is money inside?  They are not prophets.  Yes, I do it.  I 
am not leaving Castro everything.   
 I talk to myself and then answer back.  If Sam could hear me he would say, “Feiguele, 
you are answering what you want to hear.” 
 I see Lucy’s Vaseline jar looking right at me.  I can hear it whispering in my ear, use me, 
use me!  Oh, oh, I’m going to hide my wedding ring in there.  I am not allowed to take it with 
and nobody wants to keep it for me.  I am not going to leave it for those communists.  If I lose it 
in the shuffle, I will lose it, but I am going to try.  My brain aches from making decisions, or is it 
my head?  I will throw it in my cosmetic bag.  How will those militia men know? 
 And so I go on agreeing with my thoughts. “Feiguele, I hope you choose the right 
answer.” This has been the deepest conversation I ever had with myself, and at this time, one of 
the most important. 
 As I pack some of my pointed shoes, I look at them once more with their high heels.  If I 
take some bills and crunch them real small, I can stuff them in the point of the shoes.  Who could 
tell?  Yes, I’m going to take the chance.  Something tells me that Cubans are not yet 
sophisticated in custom inspections.  Before Castro came to power Cubans never had to run or 
hide.  They’ve had a good life.  I will try.   
 Sam and I look around the house.  “Sam, I hope that in a few months when this is over 
and we come back from Florida our pictures are still hanging.  Castro can’t last more than a few 
months.  How much worse can it get?” 
 “Feiguele, when they loot the house I don’t think they will care about the photos, they 
will go for the good things.” 
 “Sam, let’s go to bed, soon it will be dawn and we need our rest.” 
 Our gaping bags sit at the front door on the floor of our chaotic home.  I give a last look 
at my beloved family pictures smiling back at me. 
 Tomorrow will be Tuesday; things will have to be right.  Mama always says that Tuesday 
is double good, and she is never wrong.  We always moved and traveled on Tuesday.  When G-d 
created Tuesday He said, Ki Tov (this is good) twice.  Maybe it is an omen for us that our escape 
will go well and as we arrive in America and ask political asylum that also will be good. 
 I have lived through the days, as if holding my breath, and now, in a few hours, my whole 
family will be reunited in America. 
 I undress, turn off the lights and go to bed.  I watch wide-eyed, the dark sky beyond the 
opened window.  I hear the murmur of the sea or is it the beat of my heart?  I lay immobile, 
staring off into an uncertain future.  The hands of the clock tick away the seconds until midnight.  
A good premonition fills my soul.  I say my prayers: O, G-d our father, if Your will is that we 
make it to freedom, take care of us, feed us, supply our needs, and make our lives easier.  Give 
us speedy relief of all our troubles. 
 Where will we sleep tomorrow night?  We will be exiled, but safe.  What does it mean to 
me to be banished from our home?  It means living where no house holds memories of our 
childhood and where we cannot visit our grandparents’ graves. 
 I say my last evening Shema in Havana, close my eyes and fall asleep hoping some day 
to see the Statue of Liberty and read the famous words by Emma Lazarus . . . Give me your tired, 
your poor, your huddled masses, yearning to breathe free. 
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Adios, Cuba, Shalom 
We sit endless hours in a crowded waiting room named by Cubans ‘The Fish Tank.’  It is 

surrounded with glass so guards can watch us from all angles as if we were criminals.  It’s hot 
and stuffy.  I feel imprisoned in this cramped space.  The locked door separates us from the 
outside world.  At moments, utter silence blankets these quarters permitting us to hear the 
uncomfortable minutes ticking away.  I gaze sadly at the drawn, anxious faces of the people 
joining us.  Children grow restless and become noisy, some even agitated.  Is it just me who can 
hear the sounds of my labored breathing?  Can the guard recognize my shivering from the 
torment and turmoil inside me?  We hear the announcement coming from the loud speaker.  
Everyone talks at once.  The intensity of the noise level increases. 

“May I have your attention please, Cubana de Aviacion announces the departure of flight 
#802, destination Miami.” 

“Sam, the wait is over,” I whisper. 
Suddenly, Sam’s eyes and mine lock our form of communication, a shared suffering. 
“Feiguele, Lucy and I are going in front of you; listen to their questions and how I 

answer.  Do as I do.” 
I agree, shaking my head up and down.  We stand in line to leave ‘The Fish Tank’ where 

we have been detained for six hours.  An official unlocks the door.  I begin to tremble and must 
sit down for a moment to control my wobbly legs while tears well up in my eyes.  From a 
window I see the airplane.  I watch families leaning against the glass wall to get one more 
glimpse at their loved ones. 

“Feiguele, Feiguele,” my Aunt Clara waves through the glass door. 
I wave back, but the pain of not knowing if I will ever see her again doesn’t allow me to 

look at her.  The custom official reviews some papers before asking Sam a few questions. 
I hear, “Go, you are ready to board the pane.” 
Sam holding Lucy in his arms begins to slowly walk towards the aircraft. It’s my turn 

now.  The uniformed man, fixes his eyes on me, I feel as if I am chained to him.  Will he let me 
go?  He repeats the process and frees me.  I follow Sam.  Suddenly the sun disappears and I feel 
a sprinkle. 

Mama always says, “Feiguele, rain is good luck.” 
Quickening my pace I pass Sam. then turn abruptly to look behind making sure he 

follows me.  We walk knowing that at the end of this journey is a priceless reward: FREEDOM. 
“A few more steps my child, you waited all this time, just a few more hours and you will 

be able to take in the world,” I tell my unborn baby as I caress my stomach. 
I step up to reach the open door of our aircraft.  Sam and Lucy follow.  We are quiet 

while we look for our seats.  Our eyes are our voices.  My mouth is dry, I swallow and ask 
trembling, “Sam, are we safe?  Do we have to wait for the engine to start?  Can they take us out 
of the plane?”  I babble without response. 

“Sam, I heard that when the engines start you are considered to be on United States soil.  
Is it true?  Can they still send us back?” 

No answer.  After a few minutes he mumbles, “Feiguele, please be quiet.” 
I hear his heavy breathing. We are scared and have gone through enough. 
“Feiguele, be quiet.”  
Last minutes instructions are announced. 
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“Fasten your seatbelts.” 
The soothing sound of the motor relaxes me for the first time in two years.  I recline my 

seat as my hand wipes the beads of sweat from my face.  Vivid memories of the last year flash 
through my eyes.  I ask myself, what is it to become of us? 

For two long years we lived in fear and anguish under the monster, Castro.  Most of our 
friends and family fled the country one by one.  We are the last to go.  Our daily life, a chaotic 
nightmare of large and small horrors, became a daily game.  Food and essentials grew scarcer. 
The strain continued day and night.  Even though the future is unknown we are eager to face it.  
Nothing ahead frightens me, just what was.  Realizing I face one of the greatest challenges of my 
life, I welcome it. 

I am twenty-three years old.  I have a husband, a twenty-one months old daughter, and a 
baby on her way, a new language and no money.  Obstacles will not slow me down.  We are in 
G-d’s hand and, after all, being my parents’ daughter, I come from strong stock.

The airplane moves.  My heart begins to beat faster when it circles the runway for the last 
time.  

“Sam, can they take us down?” 
“Please be quiet,” he begs. 
Lucy never says a word.  She is silent and by no means calls me Mama during the whole 

episode.  For endless hours our little girl understands that her silence is vital for us.  If they 
realize that we are traveling as a family we wouldn’t be allowed to leave Cuba. 

I look out the window.  We are off! The airplane zooms up towards the sky. In one hour 
our lives will be changed forever.  Closing my eyes I envision waiting for us in Miami, Papa, 
Mama, Sam’s parents, his brothers, and my sister Luba and Mario.  Our family will be reunited.  
For a few minutes I hold on to Sam’s and Lucy’s hand and I think of my unborn child.  In 
America there is hope for us. 

It is part of our heritage to feel a deep and abiding responsibility for one another.  A 
parent for his children, a brother for a sister.  We are doing that, by taking our children out of 
Cuba.  

“Sam, can I reveal something to you?” 
“What, Feiguele?” 
“Remember all the new belts I sewed last night?”  He looks at me silent.  “Sam, I 

enclosed dollars into all the belts.  In the pointed shoes I stuck money and in the Vaseline . . .” 
“Shhh, don’t tell me any more.  I don’t want to hear it.” 
A big smile takes over my face.  Sam worries about our future, he is so tense.  Why is he 

fearful?  Doesn’t he know we can make it anywhere? 
After an hour flight, the wheels of the aircraft touch the runway.  How I longed for this 

moment.  Out the window I see a blue sky full of promises.  My family stands on the airport 
balcony.  I want to run out and hug them.  They wait anxiously. 

We deplane and touch the soil of the United States of America.  I would like to shout G-d 
bless America, my home sweet home. 

It is so good to see our loved ones.  I throw myself into my parent’s arms, greeting each 
other with joy, kisses and hugs.  We all speak at the same time emptying our lungs so completely 
that we have to gasp for air in order to continue. 

“Mine kind, I told you everything was going to be all right,” Mama says. 
We walk hand in hand to pick up our bags coming through the turntable.  Sam and I 

scream with satisfaction as we see each one of our few belongings returning to us. 
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“Sam, they all made it.  What I hid is safe.” 
In one swift leap we went from imprisonment to freedom.  We walk out of the airport to 

the car appreciating every new minute of liberty.  I breathe the fresh air into my lungs.  My heart 
is fool of joy! 

“Merciful Father, we thank You for Your loving kindness and never ending goodness.  
Once again You let my people out of bondage, from darkness to light, from despair to hope.” 

In the evening we sit chatting and catching up on all the news, just as we did in the past 
in Luba’s porch. 

The fear and anguish we lived for the last few years are now a thing of the past.  I look 
back and think of the happy times I spent in Cuba, not the sad ones. But it’s time to say, “Adios, 
Cuba, good-bye.” 

Nothing will be gained by relieving the past. The future is all that matters.  With G-d’s 
help the years ahead will be good ones. 

Sam, Lucy, Brenda, and I thank You G-d for Your infinite mercy in guiding us through 
this difficult period in our lives. 

To everything there is a season, and a time for every purpose under the heaven . . . And 
so dear Cuba, we say farewell to you.  Thank you for the years of refuge you gave to my parents 
when they needed you.  I am sorry it didn’t last forever. 

We were admitted to the United States of America on January 10, 1961.  The three 
months following our arrival were the most difficult period of adjustment, but Lucy, Sam and I 
acclimated quickly to our new environment. 

My memories of growing up in Cuba are sometimes so clear I can almost feel the tropical 
sun burning on my skin.  But most times my Havana seems so distant like a remote land, a 
lifetime ago. 

Elisheba, a Hebrew poet, wrote: “Yesterday did not vanish but lives.” 

Fanny Behmoiras 

My parents left the Old Country, Russia in 1923 for America.  The quota entrance to the 
United States was closed so they stayed in Cuba where my sister and I were born.  I married 
Samuel and lived there for twenty-two years until Castro entered the scene.  Since my parents 
were experienced with the horrors of life in a communist regime we all escaped.  We were given 
asylum in America, the most wonderful country in the world.  We succeeded, and raised our two 
daughters.  The oldest, Lucy, became a pharmacist and Brenda, a dental hygienist.  They gave us 
two wonderful son-in-laws and six magnificent grandchildren.  I began writing to inform my 
grandchildren of their roots.  You only know where you are going if you know where you come 
from. 
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How We “Survived” 
Being Teenagers 

Writers face challenges of feeling 
uncomfortable and “different” when their 
families settle in new countries. They learn to 
deal with family pressures and then as young 
adults, embark on adventures, launch 
challenging careers and build lives as adults. 
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Teresa Brun Ancel 
WESTSIDE CAS 

Real Americans 
We were Holocaust survivors and, by the time we came to 

this country in 1952, we had lived in Poland, Holland, Israel, and 
Cuba.  Right from the start, one of my main ambitions was to be a 
real American.  My best friends, who were also the children of 

recent refugees, yearned to reach this goal as much as I did.  By the time we were teenagers, the 
knowledge of who the real Americans were was solidified in our minds.  

They were the skinny blond kids who owned lots of clothes in the latest fashions in 
harmonizing colors.  They lived in houses that had been decorated rather than thrown together.  
The furniture was muted, matched and had been bought in stores rather than accumulated from 
street finds, bargain sales or donations.  Their mothers smiled at you when you came in and 
asked how you were, and if you wanted some milk and cookies, a coca cola, or a sandwich.  
Then they went back to their sunny kitchens while you went down to the finished basement or to 
a bedroom with a ruffled bedspread on the bed.  The bedroom was not shared with various 
relatives, except perhaps a sister, and you could hang out blessedly alone with each other, not 
because the mother wasn’t home but because she understood what privacy was.  Another 
remarkable thing about these houses was that they were quietly serene. The bathroom’s pipes 
didn’t gurgle; the heat always worked and never clanked through rusty radiators; and nobody 
thought yelling was a normal conversation.  

We tried to live up to our “American” standards; I personally knew the lyrics to all the 
latest popular songs which I’d memorized from the song sheets that candy stores sold.  I read 
Seventeen magazine and emulated, as much as I could with limited money and my ethnic looks, 
the models with their perky headbands and flawless white piano key smiles.  Every day, after 
school, my friends and I went to each other’s houses and practiced the latest dance steps while 
we watched American Bandstand on TV.  

I tried to mold my family to match my dreams.  They knew it too, but they didn’t care.  
They made fulfillment of my dreams impossible in various embarrassing ways and mocked me 
as well.  

“If everyone jumped off the roof, would you jump off the roof? Stop worrying about 
what other people do, stupid kid.” 

There was no father in my house.  My mother, my aunt, my sister and I lived together in a 
one-bedroom apartment.  When I came home from school, nobody was there to greet me or any 
friends I might bring home.  During the pre-feminist era, they worked outside the home; and not 
in the best jobs either.  When my sister wasn’t in school, she worked as a sales clerk and/or a 
baby sitter.  At various times, my mother was a Nanny/housekeeper taking care of other people’s 
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children, a store clerk, and once, on the overnight shift, she packed cookies in boxes on an 
assembly line at the Nabisco factory.   My Aunt was a seasonal worker in what was literally a 
sweatshop.  In those days, when most women frequently wore hats, she made them for a 
company which then sold them to very expensive Department Stores.  Her surroundings were 
horrendous.  She sat in a large loft room in a back section screened off for the female workers.  
The constant hiss of boiling steam rose off the machines.  Asthma producing felt dust floated 
through the air, and the temperatures soared to over a hundred degrees.   Because it was so hot, 
the women wore cheap, very short sleeveless smocks.  When it was really unbearable they took 
off their blouses and wore nothing but their bras and panties.  The men who worked the 
machines in front of the screens, where the windows were, had to yell over the hiss of steam and 
screech of machinery to warn them they were coming to the back section. 

When the adults happened to be at home there was no way of getting away from them. 
My mother slept on a pullout living room couch.  My Aunt slept on the bed in the bedroom, and 
until my sister got married she shared that bed.   I had a small couch in the same room.  
Eventually I moved to a small cot in the dining room, until we had a boarder for a while.  Then I 
went back to sharing the bedroom again.  I would stare across the room at my Aunt’s false teeth 
in a glass on the dresser, at my sister’s books strewn across the floor, listening to snores and 
moans and burbles until I fell asleep on my lumpy bed.  We had various relatives and friends 
come to stay as well.  In that case I sometimes had to give up my couch and either share my 
mother’s, or if she was already sharing it, sleep on the floor.  

The adults in my family were also bossy snoops, incapable of civilized conversation.  
They loved to exaggerate.  They would ask invasive personal questions, complain about my 
looks or habits in front of everyone (messy hair, nail biting, being stuck up), or tease me 
unmercifully about my growing body or my increasing interest in boys.  They liked talking to my 
friends too much, and worse, thought they belonged and were wanted in every conversation and 
social situation.  They had no boundaries, would gossip about friends, sex, money, health, never 
thinking to limit what they said in front of anyone, including children and strangers.  And they 
were loud. They even laughed too loudly.  

My family loved to argue, call each other names, disagree, and threaten.  “If you say that 
again, I’ll break your legs and make you dance!”  My mother would scream at me while she 
chased me around our very small apartment trying to whack me with a shoe.  

My family had no sense of shame.  My Aunt would change into her bathing suit right on 
the beach in public.   She would draw her arms in through her sleeves.  Her elbows and arms 
would poke and jiggle under her dress while she tried to use it as a tent.   My mother would bring 
strangers into the bathroom while I was taking a bath to introduce me to them and her friends in 
to say hi or chat.  In order not to interrupt a conversation they would sit on the toilet with the 
door open as they shouted to each other.  None of our doors had locks, and usually, if you tried 
to stay behind a closed one too long, it was regarded with suspicion. 

They had basic good manners.  “Never eat the last piece on the plate.”  But they had no 
concept of gracious hostessing.  Instead of offering my friends cookies or soda, they might offer 
pickled herring or buttermilk or serve plain boiled chicken for dinner.  They offered too much 
food.  Strong smells of cooking always permeated out house.  They’d never heard of Glade. 

They dressed funny.  My Aunt loved garishly big costume jewelry. My mother loved 
dresses that seemed too youthful and tight.  Clothes were not sacred.  They borrowed each 
other’s things and sometimes spoiled them because they dribbled and dropped food on 
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themselves when they ate.  They tried on everything in the closet before they went out and then 
they picked the wrong thing.  Actually there didn’t seem to be any right things in our closets.  

They talked funny.  My Aunt barely spoke English.  Everybody had an accent. 
My family was a mess.  When I was a teenager, I would have traded them for my dream 

family in a minute.  I had years instead.  I had time to grow up, to leave home, to reinvent myself 
and present myself to the world as a real American.   And the world had time to change. 

So after I got married, I acquired a beautifully decorated and quiet house.  My son had his 
own room.  He was an only child.  Maybe something was missing.  Maybe it was the noise, the 
commotion, and the life that had existed in my family.  A quiet house can sometimes feel just a 
little empty and just a little lonely.  So my son grew up thinking it was more fun at the family 
apartment.  He liked to a share a bed when he was little, or sleep on the couch, as he grew older.  
He developed a particular fondness for onion sandwich snacks. 

People who met my mother would tell me how strong she was and how interesting her 
journey to America had been.  My adult friends loved her.  They loved her bossiness, her 
judgment and her sayings. 

“You’re too trusting, sweetheart. When that guy kisses you, count your teeth.” 
They loved her even when she told them what was wrong with them.  They felt it showed 

how caring and interested she was in them  
They said my Aunt had a tremendous sense of style.  People thought her accent was 

charming.  And after all, if she couldn’t speak English well, she spoke Polish, Russian, German, 
and French and Spanish.  She was soooo talented and so artistic. 

I and my friends, we who had tried to leave the past behind, the children of all those 
refugees, had grown nostalgic with time.  We saw how our families, thrust into a new and alien 
world, had the strength to survive, even to thrive.  And, in a world that hadn’t heard of 
multiculturalism, they’d had the courage to be themselves unvarnished.  We were no longer 
embarrassed.  By then, of course, we were too busy embarrassing our own children. They, our 
offspring, thought we were too bland and boring.  They wanted a little more of the exotic, a little 
ethnic jazz. 

Teresa Brun Ancel 

I was born in Warsaw Poland in 1945.  The remnant of my family had survived the 
Holocaust. As a child I lived in Israel and Cuba. We were stateless until my family finally got 
visas, and we immigrated to America in 1952.  I received a degree in writing/directing for Film 
and TV from New York University and subsequently worked at many varied jobs, none of them in 
that industry.  I did advertising, copywriting, interviews and an advice column for teen fanzines, 
numerous stories for Confession Magazines, and I was an editor for a number of years.  I 
worked for the family construction company, as a professional fund-raiser and in the publicity 
departments of various Jewish charitable organizations.  I have one son, and my husband and 
presently I live in both NY and LA.  I have become a professional photographer late in my life.  I 
am also starting to write again after many years, partly so that my son will understand his 
family, and partly because I am in a reflective phase in my life and it gives me great pleasure.  
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Sarah Yucht 
EL CAMINO-RESEDA CAS 

Teenage Angst--Israel 
The angst began with my mother’s announcement that 

we were moving to Jerusalem. I was twelve years old at the 
time and had been in junior high school for just one semester 
and was adjusting to that new experience. Here I was faced 
with the prospect of a really drastic move, not only to another 
school, but another country, another culture. 

My brother Sol, who was then almost twenty one and 
unmarried, decided to make it on his own and remained in the 
United States.  But my sister Ricki, then sixteen and a half, 
like me, was very upset at the thought of moving to 
Jerusalem. For me, a pre-teenager, it was especially 
traumatic. But we knew that we couldn’t change our parents’ 
mind and so had to reconcile ourselves to our fate. In all 
fairness, I should have anticipated that someday my parents 

would make this announcement, because all my life I had heard them talk about wanting to go 
back to their homeland, Palestine (pre-1948 Israel), where they had been born.  Palestine was 
ruled under the British Mandate from 1918 (after World War II) until it was officially terminated 
in1948, when Israel declared its independence.   

At this juncture (l933), my older brothers and sisters had married and had children of 
their own and, like Sol; they chose to remain in the United States.  This broke my heart. I didn’t 
want to see the family separated. I adored my little nieces and nephews; I even baby sat for some 
of them. How could I possibly move so far away and leave all these people whom I cared so 
much about? Who knows when I’d be seeing them again?  

How ironic that my four oldest siblings who, were born in Jerusalem and had made that 
long hazardous journey from Jerusalem to the United States so many years ago, were now settled 
here in the United States, with no intention of moving to Palestine.  While the youngest two, my 
sister Ricki and I, born in the United States, were now to live with my parents in Jerusalem. 
After the initial shock of my mother’s little bombshell, I realized that I had no choice but to face 
the inevitable.  I was now to embark on my journey to the unknown.  

The voyage to Palestine took two whole weeks. There were no jets in those days.  We 
sailed on a beautiful large British steamship, the Aquitania. It might have been an enjoyable 
experience, except for the fact that I was seasick the whole time.  

We finally arrived in Jerusalem. Imagine the culture shock for a young teenager uprooted 
and transported to a strange country, with no knowledge of the language, its people and its 
customs.  I was totally unprepared for the sight of the inhabitants of the little village where we 
were to live. This enclave, known as Even Yehoshua, named incidentally after my grandfather, 
was in an old part of Jerusalem near Mea She’arim (That’s where the ultra-orthodox lived!) The 
men wore long black coats, with wide brimmed furred hats and had long curled sideburns. The 
women were covered from head to toe.  The men would not look at the women, let alone shake 
their hands. These strange people were to become my neighbors! What’s more, I soon discovered 
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that some of them were actually my aunts and uncles.  My parents, though Orthodox Jews, were 
always tolerant of others, unlike these relatives who tried to impose their views on us, insisting 
that my mother wear a wig. (Orthodox women were expected to wear wigs, out of modesty, of 
course.) My mother was a little more modern in her views and, thankfully, resisted this 
unwelcome meddling in our lives, though she was too polite and diplomatic to actually tell them 
off. 

Nothing seemed to have changed from the days when my grandparents had lived here. It 
was as if time had stood still! Here  were  the same unpaved roads, the  same Arab felahim 
(peasants)  riding on their donkeys , some selling produce and others selling goat’s milk, just as 
my mother had so vividly described to me.  It was like a little shtetl, a small village, not unlike 
the one portrayed in Fiddler on the Roof.  

Another huge disappointment was our living quarters. My mother had inherited an 
apartment building and we were to live in one of the apartments.  The rooms were small, 
especially the kitchen, which was practically a cubbyhole. There was no running hot water, no 
washing machine, let alone a dryer. There was no stove; cooking was done on a small primus 
burner which ran on kerosene.  We had no dishwasher, refrigerator or freezer, not even an ice 
box.  But my mother was quite resourceful. In the absence of refrigeration the cold stone floors 
served as a substitute to help keep foods cool. Our sleeping arrangements left much to be desired. 
My sister and I slept on day beds in the so- called dining room which also served as our living 
room.  We had no radio, nor any other form of entertainment in our home.  So, needless to say, 
with no distractions, I became an avid reader.  At thirteen I was reading heavy duty stuff like 
War and Peace, Anna Karenina and Crime and Punishment. (Russian literature was very popular 
in Israel.) 

I would not like to leave the impression that all the homes in Jerusalem were like ours.  
Some of my classmates lived in lovely homes in nice neighborhoods, such as Rehavia and 
Talpiot, and they at least had radios and telephones.  One big difference in their lives was that 
even though they and their neighbors might have been religiously inclined, they were not 
surrounded by the fanatical, extreme orthodox such as lived in my neighborhood who would, 
incidentally, throw stones at people if they desecrated the Sabbath.   

When it was time to enroll in school, I was filled with anxiety. How would I fit in not 
knowing anybody and unable to speak the language?  The school my parents chose for me was 
an all girls’ school, where the course work was all in Hebrew. I had only a very slight knowledge 
of the written language, having gone to Hebrew classes after school in Brooklyn. But I could 
only read haltingly with nekudoth (vowels). Modern Hebrew uses no vowels. I was totally lost 
and miserable.  I felt that I could never keep up with the course work.   But I plodded on. Though 
it was tough going at first, I soon caught on and was able to hold my own with the rest of the 
class.  There is something to be said for total immersion.  

There was another annoying situation that I had to deal with. Since English was my 
native tongue, I was way ahead of the other students in that language. Therefore, I was excused 
from the English class, but rather than assign me something useful or enriching to do during that 
period,   I was left to my own devices, and so I would roam the schoolyard aimlessly. Luckily, 
another girl from India who had recently enrolled in the school faced the same dilemma as I, and 
we teamed up in our wanderings around the school. What a waste of time! But at least I had 
some company. 

The major problem that I faced was fitting in with the other girls socially.  We seemed to 
be miles apart. They were like little kids to me, sitting on the floor and playing jacks.  Back in 
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Brooklyn the girls my age had started using lipstick, and I even had a so-called boyfriend, who 
gave me a little purse as a going away present.  Girls and boys would play together in the street, 
and sometimes we engaged in kissing games on the rooftop of our apartment building. Who 
knows where that might have led me had I stayed in Brooklyn?  

As time went on, these seemingly unbridgeable gaps in our cultural backgrounds 
gradually began to diminish. I made adjustments in my outlook and expectations and made some 
friends.  But after about a year I was to change schools once again. My parents decided that I 
should go to a school where all the subjects were taught in English so that I would remain 
proficient in that language.  This school was the Evelina de Rothschild School for Girls, which 
was a very prestigious school sponsored by the Rothschild family in London.   The school was 
patterned after a British finishing school for girls. We all wore uniforms, and marched to our 
classrooms, accompanied by appropriate marching music.  The course work was very 
comprehensive. We studied British rather than American literature, and European rather than 
American history. We were required to memorize lengthy poems. The curriculum included a 
heavy dose of Hebraic studies as well, including Jewish history. Here, too, we were asked to 
memorize large portions of the Bible as well as secular poetry. Another interesting subject was 
music appreciation, with a slight twist.   Imagine Beethoven’s Ode to Joy and Schubert’s Trout 
sung in Hebrew. To this day when I hear these musical pieces I sing it to myself as I originally 
learned it, rather than the English version. Classes went on from 7 a.m. to 4 p.m.!  And we had 
lots of homework. Did I mention that it was also a religious school? We had to attend prayers 
every day, and the headmistress would lecture to us every Friday morning on the portion of the 
Torah for that week.  But it was in this school that I immediately felt in my element.  Having a 
head start in English and having, in the meantime, acquired a good knowledge of Hebrew, I did 
very well scholastically. The curriculum included secretarial skills and one extra year of 
university work through the University of London matriculation program. Socially I was also 
much happier in this school. I became close friends with several girls, especially Shoshana, with 
whom I am in contact to this day via e-mail and telephone.  

Needless to say, I survived my turbulent teens. I must say that there was one aspect of 
teenage angst that I never had to contend with and that was dealing with boys, since I never met 
any during all my school years in Israel.  It was not until I left school and entered the work force 
that I encountered the opposite sex and started dating.  

Sarah Yucht 
I was born in Chicago, Illinois.  My parents were born in Jerusalem and came to the United 

States at the beginning of World War I with four children, all born in Jerusalem. Two, including myself, 
were born in the United States.  In 1933 my parents decided to move back to Jerusalem. Thus, I lived in 
Jerusalem from 1933 to 1945.  There, I graduated from high school which included studies both in 
English and Hebrew.  I returned to the United States in 1945(at the end of World War II) to visit my 
siblings and have lived here ever since.  I was married in 1949 and had two daughters, Barbara, who 
died at age twenty, and Judy.  I have two grandchildren: Rachel, nineteen and Joshua almost fourteen.  I 
graduated, Summa Cum Laude, with a degree in English from California State University, Northridge at 
age fifty-four.  I worked as a legal secretary and office manager both in Jerusalem and in Los Angeles.  
Now a widow and retired, I keep active both physically and mentally, attending exercise and dance 
classes several times a week.  I volunteer my time once a month as the leader of a Bible study class at the 
National Council of Jewish Women, involving considerable research and preparation. I belong to two 
book discussion groups and I continue to enrich my mind attending lectures and classes, including this 
life story writing class.  
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Manny Morris 
EL CAMINO-RESEDA CAS 

It Takes One to Know One 
New York 

Recently, when a classmate read her story about her 
aborted engagement, the question was asked, why did her 
fiancé become so educated if all he wanted to do was marry 
for money? 

Instantly, I knew the answer. He wanted credentials. 
It took me back to when I was seventeen and recently accepted to City College of New 

York when I proclaimed with youthful pride, exuberance and arrogance to my sister-in-law that 
my objective in going to college was to help me marry a rich woman more than to gain a 
profession through education. 

These of course were empty words since the City College of New York, being a non-
tuition school did not necessarily attract rich women, and besides if there were any, what were my 
chances of meeting one?  I did meet one!  Since I was overwhelmed with doing the work for my 
degree in engineering, where would I find the time and the money to take out this prized female? 

One day about five years later when I was twenty two and about three months from 
graduation, my mother handed me a slip of paper and said, "Manny, here is a list of meat I need. 
I want you to go to the butcher shop on Main Street and get it before you come home from 
school." 

I was surprised. "Why do you want me to go to Main Street? There's a butcher right 
down the street." 

"They have better meat," she answered. 
"Better? Why better? We've been shopping down the street for years." 
"Don't argue with me. Just go to Main Street. Here's money for lunch and carfare, and 

enough for the meat." 
"OK." Then I left for school. 
I returned late in the afternoon and after exiting the subway, walked to the butcher shop on 

Main Street with shopping list in hand. 
When I walked into the butcher shop, a young woman, behind the counter, looked up, 

saw me, and walked quickly to where I was standing. 
She was about five feet tall, pudgy, with short black hair, a round face, dark brown 

eyes (almost black), olive complexioned skin, and full lips. 
"Are you being helped?" she asked in a pleasant, smiling voice. 
I said nothing. I just handed her the list. 
While filling it, I noticed that she kept glancing at me, not staring, but looking. 
When finished, she gave me the meat and thanked me. I paid her and left without saying a 

word. 
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Two days later, in the late afternoon, I was in the bedroom I shared with my two younger 
brothers, doing my homework, when I heard a knock on the door. 

"Ma, could you get that, I'm busy," I yelled out. 
Thirty seconds later the bedroom door opened and my mother was standing there with 

two men. 
"Manny, these are my friend's sons. They want to talk to you," my mother said. Then she 

walked away. 
I nodded, and gestured for them to sit on the bed across from me. I said nothing. 
They were both about six feet tall, with broad shoulders, and bull necks. They had 

short black hair, round faces, dark brown eyes (almost black), with an olive complexioned 
skin, and full lips. 

"You're a lucky guy," said one. 
"You shouldn't miss this opportunity," the other chimed in. 
"You'll be set for life." 
"There are not many men that she's interested in." 
"She is a great gal. Who else do you know that owns her own butcher shop?" 
While they extolled her virtues, I imagined how I would look twenty years later. I'd 

weigh at least 250 pounds, cleaver in my hand, four kids, and a short fat wife, all bawling 
and yelling in rooms behind a butcher shop. 

They finally finished talking and got up, and started walking to the door. 
"Don't blow it," one said as they walked through the door. 
"Let us hear from you." 
I nodded. I still said nothing. 
They walked away. 
From then on, as far as love and marriage is concerned, I always let nature take its course. 

Manuel L. “Manny” Morris 

I was born Manuel L. "Manny" Morris in Brooklyn Hospital on June 5, 1932, the second 
of four sons of Samuel and Esther Morris.  Samuel and Esther were both born in the early 20th 
Century in the Harlem section of New York City.  Esther's parents emigrated from Austria, and 
Sam's from Russia in the late 19th Century.  My first seven years were spent in the Brighton 
Beach section of Brooklyn, where I lived for most of the time in my maternal grandmother's 
house.  In 1939, we moved to the Bensonhurst section of Brooklyn where I lived until 1952.  In 
1950, I was accepted at the City College of New York (CCNY), and, in 1955, I graduated with a 
degree in Chemical Engineering.  I worked as an engineer for forty-two years and retired on 
June 30, 1997.  On July 4, 1957, I married Rhoda Lois Karp and moved to California.  We were 
married thirty-nine years.  Rhoda died from a stroke following by-pass surgery on August 18, 
1996.  I have one daughter, Lillian, who is an OBGyn physician and lives and practices in West 
Hills.  On August 21, 2002, my grandson, Roshan Samuel Morris Chetri, was born.  In February 
of 1997, I met Leatrice Cole at a Widow and Widowers Support Group, and we have been 
supporting each other ever since. 
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Stanley R. Zalesny 
EL CAMINO-RESEDA CAS 

To Raft the Mississippi 
Los Angeles 

“It can’t be done. It just won’t work!” Tony Kramer 
exclaimed with some exasperation in his voice. 

“Why not? Why not you? Why not all of us?”  Doctor 
Hugh Fox retorted.   

And that is how it started.  The discussion quickly escalated into an all out shouting 
match between Tony, Corren McGrath, Dennis Frawley and me.  Alan Kumamoto, Carlos 
Salazar, and Bob Charbonneau kept their seats, scrunched low on the floor in bean bag chairs.  
Difficult to join in an argument when it’s almost impossible to get up out of a Jell-O-like chair.   

“If I may?”  Doctor Fox finally asked.  “You all are more than capable of putting this 
together.  I have not heard of anyone in the last ten or twenty years who has built a raft and tried 
to follow Huck Finn’s river escape with the slave Jim.  Well, it’s been seventy-five years since 
Mark Twain wrote the book about Huck.  Everyone thinks someone else has rafted the river or 
the story was just a wild fiction piece of Twain’s imagination.  Dang it, maybe it’s time someone 
did try to do it.  Why not you, and why not now?” 

Dr. Hugh Fox, English Professor extraordinaire, was in his zone.  He wouldn’t use swear 
words in our Freshman English Class at Loyola University, but his shouts of joy, triumph and 
sharp sarcasm could often be heard reverberating off the polished hallways of Bellermaine Hall.  
Here in his home den, his voice was strong, demanding, and given to a few expletives to match 
his impassioned determination to challenge us, his ‘Corps Elite’ from the English class that all 
the students wanted to take.  He usually had a look of befuddlement as he would stalk his 
classroom, his thinning hair in disarray to match the constant shirt tail hanging out from under 
his seemingly endless collection of vests.  It was when an intriguing literary subject grabbed him 
that his voice rose strongly to match his excitement.  He was the Teacher that everyone 
envisioned having as a mentor and leader in school.  There are a few teachers similar but no one 
like Dr. Fox. He was unique and an inspiration.  Right then, however, he felt like a pain in the 
neck.  

“Enough already, with the ‘Why Not?’ dung,” Bob Charbonneau mumbled from low off 
the floor. 

Couldn’t tell if “Foxy,” as we nick-named him, heard Bob’s comment.  Bob often blurted 
out whatever he wanted to in class.  Dr. Fox took a deep breath as he was about to bellow out a 
challenge again when Pilar, his Peruvian wife interrupted. 

“Hugh, my dear, I brought some snacks for these boys.  It is time to take a break.  The 
river will still be there when you get back. Maybe you should offer something to drink?  I tried to 
make these mild, but you know they may be too spicy for some.”  She set down a tray full of 
Peruvian munchies on top of the scatter of books on the small Bombay Chest. 
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“Hey, that’s a super idea.  Can we have some of that wine with the fruit, like last time? 
Sangria, right?” Dennis Frawley piped up.  Dennis was always happy to get a free drink or glass 
of fruit wine whenever he could.  Dennis was short and broad, with curly black hair and an easy, 
happy-go-lucky outlook on life, happier still with a drink in hand.  

This was a typical meeting for us.  In 1959 it wasn’t unusual for some of the students in 
college and universities to get together with a teacher after a class day to meet for extra credit 
towards improving a grade   It was often to make up for a low test score or lack of attendance 
due to illness. With Dr. Fox’s special class, it was an additional education in literature and life. 
There was time to explore ideas, write stories and maybe even begin a novel.  There was no 
formal structure.  It became a special social gathering that evolved into intense discussions, 
arguments, ideas examined and, looking back, challenges for living.  The questions often being; 
‘Where do you go from here?  What are you going to do with your life? What have you read or 
thought that is of import to you?’   

The meetings took place one or two evenings a week depending on Dr. Fox’s schedule.  
The gettogether would start at seven in the evening and go until ten or eleven.  Most of the time 
we finished by nine.  As time went on Dr. Fox and our group became more involved with Mark 
Twain’s, “Huckleberry Finn,” and the rafting of the river. We were an enthusiastic bunch that 
bragged about our abilities to do many things. We had all pledged the same fraternity and made 
it through. We were a bit cocky. We were college students at a time when going to college meant 
something special. In many ways, though, we were more innocent then we knew. 

“Wow, this is something else!” both Corren McGrath and Tony Kramer exclaimed. They 
took large gulps of Sangria to wash down the Peruvian Cheese puffs sprinkled with a Salsa De 
Aji. That was hot compared to the Salsa De Cilantro which was just spicy.  Pilar’s cooking was a 
special part of the evening. It wasn’t offered every time, which made it more enticing. 

“Try the Chicha Morada,” Pilar urged everyone.  It was a toasted purple corn that wasn’t 
quite as spicy as the Chulpe Corn crisped in special Peruvian oil. The favorite for all was the 
“Papa Rellano.”  These were potato skins filled with seasoned beef, black olives and chopped 
onion. With everything it was a salvation to have cold Sangria.   

As we munched on the Peruvian hors d’oeuvres I again was perplexed by the clutter that 
filled Foxy's den. The furniture was of all styles and no style. There were leather sling chairs 
with Peruvian woven blankets draped over the back. Large leatherette and naugehide covered 
bean bags were strewn on the wood floor like outsized sugar plums.  Scattered bright woven 
native rugs competed in colors with the large wool covered pillows. Unusual Peruvian and 
Chilean carved wooden masks clung to the off colored walls as though they had chewed through 
the plaster.  The cast shadows seemed to move the later the night went. 

The books were of the most interest to me.  The man must have spent half his days 
wandering through back alley book-stores buying discounted books like leftover produce from 
the local green grocer. There were hardbound books stacked like Greek pillars.  Paperbacks of all 
descriptions, Huxley, Orwell, Hemingway and Conrad mixed company with Mickey Spillane 
and Heinlein.  Foxy’s despise of Henry James was evident by the way those hardbound volumes 
were left open their book spines cracked beyond the ministrations of a chiropractor. The books 
were everywhere, many bookmarked, waiting patiently to renew their stories and friendship with 
Dr. Fox or anyone with a true love of books and reading. 

“Well, do we put a plan together or what?” asked Dennis, happy and filled with Sangria 
courage, along with four or five Papa Rellano’s. “I say we go for it. How hard can it be? We 
build a raft, take it to Hannibal and float down to New Orleans.” 
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Tony Kramer, tall, with horn rimmed glasses, butch haircut and a propensity for a 
smoking pipe, was Dennis Frawley’s best friend. Tony and Tony’s girl, Joy, and Dennis were 
almost inseparable. Dennis and Tony, however, were bull headed and argumentative with each 
other. Tony was now totally exasperated as he jumped in after Dennis had his say. 

“Dennis, you’re a jerk. You know nothing about building anything, let alone a raft. 
Where are we going to get the money for the wood to build one? What’s it look like? We need 
plans to build it and then a way to take it to Hannibal. That’s two thousand eight hundred miles 
away from L. A. You are so full of it I can’t stand it.” 

“Oh, shut up the two of you,” Corren snapped at them. Corren was the oldest of the 
bunch. He was twenty one, an older student, but not an old man like Dr. Fox who must have 
been thirty or thirty one. The rest of us ranged from seventeen, Carlos Sanchez to just barely 
eighteen, me, Bob, Tony and Dennis and nineteen year old Alan Kumamoto, who thought he 
knew everything because he was nineteen. 

Corrren continued to take the lead in the conversation. “Look, we all raised our hands 
when Dr. Fox asked us if we would be interested in a raft trip like Huck Finn. We’ve been 
coming here more often than the other guys so we could see if there was a way to make it 
happen. We can do it, we need to get organized. We have to get things donated, like the wood, 
and supplies, and a motor, and camping gear. Maybe get a truck to haul it all back East. Anyone 
have some other idea?” 

“My dad and Dennis’s dad work at Hugh’s, maybe we could get them to draw up some 
plans.” Carlos said with a quiet voice. It was a surprise anyone heard him.  

The discussion continued for awhile as each one of us would float an idea. How to get 
used lumber to build a raft would be countered as someone else would ask where would we get 
the logs to float the raft? Alan thought we could cut down some large trees when we arrived in 
Hannibal rather than cutting them down in California or buying large logs. We all agreed that 
could be against the law to cut down trees. The excitement would grow for awhile as Corren said 
he would ask a relative about an outboard motor from his cousin’s company. Dennis said we 
could use his backyard to pre-fabricate the raft before taking it to Hannibal. Tony, although 
skeptical, said he knew someone working at a lumber yard that might help.  

“Hey, see, you all are getting a plan already. Listen to yourselves. You can do it. Why 
not?” Foxy exclaimed, with support and challenge. I could see how the others looked proud and 
excited.  I was too. 

It was then that Bob Charbonneau spoke up. He loved to debate and was planning on 
being a lawyer. He thought he was level headed. Still he was often a chance taker. As a friend I 
was sure he would add to the discussion that would help. Now he wanted to be the center of 
attention, as usual, and spoke out about the whole idea. 

“It won’t work; you guys will never see it through. Oh, yes, you’ll start, and maybe even 
get some donations, but then there will be other things to do and you’ll stop doing anything about 
building a raft, getting maps, or finding a way to get to Hannibal, Missouri with your precious 
raft. It takes lots more planning than just this. It will take a lot more money than we can scrape 
up. It’s just a pipe dream. Besides you don’t have a way to get there and it’s too late. You’ll 
never be able to put something together in time, get to the Mississippi, and float down the river 
and get back in time for fall classes. It’s just a dream. Be real. Quit asking why not. It won’t 
happen.  Let it go.”  He plopped back into the bean bag with a smirk on his face. 

If we weren’t resolved to go ahead before, we were after Bob’s disparagement. There was 
anger at what he said, and how he said it.  I did not like being put down.  Bob had shocked me. 
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He had made himself an outsider. This was a chance for an adventure of a life-time. It was not 
something you let go. We argued with each other often, but we also had gained a respect for our 
own special group. We had become Frat Brothers, now we were more like a tribe. I don’t think 
any of us would have felt so totally committed if Bob hadn’t put it down.  Yes, I was emotional.  
I spoke up angry to short circuit Bob and shut him up.  

“I‘ve an idea.  Let’s use my car.  It’s powerful and big enough for five or six people. We 
can hitch a trailer on the back and tow our raft and equipment cross country. When were done, 
we’ll drive it back with our remaining equipment. If we don’t want the raft any more, we can sell 
it and use the money to come home. All I ask is that you, along with anyone else, donate the gas 
money and any money for oil or tires if we need them.” 

This caught Bob with his mouth hanging open. The others almost cheered. It felt right. It 
felt like we were really ready to start building our raft and take the plunge to reach our dream.  

Now, it’s a curious fact that everyone who decides to build a raft of any sort truly 
believes they know the best way to build it.  I often wondered if that was the same attitude our 
prehistoric ancestors thought when they ventured out onto rivers and lakes around the world?  
The risky ocean voyage of the “Kon Tiki” had fired the blood of kids and adventurers across the 
United States and around the world. Even though it had taken place several years before, the 
movie documentary was a hit in the late 1950s.  Supposedly Thor Heyerdahl had studied ancient 
drawings of rafts so he also believed he knew the best way to build a raft.  It seemed like we 
were following the same common trait of explorers or in our case green rafters with the 
ignorance and brashness of youth, to believe we knew best how to build our raft. 

Then the question sunk in.  What exactly did the raft look like which Huck Finn and Jim, 
the slave used? How big was it? What was it made of? How was it made, in which way could we 
duplicate the general appearance?   We were excited at the idea of building a raft and duplicating 
the adventure of Huck Finn on the Mississippi River. Our initial enthusiasm soon gave way to 
reality, questions, tough questions of how to do that without spending a lot of money and how to 
work together to get everything done in time.  

Huck Finn and Jim had started down the river on a raft that was made of logs.  According 
to the story, Huck’s raft had only six inches of freeboard. That meant the deck was only six 
inches above the surface of the river. For protection it had a sleeping area covered by a ‘wig-
wam’ after the Indian name for a tent. This would have been a two-sided lean-to with sloping 
sides made of branches and rushes to provide shade and keep the rain off.  It could have been on 
a raised sleeping deck. There would have been a long sweep, or rudder pole that extended out the 
back end to turn the raft or move it in and out of the main channel. They also used long, hand 
held poles to push and direct the raft through shallower waters.  There were pictures of rafts in 
some history books, but we believed we could do a better job starting from scratch.  

Corren McGrath had learned to sail off the coast of California near Malibu. I had built 
several large-scale models of Viking ships and Roman Galleys for my senior high school history 
class. Together we were designated by our fellow crewmembers to build a model of the raft. We 
would then use it to obtain publicity in the school newspaper and then local newspapers likes the 
Los Angeles Daily News, The Times-Mirror, and even the old Herald Express and the Examiner.  

The first model we came up with was a rectangular frame with a box like body and a 
wooden cabin on top. We made a small model out of pine and balsa wood. Since wood floats, 
and there weren’t a lot of sealers river rafters would have used in 1875, we didn’t seal the wood 
either. The model was tested in a bathtub of water. It sank within minutes. The next model 
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looked like an old wooden garage door with a square box underneath and a wooden lean-to on 
top. Again the important bathtub test took place.  

“Corren, Tony, Carlos, look, it’s floating,” I shouted to the guys that were present for the 
test. 

“Yeah, but it looks tilted,” Carlos finally said after ten minutes. Tony Kramer puffed on 
his pipe and said, “Not going to work, it’s going to sink.” 

The model tilted over and slid beneath the water as soon as Tony spoke up. It was time to 
ask someone who might know. Dennis Frawley’s father and Carlos’s father were engineers at 
Hughes Aircraft. They listened to our ideas, looked at our rough hand-drawn plans and didn’t 
exactly laugh out loud, just a few snickers. They asked what we were using to float a wooden raft 
capable of carrying six men and their equipment down a large and often dangerous river.  

Our answer was, “Well, wood floats doesn’t it? We’ll just add more to the bottom of the 
raft, maybe logs of some kind.”  

That’s when we learned about boat hulls, sizes of logs and the number of logs we would 
need to keep our raft on top of the water, not under. Obtaining a truckload of twenty foot cedar 
logs or going to South America to import sections of huge Balsa Wood Trees was beyond our 
abilities. The final solution, although not a hundred percent accurate was to use oil drums, a lot 
of oil drums.  

The final model of the raft was two feet across and over three feet long that would 
translate into a twelve by twenty foot raft. It consisted of thin pine strips and balsa wood and still 
weighed twenty pounds.  There was a raised plank deck in the middle of the raft that would leave 
two feet on each side, three feet in front and a five-foot clear area in the rear on the final full 
sized raft.  This meant that the six of us would each have a six by six foot area to live on for over 
a month in extreme conditions. Being ignorant of what it was like to live in a six by six foot cell, 
we thought this to be plenty of room. The model also included a sloping wig-wam lean-to over 
the entire sleeping and equipment deck that would be canvas emblazoned with the “LU” logo for 
Loyola University. The floats were the best part. What could we use to resemble the oil drums 
we hoped to have donated? 

Dennis Frawley convinced us that beer cans, rather than ‘Coca-Cola’ cans would be 
closer to the right size and proceeded to produce two six packs of beer. Only Alan Kumamoto 
thought we should still use the coke cans. He was not only a ‘know it all,’ he was prudish. The 
taste of cold beer made a better argument.  As we congratulated ourselves on how well the model 
was coming along we drank up the beer quickly so we could attach the empties to the bottom of 
the model.  This was the model that was taken to lumber yards, oil companies, press interviews 
and even McCulloch motors, a company that built outboard motors for boating and motors for 
patrol boats for the Coast Guard.  

The advance publicity proved to be key as we obtained donations of most of the 
necessary materials, including a twenty horsepower out-board from McCulloch Motors that 
would prove to be the life saver on the river. The Fisher Lumber Company of Santa Monica 
donated the two by twelve and two by four beams along with one by six planks for the decks 
after reading about our purposed trip in the Daily News. They invited us to come down to the 
lumberyard and pick out whatever we needed. The large load of timbers was delivered two days 
later to Dennis Frawley’s house where we would pre-fabricate the raft. It was the end of May, 
1959 and we had completed our freshman year of College. We believed we only had one or two 
months to complete our plans and drive to Hannibal, Missouri with our raft. 
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The actual construction of the full sized raft was an undertaking that tested all our resolve 
to the limit. But, the biggest barrier, like anything in life, was not to find the money or donation, 
or even the time to build the raft to make the raft trip assault on the Muddy Mississippi River. 
The decision to make the commitment together that night at Dr. Fox’s home, that was the turning 
point. Once we all agreed to a common cause, then it was a go! Bob was the one who threw 
down the challenge; he was the one who finally dropped out.  

Stanley R. Zalesny 

After working for nearly thirty years as a stock broker I semi-retired and started to again 
pick up the writing I had done, off and on since I was twelve. Now I thought I had the time until I 
was again into a part time job that turned full-time for five years with a major Insurance 
Company. Another semi-retirement with more writing and then my heart up and stopped and I 
died on New Year’s Eve 2005. After returning from that jaunt to the ‘other side,’ I really dove 
into my writing. I joined a Memoir Writing class, with Jeanette Shelburne, which provided a safe 
learning environment and the opportunity to interact with a good number of exceptional fellow 
elder writers. My wife of forty plus years thought I might like to help my country and have some 
fun meeting people through the U. S. Census Bureau, Census 2010. It sounded good, so I applied 
and wouldn’t you know, I started working full time, forty hours a week for the last year at the 
Regional Census Center. But, I still write and did finish one book. This Memoir on the 
Mississippi River is a part of my next book, which is now nearly complete. 
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Gloria Martin 
FRANKLIN-HOLLYWOOD CAS 

On My Way 
Philadelphia/Los Angeles 

There were hardly any display studios on Arch Street, as 
I covered a two block area in downtown Philadelphia. In 1950, 
at the time of the Korean War, I had determined to find work as 
an artist.  Philly’s art scene was dead for advertising, being so 
close to New York. With portfolio in hand and high aspirations, 
I entered a display storefront, then stumbled on a mishmash of 

materials and faced two grinning ex-GIs. 
“Hi,” I stated. “I’m a recent graduate of Cooper Union, and passed by your display 

studio—I’m very interested in working at display. I’m wondering if you would look at my 
portfolio and see some of my creative abilities.” 

One of the two responded, “Well, we really don’t need any help right now, but we’d be 
happy to look at your work.”  

Flipping through photos of sculpture, dimensional projects, rendered book jackets and 
illustrations raised their eyebrows a little. 

“You have an unusual style that could be adapted to display—I’ll tell you what; if you 
can make something original and bring it in tomorrow, we might reconsider.” 

Wow, I thought, I’m going to squeeze into this studio and start on the bottom rung. 
There’s always up! 

I returned to our tiny one room apartment that Al and I rented, my head buzzing with 
ideas. Using two wire hangers, I fashioned a clown armature, and bulked up a humorous figure 
with compressed news paper, sopping it all with flour and water paste.  It was pretty soggy when 
I popped it in the oven at low heat to dry it out. After checking several times, I took it out to 
cool, and then around 10:30 p.m., started on the paint job. Once when I was seventeen, and 
working as an arts and craft counselor at summer camp, I threw together a larger than life 
mermaid out of chicken wire and paper-maché, roasting it over a campfire and bringing it to life 
with tempera paint.  It had wild fiberglass hair which burned my hands and itched for days from 
applying the fiberglass.  The mermaid was made at night, and hung from the mess hall ceiling at 
6 a.m. as a surprise.  So this twelve inch clown was a piece of cake. 

Carrying a shopping bag, I arrived at the display studio where I presented the freshly 
made clown. 

“Did you really just make this?” Joe questioned. “That’s pretty fast.” 
Harry sniffed at the faint lingering paint odor saying, “You’ve got the job, but we can 

only afford to pay 65 cents an hour.” (The price of chicken was 79 cents a pound!) We were 
living on the GI bill, and every bit helped. 

My first task was to scrub out the big sink, which I must say, was layered with crud and 
old paint. However I was young, energetic and ready for anything. After some minor production 
projects, they entrusted me with designing and making the fall window display for a popular 
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department store in Allentown, Pennsylvania. It had to look good—without investing a lot of 
money for materials. I created eight contemporary scarecrows with a crow on each of their 
shoulders in flat-board that fit the bill. I was inching up but without the pay. 

Eventually, it was time to move on, as I had discovered a very tiny place that produced 
some gorgeous dogs—a flocked life sized boxer, the current fashion statement, and a crepe-paper 
haired cocker spaniel. The place was owned by two forty-year-old women, Florence and Bertha, 
who I regarded as old ladies. Bertha sculpted the realistic clay dog model, and then cast it into a 
sectional mold. The dogs were reproduced by pressing soaked paper cardboard smeared with 
paste into the locked in place sections. With glass eyes imbedded and clipped cardboard ears 
attached, the finish of fine tan flocking was blown onto the sticky skin. These classy display dogs 
were snapped up by department stores all over the country. 

However, sometimes a job came in where I could apply my talents. A shoe store on 
Market Street in Philly wanted a summer display, so I created tropical paintings on a fringed 
construction. When the guys at the previous studio saw it, they were sorry they let me go. 

 My goal shifted to getting into the display department of Gimbels, a large department 
store comparable to Macy, and move up to $2.00 dollars an hour.  So after a year on Arch Street, 
I secured an interview, showed photos of the jobs I had done and got the spot.  Now I wound up 
painting artwork on various signs and really felt I was getting ahead.  I always loved to be 
involved with projects and continued keeping my hands busy.  We had moved from the one 
room at $60 dollars a month to a three story house, taking the top two rooms and bath, for a steal 
of $35. There were pigeons cooing on the broad window sills.  We painted the living-bedroom 
turquoise and taupe and the big workroom kitchen had three tables for my artwork and Al’s 
architectural projects. 

Somehow I had made a connection with the buyer in the handbag department, and 
obtained an order for a gross of decorative wicker basket purses with hinged lids. Spread out on 
the tables and stacked on the floor, I painted shells and flowers on all 144 of those black and 
white lids. The car was loaded with the order and a terrified driver inched down Chestnut Street 
wedged between the curb and trolley tracks. The purses were fashionable and sold well. I felt the 
satisfaction of advancing up a rung. 

Al was graduating as an architect and we were thinking of staying in the Philadelphia 
area, when a colleague suggested to try for a mentorship with the famous architect, Richard 
Neutra. 

“How would you like to start life in Los Angeles?” Al asks. 
“Gosh,” I answered. “I’m just getting started—but I like the idea of living in California.” 

So I gave notice to the display director who expressed regret as to my leaving. I had found a 
niche of illustrating all the signs on the floors and windows. 

We packed our belongings in tight modules and loaded them into a used station wagon, 
whose windows we coated with black latex paint. We were going to clear off the paint when we 
arrived at our destination. The future was waiting. 
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Gloria Martin 

After three quarters of a century traveling on life’s roadway, I took a sharp turn to the 
right.  I had been experiencing my passion for creativity in two and three dimensional expression 
throughout the years.  With the fortunate opportunity to have my own ceramic studio, I was soon 
producing wall sculpture-paintings, wheel thrown animals and contemporary human forms; also 
racu decorative ware. 

The chance to do large sculpture happened with a referral phone call.  It was tremendous 
performance art, carving the large heads, animals and objects for floats in the Pasadena Rose 
Parade.  During the next eighteen years I juggled this with teaching ceramics and sculpture and 
joined a program demonstrating computer art at the then Museum of Science and Industry in Los 
Angeles. 

A few years ago, still on my creative journey, I took a workshop on children’s book 
illustration.  Why not write the stories as well!  So, this new path led me into writing -mostly 
poetry, where I experience all of the art values using expressive words.  In children’s poems, I’m 
interested in humor, playfulness and surprise.  When writing for the adult audience, the road 
jars, and I’m ever surprised at the emotion and visuals gushing out. I share my background as a 
volunteer sculpture instructor at the Braille Institute and continuing ceramic teacher at 
Barnsdall Art Center. 
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Zita Gluskin 
EL CAMINO-RESEDA CAS 

Money in My Life 
Cleveland/Los Angeles 

Although I would like to think that money per se has not 
guided my life, yet when I think about it, I realize it has always 
been an influential factor. 

When I was very young -- five years old -- I saw a man 
eating out of our garbage can and that made an indelible 
impression on me.  It was 1932 and the Great Depression was in 
full swing.  I never remember being hungry -- and we were a 
family of six -- but then we never had any treats either.  So I 
guess I can conclude that the worst part of being poor, or not 
having enough money, would mean going hungry, and that, our 
family never experienced.   My parents were not proud because 

in the worst of times they applied for Relief (what is known as Welfare today) and that must 
have supplemented our food budget. 

Mama and Daddy struggled to make a living in a Hand Laundry.  This was the best that 
they could do for quite a few years, even though Daddy was a journeyman carpenter, because 
there was no work in the building trades.  Occasionally Mama would get a few days work as a 
saleslady at a Sears Roebuck store, because the family  knew someone that worked there and 
recommended her for the temporary job that would add a little to the family income. 

One of the most difficult times of my growing years was that I was always wearing 
“hand-me-downs” and I hated it.  I can’t remember my mother ever taking me to the store to buy 
me a pretty dress when I was a young child.  I also had very few toys, and I don’t remember ever 
owning a doll.  Imagine my surprise when my own children expressed a joy in receiving hand-
me-downs from our friends’ children--they probably thought these clothes were prettier than the 
ones we bought for them.  And of course they knew that this was a gift, not a necessity.   

When I started High School my mother took me to the store and we bought two woolen 
skirts --one a dark blue A-line design, and the second a pleated plaid, and a light blue cardigan.  I 
wore these three items of clothing in 10th, 11th and 12th grade.  I remember the light blue 
cardigan, because sometimes I would wear it buttoned in the back so that it would look like a 
pullover in the front.  (Other girls did this too.)  And I probably had a few white blouses to go 
with these skirts. 

I started working part-time while I was in high school to have some extra spending 
money, and also to save for the future. I had part time jobs during the school semesters, and full 
time in the summer from high school until college graduation.   

When we came to California I was a Junior in college, and was accepted to attend UCLA, 
I was charged a non-resident tuition fee, which was $300 a semester (as compared to $21 for 
residents).  My mother convinced me to write a letter to my Uncle Mark, asking him to loan me 
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the money, and he sent back a very tough letter, lecturing me about not getting into the bad habit 
of asking for a loan from him or anybody else for that matter.  In retrospect, I was angry at my 
mother, and not at him, for putting me in such a terrible situation, and it fortunately did not affect 
my relation with him (although the subject was NEVER brought up again).  Instead I applied to 
an organization called the Jewish Free Loan Association, and they loaned me the money I needed 
to continue my education the first year I was in L.A. (By the second year I was a resident, and 
could pay the $21 tuition)  I paid the loan back when I graduated and had a full-time job and am 
happy to make a yearly contribution to that same organization today. 

I always remember my mother struggling with financial issues.  But she was so smart and 
disciplined.  When we came to L.A. with just an old beat-up car, and $5,000 from the Life 
Insurance Policy that she received when Daddy died two years before, she invested the money in 
an eight-unit apartment building, took a job selling women’s clothing, and renewed her license to 
sell insurance all at the same time.  The building investment just covered our own apartment, but 
she built up the equity in the property and also enough of a clientele in the insurance business to 
quit her job as a saleslady.  

When Jack and I were married we both worked full time and our salaries together seemed 
very substantial.  My weekly salary was $40 and his was $115. We were able to save all of my 
salary for a year and a half so that we could move out of the furnished bachelor apartment, into a 
one bedroom and buy all our own furniture.  By the time we started our family and bought our 
first house, I was no longer working, and Jack earned about $8,000 a year.  We thought we were 
doing okay.  

Jack always worked very long hours as an accountant.  To begin with, the commute to 
work was an hour each way, because there were no freeways in the 1950s.  (The Hollywood 
Freeway started on Highland and ended at Lankershim Blvd.)  And during the first three or four 
months of the year when there were a lot of tax returns to do, there were days that he would be 
gone 12 to 14 hours. As the years went by his earnings gradually increased, so that by the time 
we knew we needed a bigger house, we could afford it. 

After being home for 12 years, and the children growing up and becoming more 
independent, I began to work full time again as a teacher. And yet we still felt a need for many 
years to watch our expenditures.  We usually needed to spend all our monthly earnings, and did 
not have enough to begin saving any money until our children began to work also.  

When we were in our fifties and our children on their own, we started to save money 
more seriously with our retirement in mind.  The amazing part of our financial picture is the 
unbelievable inflation in the value of our home today.   

I don’t remember knowing anyone who was retired when I was growing up.  I think that 
was because people just worked until they died, which was considerably younger than the life 
span of today.  Social Security benefits only began when Franklin Roosevelt became President, 
and I remember when Daddy died in 1945 Mama received $30 a month --a benefit that lasted 
until my younger sister turned 18 years of age. 

We are much more relaxed about money at this time of our life than ever before.  Partly 
because we know that our years are coming to an end, and we are confident that we will have 
enough. 

The obvious fact about money in one’s life is that you can always find someone who has 
more and someone who has less.  It also seems clear that some people are more able and 
ambitious to make a lot of money than others who are not.  Yet who is to say who is better off.  
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Our greatest assets are our family and dear friends without a doubt.  And if things work out the 
way we’d like, there might even be some money left over for our heirs when we are gone.   

Zita Gluskin 

I was born July 13, 1926 in Chicago, Illinois. When I was a year old our family moved to 
Cleveland, Ohio.  I was the third of four daughters in our family with an age range of 15 years 
from the youngest to the oldest. When I was 21 years old I moved with my recently widowed 
mother and younger sister to Los Angeles. I graduated from UCLA, married Jack Gluskin and 
settled down in the San Fernando Valley to raise three children. After twelve years of staying 
home, I went back to school, earned a teaching credential and taught in the LA School District 
for 27 years. Shortly after I retired from teaching in LAUSD, I enrolled in a course at the 
University of Judaism to be trained as a para- professional counselor.  After the two year course 
was completed, I led a group called CAPS - Children of Aging Parents. It was a group  
counseling program for what is now known as the "sandwich generation"  --those in the middle 
of young children and aging parents.  Following that I enrolled in a training course to be a 
Docent at the Skirball Cultural Center and have led adults’ tours and children's tours for the 
past 13 years.  In addition, I am active in a Jewish women's organization, NA'AMAT USA, a 
progressive Zionist group that supports special projects for women and children in Israel.  I 
have held many offices in this organization, including President of our Natanya club as well as 
President of the Council of all the clubs in the San Fernando Valley.  I now work with a 
committee to plan programs for our monthly meetings that are stimulating, enjoyable and 
meaningful.  In addition, I write publicity articles for both our club and the Council.  Also, I 
enjoy being with the families of our three children and six grandchildren whenever they have 
time for me.  
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Rose Carpenter 

Our First House (a Miracle, I Call it) in 1958 
Los Angeles 

In 1958, my husband and our two little boys lived with my 
parents in Los Angeles. I very much wanted to become independent 
and even though my parents were wonderful people, I dreamed of 
having our own home. I read in the paper about this lady who 

helped make money, so I contacted her. It was about selling cosmetics doing home-party 
demonstrations (I still remember the name of the line of cosmetics - "Rita Ross"). I didn't know 
anything about selling; however, I started booking parties in the evenings among relatives and 
friends of my parents. I got very busy with home parties and collections and going out two or 
three times a week. Soon my little evening business was growing and I was able to open a 
Christmas Club account. By year end I had saved a good sum of money. I looked in the paper, 
the Herald Examiner and saw an ad for a 2 bedroom, 1-bath house for sale in Encino that looked 
attractive. I called the realtor in charge and made an appointment.  

One afternoon when my husband came home I said, “Let's go, Art, we're going to see a 
house in the Valley.”  

We didn't quite know where Encino was, but we got there. The house was a small 800 sq. 
foot home with a big back yard just ideal for our children. We made our offer for $12,700, full 
price. It was accepted. All we had, to buy the house was $400 dollars (my "Christmas Club" 
savings) less $100 because I had bought beds for the boys.  

This is how we worked the financing:  
Down payment was $900 dollars, but we only had $300. My father gave us a gift of $300 

and the nice realtor loaned us his full commission of $300, making a total of $900. We assumed 
an existing VA loan and our total monthly payment was $66 plus a small payment to the realtor 
who came every month to collect his money until we paid in full. It was such a miracle for us to 
get into our little dream house and on December 1, 1958, we moved into 5966 Jamieson Avenue, 
Encino, California 91316. What a joy to have a place to call our own.  A couple of years ago I 
was checking the real estate section of the LA Times and I saw my little house for sale for a price 
of $385,000.  

p.s.  I just want to add that our little house helped us start our little gold nest in real estate as we
refinanced it a few times and got enough money to buy others.
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Rose Carpenter 

I was born in Nicaragua from Hispanic parents and came to the U.S. at the age of 13. 
My aunt and uncle had been living in the U.S. since 1942.  My aunt, being so close to my 
father, her only brother, wanted him and his family to also come to the U.S.  I attended Jr. 
High and High school in Los Angeles.  I got married to Art in 1954.  We have 3 children and 2 
beautiful granddaughters.  I worked as a secretary for the Boy Scouts and also for McConnell 
Douglas Aircraft.  In 1970 I got my real estate license and started working on a part-time 
basis.  My husband Art was already a real estate broker and opened our first real estate office. 
I also joined Red Carpet Real Estate, a franchise.  In 1979 I got my brokers license. I've been in 
the business for 35 years and I work in my office on a part-time/full time basis.  We have a real 
estate/property management office in Downey where we resided for almost 30 years.  We 
moved to Encino in 2002 to be near our only two granddaughters. 



243 

How We Make Something 
Out of Nothing Today 

We write about the rewards of helping others, 
appreciating animals, enjoying the everyday 
wonders around us, staying active, healthy and 
involved with family and friends, creating 
beautiful things and recording family history for 
generations to come. 
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Barbara S. Brown 
WESTSIDE CAS 

When You Are Happy And You Know It... 

When I was a young teen, my friend Genevive, whom I 
met in my freshman homeroom division, introduced me to a 
wonderful place called Abraham Lincoln Center. It was a 
community cultural arts center housed in a massive five story red 
brick building, designed by the famous architect, Frank Lloyd 
Wright. 

My parents allowed me to go to the center two days a 
week after school, to participate in some of the activities offered. 
Genevive lived near the center, but I lived a mile away, and that 

was too far to walk alone, especially during the fall and winter seasons when the days were 
shorter.  So, I rode the streetcar, and my dad would come to the center to pick me up after class. 
Then we would ride the streetcar together back home. During the spring, when the days grew 
longer, Mr. Scott, the janitor would walk with me the long block to Cottage Grove, and see that I got 
on the street car. When I got to my street, 34th Street, I could walk safely home by myself. 

During the summer most of the center's staff would go up to Wisconsin, near Janesville, to 
the Abraham Lincoln Center Summer Camp.  At the end of my sophomore year I was selected as one 
of the LITS (Leaders In Training), a junior counselor.  That meant that I would be away from home, 
from the week that school ended at the end of May until the Friday before Labor Day, and I LOVED 
IT! I was never homesick. I loved the small lake, loved all of those trees, and the green grass of 
the campus and the meadow, loved those shady paths through the woods, loved climbing Sunset 
Hill, loved the little dirt road that led to the narrow two lane highway, loved all of the fun with the 
people, loved the campfires, and loved the group singing. 

Pam, one of the counselors, played the guitar, and her main job was to teach all of the camp 
songs to the campers. One of the most popular songs was, If You're Happy & You Know It.  The 
words were, "If you're happy and you know it, clap your hands."  At the end of that line everyone 
clapped two short claps, and repeated the line. It continued, "If you're happy and you know it, then 
your face will surely show it, if you're happy and you know it, clap your hands."  Then someone 
would start another verse, but instead of clap your hands, it might be "stomp your feet." The song 
would go on and on, faster and faster, with different endings until Pam couldn't play any faster.  She 
would raise both of her hands in a gesture of surrender, and the campers would let out a deafening 
yell that ended the song. That was so much fun, long ago, during the 1940s. 

However, recently I found myself humming that tune as I left the Will Rogers Continuation 
School.  It is connected to Van Nuys High School, and it is one of the two participating high schools 
in the Teen Parent Program.  I volunteer to serve as one of the mentors from ONEGeneration Senior 
Enrichment Center.  This organization sponsors two different types of programs under the direction 
of AHN to benefit teenagers.  At our meeting of November 6, 2009, Susan was the presenter.  She 
lectured to the group about the importance of teaching babies to play early in their lives. 
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She said, "As parents, it's your job to do this, and it should be ongoing." She paused, and 
surveyed the quiet group seated before her. Then she asked, "Does anyone know what the 3Rs are?" 

No answer came from the surly group of twelve individuals whose ages range between 16 
and 18 years old.  Today there were three males; two of them were new to me. The other young 
man attends the program with his girlfriend who is the mother of his son. 

I finally answered, "Readin', ritin', and rithmetic." 
"Yes", Susan replied. "That's the old meaning, but childrearing has a new meaning; 

Relationship, Responsiveness, and Respect." She further explained that one easy way for babies to 
develop these skills is through play. Again, Susan paused, and looked over the less than 
unenthusiastic group, and asked, "Are there any questions or comments?" 

There was silence from the group. 
Then I directed a question to the group, "Do you want your kid to be smart in school, or do 

you want them to just sit like a rock?" 
The young father muttered, "I want 'im to be smart." 
Some others in the group nodded in agreement. 
Then one girl asked, "When do you start playing with the baby?" 
Susan answered, "You start talking to and smiling at the baby as soon after birth as 

possible."  She continued by saying, "Babies like soft, cuddly things. So, today we are going to make 
a toy for your baby." 

Before the group arrived we had placed on the two large round tables the materials that 
were to be used to make the toys: new thick white athletic socks, yarn, batting, colored markers, and 
scissors. When the teens entered the room, they all seated themselves around the tables, with the 
exception of three of them.  The parents of the 11 month old baby shared a seat. She sat on the arm 
of the chair in which he was sitting.  The other person who avoided the table was one of the new 
males. This young man was tall and skinny with stringy blond hair sticking out from under the edges 
of his black knitted stocking cap.  He looked like one of those "really cool" skateboarding jocks.  He 
sat at a desk in a slouched posture during Susan's lecture. 

Then she said, "O.K. everybody, get started." 
The others started reluctantly touching the materials on the table, and looking around for 

ideas on how to begin the project. 
The cool dude said, "I ain't got no kids. Um jes' here representin' my buddy while he's in 

jail." 
I recognized a power play coming up. He was giving notice that he was not going to be 

caught making a doll out of a sock.  I knew that if we allowed him to get away with just sitting, and 
not doing the assignment, others in the class would follow his lead. Susan looked helpless for a 
moment; that's when my "Grandma" attitude kicked in. 

I pulled out an empty chair at the table, shot a stern look at him, pointed to the chair, and said 
in a firm voice, "Participate!" 

He responded immediately by taking the seat at the table. I was flabbergasted at how 
quickly he complied with the indicated direction. 

As he was taking the seat I said, "I'm sure that your buddy appreciates you for representing 
him. You will be a great godfather." 

Susan urged the group to work quickly in order to get a toy made in the short amount of 
time allotted to this project.  One of the girls started drawing a face on the sock that she was using, 
and I said, "Oh, what a nice smile you're making, may I show it?" 
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She smiled, and handed the sock to me; I held it up for all to see. Susan and I circulated 
around the tables dishing out compliments. The spirit of the group began to change; enthusiasm was 
being generated. The silence was gone, and the students began to talk to each other about what was 
being done. We heard remarks from different individuals such as, "Oh, show me how you made 
that." "Who has the red marker?" "I need some more batting, and blue yarn." It was wonderful; it 
felt like we were in the midst of a competition. 

Finally, Susan said, "OK, we have one more toy to make, it's called a spinner, and it's to be 
hung above the baby's head for the baby to see." She explained the directions for making the toy, 
and then we distributed paper plates, string, catalogs filled with colorful pictures, and clear contact 
paper. These were the materials needed for the spinner. Everyone started working on the new 
project, except the two new young men. They were on a "roll" with the doll making, and seemed to 
be determined to complete it. The skateboard jock finished off his doll by giving it spiky hair made 
from blue yarn. It stuck out from beneath a knit hat that he had made from the elastic sock top. The 
other young man finished his beautifully made doll by drawing a heart, and writing on it, "I love 
Uncle." I was touched by the sincerity that they had put into their efforts to make a toy for a baby. 

The ringing bell signaled the end of the period. Susan said, "Thank you for doing such a good 
job today. Take any of the materials that you want and finish your projects at home." After the 
students left we started cleaning up and packing up the things that Susan had brought. The Principal 
came into the room with a huge grin on her face. She said in a very joyful voice, "This was a great 
session today!" I thought to myself, "Yes it was, but how would you know?" 

Before I could finish my thought she said, "They all came running into my office shouting, 
"Look what I made!" "Look what I made!" 

Her remarks made us feel very happy, and on my way home I found myself humming that 
old camp song, "If you're happy and you know it clap your hands." 

Barbara S. Brown 

I was born in Earle, Arkansas in 1931.  I lived there until I was 10 years old.  Then I 
moved, with my family, during the summer of 1941 to Gary, Indiana.  During that summer and 
early fall we moved two more times in Gary.  Finally, on November 11th, Veterans’ Day, we 
moved to Chicago, Illinois.  I lived in Chicago for 62 years, until 2003, when I moved to 
California; where I will probably spend the rest of my life.  I participated in a Caregiver Support 
Group at an Adult Day Care program at ONEGeneration from 2003—2007.  I have also 
volunteered as a mentor for the Teen-Parent group and also mentored the Teen Foster Children 
at ONEGeneration Senior Enrichment Center.  In 2004 I volunteered at Lemay Street 
Elementary School as an assistant to the teacher in the Kindergarten and the 4th grade. 
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Barbara Wright 
WESTSIDE CAS 

A Meeting of Kindred Souls 
It was late spring, almost early summer of 2001 

and I was visiting my mom. She resides in Elizabeth 
New Jersey, a town where my parents retired to. One 
Sunday morning on my way to purchase a newspaper 
from the market, I walked down a street where the 
sidewalk was ruggedly uneven with scattered broken 
glass and loosely tied grocery bags used for the disposal 
of garbage. There were abandoned cars and tall grass 

growing in one yard. Suddenly, I heard loud hurtful words blaring from a nearby house. I came 
upon a Mediterranean looking beautiful powder blue house where these words had roared from. 
A group of adults were sitting on a seedy couch. They were engaged in rowdy babble while 
grabbing at a small brown bag. Standing next to a loose hinged screen door was a little girl with 
honey colored complexion. Our eyes met and we immediately smiled at each other. The 
sweltering heat had become unbearable for me so I crossed the street where there were shade 
trees.  

I stepped onto the unpaved sidewalk and this little child spoke with a lucid voice, “Hi, 
Lady.”  

I waved and proceeded on my way. 
One day on the way to the market this little kindred spirit happened upon me again. She 

cheerfully greeted me, “Hi, Lady.”  
I responded, “Hello, it’s nice to see you again. My name is Ms. Wright and yours?” 
The adult with her said, “Her name is Star.” 
“Oh, what a beautiful name you have.  My grandson Cameron is about your age and 

attends school.” 
Star said, “I’m five, but don’t go to school yet.” And we both parted our ways. 
I made Star some play dough in bright colors of red, yellow and green. Included in the 

little goodie bag was a rolling pin, some cookie cutters and some books such as Stuart Little, 
Good Night Moon and Digging up Dinosaurs. When I took the little gifts no one was home so I 
put her name on the bag and placed it inside the screen door. 

The very next day we met on the street. Star said, “Hi, Ms. Wright,” with an infectious 
smile. “This is my little sister,” who looked about six months old in her stroller. 

Her mom just stared at me with ungenerous eyes. Her body language said, “I don’t have 
time for no small talk.” 

I said to Star, “Did you get the package I left for you?” 
Her cheerful face lit up with gratitude. She said, “I liked the play dough.” 

Her mother’s patience was wearing thin and she began to push the stroller back and forth. 
Then she said, “See you.” 
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Star asked me, “Why do you have an umbrella, is it going to rain?” 
“No I don’t think so; it’s to protect me from the blazing sun.”  
She waved goodbye and hurried after her mother. 
It was now June and my visit had culminated. I made one last attempt to see Star. I 

entered through the yard and she greeted me immediately. 
I said, “I’ve come to say goodbye, tomorrow I leave for home. I live in Los Angeles.” 
Her eyes were steadily on me. “Where is Los Angeles?” 
“It’s a long way across the country,” I said, pointing westward. “It was so good to meet 

you.” 
Star asked, “Will you come back?” 
“Yes, I will return,” I responded.  
Star had made an indelible impression upon me. She reminded me of myself when I was 

her age. Intelligent, free spirited and polite. This child had risen above her sad home, 
circumstances and community environment. She was a magnificent kindred spirit and radiant 
light. A star!     

Barbara Wright 

     I was born in Cornwall N.Y in 1940. Many places were my home due to my father seeking 
employment.  My longest stay was Newark N.J. where I attended Girls Technical and Trade High 
School. Thereafter I married and had a daughter. This marriage ended. I met my second 
husband and we were married.  
     We moved to Los Angeles and I had three more children. This marriage ended and I was 
determined to be a successful single mother. I enrolled at Santa Barbara City College and while 
there, I was presented with the Service to the College Award. I proceeded onto to U.C.S.B. In 
1980 I received a B.A. Degree. My son, daughter and I shared our graduation day. They from 
High School and I from the University of California at Santa Barbara.  
     Today I am an artist and storyteller to not only my grandchildren but to other children who 
sense that it’s safe to share pieces of their lives with me.  
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Aaron Koslow 
FRANKLIN-HOLLYWOOD CAS 

Songs of the Heart 
Los Angeles 

It seems strange, but just about every individual has one song 
close to his or her heart, that really means something just to only that 
one person.  But when the “individuality” seems to tie everyone 
together, it comes in at a most unusual time, during a “WAR.”  Many 
tunes may come in at a time like that, but one in particular seems to 
grab hold of the public. 

Correct me if I’m wrong, but World War I, which ended 
before I was born, had a song that lasted a long time.  Yes, even into the 1930s when I was only 
5 or 6.  The title of it was, Till We Meet Again.  Some European immigrants said the tune 
sounded like an old Russian melody. 

I can remember when a small four wheel truck would come into the neighborhood, 
carrying a small merry-go-round on the back of it with statuette horses and seats like on the large 
carrousels.  It cost a penny or two for a ride, and the background music was still, Till We Meet 
Again.  Somehow, it’s still fresh in my mind. 

Since World War I ended, there have been by so many battles, one after another.  And the 
popular songs coming out of wartime have changed as well.   

However, recently I was a patient in the Veterans Hospital in West Los Angeles.  When I 
came into my ward and sat down on the side of my bed, the Head Nurse, “Nurse Deborah,” a 
lady in her late 30s or early 40s, about 5’9”, husky, dark haired asked, “Where have you been?”   

I told her that I took a walk around the area to keep exercising.  She then asked, “Which 
nurse went with you?”   

I answered; “Noone.”  
She started to scold me because I’m not allowed to go by myself.   
I said, “I told the nurses at the nearby desk where I would be, so I walked alone.”   
Then I said, “Hey, that sounds like the name of the most popular song of World War I ,I 

Walk Alone.  How could I forget that?” 
Nurse Deborah asked, “Oh, is that another one of the corny numbers of your generation?”   
I replied, “Hey, that was #1 on the Hit Parade. It really caught on big.  I wondered how 

much of it I could remember after all these years?  Let’s see.”  
I sang, “I walk alone, because to tell you the truth I’ll be lonely.”  
Nurse Deborah said sarcastically, “Now that is a piece of corn, right off the cob.”  
Not caring about Nurse Deborah’s remarks, I continued, “I don’t mind being lonely, 

when my heart tells me you are lonely too.”   
Giving in a bit, she said, “Well, I guess that’s a little better, but not much.” 
I continued, “They ask me why? And I tell them I’d rather…”  
Nurse Deborah stayed but with a smile that said, “Like who cares?”  
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I sang on, “There are dreams I must gather, dreams we fashioned that night, I held you 
tight.” 

At that line I saw the oddest look in her eyes and on her face.  Then she turned around.  
She stood there with her back to me and I saw her head bend down.   

“Are you alright, Nurse Deborah?” I asked.  
“Yes, I’m fine.”  But her voice sounded as though she could hardly speak.  Nothing like 

when we started talking when I got back into the ward.   
I said, “Gee, I’m still groping or guessing at the lyrics, as best as I can remember.  ‘I’ll 

always be near you, wherever you are, each night, in every prayer.’  Let’s see what else there 
may be. ‘If you call I’ll hear you, no matter how far, just say my name and I’ll be there.’  There’s 
got to be more, oh sure, of course. ‘Please walk alone, and send your love and your kisses to 
guide me, till you’re standing beside me, I’ll walk alone.’  I guess that’s about as close as I could 
get.  I still wish I could end it much better.” 

Just then we heard some light applause to the left of us, and there at the entrance to the 
ward a man in a wheelchair, with a lady standing next to him, I assumed was his wife, both 
smiling brightly.  Then she put her right arm across his back and leaned toward him, and they 
kissed.  Not just a simple k-i-s-s-e-d, kiss, but like a young couple hating to say good night, at 
the end of the most wonderful date ever.  It was beautiful.  Nurse Deborah and I, both seeing 
this, nodded and smiled at each other.   

Then, after a while, the lady leaned back, walked to me, put her hands on my shoulders 
and said, “We danced to that song at our wedding, a million times before, and still do since.”  
She then pecked a quick kiss on my forehead, leaned back and said, “Thank you.”   

I tried to say, “You’re welcome,” but I don’t think any sound came out of me.  She 
walked back to her husband in the wheel chair, and started to turn it at the door.   

He smiled and threw a fast salute to me, and I tossed one back to him.  And they were 
gone. 

Aaron Koslow 

I was born and raised in Brooklyn, New York.  In my family I am known as Arnie.  I 
graduated from New York School of Printing.  When I went into the Army, during World War II, 
I was part of the 29th Infantry Division stationed overseas in places such as Ireland, England, 
Wales, France, Belgium, Holland, and Germany.  I then came to Los Angeles. My longest job of 
17 ½  years was as an audio tester for RCA Victor Records.  My favorite sport is boxing and I 
even became a ring announcer and a timekeeper.  I also trained others in the skill.  Now I am in 
the writing class learning to put down on paper my many stories.  I enjoy writing about my 
experiences with the people around me now and also in the past.  I was interviewed by the Los 
Angeles Times a few years ago about some of my experiences in boxing.  Some of my stories 
show a side of boxers that many people don’t know.   
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Patricia McNeely 

The Yiddish Guide to  
Down Home Texas Talk 

You can take the gal out of Texas but you can’t take the 
Texas out of a gal.  I’d be the first to stand in line to attest 
to this saying since no amount of California has been able 
to accomplish this monumental feat.  All I have to do is 
open my mouth and let some of my down home Texas talk 
with that distinguishable nasal twang escape and it’s better 
than a branding iron to mark that I’m a stray in “these here 
parts.” 

I never even figured that my speech could seem so foreign until lately I see some of my  new 
Jewish friends raise their eyebrows and gaze at me with that quizzical expression as though to 
question, “What in the world is she trying to say?”  Since they have been so considerate as to 
take me under their wing and try to acquaint me with some of their Yiddish words and 
expressions, I feel “beholden” to return the favor just in case any one of them should ever get 
lost or stranded in the piney woods of East Texas. Now don’t you just know that stranger things 
have happened! 

Before we begin the comparisons of the two colorful and explicit languages, there are a few rules 
of thumb to remember when trying to wrap your tongue around down home Texas talk.  Best that 
we review these before we even start so you won’t be looked upon as a real green horn! 

Rules of Thumb for Down Home Texas Talk 

1. There are very few one-syllable words when a true Texan speaks.  Cat is dragged out to ca-
at, friends becomes fre-onds. Don’t try to whittle down these words but think like a rubber
band and stretch it out ‘ til you hear the twang.  Remember you're in Texas, not New York.

2. Subtle has no place in down home country talk.  Texans “git” down to the real nitty gritty
and “tell it like it is” with more similes and metaphors than Carter’s got pills.

3. Double negatives are not prohibited and often encouraged to “jest” add emphasis. “Cause,
don’t you see, it jest don’t make no never mind.”

4. Dangling prepositions aren’t considered a faux pas and when you hear, “I’m fixin’ to” you
know that a Texan is speaking.
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5. Feel free to make contractions out of very unlikely words. More’n sure y’all will hear a heap
of these in Texas.

6. Leaving the first syllable off of some words is “jest” dandy ‘cause down home folks ’most
always do.

7. Texans feel that it is superfluous to add the “g” to any words ending in “ing.”
8. Ain’t is acceptable only when a body knows that you know better!  Now, ain’t that a shame

‘cause it jest seems to slap dab roll right off our tongues somehow.
9. Now don’t be getting’ all hot and bothered if that twang doesn’t come easy to you.  It takes a

little while to get used to pushing those words through your nose.  It’s a thing that we Texans
have been practicing since we were knee high to a grasshopper!

10. Remember to get off your high horse and put all those uppity airs behind you ‘cause ‘most
down home Texas talk is done with tongue in cheek.  The closer you get to Texas, the thicker
you can spread it on.

So now that you have some of the rules under our belt, let’s get this show on the road before the 
cornbread cools on the stove. 

Shmooze 
In Texas talk it might go something like this. 

Chewing the fat
Talking the horns right off a billy goat 
Flapping your jaws 
Gittin’ right down to the nitty gritty 
Pouring your heart out 
Passin’ the time of day 

A real common scene in small East Texas towns is to see a group of older gentlemen folk in the 
winter time gathered around a pot bellied stove or gas heater of the local hardware store playing 
dominoes or checkers and “jest sittin’ and chewing the fat.“ 

Shlep 
Texas folk might refer to this act a little differently. 

Tote 
Lug  
Cart 

Back home you might hear this comment, “Why, it’d take a month of Sundays to cart all that 
stuff inside,” or “Why totin’ all that junk would break the back of a pack mule.” 

Nebbish 
Don’t think that you’ve cornered the market on these guys.  We have ‘em in Texas, too, but jest 
put a different twist to it. 

He could fall up a tree. 
She always seems a day late and a dollar short.      
He don’t know come here from sic ‘em. 
She’d have to take lessons on learnin’ to be a fool. 
If  they was a passin’ out common sense, he musta’ been standing last in line. 
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Kvetch 
In Texas we do a lot of this and if you’ve ever lived with Texas weather you’ll understand why 
but it might be translated just a tad differently. 

Bitchin’ 
Belly achin’ 
Why, she’d complain if you hung her with a new rope. 

You might jest hear someone say, “Now all that belly achin’ ain’t gonna’ amount to a hill of 
beans.”  Translated this would mean that kvetching is of no avail. 

Shlemiel  
It’s too bad that we didn’t round ‘em up and ride ‘em out on the rail, but we’ve got our share of 
these folks still hangin’ ‘round the state. 

Skalywag 
‘Onery cuss 
Ain’t worth the powder and lead it’d take to shoot him 
‘Bout as worthless as a plug nickel 
Good “fer” nothin’ 
He’s so sorry his own mama wouldn’t claim him. 

Now, jest supposin’ that a Texan’s daughter brought home a shlemiel to meet the family.  This is 
how the conversation might go behind the kitchen door, “ She musta’ been scraping the bottom 
of the barrel to come up with that low, down good fer nothin’ skalywag.  I’m here to tell you that 
she shouldn’t even be giving him the time of day instead of lollygagging all around town with 
him.”  

Macher 
Here’s who you’d be hopin’ that daughter would bring home ‘stead of the shlemiel she dragged 
in from goodness knows where. 

Head hauncho 
Top dog 
Wagon master 
Better’n sliced bread 
He’s runnin’ high, wide and handsome 
Cream of the crop 
Shiny as a new penny 

If luck would have it that a macher came callin’ on your daughter, this is how the conversation 
might go behind those closed doors, “We can jest thank our lucky stars that she skimmed that 
milk and came up with the cream of the crop.” 
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Shikker 
Jest in case you should happen chance upon a Texas who can’t quite hold his liquor these 
expressions might come in pretty handy. 

Three sheets to the wind 
Loop-legged 
Drunker ‘n Cooter Brown 
Stewed to the gills 
Loaded for bear 
Knee-walkin’ drunk 
Fallin’ down drunk  
Loose as a goose (not quite there yet but well on the way) 
Tighter ‘n a tick (a tad past the loose goose but headed to    
bump heads with old Cooter Brown) 

Here’s how the scene might play out with a perplexed wife after the gentleman of the house has 
spent the prior night out over achieving.  “Now don’t that beat all!  He spent the whole night out 
at the It’ll Do jest ‘a chuggin’ those long necks Lone Stars jest a jugging and a jawin’ with all the 
other yahoos that he could drag up outta’ the gutter.  Then he comes in here with the roosters as 
loop-legged as a one-eyed sailor, stewed to the gills.  Now he’s a hoping to fly with the eagles 
this morning after cavortin’ with the turkeys all night long.  It’s for sure that the hair of the dog 
won’t cure that big-head he’s got today. 

To make a long story jest a tad shorter: 
He was drinking beer and talking with his buddies until dawn. Drinking another beer will neither 
cure his hang-over nor get him ready for work the next day. 

Now if it seems that we got a powerful lot of thoughts to explain this condition it’s ‘cause Texas 
ain’t exactly a tea- totalin’ state. 

Farchadted  
The Texas weather is more ‘n enough to keep us in this state of mind jest trying to decide if the 
thermometer is gonna’ pop its top or if a blue norther is headed our way. 

Bumfuzzled 
Jest a whistlin’ Dixie 
Dustin’ the cobwebs out of the attic 
Decidin’ which end’s up 
Mind’s moving slower ‘n molasses 
Guess the light’s jest dimmed out for a spell 
The road’s got a fork in it 
You got it all cattywampussed 
Six of one and half a dozen of the other 
When in doubt, jest punt 
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          Shtick Holz 
Teas might not have invented the word “stubborn” but we got a bumper crop of folks of that 
persuasion in the Lone Star State. Here’s the way you might refer to ‘em. 

As stubborn as the day is long 
Like arguing with a wooden Indian 
Stubborn as a mule 
Mule-headed 
Won’t budge an inch with a stick of dynamite 
Mind’s set like a steel trap 
Got his heels dug in 
He’d stick to it ‘til Hell freezes over. 
Deaf in one ear and can’t hear out a t’other 

Now if your path should cross a stubborn Texas you might try this lingo. “Why, that mule-
headed cuss. He’s got his heels dug in so tight that you couldn’t budge him with a stick of 
dynamite. I’d rather be arguing with a wooden Indian than to change his mind.” 

Nudnick 
He’d worry the horns off a billy goat. 
More worrisome than flies in the buttermilk 
He’d drive a sane man crazy. 
She’d worry the warts off a horny toad. 
A chigger couldn’t hold a light to her. 
Peskier ‘n swattin’ flies 

A Texas mama might be heard to say to her nudnick child.  “Jest give me some peace and quite 
for a spell.  You go mind your own beeswax ’cause I got my own fish to fry.  I swear to 
goodness, you’re more worrisome than flies in the buttermilk.” Now, if you don’t cotton to the 
“fish fry,” feel free to substitute “row to hoe,” “pot to boil” or “rat killin’” .  In the Lone Star 
state they all mean there’s chores that need tendin’.         

Zaftig 
We don’t mean no insults or disrespect here.  We’re jest tellin’ it the way we see it!  Every 
Texan knows that the more there is to see, the more there is to love. 

You’d have to go a huggin’ and chalking’ with her. 
She’s right sizable. 
The more fat-back in the beans, the better the flavor 
Take more’n two mules to pull that wagon 
She’d stand steady in a Panhandle blow 
She got more’n her portion of creamy gravy. 
Her mama didn’t spare no grits on her. 
She didn’t miss no mashed ‘taters. 
She’s been fattened up like a hog going’ to slaughter          
She’s been right plumped up. 
Broad in the beams 
More’n three ax handles wide 
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When you go to huggin’ a sizable woman, best take a piece of chalk in one hand so’s you can 
mark the spot where you left off before you move around and commence again.  That’s what we 
call a huggin’ and a chalkin’ in Texas.  

     Shpilkes  
You’d think his pants was a’fire. 
She’s jest chompin’ at the bits 
She’s itchy twitchy. 
He’s got ants in his pants. 
She’s fit to be tied. 
He’s jumpier ‘n a jack rabbit in the snow. 
She’s spinnin’ ‘round like a top. 
He’d make a pressure cooker look calm. 
She’s busier than a cranberry merchant at 
Thanksgiving time. 
She’s got the heebie jeebies. 
He’s runnin’ ‘round like a house a’fire. 
She’s acting like a cat on a hot tin roof. 

 “Sometimes jest watchin’ him run ‘round like a chicken with his head cut off plumb tuckers me 
out.” 

Patricia McNeely 

I was born in 1935 in Bonham, Texas, a small town in the northeastern part of the 
state.  Although we moved frequently during the war years, my family finally settled down in 
Marshall, Texas.  After high school graduation I attended North Texas State College as a 
journalism major.  My education was interrupted when I married my college sweetheart.  Eight 
years later I returned to college majoring in education and received my degree from Baylor 
University.  Following 28 years in the classroom and as an instructional specialist I retired from 
the Dallas Independent School District as interim director of Early Childhood.  Continuous 
coaxing from my only child, Milinda, brought me to Los Angeles.  My grandson, Avery, definitely 
swayed my decision to make the move!  Wanting to make new friends and pursue my love of 
writing led me to enroll in the Family History class.  Friends in the class encouraged me to join 
them in an acting class.  Then by some fickle finger of fate I launched into a new career as an 
actor at the tender age of 70.  I'm now a proud member of both SAG and AFTRA.  I've had 
principal and supporting roles in 4 independent feature films, principal roles in 4 national 
commercials and numerous local and regional commercials. In between being on set and honing 
the skills of my new-found profession, I spend cherished time grandmothering my only 
grandchild.  I'm a firm believer that life is as exciting at age 74 as at 16 and I'm living testimony 
that you can teach old dogs new tricks. 
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Mina Kirby 

Christmas in Halethorpe 
Maryland 

Christmas has always been a very 
special time in my family. When I was little, 
the only indications on Christmas Eve that 
anything unusual was happening were the 
lingering cinnamon aromas of yet another 
batch of baked goodies, a plate of cookies left 
on the kitchen table for Santa, and a child’s 

excited anticipation of what was to come the next day. 
What a wonder that early the next morning, my parents awakened me (Yes, even excited 

children eventually fall asleep!). “Santa has been here,” they said, handing me the big red 
stocking that Santa had left hanging on the doorknob of my bedroom. I sat on my bed emptying 
the stocking, finding little toys like two sticks that could be squeezed together to make a monkey 
twirl around a bar, chocolate coins, almonds, and, way down in the toe, a tangerine. This little 
diversion gave my parents time to get into the living room, light the tree, get the train going, and 
find some Christmas carols on the radio. 

When called, I ran into the living room, which had been transformed overnight! A real 
tree with fresh piney scent sat in a corner, decorated with many shiny ornaments, and strung with 
large colored lights, each light backed up with an aluminum reflector. Sparkly silver tinsel hung 
straight down from each branch, shimmering in the light. “Here’s your special ornament that 
Santa saved for you to put on the tree,” my parents would tell me. They would hold out a shiny 
red bell, which had a real clapper and would ring when shaken. I loved that little bell the most of 
all the ornaments. 

Beneath the tree was a platform, around which ran a little train. There were small lit 
houses, little sidewalks and roads made out of cornstarch, and some kind of green stuff for grass. 
Tiny evergreen trees dotted the lawns, and minute, painted metal people and dogs stood around 
the neighborhood. There were little metal cars and I loved to run them along the roads, which 
meant my dad periodically had to repair the roads. 

Best of all, Santa left presents piled up on one of the chairs and the area around it. There 
was always a doll, some kind of game, and a few other toys, never boring clothes. The toys were 
all unwrapped and ready to play with. One very exciting Christmas, when I was ten, there was a 
beautiful new blue two-wheeled bike, and another year, a phonograph player with two 78-rpm 
records of Bing Crosby and the Andrew Sisters singing Christmas carols. Of course, there was 
only one song on each side of a record, and they were very breakable. I remember saying in 
wonder, “Is this for me?” It seemed to be such a grown up gift.  

“Santa left it for you, we’re sure,” my mom and dad replied. 
Eventually, we ate breakfast and opened the wrapped presents that we had for each other, 

mostly purchased and wrapped by my mother. The presents for the family did not have ribbons 
and bows, which were saved for other relatives. These gifts were a lot less interesting to me, as 



258 

they were mostly clothes. In those days, although we always had a home and plenty of food, my 
family didn’t have extra money, especially after two more babies arrived and my widowed 
grandmother came to live with us. The only times we got new clothes, or toys either, for that 
matter, were Christmas, Easter, the beginning of school, and birthdays. 

But back to Christmas Day. My parents must have been totally exhausted after being up 
all night, so I was allowed to play with my new toys while they took turns at a little nap. When I 
was a bit older, I and my brother and sister used that time to visit our aunts and uncles and 
cousins, who all lived in the same neighborhood. We took them their gifts which were complete 
with curly ribbons and bows, and opened their presents to us. 

In the afternoon we all piled into the car and headed for a large family dinner at my 
grandparents’ house, where there were still more gifts to unwrap. The children played around yet 
another tree and my grandmother offered everyone a glass of her nutmeg-sprinkled homemade 
custard before dinner. I think that the custard was just nonalcoholic eggnog which her Baptist 
upbringing did not allow her to call by that name. 

By early evening, we were back home, stuffed with turkey, potatoes and gravy, cranberry 
sauce and homemade pie. All the used wrapping paper that was salvageable was refolded to use 
on the family presents next year, and the rest was stuffed into overflowing trash cans. Before it 
got very late, we were in bed and sound asleep. 

For the remainder of the Christmas vacation, and perhaps awhile longer, the tree 
remained up and our toys and other gifts stayed in the living room. My family and those of my 
aunts and uncles took turns having gatherings at our homes, where we munched on cookies and 
soda and showed off our presents, carefully telling who had given each one. It was a wonderful, 
warm, intimate time, and the feelings that I experienced live in me even to this day. 

Years later, in 1967, when I was grown up, I moved to California. Christmases back 
home had been big happy family affairs, and I hated the idea of staying here and being lonely. So 
every Christmas, I got together with my family. Usually that meant flying back home, although a 
couple of times, my parents came here for the holidays. 

My dad and often other family members were always waiting for me at the gate at BWI 
in Baltimore. We hugged and laughed and headed for the baggage claim, where they grabbed my 
bags and carried them to the car. Then we headed for home, only 10 minutes away. When I 
entered the house, I got a cozy feeling from the fire crackling in the fireplace and the scents of 
baking cookies wafting from the kitchen. Everyone was excited and we spent hours talking about 
what had been happening in our lives. 

On Christmas Eve, we always headed for the 11 p.m. church service. It was usually bitter 
cold out, and even though the church was only three blocks away, my parents usually drove. The 
choir gathered outside before the service and sang Christmas carols as people were arriving. One 
year, they asked me to accompany them on the guitar. I agreed, but then quickly learned that not 
only would the guitar strings not stay in tune, but that my fingers wouldn’t move in the cold. 

The church was always softly lit, with electric candles in all the windows. Each person, 
upon entering, was handed a real candle. At the end of the service, the candles were lit, and 
everyone stood and sang Silent Night. As the candles were extinguished, the music rang out with 
the upbeat Joy to the World, and everyone hugged and greeted one another with “Merry 
Christmas” before heading home. 

After my mother broke her hip, she had a more difficult time getting around. Going out in 
the icy December night was painful, so she stayed home while the rest of us went to church. “I’ll 
be fine,” she assured me, although I knew that going to that service had always meant a lot to 
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her. “I’ll be comfortable here in my recliner and stay warm by the fire and watch Christmas 
programs on TV until you get home.” 

One year, just as the service had begun, the power failed. The real candles in front of the 
church illuminated the sanctuary and the decision was made to continue. Looking out the 
window, I could see that the whole neighborhood had no lights, and I began to worry about my 
mother sitting alone in the dark. I slipped out of my seat and went to the back of the church 
where my dad was in his capacity as head usher. “I’m going home to check on Mother.” 

There was snow on the ground, but I had good boots and headed up the hill for home. 
Stars sparkled brightly in the cold winter sky. When I got home, the fire was still going and the 
warmth felt so good. My mother was fine.  

“After the lights and TV went off, I just dozed off for awhile,” she said. 
I opened the glass doors of the fireplace and added more logs, then lit a couple of candles 

in their glass chimneys. I got my guitar and sat on the floor and began to play and sing Christmas 
carols. Soon my mother was joining me in singing. It was a very special, intimate time. Just 
before time for church to be over, the lights came back on. Soon my dad arrived home, and we 
pulled out the cookie jars. Daddy’s favorite was the peanut butter, my mom loved the chocolate 
chip, and I went for the spice. After our Santa cookie munch with glasses of cold milk, we 
headed for bed. 

Mina Kirby 

I am a retired math professor who has become infected with a writing bug. I write both 
prose and poetry. I have published several books—math, memoirs, short stories, poetry, 
limericks, and recipes, and my poetry has also appeared in a number of anthologies. I live in 
Altadena, California with my daughter, in a house full of animals and spiders. 
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Jackie Branch 

The Amazing Artichoke 

When I look at an artichoke I not only see an 
edible plant but a work of art.  The shaded green 
leaves are tightly layered one on one until the 
artichoke is an oval shape. Even when the plant 
blooms it bursts into an exotic lavender, purple and 
light green thistle-like blossom that makes an 

intriguing flower arrangement.  But eating it can become a pleasurable ritual. 

First I slowly boil the artichoke for 45 minutes or until a fork pierces the stem easily.  I 
thoroughly drain off the water and set the artichoke in a small bowl and sprinkle lemon pepper on 
the leaves.  Beside it, I place a saucer of butter.  I then pull off one leaf and dip it in the butter and 
gently pull it between my teeth until I reach the tasty morsel at the end of the leaf.  But the taste is 
only teasing me by the small amount.  I continue the ritual one leaf at a time until I reach the 
center of the artichoke and the leaves become smaller.  My anticipation grows as the expatiation 
of the final taste pleasure will soon become a reality. 

My artichoke leaves are now gone.  What is left is the heart.  I scoop out the thistles and 
reveal a saucer like morsel hoping for the same taste I had been teased with on the ends of the 
leaves.  I butter and cut the morsels into six little pieces and slowly enjoy each luscious bite as the 
butter drizzles down my chin.  My anticipation of the taste was well satisfied.  If there is a lesson 
to be learned by eating an artichoke it is patience, and patience helps to get you to the heart of a 
problem.  Don't you agree that the artichoke is an amazing plant? 

Jackie Branch 

I was born in Hollywood, December, 1927.  My father was born in Oklahoma. He worked 
at the Hollywood Citizen News. My mother was born in Wales, England and was a dress 
designer. I married John in 1946, he was in the Navy. John was born in Rock Island, Illinois. He 
worked as a milkman for years and then as a bus driver and supervisor for the L.A. City Schools 
until his death in 1984. I have two daughters, one is an R.N. and one is an Accounts Payable 
Manager. My one grandson is a Paramedic. I was a Girl Scout Leader and a P.T.A Ways and 
means and Art Chairman and wrote, typed and printed the Newsletter for the school. I worked 28 
years for Litton Industries. The last eight were with the engineers in the developmental 
department. After I retired I traveled in the U.S. and other countries. Now I volunteer in a clay 
class for mentally challenged young adults. My interest has been creative writing but never 
thought of writing about my life until I began Jeanette Shelburne’s class. I’m enjoying it 
immensely, especially listening to others’ stories. 
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Diane Piester
EL CAMINO-RESEDA CAS 

The Clothesline 
I’m certain there are those who will think of this as 

odd, but I have always had a special attachment to 
clotheslines.  The preferred kind has the iron T-bars at 
either end, approximately 10 to 12 feet apart and strung 
with five or six lines.  They are preferable to the umbrella 
kind for both good drying and space for hanging.  T-bars 
can be dangerous, though, if you don’t pay attention to 
where you’re standing.  Being right under one once, I stood 
up and slammed the top of my head hard into the cross bar.  
It’s true, you do see stars if you’re hit hard enough on the 

head.  I was temporarily quite dizzy and had a throbbing pain for awhile, so always paid close 
attention to where I was standing from then on. 

In the past our yard boasted of just this very kind of clothesline, but then we got more 
modern, the yard went through many upgrades and plantings, we bought a dryer and down came 
the clothes line.  To most this would seem progress, but my clothes line was, for me, the very 
best kind of therapy.  How clothes were hung was a very precise routine for me and more than 
one friend, trying to help me hang the wash, has thrown up their hands in desperation, 
commenting, “Hang your own darn wash!”   

Everything was hung from smallest to largest.  Nothing was hung up looped, but seam to 
seam or flat.  Clothes on my lines were the neatest part of my life, and being orderly is a form of 
therapy in itself.  Other therapy?  If I was angry I could slam those clothespins on and indulge in 
heated arguments that only I was privy to.  I could have many discussions, in my head, of topics 
I avoided having with people.  If the day was pleasant I could enjoy the breeze and formulate 
plans.  Might just be what’s for dinner; planning a get together; reminding myself to make phone 
calls, send a card, etc.  Clothesline time was the highlight of my week.  Best of all, most 
everything would dry close to wrinkle free, so I could do the folding right at the line, bring the 
load in and just put it away.     

Somehow, modern or not, tossing clothes in the dryer just didn’t have the same 
gratification as my clothesline and I always missed it. 

But, coming forward to the present, we are now very aware of being “green,” and are 
making very conscious efforts to be good conservationists with water, electricity, and re-cycling.  
In an effort to be as green as possible, my husband, Tom, put up nylon lines in the back yard 
between the gazebo roof and two trees.  Voila!  I have a clothesline again and I am ecstatic!  Out 
comes the old bucket of clothespins, (always saved “just in case”).  No more random and 
careless tossing of laundry into the dryer; now careful sorting is back in my life and that feeling 
of order and neatness is restored.  Being retired, I can do one load a day, (just the right amount to 
fill the lines), instead of one huge wash once a week.  Although frustrations were greater during 
the years of child raising, the clothesline promises, nonetheless, to be there for me when an 
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unwanted problem rears its ugly head and I need to slam a few clothespins. No, I’m not going to 
get rid of my dryer.  I know there are some rainy winter days I’ll be thankful I have it, but for 
now it’s just wonderful hanging out clothes again. 

Thinking about my glee in having a clothesline again, I started musing about it and had to 
laugh realizing that my grandchildren do not even know what a clothesline is.  They have only 
ever known dryers.  It will be fun telling them about Grandma’s clothesline and how it is helping 
the ecology.  I’ll have to be careful though.  Their moms won’t take kindly to my attachment to 
clotheslines if the kids start thinking they sound neat and ask why can’t they have one. 

And so the end of this narrative.  Gotta’ go hang a load of wash. 

Diane Piester 

I was born in Glendale, California in 1938 and have lived in the San Fernando Valley 
since 1945.  I attended Van Nuys High School and majored in English Lit and Music, where I 
sang in the Acapella Choir, wrote short stories and poems for the English Department 
publication of “The Winged Pen.”  I married at 18 and became the mother of three children; two 
girls and a boy.  Divorced at 32, I later married my present husband and became a step-mom to 
two sons, and am now enjoying being a Grandmother to 6 wonderful grandchildren.  I worked 
first in dentistry, then garment business and finally telecommunications over a 32 year span and 
am now retired.  I currently volunteer at Family Express/Get on the Bus which is a non-profit 
organization that provides free bus trips for families, and especially children, to visit their 
incarcerated loved ones.  I did volunteer full time at Farmer's Market in ONE Generation's 
Senior Crafts booth, and now sub if they are short a person.  I also provide transportation for 
friends who can still be active but can no longer drive.  The Life Story Writing Class is the 
highlight of my week, and I treasure the many friends I have made there. 
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Norma Jean Ponce 
EL CAMINO-RESEDA CAS 

Observations 

(A Day at McDonald's) 

It's a Friday and mid-July and I'm sitting at McDonald's.  
It seems this place has become my hangout.  Who would have 
thought I'd be hanging out here for hours at a time!  But the heat 

has been almost intolerable that I need to escape. 
I can manage to stay at home until almost 3:00 or 4:00 p.m. then I have to get out to an 

air-conditioned place.  Most days I go to the library, but then I'm done with whatever writing I've 
come up with for the day.  My rear end needs a break! 

Well, here I am at McDs.  The "kids" behind the counter must think, "Here comes that 
lady with no life," or who knows what they think.  Maybe I've become like their surroundings, a 
piece of the background and they don't even notice, or for that matter, don't care.  Anyway, I 
don't feel bad, it's not like I sit here and don't consume anything.  I've had my share of Filet of 
Fish and cheeseburgers and gallons of iced tea. 

I have to admit, as I'm getting older, I'm getting bolder.  I never would have thought to 
come to a restaurant (albeit in this case, a fast food restaurant) and read the paper and continue 
writing stories.  I've always been able to sit in a restaurant by myself and just "people watch."  
I'm always interested in what other people are doing. 

It's amazing how many people come in and read their newspaper and write checks for 
their bills.  I guess I'm not the only one who has discovered McDonald's.  I must admit though, 
they are all "mature" persons.  Maybe they are retired, too!  Maybe they're unemployed.  Maybe 
they work the night shift. 

As I was saying, I'm sitting here and feeling quite content.  The temperature was to be 
100 degrees today.  I had made up my plan for the day last night.  I scanned the newspaper ads 
for the supermarkets and Albertsons had 70-page notebooks on sale for ten cents!  What a 
bargain, or shall I use my favorite word "cheap?"  Bic lead pencils were 99 for five! 

As I scanned the school supplies specials, it brought back the excitement I used to feel 
when I was a kid in school.  When it was time for the back-to-school specials.  I remember 
Mama buying pencils, pens, notebook paper and Pee Chee folders.  Today I also bought some 
purple folders, also ten cents each. 

I ate my $1.00 Friday Filet of Fish with a senior drink (.53 with tax).  I also got my lemon 
wedge and Equal.  What a bargain!  I refilled it for hours while I wrote my stories.  The creative 
juices are flowing.  Two hours later I had a hot fudge sundae.  This high cost of living may break 
the bank!  I feel so fortunate and content.  Every day is like a vacation. 
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I love retirement.  I've been writing and munching on my ice.  As long as I have some ice 
to munch on, I'm a happy camper.  As I always say, "It's the little things that makes us happy." 

A group of teenagers come in dressed up and ready for a quinceniera (a coming out 
party).  They are all decked out.  The young men have on Zoot suits and hats, they look very 
sharp.  The girls are wearing ivory colored, full-length dresses.  They have high-heeled sandals 
to match.  Oh, I remember when I used to wear high heels.  It was a lifetime ago I was 15!  It 
seems odd to be celebrating on a Friday and not Saturday.  But who knows, maybe they got a 
better price on the hall! 

The quinceniera is a vision in a strapless dress in the softest shade of pink.  It really 
accents her waistline and has crisscross ribbon that ties in the back.  The color of her dress is 
quite a departure from the traditional white.  It's a nice change.  It makes you realize the 
difference between 15-year old girls now and when I was 15.  It doesn't mean they're smarter, 
just more grown up looking.   

The crystal tiara in her dark hair catches the sunlight; it's a stark contrast.  Her hair has 
been styled in an upswept do.  Her eyes are sparking with joy.  Her cheeks have the faintest 
glow.  A few tendrils hang against her graceful looking neck.  What a vision of beauty and 
innocence.   

I can imagine the pride her parents and family must feel to help her celebrate this big 
occasion.  Her father will be beaming with pride as he takes his daughter's hand to dance the 
waltz with her.  Her mother will hardly believe this is the tiny baby she gave birth to fifteen years 
ago and is now taller than her.  Her baby is now a señorita (a young lady).  But time has a way of 
passing. 

What a difference 24 hours makes.  Last night I was here and freezing.  Today the 
temperature is good.  I've seen a parade of humanity go by.  My eye comes upon a pair of 
patched shorts at the soda fountain. They are so old it makes me really look.  I notice they belong 
to an older man.  His shorts are so worn they are held together by the patches.  He has nice legs 
though, very muscular and toned.  He looks like he's a runner, very toned. 

Another group, a family, comes in with their burgers and drinks from In'NOut across the 
street.  What gave them away was, a lady walks in with what looks like a box of doughnuts in 
her hands.  The others follow with their Sweetheart brand cups in hand.  In'NOut does not have 
any air conditioning; their dining area is outdoors, so they came here. 

You'd think they would have at least bought their drinks here.  Who knows, maybe after 
they bought their food they realized it was too hot to be outdoors.  But they took McDonald's 
napkins and sat in a booth.  They were speaking in their native language and were very noisy. 

The music is playing... Al Green is on the speaker.  I just heard Andy Gibb.  The sun is 
just starting to hit my back and feels good.  I just spoke to a lady who came over to my table and 
asked if I was a manager here.  She's going through a rough time.  Her dad is very sick and in a 
nursing home.  She's also moving and having financial problems.  She mentioned a friend and 
asked me to remember him in my prayers. 

She asked if I was a Christian.  I told her I was Catholic.  She said I looked Christian.  I 
guess I looked like I was here for the duration.  I had my newspaper, notebook, a drink and pen 
in hand.  Maybe the roots I set down were showing.  The young man behind the counter is gone.  
Another young man has replaced him.  A new shift has started.  Who would have thought 
McDonald's would be such a comfortable place, albeit noisy, but interesting! 
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I'm feeling happy writing with my new pencils - each has three full-length leads.  I don't 
have to worry about sharpening.  They also have erasers.  It's the little things in life that make up 
the big picture and can bring much happiness. 

The McDonald's guy just refilled the napkin dispensers, then the sugar packets.  The little 
cups are neatly stacked for the ketchup.  He goes by and cleans the tables even though there is no 
one there and it's clean. 

I see a man go by with two Filet of Fish and a cup of coffee.  I want to ask him, "Do you 
know McDonald's has a senior price for coffee?"  But I don't.  When I see him go by with a 
refill, I wonder again.  Inquiring minds want to know. 

Well, we'll see what tomorrow brings! 

Norma Jean Ponce 

I was born in Los Angeles, California on July 31, 1946.  I lived the majority of my life in 
Los Angeles.  I moved to the San Fernando Valley in 1984.  My parents came to the United 
States from Mexico eleven years before I was born.  I was the youngest of three children.  My 
father died three days before I was born and I had the good fortune to be raised by a loving, 
caring stepfather.  As a result, we are a family of three brothers and two sisters.  I was a civil 
servant and worked for over 38 years for the County of Los Angeles and retired from the Office 
of the Treasurer and Tax Collector.  I never married and have no children.  I took up cake 
decorating as a hobby and have made most of the wedding cakes for our family and numerous 
friends.  I love to travel and have been fortunate to visit Alaska, the Caribbean, Hawaii, Mexico, 
South America and various countries in Europe.  I have always wanted to do creative writing.  
Now that I am retired, I have the opportunity and time to do so.  I did not expect to write my life 
stories; but with Jeanette’s guidance, as my instructor, she has made it fun and very rewarding.  
I am a firm believer in everything happens for a reason and nothing happens before its time. 
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Mel Stowsky 
EL CAMINO-RESEDA CAS 

Walter Mitty Redux 
I am at the gym. I stand at the entry to the exercise room, 

towel and water bottle in hand, a book under my arm, and earphones 
hanging loosely around my neck.  It is mid-morning and I am looking 
forward to my thrice-weekly routine of walking on the treadmill for 
thirty minutes and of using the strength machines to keep myself in 
what I consider passable shape.  I’ve given up trying to develop “abs 
of steel” and ridding myself of those “love handles.”  After seventy-

seven years I realize that I’ve finally arrived at a place where I feel comfortable with my body 
and no longer have to prove myself to anyone.   

I see an empty treadmill and step onto it, place my towel on the side bar, my water bottle 
in the provided receptacle and fit my book in the niche before me.  I put the earphones over my 
head and fit them snugly to my ears.  I punch in the number that will start the machinery and 
wait until I feel the motion of the pad under my feet.  I begin to move, one foot, then the other, 
setting a pace I feel comfortable with.  I plug in the earphones to the radio station playing oldies 
from the sixties.  The rock beat provides a rhythm to which my feet move easily.  I look down at 
my unopened book and decide I’m in no mood to read.  My arms swing back and forth moving 
in sync with my feet as they succumb to the music.  The slap, slap, slap of each foot as it hits the 
rubber mat begins to insinuate itself onto the music.  My eyes are opened but they don’t register 
the surroundings.  My mind begins to wander. A memory begins to intrude. 

slap….slap….slap….slap 

I am in the sixth grade and am standing inside my old elementary school.  It is the first 
day of the new semester and my new glasses make everything seem clearer.  I am wearing a tee 
shirt and short pants which my mom says will be more comfortable than my jeans because of the 
September heat.  But I am uncomfortable because everyone can see my skinny arms and my 
knobby knees.  I am small for my age and am fearful of the bigger boys in my class.  I am 
carrying the new lunch box which my mom gave me this morning.  I know that none of the other 
boys would be caught dead carrying a lunch box, but I don’t want to hurt my mom’s feelings.  I 
stand at the bottom of the stairs, hesitating. I watch the other kids talking and laughing as they 
climb the stairs.  Walking in front of me is a boy I know.  It’s Eddie who bullied me all last year. 
He’s grown bigger over the summer. He’s at least a head taller than I am and has begun to fill 
out.  I pray that he won’t turn around.  He does. 

“Hey, look at the baby in short pants!  Did your mommy dress you this morning?” 
I am mortified.  Everyone turns toward me.  A couple of the girls start laughing. 

“Whatcha got in the lunch box, four-eyes?  Did your mommy make her baby boy some 
baby food for lunch?” 
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The blood rushes to my face.  Tears well up in my eyes.  I turn and run down the hall and 
out the door.  The sounds of laughter follow me. 

     slap….slap….slap….slap 

It is the first day of the new semester.  I walk into school looking forward to being in the 
sixth grade.  I am wearing a tee shirt which accentuates the lines of my newly-developed arm and 
chest muscles.  My jeans hug my lower body as I stride confidently toward the stairs.  I talk to 
many of my old friends.  We fall into our easygoing ways, laughing, regaling each other with 
tales of our summer exploits.  We are interrupted by my old nemesis, Eddie, who his harassing 
one of the smaller boys from our class.  The poor kid is wearing short pants and is carrying a 
lunch box.  His face is flushed and his tears are accentuated by the horn-rimmed glasses which 
dominate his face. 

“Hey, Eddie.” I yell. “Leave the kid alone.  He isn’t bothering you.” 
“Yeah, who’s going to make me?”   

He looks at me, not recognizing the changes in my physical appearance. I walk up to him and 
plant my feet firmly in front of him, noticing that I am taller than he is. 

“I am!” I say.  “I’m sick and tired of you bullying anyone you think you can scare.  Well, 
you don’t scare me.” 

Eddie looks me over and sees that I am bigger than he is.  He retreats slightly. 
“I didn’t mean anything by it,” he says, his face hangdog as he turns and runs up the 

stairs. 
I turn to the boy who has watched the scene with unbelieving eyes. 
“You okay?” I ask.   
He stares at me as if I’d just slain a dangerous dragon in his path. 
“Yeah, sure.  Thanks.” 
“C’mon,” I smile at him.  “Let’s go to class.” 

       slap….slap…..slap……slap 

The treadmill slows to a complete stop.  My thirty minutes are over.  I look around me at 
the men and women exercising and the real world comes back into focus.  I unplug the 
earphones, take them off my head and drape them around my neck.  I retrieve my towel, water 
bottle and book and start to step off the treadmill.  The man walking on the treadmill next to me 
looks over and sees that I am smiling. 

“You finished with your exercises?” he asks. “Is that why you have such a big grin on 
your face?” 

I look at him, the smile remains on my lips. 
“I was just reliving a very happy moment from my past,” I answer.   
I step off the treadmill still smiling.  I go to the strength machine which will help me 

develop my “abs of steel.”  I begin the exercise thinking how amazing the human brain is. We 
remember how it was, then fashion a fantasy of how it might have been. 
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Mel Stowsky 

Although I was born in Newark, New Jersey, my family moved to Los Angeles in 1937 
when I was 5 ½ years old.  I grew up in Boyle Heights where I attended Sheridan St. Elementary, 
Hollenbeck Jr. and Roosevelt Sr. High Schools.  I was a drama major at L.A. City College and 
an English major at UCLA where, after a stint in the army, I got my teaching credential.  I met 
my wife in junior high and we were married in 1956.  We were married for 46 years until her 
death in 2003.  Our sons (of whom I am very proud) are Jay, the Senior Assistant Dean for 
Instruction at the Haas Business School of the University of California at Berkeley, and Robert, 
who lives in Massachusetts with his wife Lisa, and is the Financial Services Director for 
Progress Software Corporation.  My own professional life included 18 years in the Los Angeles 
Unified School District as a junior high English and drama teacher, grade counselor and head 
counselor.  I worked for 20 years in the Culver City Unified School District as an Asst. 
Principal, Director of Special Education, Elementary School Principal, and Middle School 
Principal.  Since retirement in 1995, I’ve done some traveling.  Presently I’m involved in so 
many activities I’m “stressed out” from all my obligations.  The memoir writing class has been a 
wonderful creative outlet.  
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Wilbur L. Conner 
EL CAMINO-RESEDA CAS 

O Happy Day 
I just love that song, “O Happy Day.” It thrills me to the 

center of my being. It makes me feel like Snoopy of the Peanuts 
comic strip. 

This goofy-looking dog loves to do his “Happy Dance.”  
His exhilarating happy, whole being is as free as a bird.  His whole body, his face, his legs, tail, 
[each one] expresses his happy mode.  His body seems disjointed but is in perfect sync with the 
music.    

I admit that I, too, am outrageously hypnotized by the musical beats. I can automatically, 
rhythmically step, fly, bounce and soar with the music.  The music stimulates me.  I feel so 
cheerful, joyful, and happy that I am compelled to stay in the rhythm of its hypnotic beats.  The 
music allows and compels me to syncopate with it in any number of ways.  

I naturally love “doing my own thing.”  I instinctively do this, needing no prior practice, 
whatsoever.  That way, I do not have to remember anything, since the rhythm of the music 
automatically dictates my timing, movements, steps, and so forth.  I love my system.  Nothing to 
remember.  I am merely “footloose and fancy free.”  I don't imitate anybody's step unless it 
agrees with what I am doing.  

I can dance very slow, slow, intermediately fast or super fast, all within, in the basic 
normal beat of the music. I will dance with a partner or with a group of people, as in line 
dancing. 

The best part of this exhilarating style of dancing is that it's great for my age bracket.  It's 
fun.  It's a technique of mental and body healing (I am a perfect example, having recovered from 
a massive stroke).  

It's a perfect, healthy exercise. 

Wilbur L. Conner 

I graduated from Long School, grades K through 8.  Then I graduated from Central High 
School in 1950.  I majored in biology at Creighton University and graduated in 1954.  For two 
years I attended the University of Nebraska, where I completed Basic Medical Studies.  I left 
school in 1956. 
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George Simon 
EL CAMINO-RESEDA CAS 

Be Thankful 

It has been six weeks since I last walked the hill with 
my dog, Blackie. The muscle tear to my knee has taken much 
longer to heal than my heart bypasses and my new hip 
replacement. The last two weeks has been like a coming out 
party; walking the campus at UCLA for a couple of miles, 
but no steep hills to go up or down. 

I feel it is time to try my neighborhood hill climb and 
get back into shape. I need the cardiac workout, but being the 
first time after laying off for several weeks, I decided to go 
only halfway to try it out. I will take my cane to use when 
walking down hill to take the pressure off my healing leg. 

Blackie will have her work cut out by pulling me up 
the hill like she always does, taking a lot of the pressure off 

my leg. Thinking about that as we were about to start out from my house, I kneeled down and 
hugged her tight, giving her a big kiss and at the same time thinking, “Why am I kissing you? You 
never kiss or lick me.” 

This is true. Since I have had Blackie; it's been two years now, she has never licked me. Not 
ever. She doesn't lick anybody, any time. She doesn't lick, period. She shows her love in different 
ways and I have to be satisfied with that. I have had several dogs over the years and they all kissed 
and licked; I'll just have to live with it. 

We start our walk and the first leg is a steep down hill from my house and I can't help but 
think; that is how I got my muscle tear, walking down hill. I use my cane and taking small steps, I 
make it down the long incline. With everything going well, we start the uphill portion of the walk. 

As we start uphill, I remembered; this is where I had my second TIA, or minor stroke. It 
only lasted four or five minutes before I returned to normal; that was six months ago. It is 
probably one of those things I'll never forget. 

Blackie is already making her presence felt by pulling me up the hill and never 
complaining. As much as she is pulling, it doesn't stop me from huffing and puffing and feeling 
the uphill drag on my weighted legs. We had gone about fifty yards up the hill and it was time for 
a pit stop. Pit stops were normal on our walks; it gave me time to catch my breath and give 
Blackie her biscuit treat. We both win and how we loved our pit stops. 

We have had about three pit stops and the half-way goal was in sight when I started to feel 
faint and dizzy. Along side of me was a low brick wall surrounding a bright green lawn and I sat 
down to rest as I reached for my nitro pills hanging around my neck; popping one under my 
tongue; then everything went black. 

I have no idea how long I was out, but I had fallen back on the lawn. It was the awakening 
that shocked me. My head was constantly being nudged, accompanied by the whining of 
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Blackie, but above all, the steady licking of my face by Blackie. She was licking me and kissing 
me for the first time; her first kiss. 

As I was coming back to my senses, I didn't even think of the TIA; all I could think of was 
Blackie licking me and the exploding thrill of it. There have been many shocks in my life, but 
never as pleasant and endearing as Blackie's first kiss. 

I sat there for awhile until I felt completely at ease and then gingerly, made my way back 
home. A call and a visit to my doctor set my mind at ease; everything was OK. It was merely a 
reminder of my heart disease and I am still around at "His" pleasure. 

So, it was another TIA and I am lucky enough to tell about it; but not as earth shaking as what 
happened with Blackie. She loves me; she loves me and couldn't display it any more than she did by 
all the licking and kissing and bringing me back to my senses. 

I will never forget her first kiss, even though she may forever withhold another one. I will 
always be thankful for that. 

George Simon 

I was born in Bronx, New York, but was raised in Manhattan in the New York Hebrew 
Orphan Asylum with my two brothers.  In l934 when I was eleven, my mother took me and my 
two brothers to Hollywood, California to start a new life.  I have lived here since and served 
three years in the paratroops in World War Two.  I was married, have two sons and nine 
grandchildren.  On the GI bill, I attained an AA in Business Management and an AA in Art 
School.  I spent the rest of my life in the Furniture and Bedding Industry using my design 
background to solve “living” problems rather than change a design just to make it look different.  
In my retirement, writing has not only become a way of life, but it sustains my life. 
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Los Angeles Daily News  December 2, 2009 

SHELBURNE: Even at 86, running simple for Sherman 
Oaks resident Simon 
Surgeries, bypasses, angioplasties haven't slowed down his need to keep active lifestyle      
By Ramona Shelburne, columnist 

He has been cut and carved up more times than some cadavers.  Surgeries, bypasses, 
angioplasties. Name a scary medical procedure, and George Simon has probably had it.  But still 
he runs.  

Every day, for as long as his body can go, for as long as his heart will keep beating.  
Not always very fast anymore, and not always very far.   Sometimes all he can muster is a slow 
walk up the steep hill outside his Sherman Oaks home with his faithful dog Blackie at his side, 
helping pull him along.  

But still he runs. 
George Simon is 86. He has had two major heart surgeries in his life and just about every 

doctor he ever went to told him that if he kept racing he would die.  Needless to say, he didn't 
listen to any of them.  

In 1984 he carried the Olympic torch through Santa Monica after becoming the first 
person to win national age-group gold medal after undergoing open heart surgery. 

In 1994, at the age of 71 he formed a relay team of men who had undergone heart bypass 
surgeries and entered the 4x100 relay race the National Masters Championships in Eugene, 
Oregon.  They won with a time of 59.9 seconds.  

That was 15 years ago, though, and George hasn't gotten any younger.  His body is more 
frail, he's lost the use of one lung.  His racing days are probably behind him, though if you know 
him, it's best not to close any doors.  

Sherman Oaks resident 
George Simon, exercising 
with his dog Blackie, 
regularly wins age-group 
running events even 
though he's had two heart 
bypasses.  
(Dean Musgrove/Staff 
Photographer) 

mailto:ramona.shelburne@dailynews.com?subject=LA%20Daily%20News:%20SHELBURNE:%20Even%20at%2086,%20running%20simple%20for%20Sherman%20Oaks%20resident%20Simon�
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"One of these days they are going to pull the plug and that will be it," he writes with a 
brave nonchalance in his self-published life story.  

"Until that day, I'm going to do my best to get back. Maybe not to where I was before, 
but if I can get close, then what a victory."  

So what if there are torn knee ligaments to rehabilitate? If a simple walk up the hill 
outside of his house can occasionally cause him to black out? If his tailbone is probably never 
going to be same after he broke it on the track at UCLA's Drake Stadium?  George is still going 
to run.  

In the sports pages, we mostly write about athletes who can run faster or jump higher 
than their peers.  We are fascinated by athletes who stretch the boundaries of human 
performance, who accomplish what we'd had thought to be impossible.  We celebrate their will 
and determination and marvel at their talent.  

George Simon fits all of those descriptions. He just doesn't look anything like the athletes 
we usually write about in the sports pages.  His chest looks like Edward Scissorhands had his 
way with him. He's had a hip replacement, two ministrokes, and there are scars all over his legs 
from some of his falls while attempting to keep up his hurdling form well into his 80s.   

But you would be hard-pressed to find any athlete with as much passion for his sport and 
for competition as George.  Every time he steps onto the track he wonders if this run will be his 
last race.  And still he runs.  

"Whatever time I have left, how do I wish to spend it?" he asks.  "Never have I cowered 
or backed off at the threat of injury. If my life had been lived that way, there wouldn't have been 
much accomplishment. My decision is to live my life to the utmost and if it isn't to be, then I will 
go doing what I like to do most and that is to run."  

He has always run for himself, for the joy of it, for the competition. His first race was at 
the age of seven - barefoot - outside of the orphanage in New York, where he spent some of his 
childhood. 

In high school he starred at John Marshall High in Los Angeles, where he says he tied 
and broke national high school records in the 50-yard dash and the 100.  Then World War II 
called and he joined the military, jumping out of airplanes and doing all sorts of crazy dangerous 
things.  He came home from war and started a family and a successful career as a furniture 
designer and manufacturer. With those responsibilities, racing could only be a hobby. It wasn't 
until he was in his mid-50s he began to compete again. Even then, competition was secondary to 
his family and his career.  

“Never have I cowered or backed off at 
the threat of injury. If my life had been 
lived that way, there wouldn't have been 
much accomplishment," Simon says.  
(Dean Musgrove/Staff Photographer) 
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After his first bypass in 1980, he was told by doctors that he'd have to quit racing for 
good.   Four years later he was a national age-group champion and poster boy for the American 
Heart Association.  

As you can tell, George either doesn't listen well or doesn't accept anything that doesn't 
suit him.  And he does not appear to have a problem with his hearing.  It came as no surprise 
then, when he came zipping down Ventura Boulevard in a shiny black sports car.  

"This is the best car I've ever owned," he said with a laugh. "I just love driving it." 
If he was half his 86 years, you might make a joke about the sports car being for a midlife 

crisis. But George isn't having a crisis.   He's having the time of his life.  
"I don't want to just live longer," he said. "I want to live longer for the right reasons."  
So he runs every morning, writes his life stories for an LAUSD adult-school class at the 

Reseda One Generation Senior Center every week, visits friends as often as he can, and meets 
with his track group every Sunday at UCLA.  

Life is lonelier now that his beloved wife passed away a few years ago. There is a sadness 
in his heart that will never go away. But still he runs, because still he lives.  

"As long as the passion still flickers and you have the ability to stoke the embers," he 
said. "There is always the chance to bring back a roaring flame."  

George Simon’s Story: The Race Against Time 

All my life I have been training my body and my mind to win and now I find myself in 
the biggest race of my life, against Father Time; a race I know eventually I will not win. I have 
been sprinting and hurdling on the oval track for about twenty five years and I thought I knew 
most of the athletes, at least by sight.  

One day, about five years ago, a newcomer showed up at the starting line. I didn’t know 
him and neither did any of my friends. He seemed to be about our age, otherwise he wouldn’t be 
in our race. He was trim, muscular and looked great in his black running outfit.  

Something really bothered me about him and I couldn’t figure it out; suddenly it hit me. I 
got the message and it was meant only for me. As I looked at this newcomer and I barely 
blinked, the figure changed into Father Time in full regalia full length black coat, long grey hair 
and holding a scythe. He smiled at me and as I blinked again, there was the fantastic looking 
athlete, considering his age; whatever that may be.  

It has only been in the last five years that Father Time has shown up at the starting line 
during the track season. Up until now, I have been able to beat him by a couple of steps and after 
each race, when I turn around to congratulate him on a great race, with my chest on fire trying to 
catch my breath, he just stands there smiling, with nary a deep breath in his body. He is always 
smiling and it drives me nuts.  

In our last race, we were coming around the turn in the track and heading into the 
straight-away towards the finish line and I could hear the steps pounding the surface of the track 
just behind me. It was Father Time and at every step, he seemed to get closer and closer.  As I 
crossed the finish line, one step ahead of him and my one lung about to burst, I turned around to 
congratulate Father Time. As usual, he was standing there, smiling and as always, as calm as 
calm can be with nary a struggle to take a breath or even breaking a sweat. He knows there will 
come a time when he will win the race and as he turns around to congratulate me; I won’t be 
there anymore.  
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Alice Hughes 
EL CAMINO-RESEDA CAS 

Slow Down 

Just the other day, I said to myself, “In the old days…” 
and then I laughed out loud because I never thought I would 
hear myself saying that, but that is what I’m doing more and 
more.  I’m amazed at what kids can do with their computers 
today.  But those computers have made everything go much 
faster.  Even the check out person at a store has to have a 
computerized cash register to tell him how much change to 
give back.  I remember when I was a little girl, the grocery 

clerk used to add every thing up on the brown paper bag and he was right all the time; he didn’t 
have a machine to do it for him.  It seems that the whole world doesn’t move with out it being on 
a screen or being recorded.  Children from the time they can walk or talk have some kind of toy 
that does things for them to make things more alive or entertaining.  Everything has to be instant. 

We had to be creative in my day.  There were no mechanical toys that entertained us.  I 
remember my cousin who made a wagon from an old beat up baby carriage.  He took the axles 
with the wheels on it and he made a wagon for us.  Now that took some engineering, and he was 
only a kid.  We pushed one another and we steered it with a rope and our feet and we loved every 
minute of it.  We also had a very big see saw.  As I look back, kids didn’t have too much in those 
days and I think the less we had the better off we were.   

We didn’t even have TV.  Today kids want to spend their time in front of a TV set trying 
to watch a screen and making believe they’re playing an instrument, or tennis or golf or what 
ever the game is.  I think the program is called Wii and these games are not cheap.  The prices of 
these games are more than most people can afford.  It would be better if we had more activities 
outside for kids or gave them real music lessons or golf lessons.  They should play the real thing 
with other kids and learn how to be a good loser as well as a winner. 

I know I sound like an old fuddy duddy, probably because I am, but, when I was a little 
girl, I had friends that I played with, real live friends.  We would play in front of one another’s 
houses.  People were used to seeing kids playing in the street.  We could do that because the 
neighborhood was safe.  Kids were always outside being active and there were hardly any 
overweight kids in those days.  I was always climbing a tree, or with a friend picking wild 
berries.  We had a jump rope game called Double Dutch.  We took a very long clothesline and 
had a kid on each end and doubled the robe so that when we swung the rope it overlapped and 
another kid would have to jump in and keep jumping over the rope.  When they missed, their 
turn at jumping was over and someone else would take a turn.  We would play other games too, 
like hide and seek, softball, red rover, and many more where we ran and felt the fresh air in our 
faces. 
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Perhaps one of the reasons kids aren’t outside playing much anymore is because so much 
of our land is filled with big buildings these days.  All our beautiful woods have been destroyed 
for those big buildings.  I can remember walking barefoot in a brook with my girl friend Clara; I 
remember the smell of the skunk cabbage that grew in the woods by the brook; and, I wonder 
how many know what I’m talking about.  I know these times are gone now and that saddens me. 

Children weren’t always the center of attention either.  I notice when I go to adult parties 
today, many times the kids are included and even take over the evening, I don’t care whose 
house you go to.  In my day the kids were sent to another room to play.  Adults had their time 
together to talk about adult things and to visit.  The belief in those days was that, at certain times 
in certain situations, kids were to be seen and not heard.  Other times were family times where 
the kids and adults played together.  Some of my fondest memories were when my family of 
aunts, uncles, and cousins all got together to go to the beach or go fishing.  Those were the good 
things we did together, those were the family times.   

We even had responsibilities when we were kids, like going to the store for our mothers 
when we were old enough.  If we were at someone else’s house playing we knew when to stop 
and go home, and not one of us had a wristwatch.  When the streetlights went on that was the 
time to go home.  That was suppertime.   

I wish things would slow down not speed up, not just for kids, but also for me.  Today 
when there is an ad on TV it’s on and off so fast I can’t read it.  I just can’t keep up with today’s 
world of speed.  I know eighty-seven is up there in years and it’s normal to slow down at my age 
but I don’t feel that I’m out of it yet.  Heck, I still hear, see, read and drive.  From my own 
experience I found that taking the time to enjoy what’s around you, like your friends and family, 
is forever.  You will miss all that if you let things go by too fast.  So my motto is slow down. 

Alice Hughes 

I was born Alice Reiter on May 8, 1922 in Brooklyn, New York.  I have one sibling, a 
sister named Joan who is eight years younger.  We grew up in a small town called Merrick on 
Long Island, New York.  

I graduated from the eighth grade but was unable to continue my education due to an 
ailing mother.  I had a rocky road throughout life with five marriages, two children and a battle 
with alcoholism.  I had to work hard all my life as a waitress and a barmaid.  That didn’t stop 
me from becoming a recognized artist later in life in Las Vegas, Nevada where I settled during 
the late ‘70s. My pursuit of artistic talent, encouraged by my youngest daughter, got me off of 
alcohol.  I have been sober for over 30 years and live today to write about my life’s experiences. 
I currently live with my youngest daughter and son-in-law in Woodland Hills, California. 
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Mimi Lewis 
FRANKLIN-HOLLYWOOD CAS 

The Staycation 

Last summer several TV programs 
were talking about a “Staycation.”  That is a 
vacation you take while staying home.  This 
was suggested due to the bad economic 
situation our country found itself in.  Well, 
I’m here to tell you that I invented just that 
same thing several years ago, though I didn’t 

call it a “staycation.” 
In 1975 I had spent a two-week vacation in Rome for a church conference.  In 1976 my 

four-week vacation was spent driving to Washington, D.C. with my boys, Patrick (11 years old) 
and Bill (7 years old), for our nation’s Bicentennial.  In 1977 I took a three-week vacation to 
Europe, Egypt and the Middle East (A Holy Land Tour).  When 1978 came I was ready for a 
more restful and less costly vacation.  I had four weeks to use.  I decided, with my sons’ 
agreement, we would have a stay at home vacation.  After all, people from all over the world 
come to Los Angeles and Southern California on their vacations.  Why not spend our vacation 
exploring the many nearby points of interest that others travel hundreds of miles to see.  I also 
thought it might be interesting to experience being a stay at home mom for the first time in my 
life. 

The secret to making this type of vacation work is to not tell anyone you are taking a 
vacation at home.  Your well-meaning friends will sabotage your plans.  They will think of so 
many things for you to do, you will not have enough time to do the things you planned.  I did 
invite a neighbor and her son to accompany us on a few of our day trips. 

We of course spent a day each at Disneyland, Universal Studios and Magic Mountain.  
I found out that Hollywood Bowl had a children’s program one day a week.  It included 

two workshops for the children in the morning.  One of the workshops usually was on music and 
the other was a craft project.  Then we were welcome to buy a box lunch and sit in the Bowl for 
free while the orchestra practiced.   

On another day we went to Los Angeles Civic Center.  On Hill Street between Temple 
and First there is a court of flags, where all the flags that have flown over California are 
displayed with plaques that tell the story of each flag.  While we were there we visited Angels’ 
Flight, Olvera Street, Union Station and the Children’s Museum.  I don’t think the Children’s 
Museum is there anymore.  The last time I visited there with my grandchildren the place was 
very dirty and a lot of exhibits were broken. 

We visited the La Brea Tar Pits and the Art Museum, where my brother worked.  A lunch 
at Farmers’ Market at Third and Fairfax brought back memories of my childhood trips with my 
mother and sister to Farmers’ Market. 
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A picnic at Griffith Park and visiting the Observatory, Travel Town and the Zoo filled 
another day of our vacation. 

What summer vacation would be complete without a trip to the beach?  In Long Beach 
we went fishing.  We didn’t catch anything, as usual, so we had a fish dinner at a nice restaurant 
on the wharf.  In Redondo Beach we visited the house where my dad had grown up and where I 
had lived until I was six years old.  Santa Monica’s beach provided us with a good swim and 
sunburns to tend when we arrived home. 

I highly recommend exploring the jewels that are right next door to where you live. 

Mimi Lewis 

I was born July 12, 1938, at the Queen of Angels Hospital.  I am a second generation 
native Californian.  My dad’s family homesteaded in California around 1875.  I grew up in Los 
Angeles County and have lived here all my life.  I graduated from Long Beach Jordan High 
School and since then have gathered several college units in various colleges.  I do not have a 
degree, but I did receive a Legal Assistant Certificate from Pasadena City College and I finished 
a truck driving course receiving a Class A Driver’s License.  I worked twenty-seven years for 
Los Angeles County Council and Chief Administrative Office.  I worked several different jobs 
after that building up my Social Security, including my year of adventure as an “Over the Road” 
eighteen wheel truck driver.  I have been married and divorced twice early in life.  I have two 
wonderful boys that I raised by myself and I now have a grown grandson and almost grown 
granddaughter.  I am retired now occupying my time with church, sorority, writing class, 
embroidery class, Embroiderers’ Guild and as many fun trips as I can handle.  This past year I 
received a blue ribbon at the Los Angeles County Fair for an embroidery piece I made.  My 
story’s purpose is to show how much pleasure we can get out of life no matter what our situation 
and to reflect my pride in the place I have lived all my life. 
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Evelyn Devereaux 
EL CAMINO-RESEDA CAS 

Lucky the Cat 
All the women in our apartment building are 

single with no children but they all have at least one, 
and up to four cats.  We all love reporting the latest 
antics of our cats as part of the morning gossip.  One of 
the luckiest days of my life was the day Lucky adopted 
me to love, honor, and obey him the rest of my life.  As 
she looked through the cage windows, a nice man was 
holding with five brothers and sisters to give away, 
Lucky peered up at me with these beautiful green eyes 
that said, “Well make up your mind…You know I’m 
the one,” and she was right.  I picked her up and 
examined the very unusual mixture of her grey shiny 
short hair and the round white spots.  I knew those little 
white spots were going to get bigger like a tiger cloth.    

The nice man said they had all been deserted by 
their mother so he fed them all with baby bottles, and 

they all had their shots.   He had no idea what breed the mother and father were, but I had 
already decided that this little orphan was going to have the best home I could give her.  I had 
been deserted by my own mother when I was seven years old and knew how it felt.  I was told to 
buy her a large clock to sleep on, which would feel like her mother’s heart.  That made sense.    

Lucky had the squarest jaw like the Egyptian Sphinx breed that are always posing on the 
balconies of castles all over Europe with a attitude that they own the place, which was exactly 
the stubbornness that soon was to show itself at a very early age.  It didn’t take her long to lay 
down some rules for me to follow: 

RULE 1 
When she has a bad dream in the middle of the night she’s allowed to come running full speed to 
my bed, jump on my chest and go back to sleep with me rubbing her ears until she’s in a trance 
and my right arm has gone to sleep also.  

RULE 2 
Well, she had me trained well enough in the first week to know to put her food in a bowl the 
minute my feet touch the floor, then pick her up and rub her stomach while I plug in the coffee, 
then make sure her litter box is completely clean with no leftovers, or she’ll go outside the box 
on the floor and I’ll clean it up.  The next step: Fill up the fish bowl that she drinks water out of, 
to the very top and not a half inch below, or she’ll sit and stare up at me until it’s done.  Why did 
I make the mistake of asking her one morning, “Do you want your water clear to the top?” as I 
poured from a pitcher.  
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RULE 3 
Open the glass sliding doors to the patio where I had to put up an 8 ft. lattice green fence to keep 
her from flying over the original 6 foot one.  She still flies over once in awhile but I think she got 
her tail caught the last time so now she just sits in her chair as the neighbors go to work calling 
her all kind of pet names like Gi Gi, smart little one, and so on and so on.  Just as I sit down to 
drink my coffee and watch the Regis Philman show on T.V. Lucky decides it’s time to come 
back in, and as soon as I sit down again she wants to go back out until I won’t play the game 
anymore,  It’s now time for rule 4: 
RULE 4 
Clean her litter box and there can’t be any leftovers in the sand or she’ll just do her job outside 
the pan where the rug is soft and clean.  She’s taught me to be more tidy and have more patience, 
so we both learn from each other.  Now my coffee is cold and my favorite morning show is over 
but she’s learned I can only be pushed so far.  I’m reheating my coffee and going to finish it 
before she starts mewing and mewing to take a walk on her leash which she’s been walking on 
since a kitten.   

After her walk it’s time for me to get on the computer and get some work done today,  
but now The Oprah Winfrey show is about to start and I can’t miss that. 

Next week I’ll get it together and start this new job.  Well Lucky got sick from a very 
serious contagious feline disease and the vet said she should be put away.  After 6 months of 
trying different medicines and different diets, I realized she couldn’t go through any more agony 
and she just quit eating to show me she was serious, so without letting myself think about it she 
was put in her cage and we drove all the way to the vet’s in silence.  She stuck her paw out of the 
cage and touched my arm as if to say, “Everything’s going to be alright.”   

One month later I found a little gift she had left me,  and it was almost put in a little box 
as a keepsake, but I swept the little stool found behind the piano up in a dust pan and thought 
how we all end up the same,  Ashes and Ashes and Dust to Dust. 

Evelyn Devereaux 

I was born in Woodland, California but was raised with my sister, Betty by my aunt, 
Beatrice Gillebo Adams in Powers, Oregon on a farm with five generations all living together in 
the same house.  Powers, Oregon was rated as the oldest little city in the U.S.  Loving to sing as 
a child, Aunt Bee encouraged me, and after graduating from Grants Pass High School I joined a 
traveling musical variety show and traveled for the next 20 years, singing in supper clubs across 
the country.  Married once, I have one son, Chuck De Fede and two granddaughters, Brittany 20 
years and in college and Petra 16.  Thank to modern technology I’ve been able to watch my 
grandchildren grow up on CDs.  I went back to college to study Drama for five years under Dr. 
Desmond.  Three years ago I joined a writer’s class with writing instructor Jeanette Shelburne 
and feel so lucky to live in a city that has the resources to employ established writers who give of 
their time and expertise.    

I enjoy volunteering as much as possible:  I teach line dancing at a senior center, I give 
singing lessons in schools, deliver food to a retired school teacher, and drive two senior citizens 
to their doctors who live in my building and are trying to get well so they can go back to work 
again. Both are productive but just need help for a short time to get on their feet.  I also deliver 
food to a young family whose husband's hours were cut down as a chef at a very elite restaurant 
and they are trying not to lose their apartment.  I also have volunteered as an entertainer by 
singing for senior citizens clubs for the past 10 years.  
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Mina Kirby 
FRANKLIN-HOLLYWOOD CAS 

A Squirrely Tale
by I. M. A. Squir-Ell, as told to Mina Kirby 

 Gather round, now, young 'uns, and I'll 
tell you a tale of an adventure that I had when I 
was just a young squirrel, not much older than 
you. Pay close attention because the 
experience almost did me in. I hope that you 
will be inspired to be not as foolish as I was. 

I was out running around, exploring the 
world, much as you do all day, when I discovered a place that I had never noticed before. It was 
much larger than our trees and had a rather unusual shape. I have since been told that it is called 
a house. Being curious, as unsuspecting young critters often are, I inched my way closer to this 
place. I noticed a hole leading into it and decided to sneak in and have a look around, ignoring 
my Mama’s warnings to me, “Stay away from places that are not ours.” What did she know? She 
was just an old fashioned parent. 

"Wow! What a strange and interesting place!" These were my exact thoughts as I ran into 
the darkish room. It was warm in there, a welcome feeling since the weather outside had turned a 
bit nippy. And there seemed to be lots of little nooks and crannies. The ground was gray and very 
hard, and even a bit slippery, not at all like the dirt and grass that I can run across so easily. I 
couldn't get the good grip that I normally can. 

I did not know who else might be around, and that made me have an attack of 
cautiousness (which, it turned out I should have had before I ran in there.) On the other hand, it 
was so cozy and comfortable. So I looked around for somewhere safe to hide and curl up for 
awhile. Wiggling into a little dark hole between two mounds of stuff, I managed to have a little 
nap before exploring any more. 

I had a right decent bit of sleep, and when I awoke, I worked up my nerve to look around 
further. So far, I had not seen another creature and so I figured I would be safe for awhile. It was 
fun sniffing and checking out my surroundings, as there were all kinds of wondrous things to see. 
There were big square things with slick sides that I had a hard time climbing, and then some 
other things without tops that seemed to be made of woven wood. I jumped into one of them and 
landed in a pile of something that was so soft -- kind of like fur. It had sort of a sweetish smell. 
While it felt really nice, however, it presented me with a problem. I sunk in and could hardly 
jump out again! 

After that I tried to be a little more careful, but after awhile, one interesting pile caught 
my attention and I decided to jump to the top of it in one leap. Oops! Another mistake. The 
whole pile crashed over onto the floor, taking me with it, and burying me under some stuff that 
had started to look a lot less fascinating than it had a few moments before. 

To tell the truth, although I would not have ever admitted it to any of my friends at the 
time, I was getting pretty scared. In fact, I was missing my friends and decided that I was ready 
to go back outside. To my horror, I discovered that my entry place had been covered up! I had no 



282 

way to get out and find my own little home and, even more important, my food supply! My 
tummy was beginning to rumble and I noted that so far I had not seen food anywhere. 

Hunger, my little ones, sometimes leads a foolish squirrel to do things that he might 
otherwise not do. I started to explore some more, and I came upon the strangest thing. I assumed 
it was a tree, but it was unlike any tree I had ever seen. It smelled like wood, and when I nibbled 
on it, it tasted like wood, although it seemed a bit stale. But the most wondrous thing about it was 
its shape. There was a series of flat parts going up and up, and when I ran up on them, I found 
myself in a completely new place. The ground there seemed to be covered with smooth wood. 
There was a lot more light, and it was even warmer than where I had just been. 

The best thing was that I found something to eat, right there in front of me. Strangely, the 
food was all piled up in one place! Perhaps someone was gathering it up for the winter and had 
been dumb enough not to dig a hole and hide it. Of course, the ground there was too hard to dig 
very well, so maybe there was no place to hide it. It didn't matter to me. I was hungry, and ate 
almost that whole pile of strange and yummy food. I guess they were nuts. They were kind of 
shaped like small nuts, but they were so soft that I could eat them without having to remove a 
shell. They also tasted kind of strange, not at all like anything I had ever eaten. 

After filling my tummy, I was feeling nervous that the owner of the food would return 
and not be happy to find his winter supply gone. So I ran back down that tree with the flat parts 
and hid out for awhile. I thought about the flat things on that funny tree and wished that there 
were something like that in my favorite tree. Much later, after I had worked up the nerve to tell 
my mother about my adventures, she said, “I have heard that they are called steps, and no 
squirrels know how to make them inside a tree.” 

In this manner, I passed several nights and days. Amazingly, each day when I scurried up 
that tree, I would find a new supply of food. Whoever was gathering this stuff was certainly 
industrious. I also began to think that he was kind of stupid. If I'd left my food cache out in the 
open and someone took it, I would certainly spend a lot of effort finding someplace to hide it 
away. 

Maybe that's what finally happened. One day, when I arrived at the food room, the new 
pile of nuts was not there. I also got another surprise. Across the room and straight in front of me 
was sitting a very large creature. Too stunned or, you might say, too foolish not to run away, I 
just sat down and stared. 

The creature was enormous! Except for his head, he had almost no fur that I could see, 
and his tail was completely missing! I could see that he was eating, but he didn't hold the food 
with his paws or even reach his head into it and grab it with his mouth. Instead, he scooped it up 
with a strange looking, shiny object and then popped it in his mouth. He ate it all right away, too, 
and seemed totally unconcerned with stuffing some of it in his cheeks to hide for later. I guessed 
that he must have his winter store of food all hidden away already. Of course, I also figured he 
was going to have a rough go of it in the winter anyway, what with his fur all gone and no tail to 
wrap around himself to keep warm. 

As I watched him, my stomach kept reminding me that I wanted something to eat too. 
Perhaps I could make myself look fierce and stare him down and maybe scare him away so that I 
could get up there and get some of that food without having to fight him for it, something I dared 
not do since he was so big. 

While I was concentrating on looking fierce and staring, something else happened. Out of 
the corner of my eye, I noticed someone else also trying to stare down the large animal. This 
critter was furry, all right. He was bigger than I was, but not nearly as large as that fellow who 
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was eating. I didn't think he was a squirrel, because his ears didn't look quite right and his fur 
was a strange orange color. Suddenly, with horror, I realized what he was. He was a CAT! My 
mother had told me about cats. “They eat squirrels!” I also realized that it was probably that cat's 
food that I had been enjoying those last few days. Foolishly, I figured that I could slip away 
quietly without him noticing me. Hah! No such luck! 

In a flash, the cat pounced at me and then began chasing me around and around a wooden 
object that was in the middle of the room. Only my speedy running and clever maneuvers kept 
me alive. My heart was racing like crazy. Finally I got enough wits about me to notice the entry 
to the lower level, and I raced down the funny steps. The cat was still on my heels, but because I 
was smaller, I managed to slip into a tiny space. The cat sat down and stared into the hole for 
awhile. I stayed as still as I could, hardly daring to breathe, until he finally lost interest and went 
back up the steps. 

As I breathed a sigh of relief and began to relax, however, I realized that if any food did 
appear up there now, the cat was going to eat it all and not leave any for me. I was sure feeling 
nostalgic for my own little place outside and for all those nuts that I knew were lying out there 
on the ground. I wondered if I would ever be able to return. 

Later that day, more frightening things began to happen. The large and almost furless 
animal appeared again, this time down where I was hiding. He began waving around a stick and 
making a lot of noise. I got so scared that I tore up the steps again, braving an encounter with that 
cat, just to get away. 

But, bad luck, he followed me up. Worse yet, he covered up the entrance to the steps. I 
ran blindly, finally finding something to hide under. I cringed in a little dark corner, hoping that I 
would not be found. The next thing I knew, that stick was rattling around right by where I 
crouched. I knew I would have to leave, and I raced out, madly looking for another hiding place. 

Out of the corner of my eye, I could see a bright light, but I was too panicked to even 
look in its direction. This was no time for exploring. I tried climbing up on the wall, but it didn't 
have any claw holds like trees do, and so I fell down again. I jumped up on something else, and 
pieces of paper and cardboard scattered so that I couldn't get my footing. And that creature with 
the stick kept walking around making little fake squirrel sounds. 

Finally I found another place to hide. I stopped to get my breath and still my racing heart. 
I tell you, my young friends, you never want to get yourselves in a situation like that was. 
Suddenly I saw the stick again. I was so scared that I squealed and made some very undignified 
sounds for a proper squirrel. I crouched as far back in the corner as I could and held my ground. 
About then, another terrible thought occurred to me. Perhaps at any moment, the cat would join 
this chase! 

Suddenly things got quiet. Now I should have been suspicious of that sudden calm, but 
soon I noticed the smell of food. Oh, I was so hungry! So eventually, I stuck my nose out. So far 
no cat. And sure enough, there was some of that good food that I had eaten before. This time, 
however, it was not all piled up and I knew that I would need to gather the pieces myself. Great. 
Just when there seemed to be enemies everywhere, getting hold of the food was getting more 
difficult. I finally got brave enough to run out, grab a piece of it, and run back to my hiding 
place. 

As it turned out, of course, that big creature was still around. Sometimes he would block 
my way and I would have to run around the room before I could find another place to go. Every 
time I got hidden, things got quiet for awhile. Then, just when I would venture out for another bit 
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of food, the chase would start again. Oh, how I longed for my snug little home outside in the 
tree! If I could just go back, I would never, ever come into this horrible place again! 

Finally, the quiet time stretched a little longer than before and I had a chance to rest. 
Perhaps that creature was getting tired too. The extra time allowed me to gain a little foolish 
bravado. I poked my head out, and noticed something new…a whole pile of food, just like I had 
seen when I was first there. I took a couple of steps and looked around. Nothing happened.  Then 
I took a few more steps, heading for that food. Oh, yummy. I planned to eat and eat, and maybe 
even gather up some extra bits in my cheeks for later. 

Well, my friends, as you might be guessing by now, such was not to be. No sooner had I 
gulped down a couple of those odd nuts than a giant cage came down over me. I went berserk, 
tearing every which way inside that cage. I climbed its sides and ran around the small space. 
Worse yet, I kept jumping into the pile of food and it was flying out of the cage where I couldn't 
even reach it! 

Then the large creature began moving the cage little by little towards the bright light that 
I had noticed earlier. Oh, no! What were they going to do to me! The further they edged that 
cage along, the more scared I got. The cage went over a little rise and suddenly the ground 
dropped out from under me and I fell out. 

Then I realized that I had not fallen very far. I had fallen into my beloved outdoors! As 
fast as I could, I sped away from that dreadful place. The ground was again soft beneath my feet, 
and I ran through the grass and leaves as fast as my legs could carry me to my own special tree. I 
just stayed there for awhile, catching my breath and trying to stop trembling. 

Eventually I ventured out again and found some of the old familiar nuts to eat. I cracked 
them and ate their delicious, familiar insides. I was so filled with joy that I leaped and ran all 
over the place until I got very tired. Then I curled up with my nice warm tail around me and had 
a long relaxing sleep. 

So, my little ones, the tale of my adventure ends. I hope that you will take my advice. 
Stay away from cats, and never, ever go into those places where the big furless animals live. And 
remember, too, another big lesson I learned. Don't let a hungry tummy make you foolish! 

Author’s Note: This story is based on a true incident, when a squirrel got into my sister’s house. 
I was there that day, scrambling around with them and watching what happened. 

Mina Kirby 

I am a retired math professor who has become infected with a writing bug. I write both 
prose and poetry. I have published several books—math, memoirs, short stories, poetry, 
limericks, and recipes, and my poetry has also appeared in a number of anthologies. I live in 
Altadena, California with my daughter, in a house full of animals and spiders. 
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Dee Thomas 
WESTSIDE CAS 

Oh, Elsa! 
Elsa’s a big girl, tall and golden with brown and tan stripes.  She’s 

regal like a queen.  When Elsa and Luna, Star, Faithful and Lovely, and all 
the other little cats were baby kittens ~ gathered together, standing a head 

above all the rest was Elsa, a big kitten, golden and beautiful. 
As they all grew ~ so did Elsa, bigger than all the rest. 
Later, when they lived in a shelter, people would come to see and visit the young cats.  
One lady picked up little gray and white “Aqua.”  “I like this one!” she said.  Though 

Aqua was older, she was such a small little cat. 
Elsa ran up and looked ~ “humm,” she sighed. 
Then a nice young couple came in ~ they saw “Star,” a tortoise shell cat, and said, “Oh!  

We like this one ~ so petite!” 
Elsa ran over and looked ~ “humm,” she sighed again, her eyes big, wide, and bright. 
Elsa looked up at me, she said, in her cat way, “Everybody likes the little cats, and picks 

them up!  I wish I were little too.” 
“Oh, Elsa! You are a big beautiful girl, and, you are unique.  You want more attention, 

don’t you?”  I said.  Reaching out to her, I picked her up. 
“Haaaaa,” she said, and cuddled in my arms. 
Soon a very nice couple with a little girl of eight or nine, came to see the cats.   
Spotting Elsa, the girl said, “Look at that one, she is so tall and beautiful, and just right!” 
They all admired Elsa. 
“Yes,” Mother agreed, “Listen to the unique sound she makes.”  
Not long after, Elsa was adopted.  She loved her new home.  Elsa curled up in the little 

girl’s arms.  She looked up to her new friend, who loved her ~ big, and tall, and sang like a bird 
~ as only Elsa could! 

Because Elsa was unique! 

Fun to Remember! 

Cats, like kids, come in all sizes, and every size is just right! 

1. How was Elsa different from the other girl cats?
2. Why was Elsa worried about this?
3. If you meet someone who is different from you, what would you do?

****** Always be kind to animals and help the homeless ones too. ******
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Dee Thomas 

Dee Thomas is a multi-faceted artist who writes real life stories that stir the heart, and 
raise the consciousness.  A performing artist since childhood, she has toured, recorded and 
written with numerous artists, including Janet Jackson, Whitney Houston, Paula Abdul, INXS 
and Ice Cube.  Dee has written and recorded for film and television, like Parent Trap III.  
Growing up on the stage, she’s played Billie Holiday, Dinah Washington, Lutibelle, in “Purlie!” 
and others.  Dee has a BA in English and Sociology.  She’s had extensive study in Journalism 
and Songwriting and enjoys doing Voice work.  She’s worked with kids, and encourages their 
creativity and personal growth.  Dee is also an avid published photographer, and artist.  As a 
writer, she plans to publish her work in book and documentary form.  She also asks that we all 
promote safe shelter for abandoned animals.  
. 
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Madeleine Isenberg
WESTSIDE CAS 

T for One 
In the 1980s a very popular hobby was dollhouses 

and miniatures, where everything for a dollhouse was in the 
scale of 1” to 1’.  This was a wonderful hobby for a mother, 
or even a father, to share with a daughter, and we did just 
that.  It could be very expensive to buy the furnishings for 

such a dollhouse, but you also learned to train your eye to look at everyday things and see if they 
could also be used in a dollhouse.  For example, a simple ridged toothpaste cap, turned upside 
down could be a tiny flowerpot. Or a fluted plastic cap from a fabric-softener bottle could 
become a miniature trash can.  As a result, we would look at all kinds of things and consider the 
possibilities of what we could make or use out of it. 

In December 1992, you could take all kinds of things on an airplane and no one bothered 
to check if there was any danger involved.  My husband and I were flying from Los Angeles 
toward a well-needed vacation in the Caribbean.  In the row in front and to the right of us was a 
young couple with a cranky, fidgety 22 month old baby, Michele, who was not feeling well at 
all.  All of a sudden the poor little thing threw up all over her clothes.  The area began to smell 
bad as only vomit can.  The mother took off the little girl’s T-shirt and changed her diapers.  It 
was cold in that air-conditioned environment, and somehow, the parents had exhausted all the 
clothing changes for her. They had nothing left to put on her to keep her warm.  Bundling her in 
a blanket would not have worked, since there was no way she would have kept still for the entire 
trip. 

I felt sorry for the poor little thing and was determined to 
find some way or something to help.  I looked around to see what 
was available and useable and realized that the little pillows that 
were distributed to the passengers had disposable, non-woven 
covers.  They were just about the same width as a little T-shirt.  
But I had to think of a way to make a pillowcase into something 
that would work for her. 

I tried using the knife that came with my dinner, but it 
didn’t work too well, and ripped the fabric.  I needed a better tool.  
I asked the flight attendant if she had a pair of scissors.  She didn’t 
but remembered seeing a woman crocheting and discovered she 
had a tiny, somewhat blunt pair that she offered to lend me.  

The diagram demonstrates what I managed to cut out for 
her.  At the top fold, I made an opening slit, about one-third of the width, but in the middle.  
From the middle of that cut, I cut down vertically also about one-third of the length.  This would 
make a hole large enough for her head to go through.  What remained was to make cuts on the 
sides for the arm holes.   

Pillowcase Opening

Cuts

Fold back
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With just four strategic cuts, I had produced a T-shirt like garment that was just the right 
size.  It would serve her well until her parents could reclaim their baggage.  Michele’s parents 
were grateful that someone could do this little service for their daughter.   

• If this had happened to you, what would you have done?
• What precautions would you recommend to parents who are traveling with little

children?
• In an emergency, what one tool would you like to have handy?
• What things do you have at home that could be used for different purposes?

Madeleine Isenberg 

Madeleine Isenberg was born in London, England during WWII.  As a child, she 
immigrated to the USA with her family, settling in Los Angeles.  She graduated from UCLA with 
a BA in mathematics. Within a month of graduation, she married and then accompanied her 
husband to Haifa, Israel, so that he could study for his PhD.  They lived there for 10 years and 
their three children were born there.  Ms. Isenberg completed an “all but thesis” toward a MS in 
Computer Science at the Technion, Israel’s Institute of Technology. The family returned to Los 
Angeles in 1975 and has been living there ever since.  Madeleine mostly worked in the aerospace 
industry as a computer programmer, project manager, and technical writer, and is now retired.  
Together with her husband, they volunteer in the computer lab of the school that their grandsons 
attend.  They are also active and volunteer in their synagogue and community activities.  
Madeleine has always had many hobbies and currently pursues genealogy research and hopes to 
compile information and family stories for her grandchildren.  She loves mysteries and puzzles 
and the challenge of being a “problem solver.”  
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Susanne Blumenstein Spira 
WESTSIDE CAS 

Yesh Me’ayin 
Yesh Me’ayin (Something from nothing - with apology for using a 
Hebrew philosophical idiom used to describe the Creator of all) 

I have no creative streak and no artistic talents.  But I have created a few things (other 
than my three wonderful children) that I am proud of. 

My husband and I were Judaica collectors and as such became informed about the subject 
and creations of different artisans, artists, and folk craft.   

But I have to start even earlier in my life story. 
My husband and I were at the time medical students and later interns and residents in 

Munich Germany.  We graduated from Medical School in 1960, with the title of ‘Physician,’ but 
to be able to add the appellation of Dr. Med. (M.D.) to our name we had to write a dissertation 
and defend it. 

Both of our themes were in History of Medicine.  My husband wrote about Sex and 
Gender in the Jewish Bible; I published a medieval Hebrew medical manuscript by Elisha the 
Egyptian Physician.  

While waiting for the examination to defend my dissertation, which was taking place in 
the department of Pediatrics, I saw a very neat wall hanging depicting penguins.  We had two 
little boys at the time, two and a half, and six months old, but we lived frugally and probably 
could not afford to buy one of those for their room.  I copied it, made the hanging, and was very 
pleased with the outcome.  

Another time I heard the saying, ‘Yesterday is history, tomorrow a mystery, today is a 
gift from God; that’s why they call it the present.’  The source is unknown, but it is well 
documented that Eleanor Roosevelt used it in her speeches.  Then I sat one New Year in 
synagogue, and the Rabbi, in his sermon, mentioned the Hebrew origin of this saying, by 
Abraham ibn Ezra, (born at the end of the 11th century)  ha’avar ayin, ha’atid lo adayin, 
hahoveh keheref ayin (the past is gone, the future not yet here, the present is a blink of an eye), I 
immediately went to ‘Color Me Mine,’ the china and pottery painting place, and made two very 
different large plates with both sayings, in Hebrew and English, one as a present for the Rabbi’s 
wife and one for myself. 

I also made 3 sets of different auxiliary Passover Seder plates (for the parsley, the 
horseradish, the charoseth – a cement colored mixture of nuts, apples, and wine - and the salt 
water) with my daughter-in-law at ‘Color Me Mine,’ as well as a Chanukah Menorah.  Of course 
I copied designs from famous Haggadot (the Passover reading) illustrations, and from other 
artists and sources, but I already warned you that I was not a creative person, and at the end, my 
art was unique and did not resemble any other work of art. 

For the wedding of my oldest son I made a beautiful Chuppah (Wedding Canopy) that 
has been used by my other kids as well as the daughter of our friends. 
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My latest achievement was making Wimples, an Ashkenazi custom of making a Torah 
binding from the cloth that the child is wrapped in for his circumcision.  This is either 
embroidered or painted in beautiful calligraphy stating the newborn’s name, name of the parents, 
date of birth, and a blessing for the child to grow to learning, wedding and good deeds.  This 
binding is then customarily used on the occasion of the boy’s Bar Mitzvah.  It did not help that 
most of my grand children and their parents have three Hebrew names, so I ended up with 15-
foot long wimples.  I have by now finished six of the eight, for my seven grandsons and, of 
course, for my only granddaughter. 

At the end I think that is not too bad an achievement for a non-creative person. 

Susanne Blumenstein Spira 

I was born in Vienna, Austria in November 1932.  My father saw what was happening in 
Europe and, while on a business trip to India, he also visited Palestine and bought a parcel of 
land in Haifa.  This fact saved our lives.  In May of 1938, two months after the annexation of 
Austria by Hitler in March 1938, my father was arrested in the street and sent to Concentration 
Camp Dachau and then transferred to Buchenwald. He was incarcerated for 8 ½ months.  
Because of the property in Palestine, we were able to obtain, as “Capitalists,” one of the coveted 
1,250 visas the British granted to Jews every month.  The visas were restricted to 1,250 because 
of Arab political pressure, a fact that increased the death toll of the Holocaust tremendously.  At 
that time, the Nazis still released Jews from concentration camps for high emigration taxes; they 
probably hoped to catch them again when sweeping victoriously from North Africa to Palestine.  
My father weighed 84 Pounds when he was released. 

We settled in Haifa, where I finished high school and later my two-year obligatory army 
duty.  I was discharged at the rank of second lieutenant.  Since I was not lucky enough to be 
selected among the then available 50 spots in the incoming medical school class at the Hadassah 
Medical School in Jerusalem, I registered in October 1953 as a medical student at the University 
of Vienna.  There I met my future husband, Moses Spira, also an Israeli medical student.  For the 
4th year of medical studies I was accepted and transferred to the Hadassah Medical School in 
Jerusalem.  As my future husband was following his parents to Munich, I joined him there the 
next year, and we both finished medical school in 1960 in Munich.  Our two sons and daughter 
were born in Munich.  In the beginning of 1967, my in-laws and our small family followed my 
brother-in-law to California.  My husband was a nephrologist in a prestigious private practice; I 
was a staff pathologist at Cedars–Sinai Medical Center for 30 years (including my residency 
there) until my retirement in 2002. 
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Emily Kaye 
EL CAMINO-RESEDA CAS 

Making Something Out of Nothing, 

A Lifelong Inspiration from a Childhood Book 

When I was a young girl living in Brooklyn, 
New York, my mother would read to me from a book 
entitled Bunchy, written by Joyce Lankester Brisley.  It 
was about a happy little girl who lived with her 

grandmother in the country.  Sometimes, Bunchy’s Grandmother would leave her alone to visit a 
friend.  During those times, Grandmother would make sure there were many creative projects to 
help pass time until she returned home to their cozy rose covered cottage with a pretty little 
garden surrounding the front porch. 

Sometimes, Grandmother prepared some pastry dough for Bunchy to play with.  She 
would roll out the dough in the kitchen and imagined that she could craft a make believe friend 
to fill the time.  You could compare the dough to what we now call Play Dough.  She created a 
doll, a bed, a comforter, a lamp, a swirled carpet and a dresser for her doll. 

Bunchy was able to keep busy cutting out figures from a Sears catalog, pretending there 
was a party that the men and women were attending.  She would dress them up with the cut out 
wardrobe. 

My favorite story was The Button Bag.  One evening, while her Grandma was napping in 
her big red armchair beside the glowing fireplace, Bunchy decided to amuse herself by dressing 
her doll up with crystal buttons for the necklace, pearls strung together as a beautiful belt and 
many more decorations. 

She enjoyed playing with the clothespin people she invented.  When it was cold and rainy 
outside, she would bring out her snowstorm-ball, imagining that she entered the village of the 
little people inside. 

I believe that these wonderful stories of Bunchy influenced me as an adult.  I found 
myself making unexpected creations from antiques and collectables that I would bring home from 
swap meets, specialty shops or estate sales.  My biggest endeavor was to create a double 
coachman’s chair out of an English Carving Buffet.  The upper half has a double arched curio 
cabinet with two glass doors.  I visualized a loveseat in front, which needed to be custom built 
once the carving board was removed.  As luck would have it, I found a kneeling prayer bench to 
serve as a long footstool.  I had it upholstered in the same fabric as the loveseat.  I also feel it is 
worth mentioning, that the cushion for the loveseat contains the crib mattress that my four 
children grew up on. 

Another project was to take a beautiful antique library table and turn it into an extension 
dining room table.  The base of the table is four exquisite hand-carved griffins.  The original top 
has carved plumes around the edges so I converted it into a coffee table.   
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One day I brought home an old stove thinking it could work as a telephone stand, using 
the oven for my telephone books.  I do have more interesting pieces that I have re-invented.  
However, there are too many to mention.  You could definitely say that “I made something out of 
nothing,” thanks to my mother introducing me to such a creative book. 

Years have past, and I think of Bunchy from time to time.  Whenever I passed a used 
bookstore, I would ask if they could help me locate my old friend.  Now, with the advent of the 
Internet, and with my tenacity, I was able to bring this 1939 treasure back into my life. 

Emily Kaye 

I was born in 1939 in New York, but moved to Los Angeles with my mom and brother in 
1952.   After graduating high school in 1956, I married my high school sweetheart.  We had 4 
children over the course of 10 years.  During that time I developed an interest art and interior 
decoration.  I pursued these interests by taking classes at the community colleges and other 
locations where they were offered.  Due to all my creative interests, I became a docent at the 
California Institute of Art in Valencia.  I recently decided to volunteer for the Academic 
Decathlon, since my son Rick had participated and won a Bronze Medal while attending Taft 
High School in Woodland Hills. Travel has been my focus for the last 28 years and I have enjoyed 
traveling to many exotic and adventurous destinations.  I am now 70 years old and am looking 
forward to expressing myself through the Life Story Writing class. 
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Frank Rosenberg 
WESTSIDE CAS 

Making Something Out of Nothing 
There is no such thing as making something out of nothing. 

Anything and everything has to start with an idea.  Some ideas are: 
Take a look at your hands!  Read a book!  Use your mind for 
imagination!  Pull out of thin air an idea by just looking around you. 

I learned a profession, that of a furniture maker, called a 
‘Cabinetmaker’ of custom built designed furniture.  I was good with 

my hands and at drawing and drafting and started work at the age of 15.  I then became an 
Interior Designer.  At the age of 25 I left home and traveled the world to over 53 countries. 

I worked in Los Angeles for ‘Walt Disney Enterprises’ as an ‘IMAGINEER’ in 
Architecture and designed the EPCOT pavilion for Germany in Orlando, Florida.  Putting ideas 
together was a prerequisite.  I designed hotels and resorts in the USA, Caribbean and Hawaiian 
islands and in Asia.  Each of them is a different theme and design that must be put together from 
original ideas for a certain “look.”  I am good at details and construction and materials and for 
that I can thank my parents--my dad was a furniture salesman, repairer and refinisher of furniture 
called a French Polisher.  I further developed from his experience.  I grew up with the smell of 
stripper, varnish and shellac.  The aroma of raw wood and period furniture is part of my heritage. 

Take another look at your hands and use your brain in making decisions.  Follow your 
curiosity and personal interests.  You can change the world in your lifetime if you pursue an 
idea.  At ‘Walt Disney Enterprises’ we conjured up a new cartoon character called ‘FIGMENT’ 
who was a figment of your imagination and he is the character that to this day shows you through 
EPCOT’s ride through the entrance geo-sphere of America’s heritage upon entering the park.  

My first ‘Disney’ movie was ‘PINNOCCHIO’ and I used the backdrops from the movie 
to design and develop the interiors of the 6 retail stores at EPCOT’s pavilion in Germany on both 
sides of the entrance. In the main square there is a fountain and a pedestal statue of Saint George 
and the Dragon that stands on the top. 

A look into the heavens on a clear night or from the Griffith Park Observatory can give 
you a celestial view of the universe.  It all starts with an idea where you can conjure up 
something from nothing. It just takes an idea…….. 

Frank Rosenberg. 

I am now a writer and retired but work is at a premium and I have now written 2 books.  
My research was on my family heritage, a chronicle on world events and my adventures and 
discoveries.  When published my interest is to pass on ideas that will benefit others and influence 
them to follow in my footsteps toward tolerance for others and to respect other races and 
religions. To also embrace other ethnic cultures without bigotry or stereotyping and to respect 
others who are less fortunate than me. 

This all started when I found a satchel of family photos and documents in my sister’s 
home basement in Sydney, Australia. It was there for a reason! 
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Naomi Hyman 
FRANKLIN-HOLLYWOOD CAS 

Oranges 

My mother was born in 1904 in a shtetl, or a village on the 
Russian-Polish border.  She came to America in 1921.  She had 
never seen a banana until she was on the ship coming to America. 
However, she had seen oranges, or rather an orange, on a rare 
occasion in Europe, and you only got an orange when you were 
sick. 

I remember her telling me that she would pray to get sick so 
she could get an orange. I always remembered that story. 

Girls were not educated in those times. She went to Cheder, 
or Jewish school, probably to the equivalent of fourth grade.  

Education was her greatest dream and she transferred it to me and her granddaughter. 
Now, back to the oranges:  Several years ago I was looking for a gift for my friend’s 

husband, William.  He is a fabulous cook, and cooks Thanksgiving and Christmas for our 
extended family.  He is of German descent, but cooks in all languages. A Jewish cook book 
would be a perfect gift. 

At Barnes and Noble, a young man escorted me to the cook book section. It was very 
sparse, but I found a cook book that not only had recipes, but also a lot of history about the Jews 
of Europe and the lives they lived. 

I went over to a table and set the book down. It fell open to a chapter titled, “You Don’t 
Have to Be Sick to Get an Orange.”  I had chills, and re-read the chapter heading. 

I had read it right the first time! 
In this book, you could get an orange even if you weren’t sick. Perhaps the person who 

wrote the story wasn’t poor, and oranges were more plentiful. 
I bought copies of the book for my daughter, my friend who is a chef, a friend who knew 

my mother, and of course William. 
I inscribed all of the books with my mother’s story.  It was a strange feeling. 

Naomi Hyman 

I am a retired teacher who loved working with young children.  After my retirement I 
found my way into a jewelry-making class and discovered a passion.  

In addition, after much resistance and thinking I was a talker, not a writer, I listened to a 
friend and joined this writing class.   My two young granddaughters provide me with many 
stories. I am grateful to Jack Corwin for nagging me to try the Life Story Writing class. 
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Diana Galsworthy 
EL CAMINO-RESEDA CAS 

Climbing the Tree 

The climb on my family tree has taken me in many 
directions, originating in Italy from strong roots buried deep 
in the earth.  From my lofty perch on the family tree, I looked 
down through the tangle of branches and asked, “What will I 
find if I climb down?”  The strong large branches wove their 
way through each other, some reaching far out in different 
directions. 

When I reached the age of 45 I started the quest to 
find my family roots, descending with caution and hope, 
inching my way along each branch, counting each member, 
asking questions, documenting each story and organizing the 

legacy for future generations.  Patience and perseverance brought to life the characters I called 
my family. 

The roots of the tree spread through many cultures and countries, England, Scotland, 
New Zealand, Australia, Canada and America, but the original orchards and vineyards in Italy, 
from 1688, are still in existence today because of the dedication and persistence of the hard 
working people that are my relatives.  

The courageous and ingenious way they dealt with the hardships of poverty, wars and 
bigotry made them stronger and they adapted and assimilated into their new cultures. They had 
no knowledge of the local language, they learned by reading and listening, they all became 
business owners and had many amazing stories to relate. 

On my ascent back to my place on the tree, I found that the wonderful legacy they had 
left me helped me to climb higher and higher, passing each generation and promising that I 
would carry their stories into the future. 

Now, over 20 years later, I am still on the quest to search for the very deepest roots of the 
tree, with the passing years the tree grows taller with new generations. They can look at the tree 
and find their place coming from the deep roots and strong branches with the knowledge that the 
tree will continue to grow. 

Diana Galsworthy 

Born in Scotland during World War II of Italian parentage, I grew up in two very diverse 
cultures and was lucky to be able to enjoy the wonderful traditions of both countries.  In my 
early 20s I immigrated to California, worked for a year as a nanny and then got married. I 
became a successful business owner in the interior design field for over 40 years. 

Now retired, I am very involved in my community as block captain in the neighborhood 
watch program, caregiver to my 93 year old mother and as an animal lover; I volunteer my time 
to raise funds for various animal rescue shelters.  I enjoy my life story writing class which has 
helped me to document the stories for my family tree anthology. 
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Brock Shamberg 
WESTSIDE CAS 

Toldot:  Finding Our Fathers 

This is my story of creating something from nothing 
when I began collecting information instead of toys and created a 
book, a family tree from that information.  I did this because my 
father died suddenly and I never really got to know him or the 
family I came from. 

He died and there was nothing.  He died and there was 
nothing and I went on playing since I didn't know life had ended.  

He died and there was nothing and life as I had known it was destroyed again, first by my 
parent’s divorce and now this time final because of my dad’s death.  Something needed to be 
done and I didn't even know that either.  Something from nothing --life from death--how do the 
living create something from the nothingness that is death. 

The disbelief and painful questions soon were slowly buried and eased by the resilient 
human spirit.  Questions of “Why did this happen?” became “What will happen to us, to me 
now?”  “Where will we go?” Never do I remember asking, “Where does my father go?” or 
“What happens to him?”  The nothingness for him continued and the questions became about me 
and self preservation and then ever so slowly about who he was and where did he come from?   

My need for getting to know about our history started because he wasn’t there to answer 
questions any more and 20 years later in 1980 when I published our family tree, “A Sense of 
History,” I finally felt complete; I had created something from his passing, a way to honor his 
memory and give my children a look at how they got here and the people that they came from.  I 
had lots of research to do and we didn’t have the help of computers and the Internet or e-mail.   

Research began with lots of phone calls and letters to unknown people and days in 
libraries among the piles of microfilm that must be requested months in advance.  Cameras had a 
roll of either print or slide film that needed to be developed before you could see any picture at 
all.  The digital age was a long way off.  By 1977 I had gathered lots of information and decided 
to take a sabbatical with my wife and family in a motor home calling upon many of the relatives 
we had corresponded with. We also wanted to see what was happening in other places since we 
had been living in Anchorage, Alaska for seven years now.   

The tree began to take shape in Chicago where my Dad was raised. He came to America 
from Poland when he was 8.  The connections of his uncles and aunts, each with different last 
names could never have been re-created just from the memories being shared with me, but with 
the help of a little chart created by one of my uncles who had died, the tree began to take shape. 
I found that by talking to one person at a time interesting stories began to emerge along with the 
facts.  One relative remembered that someone had taken a movie in Poland and another knew of 
a cemetery with pictures on the graves.  Someone else told me stories about my father in his 
youth and about a family feud.   

I didn't find any famous relatives in my search but I did find examples of how our family 
connected with important historical events such as immigration to America and Nazi Germany. 
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An Ethical Will from 1918 was written in Yiddish script by my great-grandfather Nissen, who 
came to America at the age of 72.  It contained information about his life, his values, and 
instructions at time of his death for his burial and his few possessions.  It also revealed how he 
tried to help the surviving daughter of his niece from being adopted after her mother died.  The 
scholar who translated this Ethical Will took several years to do the work and when it was done 
he published it in his book.  He also was shocked to learn that this document was about the 
mother-in-law of a man that he had known and that sat near him in the small synagogue where 
they both prayed. 

I learned about my father’s oldest brother and his family who were killed by the Nazis 
and found their picture and a few short minutes of movie film as he walks into the cemetery 
where many members of our family had been buried.  I heard lots of stories about my dad and 
got copies of his school report cards from 1910, the records from the ship when he came to 
America with his mother in 1906, and even a Russian census that gave my father’s original name 
and birthday. 

Even though I am not an artist I created something that I am proud of, something that 
satisfied me and will have lasting meaning for people I care about, especially the generations yet 
to be born. 

Brock Shamberg 

I was raised in the deep south of our country, in New Orleans where I went to school and 
had my first jobs doing yard work and selling shoes.  When I moved to Texas and went to 
college, I worked in lots of restaurants until I went to law school.  After school I was a VISTA 
volunteer and after that, for many years owned a retail garden center and worked as an attorney 
and then a judge where I live in Anchorage, Alaska.  I am married and have two married 
daughters who live in LA so we often come to California to visit them and my grandson.  I think 
of my efforts of creating a family tree I as one of my important accomplishments along with 
being a good parent and husband.  Good relationships are hard work and I believe they are very 
important in having a happy life and being successful.  I am in my 60s now and recently retired 
and on social security.  I am spending time now with family, writing, working on the family tree 
by adding pictures and some sound clips, and figuring out what I want to do when I grow up.   
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Adaire Klein 
WESTSIDE CAS 

My Mother's Shabbos Candlesticks 
My mother, Rose Ann Shinder Schwartz - Bubbie Rose to 

many of you - was born on the Lower East Side of New York 
City.  According to the New York City, Department of Vital 
Statistics, she was born August 1, 1901.  According to Bubbie, 
she was born in 1906 on July 4th. 

Throughout our childhood, we all grew up thinking how 
wonderful and exciting it was that the whole country celebrated 
our mother's birthday with music, bands, picnics, fireworks, 
patriotic speeches, American flags and red, white and blue 

banners. What a surprise it was when New York City birth records informed us that she was 
born on August 1st and that she was five years older than we all thought. 

One fine day, she told us a story.  In the story, 
she revealed that Bubbie Shinder (Fanny Shinder, her 
mother or Feigel Mirrel) found it difficult to 
remember the birthdays of all of her 14 children. So, 
upon birth, she moved everybody's birthday to the 
closest holiday. Bubbie Rose, born on August 1st, went 
down in family history as being born on the 4th of July 
just like Yankee Doodle Dandy. 

Therefore, when you visit her gravesite in San 
Diego, California you will note that it lists her 
birthday as August 1, 1901 just as New York City 
recorded it. Bubbie was the youngest of the 14 
children and they lived on Cherry Street on the Lower 
East Side when she made her entrance into the world. 
At the same time that Bubbie Shinder gave birth to 
Bubbie Rose, Bubbie's oldest sister, Sarah (child #1 of 
the 14) died in childbirth giving birth to her third 
child.  Bubbie Shinder then nursed her daughter, 
Bubbie Rose, and her granddaughter. The two girls 
grew up as sisters rather than as aunt and niece. 

As time went on, while living on the Lower East 
Side, Bubbie and Zaidy Shinder had a "mom and pop" store. My memory of family stories 
seems that it was a variety store that sold a little bit of everything. My mother told me that 
Bubbie Shinder really ran the store, however, while Zaidy Shinder sat in the back and learned 
(studied Talmud) all day. Bubbie Rose used to tell us that he was often called the "scholarly son 
of a rich man" before he came to America. 

Among Bubbie’s siblings was a brother, whose name I don't know, who contracted 
polio. Doctors came regularly to try and help him but, apparently, he suffered from severe 
paralysis. There was no polio vaccine in those days.  Every time the doctor came, he, of 



299 

course, asked for more money.  Bubbie Rose always used to tell us how one day he came and 
told Bubbie and Zaidy Shinder that there was nothing more he could do. The only thing that 
would cure their son would be fresh country air. 

Before the doctor left, though, he rendered his final bill. At this time, Bubbie and 
Zaidy had no money to pay him.  Bubbie Rose then saw the doctor take her mother's Shabbos 
candlesticks in payment for the fees. 

Many years later in 1965, my parents, Bubbie and Papa, travelled to Israel. On their day 
off from touring, they visited the shuk (open air market place).   While in the shuk, Bubbie 
Rose saw a pair of silver candlesticks which reminded her of the candlesticks that the doctor 
took in payment for his fees, when she was a little girl. 

Convinced that these were her mother's Shabbos candlesticks, she bought them.   When 
she and Papa came back to their hotel, other people on the tour saw the candlesticks and 
asked, “Rose, what did they cost?” 

She told them the price and they said, “You could have handeled (bargained) and paid 
less.”  

Bubbie Rose looked at them and said, "There is no fee too great to redeem my mother's 
Shabbos candlesticks." 

On their way home, Bubbie and Papa arrived in New York City at JFK Airport. We took 
Robin, Dov and Gilah and we all went to meet them and take them to their domestic flight 
for their trip home to Columbus, Ohio.  When we looked down as they came through 
customs, Bubbie took out the candlesticks and waved them in the air to show that, in her 
mind, she had found the lost candlesticks. 

Upon returning home to Columbus, Bubbie immediately started, on the following 
Friday night, to add these two candlesticks to the many candles that she already lit every 
Shabbos evening. She lit them for the next twenty-one years every Shabbos and Yom Tov. 

On Simchas Torah in 1986, Bubbie Rose passed away.  Papa continued to light these 
candlesticks, but not for long. On January 4, 1987 (4 Teves), Gilah and Joel were married. 
Papa had the candlesticks repaired and polished and gave them to Gilah as a wedding gift. 
Each Shabbos and Yom Tov, their lights still shine from Milwaukee, for all of us, all over 
the world, wherever we may be. 

Bubbie’s Name--Adaire 
When I was a little girl, I always asked my mother, Bubbie 

Rose, where my name came from. She used to answer me that you're 
named for your great-grandmother (Papa's mother's mother) and 
her name was Aidel Rosenberg. Aidel Rosenberg lived in Odessa, 
Russia with her husband, Shimon (c. 1860s). 

Then Bubbie Rose would always conclude with the 
following phrase: "Adair, my sweet Adair, I dare you, double dare 
you to be mine" This is the refrain from a popular English song. My 
Sweet Adair (British Copyright 1915). 

So, I would ask how Aidel became Adaire. Bubbie Rose was 
always the poet in the family, and she knew the song, My Sweet 
Adair. Bubbie would then repeat the chorus. I guess she really 
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preferred Adaire to Adele, the presumed English equivalent of the Yiddish Aidel. Here are the 
entire lyrics of the song. 

'There's the nicest little club house down my way. 
Where sweethearts stray, at close of day, 
They gather 'round the piano singing pretty songs, 
Just to pass the time away. 
I stand outside the window, list 'ning to their harmony, 
And this refrain rings in my memory. 

"Adair, my Sweet Adair, I dare you to be mine, 
I swear each night declare, I'll win your heart, your love divine. 
I'm saving up my kisses and I've surely saved a few. 
I'm waiting for the time, when I can give them all to you. 
Adair, my sweet Adair, I dare you, double dare you to be mine. 

'"Seems like in my dreams I hear that melody. 
It follows me, just like a plea. 
From olden golden days. 
When two hearts beat as one. 
We were happy constantly, I still stand by the window, though, 
I know it is in vain, recalling days brought back by that refrain. 
"Adair, my Sweet Adalr, I dare you to be mine, 
I swear each night declare, I'll win your heart, your love divine. 
I'm saving up my kisses and I've surely saved a few. 
I'm waiting for the time, when I can give them all to you. 
Adair, my sweet Adair, I dare you, double dare you to be mine." 

Fast forward to the 1970s. Bubbie and Grandpa and family, of course, have moved to Los 
Angeles. For the first time in my life I meet someone with the same name as mine - Adaire. 
Believe it or not, she even spells Adaire as I do - with an "e" at the end. Until then, I had never 
met anyone with my name. She worked for Jewish Television and her name is Adaire Harris. 

We were both about the same age and Adaire asked me what I knew about my name. I 
told her what my mother used to tell me and how she would recite the chorus of My Sweet 
Adair. Adaire Harris' mother used to sing the same refrain when her daughter asked about her 
name. 

Adaire told me about the sheet music and asked me if I had the music. When I said 
"no," Adaire offered to make a photocopy of the music and send it to me. I was so excited to 
get the copy of the music and the lyrics. It was something very special. 

It's now 1979 or 1980, and I am working in the Simon Wiesenthal Center Library, when 
Arnold Schwartzman, co-producer of the documentary "Genocide," came in one afternoon for 
some reference assistance. 

Out of the clear blue, Arnold, who happens to be British, asked me: "Adaire, where does 
your name come from?" 

I told him the story, how I asked my mother all the time, where does my name come from. 
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He asked me if I had the sheet music, and I said: "Sheet music? No one would have 
anything that old." 

Arnold said, he knew a place which he was sure would have it. He called me back the 
next day with a phone number for a second-hand dealer in Central California. I called 
immediately and got the voice mail. I left a message that I was interested in acquiring the sheet 
music for My Sweet Adair. A couple of weeks later, I received a message, to please send eight 
dollars, if I still wanted the sheet music for My Sweet Adair. In return they promised to mail me 
the sheet music upon receipt of my check. I spoke to Grandpa and we decided that the most we 
could lose was eight dollars if this wasn't the right piece. Sure enough, we got the sheet 
music for My Sweet Adair. It has a beautiful cover with a woman in white and it sold for fifty 
cents when it was printed. 

Many years later, in the early ‘90s, Adaire Harris called me after our not having spoken to 
each other in quite a while. She asked me if I still had the photocopy of My Sweet Adair. She told 
me that there had been a terrible fire where she lived. Adaire Harris lost her house and, with it, 
she lost her sheet music for My Sweet Adair. I sent her a photocopy and the contact information 
for her to obtain the music like I had done. 

I know she received the copy that I sent. I don't know if she was able to acquire the 
original sheet music. Shortly thereafter, Adaire Harris began to suffer from Alzheimer's. I was 
happy to be able to have, at least, provided the copy for her. 

ADDENDUM: MY HEBREW NAMES: 
My Hebrew name is 'Adinah Yehudit'. I was apparently given the name Aidel (as you 

now know) and the name Yeshika or Ishika after my great uncle (I think Grandma Schwartz's 
brother). Bubbie Rose and Papa used to tell me that "he was tinted pink." Now, I understand that 
since this was during the Russian Revolution, the phrase meant he was a Communist. 

Why Adinah? When we were married in 1957, the Rabbi said I should have a Hebrew 
name and he changed it to Adinah, the Hebrew equivalent of the Yiddish Aidel. 

Why Yehudit? Since Ishika or Yeshika were believed to be Russian and male names, it was 
decided at our wedding that the male equivalent was probably Yehudah. Therefore, my middle 
name became Yehudit. 

NOTE: When I write or speak about Papa's family, it usually means the Rosenberg 
Family. Rosenberg was my paternal grandmother's maiden name. i.e. Raizel (in English Rosa) 
Rosenberg. When Papa was in college, it was fashionable to have a middle initial/name. Papa took 
the middle name Rosenberg. He always signed his name as Abraham Rosenberg 
Schwartz/Abraham R. Schwartz/A.R. Schwartz. 

Unfortunately, we know very little about Grandpa Schwartz's family. Grandpa 
Schwartz was probably born in Odessa, where he went to school and grew up. He was scheduled 
to be drafted into the Czar's army. At that time, the rule was that if you were an only son, you 
didn't have to serve in the Czar's Army. Grandpa Schwartz was, therefore, adopted by a family 
who didn't have a son. Their name was Schwartz and he became Yitzchak (Isadore in English) 
Schwartz - Yitzchak ben Avraham. His given family name was Goldfarb. Maybe someday we'll 
have more information. 



302 

PHOTOGRAPHS: Attached with this story are four photographs. They are described here. 
1. Shimon and Aidel Rosenberg, my paternal great grandparents (Papa's

mother's parents.) Odessa, Russia. C. 1860s.
2. Front cover of the sheet music for the song. My Sweet Adair.
3. Papa (1899-1993) and Aunt Leah (Papa's sister; probably born 1900

or 1901). Odessa, Russia. C1902.
4. Grandma and Grandpa Schwartz, Raizel and Yitzchak (Rosa and

Isadore) Schwartz. Their children Avraham (Papa c.9 years old) and
Leah (c.8 years old). Macon, Georgia, c. 1908.

Adaire Joy Klein: 

I am the Director of Library and Archival Services for the Simon Wiesenthal Center and the 
Museum of Tolerance.  We are delighted to be the host for the Life Story Writing class on Wednesday 
afternoons.  All of you have been my inspiration to write my stories and to share them with family and 
friends. 

Born in Leavenworth, Kansas, where my father was Assistant Warden at the Federal 
Penitentiary, we moved from one prison town to another.  In Chillicothe, Ohio, my parents decided that 
this is no way to bring up Jewish children and my father took a job with the state of Ohio and we moved 
to Columbus when I was about six years old. 

After High School, I went to Brandeis University, where I was in the second class and the first 
student from Ohio.  Those were days of geographical diversity.  I received my BA in Hebrew Literature 
in 1953 and remained at Brandeis for Graduate School, receiving my MA in Near Eastern and Judaic 
Studies in 1957. 

Manny and I were married that summer, August 25, 1957.  We now have fifteen grandchildren 
from our three children.  Two are married and we are blessed with four great grandchildren and one on 
the way.  The next grandchild will be married in June. 

In addition to my library responsibilities (i.e. my job), I have been teaching Hebrew and basic 
Judaism for over twenty-five years, primarily to prospective converts to Judaism. 

Manny and I enjoy our home with Honey, our five/six year old Pomeranian; Manny’s roses and 
irises; our family and friends; our shul; and visits from our grandchildren. 
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Life Story Writing 
Resources for Teachers 
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Social Studies Discussion Questions: 

1. Did you learn any new information about the historical period or culture of characters in
the story?  What was it?  Would you like to know more?  Is there any information or
experience of yours that relates to the story?

2. How was the situation of the writer different than yours?  Are there any similarities?
What have you learned from this?

3. Do you have any reflections about the way the characters in the story coped with their
challenges?

4. What are the broader issues addressed by the story, such as how to deal with economic
hardship, how families can help each other, the effects of racism and oppression on
individuals and families, the value of living in a free society and the price of freedom?

5. In what way have we lived up to the hopes of immigrants / in what ways have we not?

6. How has life in America improved?  In what ways was it better in the past?  How can we
recapture some of the good things that have been lost?

7. How can you “make something out of nothing” in your life?  Can you think of ways to
involve others in this as well?

Note: These kinds of questions could also be used in Parenting and Workforce Readiness 
Classes. 
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Literary Discussion Questions: 

1. Could you “see” the picture clearly?  Were there places that could use more description?
(How about some of the 5 senses: sound, sight, touch, taste, smell?)

2. Could you visualize the important characters? (or do the characters need a “thumbnail
sketch?”)

3. Did you feel what each character (or the narrator) was feeling from one moment to the next?

4. Was the point of view of the narrator (as a child, for example) consistent and believable?

5. Were you involved in the story the whole time? (If not, when were you most interested?
When weren’t you?)

6. Was there a balance (appropriate to the story) of narrative / dialogue / inner thoughts and
feelings that held your interest?

7. Did the dialog draw you in and help you know each character?

8. Were there places that would have benefited from adding dialog to enhance the drama?

9. Was the storytelling clear, or was there important information left out?  Was your attention
diverted from the story because you kept wondering about something?

10. Did you need to know more about the place, time, or ages of the character(s)?

11. Were the transitions between different places and times, and changes in emotions or attitudes
clear enough?

12. Was there any place that needed deeper emotional exploration or emphasis?

13. Was the story line clear or were there too many “detours/ digressions” that pulled you away
from the main “spine” of the story?  (If there were detours, did they weave effectively into
the story and were they tied up?)

14. Was the story’s beginning effective?  Did it intrigue you to hear the story?

15. Was the story’s climax (high point) developed enough to “milk” the drama?

16. Was the story’s ending strong enough or did it trail off?
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What’s in a Name? 

1. What is your name?

2. How did you get your name?  (Were you named after anyone in
the family?  Who decided your name?  Why?)

3. How does your last name reflect your family’s history?

4. Growing up, did you like your name (first and/ or last name)?

5. Did you ever change the way you felt about your name as you
grew older?

6. Did you ever change your name?   Why?

7. Are there other interesting facts or stories about your name?
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Guidelines for giving feedback to others: 

Feedback should be: 

Non-Invasive 
Non-judgmental 

Corrective 
Affirming 

 It’s important to be positive and encouraging in the way you communicate your suggestions.
Comment first on what worked for you, what you felt was intriguing or promising.

 Then if you have a question, a comment, or suggestion, phrase it in a clear and friendly way.
 Think before you speak.  Try to be clear and concise.  This is also excellent training for you

as communicator and writer.  (Plus, class time is limited!)
 The more you work on listening carefully, analyzing, and offering suggestions the easier it

becomes.  This is also a skill that improves with time and experience.  You’ll find that
analyzing others’ work helps you become a better writer as well.

Tips for reading out loud: 

 Take a deep breath, breathe and speak from your “belly” i.e., diaphragmatic breathing.  This
gives your voice the most power. (And it’s also relaxing.)

 Slow down!  Give your listeners a chance to take in the richness of your story.
 Enunciate.  It’s especially important to pronounce the consonants, the hard sounds at the end

of words and sentences.  For example, “sentences.”
 Pause at the end of sentences, important phrases, and transitions to different moods, time

frames, etc.  Give the audience a chance to mentally “switch gears” too.
 Visualize what you are saying.  Really see; in your mind’s eye the images you are reading.
 Visualize your audience.  Speak “to” the group.  Try to sense if they can hear and understand

you.  Keep making adjustments to your tone, volume, pronunciation, etc.
 For those who speak English as second language: Your accent is delightful for us to listen to

– it adds a colorful variety and dimension to our community.  But remember…it may be hard
for many to understand so SPEAK SLOWLY!  (Feel free to ask for help in pronunciation and
vocabulary if needed also.)
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