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Prologue 
 

 
I began to consider the lives of my parents and grandparents while writing a 
story about how we came to America in 1941. It was a story about how the 
five of us with me as a toddler escaped from German-occupied Europe to the 
United States during World War II. About midway in my writing, I began to 
encounter difficulties in defining the feelings and motives of my parents and 
grandparents without including information about their lives before this 
episode. It also became apparent from an historical perspective that I could 
not consider one war and the associated social-economic implications, 
without considering the other war. The additional information that I began to 
collect became such a large part of helping to understand their lives that I 
decided to write another story – a prequel that would encompass World War 
I and the time between wars. In the process, it gave me a greater appreciation 
of my parents and relatives. It gave me a vision of the difficult and life-
altering times they encountered and the attitudes and situations that would 
shape their characters. 

The story that follows is factual to the extent that many of the situations were 
those encountered by my parents and other close relatives. I have taken the 
liberty to elaborate on the situations and include historic circumstances. 
Much of the time, I had some reasonable knowledge to develop the story line 
and expect the reactions depicted. Many historic connections and facts are 
included as postscripts. 

This then, is the second of two stories written to chronicle times in the lives 
of my parents and relatives during the two World Wars and the time in-
between. It was a time of great change in the world in politics, transportation, 
and communication. The world was truly getting smaller and no country was 
to remain isolated. The story is written to encompass situations occurring in 
the world that shaped their lives. It is written in their memory and I hope will 
provide a testimonial to their convictions and ideals. It is primarily written 
for my children and grandchildren to remind them that we live in a country 
where we have the freedom to realize our dreams, and where we can live in 
relative safety. The escape from Holland back to the USA in 1941during 
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World War II is a story already written1. As follows is the prequel, written 
from considerable historic research, notes written on family photos, postcards 
and memorabilia, my recollection of many family discussions especially with 
grandpa, dad, and my uncle Frank, and from the interviews made with my 
mother before she died: 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                      

1 The Journey, Lulu Press 2008 
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Foreword 

 

 
In 1914, the family Laenen, Antonius, Virginie and their two sons, Matheus 
and Franciscus, lived in Basel, Switzerland. Originally they were from the 
town of Maastricht, in the province of Limburg, in The Netherlands. They 
had been living in Köln, Germany where Antonius had been occupied 
establishing labor unions throughout industrial Germany. He was an active 
Socialist leader. Sanctions imposed by the government under Kiser Wilhelm 
against socialist and communist movements had made it difficult and 
dangerous to remain in Germany.  

In 1914, the family Hoche, Clara and her children, Herbert, Hildegard, 
Helmut, and Gerhardt, lived in the city of Breslau in Germany (East 
Prussia.) Their father, Karl had left for a job in America in June 1914. His 
passage to the U.S. had been paid for by the Otis Elevator Company in 
Buffalo, New York. Whether it was luck, good or bad, or it was planned, Karl 
had likely missed being conscripted into the German army by only a few 
months. Planned or not, he had left his family in a very difficult situation 
because there was little money for them to live on. They would struggle to 
survive through the World War that was about to begin. 

On July 28, 1914, Austria responded to the assassination of Archduke 
Ferdinand by invading Serbia. In response, the Tzar of Russia ordered 
mobilization of Russian Armies to fight in Galicia (Austria’s share of the 
18th century partitioning of Poland). Germany then declared war on Russia 
and France on August 2 in anticipation of an impending Russian invasion 
and according to their war plan to invade France. Germany then on August 
4 declared war on Belgium because that country woudl not let them pass 
through for a German attack on the French. On August 6, France and Great 
Brittan declare war on Austria and Germany. In accordance with those 
country’s war plans, the French launch attacks clashing with the German 
army on August 14 in the Alsace-Lorraine region. After destroying the 
fortress at Liège, the Germans move quickly across Belgium. By the third 
week of August, German forces are approaching the French border, and the 
warring countries find themselves preparing to fight in the west, across a 



 

8 

broad front that stretches from Switzerland all the way to the Belgian coast 
on the North Sea. The Germans are prepared to push into France, while the 
French are joined by British Expeditionary Forces to counter the German 
attack. By September the Armies on the western front settle into trench 
warfare. Meanwhile in the east, in early August, before the Russians are able 
to advance, Austrian armies quickly invade the Russian part of Poland. In 
support, Germany has set up lines of supply to help Austria along this 
eastern front. The Germans have also begun to move several armies into 
East Prussia (the German partition of Poland). By late September the 
Russians have made gains into Galicia and Prussia capturing the cities of 
Warsaw, Lodz, and Krakow.  The Russians are indeed coming in vast 
numbers and Germany is alarmed. Germany reacts by additionally diverting 
two of their armies from the west to the eastern front. While war on the 
western front settles into trenches, war on the eastern front becomes a 
conflict of movement and multiple battlefields. 
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Maps of Europe 1914 and 1920 

 

 

Atlas of World History, Patrick K. O’Brien, General Editor, Oxford University Press, 
1999 
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Chapter 1 
Matty –    Basel, July, 1914      

Die Frie Jougen 

Parlez-vous Français? Oder würden Sie lieber Deutsch sprechen?…. Do you 
speak French, or would you rather speak German? I am fluent in both 
languages. I speak different dialects also like the German-Swiss they speak 
here in Basel. It is called Schwyzerdutsch. I can also speak Dutch and 
Flemish because I was born in Holland. Papa has taught me a little Polish, 
Russian, and Hungarian also. Papa says that knowing other languages is very 
important in our lives. He says that a language if you do not know it is like a 
wall, and that knowing just a little will break down the barrier between 
people. Papa knows lots of people from different nationalities. 

1914 – Laenen Brothers, Franz (10) and Matty (16) Basel, Switzerland. 
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My home is here in Basel Switzerland. I have finished middle school and I 
am now attending the trade school. I am learning the tailor trade so I can 
make suits and coats for men. Papa says this will be a good trade for me and 
that I will be able to make a fine living. I was born in the Dutch city of 
Maastricht in the province of Limburg. We moved to Basel just a year ago 
from the German city of Köln. Most of my schooling was in Köln in the 
German language and here in Basel they teach in German also, but they 
speak a really different sounding dialect. It took me a little bit of time to get 
used to the difference, but I have a pretty good ear for languages. I think 
most Dutch people are good with languages because they can do so much 
trade with the English, the French, and the Germans. In Maastricht you hear 
almost as much French and German as you do Dutch, and here in Basel they 
speak quite a bit of French also. 

Father is doing work here in Switzerland and in Germany for the Socialist 
Party. He is one of the leaders and does a lot of travel to organize labor 
unions and meetings. He goes into France and Belgium also. Papa is an 
important person in the Party. He knows a lot of leaders like Robert Grimm 
from Zurich and Henri deMan from Belgium. He even knows the anarchist 
Vladimir Lenin, but only in passing. Lenin you know is quite a troublemaker. 
Papa has enrolled me in the Frie Jougen, the Socialist Party sponsored Free 
Youth. I will be going on a mountain climb up the Mönch next month; at 
least I hope I will go. Momma has still not made up her mind.  

Momma is from Herentals in Belgium and she speaks a lot of French. It is a 
Belgian French and not quite the same as they speak it here. She calls Papa, 
Twan which is short for Antwan. Most people call Papa, Anton. She tells me 
that originally our family of Laenen came from Belgium, and that there are 
many by that name in the vicinity of Liège. Momma is too protective about 
me and would rather I play the piano than climb up mountains. I do like 
music, but I also like to swim and to hike. She keeps me from these simple 
pleasures but allows my younger brother Franz to run wild. I will finally get 
to do something special when we climb the Mönch.  

Papa thinks that the mountain air and the mountain climbing experience will 
be good for me. Papa goes mountain climbing all the time with his friend 
Hans Veripps. They have climbed the Jungfrau together which is a difficult 
climb and he has also gone on some other tough climbs. Hans is Swiss and a 
real mountaineer. He has shown me how to tie ropes and use carabineers. He 
thinks also that the mountain air will be good for my health and that it will be 
an excellent adventure for me. 
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I will get my diploma from the trade school next year. I don’t believe Franz 
will ever graduate from school. He just keeps getting into trouble with his 
teachers and into fights with his classmates. He is a real irritation to all of us. 
Papa does not know what to do with Franz sometimes. He gets the belt out a 
lot but usually does not use it. Papa instead gets mad at all of us and the 
teachers also. Papa can get really mad sometimes. He has a temper. He took 
hold of Franz’s teacher and threw him in a snow bank one time. Franz is 
becoming a real problem because he is now getting so strong as well as being 
so stubborn. 

I am pretty good with music. I can play the piano and the organ at the church. 
I am taking lessons from the choirmaster. Momma has arranged for this. We 
do not normally attend church and we are paying for the lessons. We have a 
concertina and an accordion at home and I can play them both.  The 
choirmaster is also teaching me about writing music and he lets me play for 
the choir sometimes for practice. 

The mountain’s name, Mönch means monk and it has a broad, snow-covered 
peak that looks like the top of the bald head of a monk. It is a rather tall 
mountain but it is not so difficult to climb. It will take strength and toughness 
though. I am sure I will have the strength and I am very much looking 
forward to the experience. Momma is still thinking about it but Papa wants 
me to go and Papa usually has his way. 

 _________________________________________________ 

 

I am going mountain climbing! Hurrah! Momma finally gave into Papa and 
my pleading.  

I boarded the train with my friend Yoseph and some others from our Frie 
Jougen group in Basel to go to Interlaken which was our first stop. I sat next 
to Yoseph. It was cool for July, but at school I have made myself a nice 
jacket from wool tweed and it has a cotton quilted lining. I am nice and 
warm. Our climbing packs are stowed away in the overhead compartments 
and most of us have a travel bag with food from home. I have already eaten 
most of my lunch and I think everyone else has done the same. Everybody 
seems happy and excited. I know that I am. 

The train station at Interlaken is busy and we need to walk over several 
platforms with our packs to get to the train that takes us to Lauterbrunnen in 
the mountains. This train is much smaller and the seats are not so 
comfortable. There is also not enough room for all of our packs above our 
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seats. I have to put my pack in the entry way with some others. It takes about 
an hour and we change trains again. It is a pleasant ride, but cold. Some of 
the windows do not close all the way.  

We soon arrive at a minor station and meet with our guides. Here we get 
aboard a very small railway. It takes us up over 1,000 m to another station at 
an elevation of about 2,000 m. From here we get aboard yet another train. 
We were all beginning to be tired from carrying our packs and I begin to 
experience some worry. I am wondering about the mountain climb which 
will surely be much more difficult. Will I be able to do it? Do I really have 
the strength? 

The new train is a cog 
tramway that goes up 
the steep part of the 
mountain. It makes a 
special stop to drop us 
off and then continues 
on to a higher station 
up on the Mönch. We 
are left at a place near 
the Eiger Glacier. 
From here, we take 
up our rucksacks and 
hike a long trail to a 
camp at the edge of 
the glacier at about a 
3,000 m elevation. At 
this camp we are to 
get used to the higher 

elevation before the climb up the Mönch to the peak of 4,100 m. 

The hike into the camp is very strenuous for us who are not used to the 
elevation, but it is also cold and it certainly does give us all appetites. The 
camp is a main building, a small log-and-stone lean-to with a thatch roof, and 
several large canvas tents just downhill of the main building. Wooden tables 
and benches are set up around the lean-to building. There is a smell of fresh 
bread and of sausage being cooked on an outside brick stove fired by wood. 
Sausage with potatoes and carrots never tasted so good!  

One of our guides has a concertina, and we begin to sing and yodel songs in 
Swiss-German and French. Some of the songs are folk tunes and our 
favorites. The guide also leads us in songs about socialist ideals; songs about 

The modern Jungfraujoch Electric Cog beneath the 
Eiger, not much different from the 1914 version.
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the working man and how hard work is rewarded. We are not so enthusiastic 
about singing these songs. Yoseph tells the guide that I can play the 
concertina. After a little prompting, the guide lets me play a few songs. We 
sing and continue eating breads and fruit into the night time, and then finally 
get settled in our tents. It does not take long to fall asleep. 

The following days are used for conditioning. The guides take us for short 
day hikes over beautiful mountain meadows, through timberline forests, and 
across snow fields and glaciers. It is so beautiful here. We are shown how to 
tie climbing ropes around our waists, how to walk with crampons, and how 
to make an arrest with a steel-pointed staff when we slip on the snow. Our 
rucksacks are packed with lunches, and an extra duffel attached to the pack 
so we can become adjusted to the extra weight of the climbing pack. I have 
never tasted water as pure as that from the mountain streams. And the food is 
so wonderful – the cheese and bread could have been a meal for a king, and 
the apples the finest of French or Belgian desserts. And, you can find the 
flower of Switzerland here in the meadows; the edelweiss.  

 __________________________________________________ 

 

 

A view of the mountain mastiff from a trail near Interlaken. The Eiger 
glacier is between the Eiger (leftmost peak) and the Mönch, and the 
Rail-Terminal, view-outlook building (the Sphinx) is in the saddle 
between the Mönch and the Jungfrau (on the right).  
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After six days, we trek back to the rail line with all our climbing gear where 
we wait to be picked up. The guide stops the tram as it comes up the steep 
slope, and we get aboard with much eagerness. This is a ride to remember. 
The tramway soon enters a tunnel system that was completed just a few years 
ago in 1912. It is an engineering marvel. We are being taken to the highest 
train station in the world! The tram travels along a very steep grade and 
through a tunnel. With only a few occasional lights we only see darkness out 
the windows most of the time. We are told that the tunnel is 7 km long. The 
tram takes us to at an elevation of nearly 3,500 m. From the tram station we 
take a lift to the outlook. The view from this spot is outstanding. In the valley 
you can see Lake Thun and Lake Brienz, and between them is Interlaken and 
several other small villages. Beyond and to the north are many more 
mountain peaks.  

They call the outlook building the Sphinx because it looks like one. At the 
building, we eat and then camp out in an open space that has a fireplace 
hearth. From the windows that face the west, we can see the sun going down. 
The sun setting is beautiful and just after is an afterglow which lasts for 
almost an hour. It is called alpenglow and is a golden color that makes the 
evening very magical. It is difficult to get to sleep that night thinking about 
the next day’s adventure. The fire is cracking loudly and it is especially 
warm in the room. I am too wide awake and so is Yoseph. We take our 
blankets and packs to the outside wall where we watch the shadows from the 
fire moving over the other youth and on the walls. It is a spell and I am soon 
asleep. 

We rise early in the morning before dawn. We are now all wide awake and 
noisy. Breakfast is oatmeal and sausage. We fill our packs with sausage, 
cheese, bread, and fruit. Our empty canteens are hung on our shoulders, to be 
filled along the way. Our guides surprise us with chocolate bars to take on 
the climb. So with our rucksacks full of food, and with climbing gear and 
ropes, we line up behind the lead guide to begin the adventure.  

The first part of our trek has some danger. We travel a trail along a sheer 
mountain cliff that drops nearly 1,500 m. At narrow places in the trail, pitons 
are in the rock and our guides now have us attach our carabineers and slide 
our ropes through for safety. We find that the trail is not really steep or 
slippery, but just looking down the cliff makes our hearts race. One of our 
group has to be taken back to the station because the view is too much for 
him. He has refused to go on any further. The trail comes to a pass that is the 
beginning of our climb that will take us up the south face of the mountain. 



 

   17 

At this pass, we had only climbed up about 200 m, and we were all of us 
already breathing hard. Around the bend the mountain looked so much 
steeper! Also, we are now about to step onto a glacier. Here we fill our 
canteens with melting water from the glacier. It is morning break and we sit 
and watch the sun begin to rise. We eat a few bites of cheese and bread and 
have some swallows of the cold water. There are beautiful colors in the 
morning sky, but I barely take time to notice the colors because I am 
breathing so hard. It is only when I re-tie my boots and adjust my pack that I 
finally notice that the day has arrived.  

It is cold out and we stop again to drink some of that super-cold glacier 
water. Even so, we are still warm and comfortable from our working so hard. 
At least the wind is not blowing and the sun will soon be warming us. Our 
fingers are frozen cold as we attach crampons to our shoes, rope together in 
two groups, and start climbing the glacier. Linked up together with our ropes 
we look like a slow moving snake. The snow is hard and crusty. We are 
following a bumpy, broken trail made by other climbers because we do not 
have the experience to make our own route. The rough path makes our climb 
hard, but it is also the safe way. It is monotonous – one foot – a deep breath – 
the other foot – another breath ….. We stay climbing on the glacier for 
several hours up to about 3,700 m., our guide tells us. The guides stop 
sometimes to give us a rest or to show a place where they see a crevasse or a 
place of a hidden crevasse.  

The last 300 m to the top is the steepest and the very most dangerous. We 
move from the glacier and across a snow ridge. We then follow a rock chute 
to the peak. Here we find more pitons and follow the same route as past 
climbers have done for decades, attaching carabineers and sliding ropes 
through. More than one of us slip, but the ropes are tight and guides are ready 
to help us. It has now been between five to six hours since we started, and at 
last we are at the top!  

It is a broad mountain peak and our entire group is able to sit upon it. The 
wind now is blowing hard, but no one notices the cold; at least not right 
away. Everyone is full of joy from the view and from the exercise. No one 
talks much. I am a little dizzy from being so high and from working so hard. 
Everyone, including the guides are breathing deeply. I notice that one of our 
group is throwing up. Yoseph next to me takes out his chocolate bar. Most of 
us then break out our chocolate and begin to nibble. This is as close to 
heaven as it gets, I think as my heart pounds in my head. 

The guides now point out all the mountains and tell their stories. It is hard to 
hear them because of the blowing wind, but we know the stories by heart 
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now. The near peak of the Jungfrau is to the south and the Eiger is to the 
north. The guides tell the legend of the Mönch, protecting the beautiful 
Jungfrau (young maiden) from the terrible Eiger (orge). Looking north, we 
can see the towns between the two lakes. Opposite the valley is a lower 
mountain range called the the Mittlelland of Switzerland. Beyond the great 
Aletsch Glacier, our guide tells us, are rows of mountains stretching into 
Italy. We do not stay long on the peak. We have to get down and off the 
glacier before the snow gets too soft to hold our weight. Our guides do not 
want anyone to fall into a crevasse. It is also getting cold in the wind to just 
sit at the top. We go down to the base of the chute where there is protection 
to have a little food break. 

Down is much less tiring but it is also hard on the feet. My toes are jamming 
into the front of my boots. I am in serious pain and hobbling by the time we 
reach the pass. It is now the noon hour and the sun is at its’ highest point. It 
is warm and time to relax a bit and eat what is left of our food. Some of us 
have taken off our boots to see how badly our toes are injured. I will lose the 
nail on my big right toe, I think. It is bleeding. It feels good to stick it in the 
snow. Then things get crazy…. some of the boys are taking off their clothes. 
They are rolling in the snow! It is not all that warm! It suddenly becomes 
some sort of an initiation…. we are men now because we have climbed the 
mountain…. Yoseph and I take off most of our clothes also. We sit near-
naked in the snow shivering. Our guides begin chasing us about and throwing 
snow on us. After a few minutes, we have all become frozen and we are 
quickly putting our clothes back on. Our bruised feet are forgotten for the 
moment. The hike from the pass to the station is finished in bright daylight 
which makes the steep cliff look much more amazing, but somehow we have 
become now more used to the height.  

 _________________________________________________ 

 

That night at the train station, I begin to feel sick and by the time we are on 
the train going home in the morning, I have a fever. It is a terrible trip for me 
back to Basel and it gets worse at home. The pains in my stomach and lower 
back are unbearable. I pass a kidney stone.  It is a frightening, agonizing 
experience. Momma blames the sickness on Papa for sending me off 
mountain climbing. Papa admits he has probably made a mistake. Myself, I 
maybe believe the kidney stone came loose because of the climbing activity, 
but it would have happened anyway, I think. Lying here in bed I continue to 
live again the mountain climb. It was truly a wonderful experience and I was 
just unlucky to get sick afterward. I hope Papa and Momma will let me do 
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something like this again but I don’t know how soon it will be. There is a war 
now in Europe between Austria-Hungary and Serbia. Papa says that France 
and Germany will soon start to shoot at each other. 

 

Postscripts 
The kidney stone that Matty passed at age 15 was the first of over sixty 
kidney stones that he would pass in his lifetime and hamper his general 
health throughout life. It would make him dependent on his parents at times 
when his body would not function well. Papa and Momma never neglected 
giving support to their son whenever needed. 

At the turn of the century prior to World War I, most European countries 
including Switzerland began to realize that a certain future power lay in the 
education of their youth. Government-sponsored youth organizations sprang 
up along nationalistic lines. In democratic countries like Switzerland, the 
various political parties would sponsor and develop youth organizations to 
proliferate their ideologies. The groups were many and varied and did not 
reach full potential until the Nazi and Fascist regimes in the 1930’s and 40’s. 
The youth groups were organized to provide a release for young energies in 
a way to promote ideological converts, and in a way to be most constructive 
to political organization and to the country. Militarism and camaraderie 
were basic tenets. The Frie Jougen (Free Youth) was sanctioned by the 
central government of Switzerland but it was not run by the government. 
Each canton and many of the political parties had created their separate 
affiliations. In the canton of Basel-Land, the Socialist party ran the Frie 
Jougen organization. Matty climbed the Mönch with the Frie Jougen. 

With respect to a world at war, the country of Switzerland remained neutral 
during the entire war.  The nation of citizen soldiers swiftly mobilized and 
stayed at the ready – every Swiss male between the ages of 20-50 years being 
a member of the army with a rifle issued to him and kept at home. 
Governments on both sides of the war saw no reason to waste troops in the 
Swiss mountains and recognized the Swiss declaration. Swiss citizens were 
given the privilege of entry into countries on each side of the war. And from 
the other direction, the Swiss left open their doors and received refugees and 
political outcasts from throughout Europe.  
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Engraving of the city of Breslau from the Nuremburg Chronicles, 1493. 

 

Chapter 2 
Hilla –   Breslau, September, 1914    

The Army Depot 

Meine drei Brüder und ich leben in Breslau …. My three brothers and I live 
in Breslau. We were all born in Breslau and my parents also. Breslau is the 
German name for the Polish city of Wroclaw. Poland used to be a country 
but it was divided up between Austria, Germany, and Russia sometime after 
Napoleon of France lost the war. We learned about this at school. It was back 
in this time that my father’s grandparents traveled from the Alsace region of 
Germany – that’s in the western part of Germany next to France and 
Luxemburg – to make a home here in Breslau. Breslau is on the Oder River 
in the eastern part of Germany next to Russia, but it is not really Russia 
because it is where mostly Polish people live. So, I don’t know why it is 
Russia. It is quite mixed up and you may not understand it either. Mother’s 
family is from the Silesia; that’s what they call this part of Prussia. There is a 
lot of coal mining done in Silesia and that is where the name comes from. I 
think mother’s parents might have been Polish, but I am not sure. Momma 
always says she is definitely German, but I really suspect not.  

We have some very nice Polish neighbors and Momma has never had 
anything good to say about them. She is being very German and avoids them 
most of the time. She does not like it at all when we speak Polish or use 
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Polish words. There are also Jews and Gypsies that live in Breslau, but we 
don’t see them much except when we go to market. I think they are different 
because they dress differently than we do. The Jews have their own schools 
and the gypsies don’t go to school. Well, the Jew boys go to school at their 
synagogue but not the girls, and the gypsies; they just travel a lot. Most of the 
Polish children go to the Catholic school. Most of us Germans are Lutheran 
and we attend mostly the Lutheran schools. I was going to the middle school 
but I am not going to go back because I will need to help my Momma with 
work. My Papa has gone away. 

Papa has gone to America to find a job. He signed an agreement with a 
company in America and left home three months ago in June. I miss him so 
very much! He is going to send for us as soon as he gets the money to pay for 
the steamship tickets. We are at war now and Momma says it may not be so 
easy, but Papa will know how to do it. It may take a little time, but we will 
make everything good until then. A few days ago, Momma told Herbert and 
me that we must to go to the Army barracks to get dirty clothes for washing. 
Now that there are so many soldiers in Breslau, she plans to start a business 
so we can make some money. I do not want to go to the Army Depot, but 
Momma will take the stick to me if I don’t listen.   

Herbert is my older brother by about a year and a half. He says we will have 
a good time going to the Army Depot. He says the Soldiers like to march, we 
will get to see them parade around, and that we will also get to see lots of 
horses. Herbert always thinks he knows everything and he can also be so 
very bossy. Helmut and Gerry are my other brothers. Helmut is six and gets 
in trouble a lot. He gets hit with the stick quite often. I think he is just at that 
age. Although he pretty much will do anything for me; he just doesn’t want 
to listen to Momma. Gerry is only three and is still pretty small. Still, 
Momma cannot lift him because she hurt her back and so I pretty much take 
care of him. He has been in my care almost since he was born. I know it may 
not seem so nice, but I did use him to warm my bed when he was little…. 
when he was just a baby and would sleep at night in the bottom dresser 
drawer in Momma’s room. I would move him into my bed just before it was 
time to go to sleep and get a spot in my bed warm and then put him back in 
his dresser bed. He sleeps in my bed all the time now, so I don’t have to 
move him, and he doesn’t wet the bed at night anymore. He wants to play 
with me all the time and for me to read to him. He is a little pest but I do love 
him so. It is hard to keep him happy sometimes when there is so much work 
to do at home. 

 _________________________________________________ 
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Mutter says the opportunity is there and we need to take advantage of it. The 
soldiers at the Army Depot will have a lot of dirty clothes and socks with 
holes in them. She says we are grown up now and we can bring home some 
work. I am 12 and Hebert is 13. I do not feel so grown up. Just going to this 
part of town and going into an army building will be completely new to us. 
We know soldiers only from parades and feast days. I am afraid and think 
Herbert is stupid not to be. Instead, he is so excited to be going to meet the 
soldiers up close. I plan to let him get up close and I will stay behind him. 
The whole idea is just very scary to me. I am really not that ready to go into 
an army barracks to see if we can get dirty clothes for washing and smelly 
socks to mend, but Momma gives us no other choice.  

It is now the day we must go. The depot is about 3 kilometers from our small 
house which is just across the river from the city center. We leave early in 
the morning. Even so, the streets are busy with horse carts and wagons and 
people walking towards city center and crowding over the bridge. As we 
walk, the fine dust from the street stays on our shoes and clothes. By the time 
we reach the depot, we are sweaty and dirty. As we come near the depot we 
see the horses! It is a parade just as Herbert said it would be; soldiers riding 
four across in a long line, going in through the depot gate. In the middle of 

the parade are horse 
teams pulling large guns 
on rubber tires. There are 
at least ten of the large 
grey-metal guns. 
Following the horses are 
several Lorries; the kind 
that are motorized. This is 
something special! 
Breslau is a small town 
and we usually see only 
horse-drawn wagons and 
carriages. We laugh and 
then run after the noisy 
cars and wagons, 
following them through 
the gate and into the 
depot yard. 

Inside the depot there is 
Arsenal Building and Stable inside the Army Depot, 

Breslau, Germany.
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much noise and soldiers are running everywhere. We slowly walk to the 
buildings around the outside. One of the buildings has an open door and we 
wander in. Inside is a huge room with comfortable looking beds stacked one 
upon another in four neat rows. It is impressing; the size and neatness. “Is 
anybody here?” I call, but no one answers. I just have to sit on one of these 
comfortable-looking beds and so does Herbert. I know we are a bit dirty from 
our walk, but we will be careful. Herbert is looking into the trunk at the foot 
of the bed and I have found some beautifully shined shoes beneath the bed I 
am sitting on. As I look under the bed, I see two pairs of shiny shoes under 
each bed. 

“Here, what are you two filthy gypsies doing?” It is an angry soldier running 
through the door and heading our way. He is a very large man. I almost jump 
out of my skin; he has frightened us so. We both run. I go one way and 
Herbert goes the other and heads for the door. We both make it outside and 
we start for the corner of the building. Here we are stopped by two other 
soldiers who catch us as we turn around the corner. Herbert is squirming to 
get away and I am trying to hold on to him so I can hide. Now the big soldier 
from inside is standing over us. “Alright, we have you now you little 
thieves.” He has a very evil voice. He is wearing a grey uniform with a black 
leather strap over his shoulder attached to a wide belt around his waist. I am 
scared and yet I am seeing every detail. He has a black helmet on with a 
shiny silver spike on top. He looks so very dangerous. His eyes are narrow 
little cracks under his helmet and his teeth are ugly, crooked, and broken. He 
is a mean-looking and terrible person. 

“We came to see about dirty clothes – we are not thieves,” Herbert cries out 
to him in fright. “Our Momma told us that there would be lots of dirty 
clothes for us to bring home to her for washing. Look! See, I have nothing in 
my pockets,” turning his trouser pockets inside out. I try to keep very quiet 
and I hold very tightly to Herbert. The big soldier then looks over to me. 

“You have a great skirt for hiding all kinds of things, little missy” he sneers. 
And grabbing a hold of my skirt by the hem, he roughly pulls it over my 
head. I fall to the ground and begin to scream and kick my feet. The two 
other soldiers begin to laugh. Herbert is not sure what to do. Well…. there is 
nothing he can really do because the soldiers are tightly holding him! Things 
were certainly not going as either of us thought things should be going. The 
soldiers were not what Herbert had been telling me about. The big soldier 
was now grabbing my legs and underpants and was about to pull them down. 
So I screamed as loud as I could and tried to kick him.  
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Just then a most fortunate thing happened: Someone shouted…. “Sergeant, 
stand up immediately and release the girl.” It is God speaking…. I think. The 
sergeant is then quick to his feet and with a salute he replies. “Yes, Herr 
Lieutenant.”  The lieutenant is now speaking to the other soldiers, “You two 
take these children to my office…. and do it now!” One of the soldiers 
quickly yanks me to my feet and the other grabs Herbert by his collar. We 
are dragged away across the open field. Behind us we hear the lieutenant 
severely scolding the sergeant. I could not stop shaking and crying. How 
could Momma have sent us to this terrible place? What was she even 
thinking about? 

As the two soldiers march us to a building across the compound, we pass 
many of the large Lorries loaded with supplies and then past the big grey 
guns. Soldiers are still walking their horses around the compound grounds 
and grooming them. There are stables nearby. We can smell the sweat from 
men and horses and the stink of horse manure. The smell is making me sick 
along with my tears. Herbert keeps telling me to please shut up. “Quit crying, 
and look at all the amazing things around us.” He is full of questions for the 
soldiers. He wants to know where they keep their rifles, what they feed the 
horses, where do they eat, what do they eat?  But the two soldiers have their 
orders and only grumble and push us onward. They stop us before a door and 
tell us to stand there and be quiet. And so we all wait. We wait for a 
lieutenant who seems to have forgotten about us. 

When the lieutenant finally arrives, he has us stand in front of his desk while 
he questions us. It takes a while for me to understand, but he is not in any 
way worried about us. He actually is only upset that we were able to get 
inside of the depot compound without his soldiers seeing us! He does not 
seem to have any feelings one way or the other about the way his sergeant 
had been hurting me. Once he finds out how we got inside, he tells us to go 
home and never come back. He tells us he will have his men be on the 
lookout for us. Herbert begins to say something, but the lieutenant slams his 
fist on the desk. “Deposit these two brats outside the gate,” he orders his two 
soldiers.  

On the way to the gate, Herbert must have been thinking about not doing as 
our Momma had told us. He knew she would be angry with us. He puts 
together what courage he has left and asks the soldiers: “Do you have holes 
in your socks?” They look a bit confused but grumble that they did. Herbert 
finds out that socks are actually in short supply. He promptly tells them that I 
was the best sock darner in the school. Well, by the time we get out the gate, 
I had filled my skirt apron with socks for mending. I had the forethought to 
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ask each soldier to put their initials on a small piece of paper in each pair of 
socks and then I rolled the socks up together. I will later embroider their 
initials on the socks before returning them. At another time Herbert will try 
to come back and talk to the soldiers about the laundry. For now, Momma 
should be pleased at least a little bit about having some work when we get 
home. It will be tricky and dangerous doing further business with these 
soldiers. These men are not what any of us had thought they would be. 

On way home I begin to cry again. I was bruised from this terrible business 
and still scared. I tell Herbert that I thought for sure the big soldier was going 
to rape me and neither of us were able do anything to stop him. “God sent the 
lieutenant to stop him,” I say to him and then I ask him not to tell Momma, “I 
don’t want Momma to know what happened, so please don’t say a word 
about it.” I began to cry again. “Momma will not understand or care.” 
Momma never understands or listens. Papa always did. “I wish Papa did not 
leave us. He would never have sent me to the soldier’s buildings. Why did he 
have to go off by himself and leave us? I miss him so much.” I could just not 
stop talking and crying.  

“Papa did not have any work,” Herbert finally had enough of my crying and 
complaining. “Stop talking and think. You know that. When he starts to get 
money from his job in America, he will send for us. It won’t be so long. You 
can make a lot of money very quickly there.” That is what Herbert said and 
that is what we all believed.  

 

Postscripts 
What the Hoche family did not realize was that the chance for leaving 
Germany anytime soon had come and gone because of the war. They were 
about to leave for the USA, but then in August the port of Bremerhaven had 
suddenly closed. The family would not see their Papa for another seven 
years. He had unintentionally left his wife Clara and his four children to fend 
for themselves, for what was to become an eternity to them.  

That brave deed that day in August 1914, in securing mending and a few 
days later when Herbert brought home the first of the dirty clothes, set up a 
small laundry and mending business that would sustain the family for the 
next two critical years, until they would finally receive a somewhat steady 
income of money from America. Hilla would never forget that day at the 
soldier’s barracks nor find forgiveness in her heart towards her mother for 
sending her to that terrible place. 
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The Russian offensive begun in 1914, stalled and the fighting never reached 
Breslau. Much of the fighting that was done on the eastern front was 
sometimes less than a hundred kilometers away, but also sometimes as far 
away as in Russia, but the war never reached the city. The Depot at Breslau 
remained a vital supply link for the German army until the armistice with 
Russia in 1917. It would eventually house a significant store of the poison 
gasses used in the fighting on the front. It was not to be an easy life for the 
Hoche family in Breslau, but it was not hell. Hell was on the war front in the 
slaughter of armies of men and horses. Armies equipped with machines and 
methods of appalling mass destruction. 
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Chapter 3 
Anton –   Basel, October, 1915    

A Socialist’s Faith 

Before 1914 the whole historic movement of socialism was directed toward a 
universal concept, a federation of cooperative commonwealths. The typical 
socialist never dreamed of doubting the capacity of man freed from ancient 
tyrannies to triumph easily, once and for all, over poverty and injustice. 
Crime was the child of capitalism and would die with it. Progress might be 
marked with some violence of revolution, but in democratic countries, the 
revolution would be peacefully achieved by the power of organized labor. 

A Socialist’s Faith              
Norman Thomas 

1896 – Trade School for Wood and Painting in Köln, Germany. Anton is at far 
right. He is 18 years old and not yet married. 
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I am born a Dutchman in Maastricht in 1878. I come from the province of 
Limburg where they make good, strong cheese. Ik ben een socialist omdat ik 
geloof in de kracht van de werkende mens …. I am a socialist because I 
believe in the power of the working man. For twenty years now almost, I 
spend as a member of a socialist or worker’s party, and for 12-years I spend 
in Köln working at my painting trade. In Germany and in France, I am 
organizing unions now for many different trades and in many different cities. 
My family and I move to Basel in Switzerland because of the war. There are 
four of us, Virginie, myself, and our two sons, Matty and Franz. We come in 
1914 before the war starts. There is more safety for us here in Switzerland. 

My party, the SPD…. the Sozialdemokrat Party is dividing because of the 
war. I am against the war. It is not good for the cause. Yes, I know it makes 
jobs and is why the SPD say is good, but the military is not good. It makes 
slaves. In September last, I meet with other socialists in Zimmerwalt. I listen 
to Robert Grimm and join his party. They are the Internationale Party and 
they are against war. I fight against ideas of the German and French 
governments, and now also the Sozialdemokrats, and the Bolsheviks. The 
Bolsheviks are the worst, and Lenin is a troublemaker. They are anarchists, 
and I tell him so! He is gone from Basel and he is now trouble for Zurich. 
Bah, he is still trouble here…. he is leaving trouble behind. There are 
German spies here in Basel because of him. It is not so good for me because I 
am still organizing in Germany. They watch my house sometimes. They are 
thinking that all socialists are communists. 

I stay with my union work in Germany and meet with several working 
groups of women now that many men are being in the war. I need to show 
women that it is for them a benefit to join the socialist party. This is new for 
the women, and it is tough because they do not have rights. The German 
Reichstag has not so much power now, and the Kaiser listens only to the 
Generals. I do not feel good talking union business with women. They do not 
understand that to be party member is the step to make a union. The women 
will have ability to make negotiating if they can come together in union, or 
else the factories will treat them like shit. I will go to the factories in Essen 
soon. The Government will be watching me and it will be tough. This damn 
war!!..  And now to argue socialism with women factory workers! How will 
this work? 

 __________________________________________________ 
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The air is full with smoke from the power plant of the Krupp Works. It is a 
big plant and I am between buildings waiting for the shift change. I have a 
sign I have painted that invites workers to the socialist party. No one is 
looking or wants to notice. No one stops to talk on the way to work and I do 
not see anyone from the talk groups from the last days. I should stop some 
from the shift that is leaving. They do not walk so quick as the workers 
coming, because they are tired. It is no use talking to the men. Many men 
have good wages because of the war, and they are happy for the meantime. I 
wonder for how long? Prices for everything is going up. The women should 
not be happy with their wage. They are paid much less. Why is it so hard to 
prove to them they need to be in a union?  

Women are just more stubborn than men! I think, and they are German so it 
makes them more stubborn even. They do not have logic, I have made this 
conclusion! I am here at the factory now for three weeks almost and nothing! 
I have been also to the textile factories in Essen and conditions are more 
worse. There are many thousand women at work here in Essen and they work 
hard, but none want to admit they are slaves and get only chickenfeed for 
their labor. They are satisfied because they have food and they also have 
food for their children, and because of the damned government propaganda: 
They are working for Deutschland – the beloved motherland. Bah! The 
motherland sucks them dry!! They are all nice ladies for talk and for lunch 
and dinner, but they do not have a revolutionary spirit. They are like cows in 
a field with bells around their necks! I have one more meeting with 
Superintendent Kaufmann from Krupp tonight at her house. I do not have a 
way to get their attention. They do not go to beer halls after work like the 
men. I have meetings in their homes and it is too fer-damn domestic in a 

The Krupp Factories in Essen, Germany, circa 1914. 
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woman’s house. They cannot get serious in the place where they are 
housefraus and mothers. 

“You are a good organizer” I made comment to Frau Kaufmann. “Your 
daughters make a fine meal.” The frau explains that her husband is killed at 
the eastern front in Poland, and that her son August is fighting there now. 
She and her three daughters are on their own for the past year. 

“Gus is in an armored tank so he has much protection. He says that the 
soldiers who are on horses or the infantry have more casualties because of 
the machine guns and the new exploding shells. He says that the Russians are 
not well organized and when he and the other tanks are in battle with them 
they are easily turned back. Their only problem in tanks is with trenches and 
in forests. I am happy that he is protected, but I realize he is not safe. He will 
only be safe when he is back home. Everyone says the war will be over soon, 
so I hope and pray he can be kept protected until the end.” 

“Come, we will sit and talk about the labor union,” said the frau. “If it were 
not for the war, I know that we would organize. But Deutschland needs our 
sacrifice now. We need to support our soldiers and our country needs to get 
back what belongs to us from the French.” 

She does not change her tune I think as I repeat my same comments, “You 
are not efficient in your labor when you work such long hours. It does not 
make sense for you or for the factory. There are accidents. And, you need 
better food at home. The factory is making plenty of money from your sweat. 
You see it and I see it. Look at how they live!” I was getting mad at her not 
seeing past her stubborn, little, German nose! “I go back to Basel tomorrow, 
but you must make a promise to begin something. You cannot stand by and 
let those men that still work beside you earn five-times as much! You work 
hard also. You need to have a start for when the war ends. You need to think 
about the future! Without a husband you will still need to make support for 
yourself, and you are in a supervisor position now and that will help you 
keep a job when the men come back. Many will not come back. A union will 
help you keep a job. The factory will go back to making cars and other 
domestic things. And the Army even without a war will need some tanks and 
ammunition. When you have union you can make demands and you will 
have power. The factory needs your labor. Frau Poppel and Frau Schneider, 
I think will work with you for organizing, and also that Sonia girl. Please 
think on it.” I have passed on to the frau all that I could think of. 
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We sit a little while longer and speak more of organizing and about the 
Internationale Party over the Sozialdemokrats, but there is no real meaning 
to our conversation. I do not expect much from my work here in Essen. I 
better choose working to organize men, but so many men are going to fight 
in the war. The few men still at work in factories are no better than women, 
or they are the bosses. 

 

As I am leaving, I say one more thing, “You can believe me that the factory 
bosses and owners are making plenty of money, and they have bread and 
chicken on their tables to eat and you do not!” 

 ____________________________________________________ 

 

The train to Düsseldorf and to the German border with Holland is with 
comfort and on time. At the border, German soldiers come aboard to 
examine passports. A soldier is checking my passport against a list he is 
holding. “You will need to get off for further inspection,” he is surprising 
me, and then leads me to a room for holding at the guard station. This is not 

 

Women machining shell casings for use in WWI at the Krupp Works, 
Essen, Germany, circa 1916.
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happening to me before, but I think maybe I stay a little too long in Essen 
and my name maybe comes from somewhere.  

After a time, an officer comes to ask questions. What was you doing? Where 
are you staying? Do you have relatives in Essen? I make up a story that 
seems to pass the check, but not after a long questioning. It was good that I 
live and work in nearby Köln for such a long time and I am now going to 
Maastricht where I was born. But he keeps my passport. 

It is not such a good situation sitting in a room by German soldiers, so when 
opportunity comes, I take it. I slip away while on permission to the bathroom 
into the darkness of the night and onto streets that are familiar to me. It is 
near midnight and only a few soldiers on patrol. I leave my bag with clothes 
but I still have some identification with me to get back home. The soldier 
only takes away the passport. I go into Holland by foot. I maybe have trouble 
at the French border with identification, but I will not be a prisoner in 
Germany. I always can get new identification in Maastricht. I do this before. 

That was a close call at the German border, I think again as I am riding the 
train on through Maastricht and change trains to Luxemburg. I think about 
the past, about how long the war may be, and I think about a Europe after the 
war. What are my options? I can stop my active socialist work until the war 
is over and just work as a painter. Or, I can move the family to a different 
city in Switzerland where I will not be so well known…. away from German 
spies. Switzerland is beautiful, but here there is not so much work for me 
except in the big cities. There is not much future in either Zurich or Bern or 
Geneva. I can move back to Holland, but there is still the Queen and her 
court. No, that is not an option! Holland is an open country but it is not a 
democracy. There are the Swiss; they are a little too kept. It is not so easy to 
feel comfortable there. They are not so open as people believe. They let 
others into the country mostly if it is helping them and it does not cause 
trouble, especially if others are bringing in money. It is not the Swiss people 
so much as the bürgermeisters and the bankers. But this is no difference 
anywhere…. I must make change, and there is much to consider. 

I stop in Luxembourg. There is a young Belgian socialist by the name of 
Henri deMan, I want to meet. There is a gathering of socialists and 
communists at the Masonic Temple not far from the train station. I cannot 
stop worrying over my situation. There are many people in the hall. The 
meeting is a forum for speakers. I hear some speak from other times and 
other meetings already. Robert Grimm is there. DeMan speaks well and 
makes arguement that the socialist movement is stopping because of the war. 
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“It will not emerge again until the religions of patriotism and nationalism 
created by war are put to rest by the end of war,” he is claiming. 

There are many people at the meeting and I can only shake the hand of 
deMan. There is no time for talk. I need to go back to the station to catch the 
train. It will be good to be home again. I think on what deMan is saying; that 
socialism is dead now in Europe. Who can know how long this ugly war is 
lasting?  

The train station in Basel is not far from my house. I walk a few blocks from 
the station and cross the old Middle Bridge over the Rhine. Another few 
blocks and I will be home. My thoughts are still on the situation. I argue to 
myself about where I need to take my family. One thing is for sure. I need to 
get out of Basel…. it is too close to Germany and those lousy German spies. 
German soldiers have me on their list now. I am sure not to make it through 
another border crossing. Also, is too easy for German spies here in 
Switzerland; they can easy drag me back and into a prison. The German 
government is especially against communists and now socialists. France is 
not an option either, or is Belgium; there is no future in these countries. Too 
much nationalism as deMan is speaking about. And besides, there is a war 
there. England? No, England is like Holland; maybe even worse for the 
working man. People do not take socialism serious in any of these countries.  

 

1910 Postcard of the old Middle Bridge over the Rhine River in 
Basel, Switzerland 
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No, there is no future in Europe now, I think. It is time to go somewhere with 
real freedom. “We will go to America!” The words leave my mouth, and I 
feel excited. I climb the last few steps coming to the door of our family’s 
apartment. 

“Momma, je suis à la maison, Momma, I am home,” I call in French while I 
am walking through the doorway and leave my shoes by the door. “Do you 
have something for me to eat?” I ask as I walk into the kitchen. “They have 
only potatoes and cabbage in Germany.” 

She is in the kitchen cleaning up after a supper that she and the boys are 
eating about an hour ago. Franz, hearing me has also come into the kitchen. 
“Franz est en difficulté à l'école à nouveau, Franz is in trouble at school 
again,” my wife is complaining as she is wiping her hands on her apron. She 
comes to give me a hug and a little buss on the cheek. “The headmaster is 
disciplining him several times with his belt because he does not listen. You 
need to go to the school to talk soon.” 

“Fer damn,” I begin, but she says quick to me: “And…. you will control your 
temper…. It is not winter. If you throw the teacher off the steps at the 
schoolhouse this time, there will be no snow to make his fall soft, and you 
maybe will hurt somebody. The school has rules…. Franz must be learning 
to live with them. He is twelve years old and a big boy. He should know 
better. You need to talk to your son and not be mad at the teacher. I do not 
know what to do – Franz will not listen to me.”  

So before I can begin to talk about our situation and our need to move away 
from Basel, I need to do some domestic fixing. I will give my youngest son 
some discipline. “Go to your room, and right now,” I tell him in my most 
strict voice. What I will do for now is give him a good talking and try to find 
out what is the problem. Momma is right that I need to control my temper. 
Franz is a real rebel – more like me when I was young. It would be so easy if 
he could be more like his older brother Matty, but no – maybe this is one 
time the belt will need to be used. He is getting too big for this kind of 
punishing. I will find the problem, but first tonight before sleep, I will speak 
of the move with Momma. 

It is a few days when we are all at the table eating supper when I speak to the 
boys about the family moving. “Momma and I are talking,” I begin. “I am 
afraid the Germans will put me in jail for the union work I am doing in their 
country. We are not so much in danger here if it was not for that damned 
Bolshevik, Lenin. When he comes, so did the German agents – you know, 
they watch our house now. We need to leave Basel. I want to leave 
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Switzerland and go to America.” I know this was a real bomb for the boys. It 
was also a big surprise for Momma the night I tell her. It is good that she 
does not like the Swiss so much and that she has not made a real home here 
yet. She just needs some days to think on it. But now, how do we do it? It is a 
good idea I tell myself again!  

 

Postscripts 
The German monarchy was not as absolute as that of the Austrian or Russian 
Empires in that it had a parliament (Reichstag) that was allowed to function 
in peacetime, and the Chancellor, Otto Von Bismarck was influential in 
directing the German Empire under the first Kaiser Wilhelm. After the 
Bismarck chancellery, which ended only a few years before the start of WWI 
and throughout the war, Kaiser Wilhelm II ignored the Reichstag and made 
the decisions of the German Empire based almost entirely on military advice 
and usually under advisement of a General or Admiral that held his same 
ideas. Prior to the war, there had been some social advances advocated by 
both Chancellor Bismarck and the old Kaiser. The advances had been in 
areas of welfare for widows and children only to appease the German 
population but not to really better working conditions, except to set an age 
limit for child labor. Socialism and especially communism was abhorred by 
the majority of the ruling aristocracy in Germany as it was in all the 
Monarchies including that of England and to a great extent also in Holland. 

The German government kept close watch on all socialist and communist 
activities and kept lists of persons of interest. German agents were assigned 
to watch the activities of Lenin and to prevent him from leaving Switzerland 
to enter Germany or Russia. Paradoxically in 1917, the German government 
actually reversed this policy. In order to hasten the Russian withdrawal from 
the war, the German government had Lenin transported to Russia and 
financed in part, the Communist revolution in Russia. Meanwhile, socialists 
and communists within Germany were beaten and even imprisoned. Anton 
was a socialist, one of the Internatonale party and he organized labor unions 
in Germany and France. He tried to organize a women’s union at the Krupp 
Works in Essen, and he was almost imprisoned in Germany because of his 
activities. 

As the war progressed on the European continent, it became difficult and 
dangerous for civilians to travel, especially between countries. Local 
governments came under military rule. Individual liberties were lost. 
Newspapers were used for propaganda and followed nationalistic lines. This 
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was the situation in France, Belgium, Germany, Austria, and Russia (where 
the Tsar had suppressed liberties even before the war), and those countries 
under occupation. Of the warring nations, only England was not under 
martial law. There were a few countries that were able to stay neutral; 
among them were Holland, Luxemburg, and Switzerland. The neutral 
countries and England were harbors of safety for dissidents; including many 
socialists and communists. Here there was a certain freedom to meet and to 
express ideals.  
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Chapter 4 
Hilla –   April, 1916  

Leaving Breslau 

Ich habe eine neue Brille und jetzt can ich viel besser lesen …. I have new 
glasses now and it is so much better to read. I had to have an operation for 
my lazy eye and so my old glasses did not work very well for that eye. I can 
now see so much better to do mending and to knit, and especially to read. I 
read the newspaper to Momma today. Her eyes are not so good and her 
glasses do not help her much. She does not want to have an operation for her 
cataracts. She says it is too dangerous. I read to my two younger brothers all 
the time, especially little Gerry. But most of all, if I can, I like to read to 
myself…. Poetry is a favorite of mine. I have a small book of poems by 
Schiller, and Momma has the Loreley poem. I try to go by the library often to 
take out books for all of us and to get books of poetry for myself. Momma 
complains that I spend too much time reading and sometimes for discipline 
instead of hitting me with the stick (she says I am too big for that now), she 
will take away my books. I always have something hidden though; well…. 
hidden from view anyway. There is really no place to hide things in our little 
house. 
 

When you live in the same room as your three brothers and sleep with the 
littlest one in the same bed, it is hard to hide anything or to have any privacy. 
It is not that bad, really. My brothers are fine most of the time. Herbert has 
become a little harder to live with since Papa has gone. He should have no 
complaints because he has more freedom than any of us. He gets so bossy 
sometimes because he thinks he is supposed to be the man of the house. 
Momma has not been using the stick on Herbert for a long time now. I think 
she is worried that he will leave if she is too rough on him. Gerry doesn’t get 
swiped much either, but I guess the littlest one can always get away with not 
behaving. Helmut and I are the ones that usually feel Momma’s stick, or at 
least her discipline. 
 

I have a cousin Elsie that lives in Berlin. She is about two years younger than 
me, but she likes poetry also. We write often to each other, about every 
month. Her Momma, my Tante is my father’s sister. We will move to Berlin 
soon. Elsie goes to a very nice public school in the city and she thinks that 
maybe I can go there also…. I hope so. Momma says she will not have to 



 

40 

wash clothes for soldiers anymore because Papa has been sending money. 
Herbert has been helping her mostly and I have been darning and knitting 
socks for the soldiers. Maybe Herbert will be allowed to go to school too, but 
he is older than I am; so maybe not. 

Anyway, Elsie and I have been writing to each other for about two years. She 
has been telling me all about Berlin. Elsie lives in a big home with her 
parents and they have a maid. I think she is quite spoiled but she seems to be 
excited that we are coming. I am so excited also. I am excited to see Elsie 
and also to go to a famous city like Berlin, but I think too that we will be 
much closer to seeing Papa. It should not be too much longer before we can 
be on a boat for America. 

 _____________________________________________________ 

 

We will leave Breslau in two days’ time to go to Berlin. I have never been on 
a train before. None of us have except for Momma. I can hardly wait. I am so 
much looking forward to meeting my cousin Elsie. We have become very 
good friends even though we have never met. We get letters from Papa. 
When he writes, he has been worried about our family being too close to the 
war here in Breslau. He has made arrangements for us to live near his sister 

 

Market Square in town center, Breslau, circa 1900. 
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Frieda and her husband Emil, my Tante und Onkle in Berlin. He wanted us to 
leave Breslau sooner, but he could not send us money because of the war. 
Momma says we have enough money now from our laundry business so we 
can go.  

Momma is just now gone to the market with little Gerry, and Herbert and 
Helmut are at the Army barracks delivering the laundry that is done. This 
will be the last time they will have to go to the Army Depot. We will not 
have to do laundry anymore and I will not have to mend anymore stinky 
soldier stockings. Momma has told me to begin cleaning the house and 
organizing things for packing. She told me to start in the kitchen by doing the 
morning dishes and then begin in our bedroom to sort out what Gerry and I 
will be taking with us. Instead of going directly to the kitchen, I begin in the 
bedroom to pull things from under the bed and dump things from Gerry and 
my dresser upon the bed. I sit upon the bed and open my small personal book 
where I keep my special things. It is here that I have written down those 
poems that I like and where I have my own writing. This is also where I keep 
the letters from Elsie. I begin to read her letters over again and to dream 
about our new life in Berlin. 

“Why don’t I see anything done around here?” It is suddenly Momma back 
from the market. Of course she is angry. I must have been daydreaming for 
some time. “We have a lot of work to do to get this place in order and to 
pack. Why aren’t those dishes done?” 

“I have been working in the bedroom,” I call in a half-lie, and I quickly 
shove the letters into the book and into my duffel. I then run out of the 
bedroom. 

“I don’t have the time to punish you for your laziness,” Momma says in an 
angry voice. “You get your behind out here and we will get started.” Little 
Gerry rushes me and tackles one of my legs. As always this was going to be 
great fun and just a game for him. 

All the rugs, except those under the beds, have to be folded up and taken 
outside to be beaten on the line. Puffs of dust squirt into the air and onto little 
Gerhardt. He was enjoying himself beating on one side of a rug with his fists 
while I beat the other with a heavy stick. I thought about how my other two 
brothers should be here. They enjoyed this beating work much more than I 
did. My arms were getting tired. Momma said that the rugs needed to be 
extra clean so I just kept up a steady beating. I really do not know why I 
should be beating these rugs because they are to be left behind in the house 
anyway. Well, we might be taking one of the smaller rugs. We will be 
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leaving with only our clothes, some kitchen things, and a few other personal 
things. But, Momma wants the house really clean because it would not look 
good to leave a dirty house.  

Herbert and Helmut come back from their delivery to the depot with a cart 
empty of washed clothing, but not quite empty. They had taken the time to 
look through the garbage at the depot and bring home some of the better stuff 
for dinner. Together we take out all the small furniture and the rest of the 
rugs from the house. Momma is sweeping the dirt floors. While she does this, 
Herbert is emptying the ashes from the stove and filling the coal bucket. I 
begin to clean up around the wash tub that sits next to the stove. The large 
wooden tub is our laundry basin, kitchen sink, and bath tub. Our tub is very 
modern. It has a pump for getting cold water. Most people have to go outside 
to the nearest pump. Papa has been so smart and has brought the water inside 
for us. Around the tub is a lath wood floor that is over tiles that take water 
into a drain and out of the house. Papa did this also. No one that I know has 
these things. The lath floor is all covered with a slimy film of soap from 
doing the laundry. Herbert joins to help me, and in our aprons we scrape all 
this clean. We also brush and scrape our wooden shoes clean. We then place 
the three pairs of shoes in a neat row next to the tub. They almost look as 
though they are ready to receive gifts like when we leave them outside our 
house door at Christmas time. Taking off our tar aprons, we hang them on 
the nearby hooks. We will leave everything behind, the aprons, the wooden 
shoes, and the coal. According to Momma, it all has to be in its place first. 

With the areas of the floor clean and swept up, Momma begins to sprinkle a 
little water on the dirt. She calls all of us in to help move the kitchen table 
and the beds so all the floor can be sprinkled including where the furniture 
was. Little Gerry rides along on top of the beds when we move them. We 
work on into the evening. Momma begins our diner while we bring in the last 
of the rugs and furniture.  

Momma cannot do so much house cleaning because she is not able do heavy 
lifting. Her back has been injured in an accident, so she wears a corset most 
of the time which helps her back. Even so, she fights most every day with the 
piles of laundry from the soldiers. Of course we children were also helping, 
but Momma worked usually for longer. I got to work at darning socks most 
of the time, and my brothers would complain that I was missing out on the 
real work. But my fingers got stiff and sore and my eyes would ache. The 
sock darning and the knitting of socks turns out to be most profitable. For 
only the cost of fixing of a few socks, we would get a wool Army blanket. 
The wool blanket once I unraveled it, would be the yarn for maybe a hundred 
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socks. The soap for laundry was hard to get and cost a lot. Momma had no 
trouble letting me knit or darn while the boys scrubbed and beat laundry. 

Our dinner tonight was a treat…. a little sausage, some bread, some green 
scraps from the depot garbage, and a good portion of potatoes (also, mostly 
from the garbage). Herbert and I had stood in a food line the day before to 
get some good dark bread along with a cabbage. We had not had bread for 
some time and it is a delicious desert. Momma had got a little butter with the 
milk she had bought that day. The butter spread on the beautiful dark rye 
bread was a treat to remember. There were no fresh vegetables yet. Carrots, 
beans, and potatoes are growing in the small garden outside, but nothing is 
ready to harvest, and we will not be able to harvest anything before we leave 
for Berlin. The meal is good and it is filling. For all our hard work, we will 
not be hungry tonight. 

“Elsie said that there is a lot of food to eat in Berlin,” I tell everyone as I 
carry the dishes to the tub, “and that we will have electric lights inside our 
house where we are going to live, just like the lights that are on the streets 
here in the city center. There are also toilets inside houses there.” I talk and 
think at the same time, “I wonder if this makes the house stink? They must 
have a clever way to avoid this.” On my way back to the table, I announce to 
Momma, “Elsie and I are going to go to school together.” Momma does not 
reply, and I take this as a good omen. 

 

An early poem I have written reads:  

Mach es wei die sonnen uhr, und zahl die heitteren stunden nur…  

Translation: Do as the sundial, and count only the bright/happy 
hours…   

(A sundial can only be read when the sun shines on it.) 
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Chapter 5 
Karl – March, 1916  

Otis Elevator Company, Buffalo NY 

Life saving device – Under ordinary circumstances, the spring is kept in 
place by the pull of the platform's weight on the lifting cable. If the cable 
breaks, however, this pressure is suddenly released, causing the big spring to 
snap open in a jaw-like motion. When this occurs, both ends of the spring 
engage the saw-toothed ratchet-bar beams that Otis has installed on either 
side of the elevator shaft, thereby bringing the falling hoist platform to a 
complete stop.  

Mechanics' Magazine and Journal of Science, Arts, and Manufactures, 
Volume 67 December 1854 

In Amerika Ich bin an der Otis Aufzug Gesellschaft arbeiten… Here in 
America I am working at the Otis Elevator Company. I am working in the 
tool shop and I am making gears for the escalator drives. I am doing this for 
two months now. Before this, I am working with the lathe to make pulleys 
for the elevators. I am working for Otis almost two years now. 

I work today. It is Saturday, but the shop is having lots of work because we 
make new platform contract with the Navy and also for escalators in New 
York subway. The shop steward is telling us all company factories here by 
Buffalo and New Jersey are busy. It is being early morning, and I go 
downstairs now to have breakfast where I am living. I take some bread and 
sausage for my lunch. There is no one up yet in kitchen, so I fix oatmeal. I 
boil eggs too. I think I also take two for the lunch. 

It is not so far to factory; just fifteen-minute walk along Genesee Street. The 
shop, it is on Franklin Street near Huron. I have a boarding house on Spring 
Street. My work place is the shop next to street on first floor. We are having 
windows above at street that give good light. It is being a good place for 
work. And, extra time is good for more money for my family. 

I am working at the milling machine for maybe one hour and my shop 
steward comes to stop me.  
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“Wie wird man Tag gehen? How is you day going?” He is asking in German. 
In my shop we are mostly from Germany. Gunther, is the steward, is from 
Buffalo, but he is also having a German father and Swedish mother. 

“Alles ist gut und mit Ihnen? All is good, and with you?” I reply in German. I 
still have very little English. 

“You should already know, we are set to strike,” he continues in his broken 
German. “We will go on strike on Monday. When you come to work just 
stand outside on the street with the rest of us. You don’t want to be a strike 
breaker. It would be bad for you.” 

“It is not good for me, this strike,” I tell him. “I need my salary to pay for 
things back in Germany. My family is moving from the east of Germany near 
where the German Army is fighting the Russians, to the city of Berlin in the 
center of Germany where it is more safe. Most of my money is going for my 
family and I do not have so much money saved for living if we are striking.” 

“We do not think the strike will last very long,” Gunther tells me. “The 
company has new contracts with deadlines and this is a good time for our 
demands.” 

“But I hear about steel strike in Youngstown and also coal miner strikes that 
are going on, and they take long time. It is also being dangerous with the 
police and the army with guns. I am reading this in the German paper. I think 
this is not so good an idea.” 

“Standard Oil and Republic Steel are some big companies to go against,” 
said Gunther. “They get a lot of backing from the government. But, they pay 
their workers chickenfeed, and the workers have bad conditions. A strike is 
the only way to make a change and workers have to make that sacrifice. Big 
companies should not be able get away with holding down wages. And with 
Republic Steel, it was only three months for the strike, and the union got the 
workers the pay raise they were asking.” 

“The German paper say that five people die in strike by Republic workers,” I 
tell him. “The army from the Ohio State was there with guns. The workers, 
they get a raise to 25-cents and this is what we are making now. Why do we 
need more? I still think it is dangerous thing to ask Otis company” 

“You are just an immigrant,” he then tells me. “You don’t know anything 
yet. We are skilled workers, not the common labor and rabble that are 
working in the mills and the mines. And, our company is small compared to 
those owned by Rockefeller, Carnegie, and the rest of those big guys. Otis 
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will give in and it will not take so long. You will see. You have no choice 
anyway, so we better see you out on the street on Monday and not at work.” 

Well, I do have choice I think because it is being America, but I have some 
little money saved for the family to come from Germany. I will use this 
money for living, but I cannot be waiting too long because there is not so 
much. This is why I am coming to America because I have no money. In 
Breslau, what jobs are open do not pay much. I cannot give support for my 
family. We are having a garden for potatoes and other vegetables, and this is 
good only for summer. I am working in tool and dye shop all day and then 
working at night fixing things for neighbors, and this is not enough. It is not 
only for money, there is just not the right food for eating. We already make 
good wage here in the factory, and we can work many extra hours usually. If 
we have long strike, then we get nothing and we lose plenty. But, I don’t 
want to go against the workers in the shop. Maybe the strike, it will not be so 
long. 

 _________________________________________________ 

 

The Machinist Union sends big man to help with the strike. He is called 
Kepler and he makes the negotiations. I think this is a German name. 
Machinist workers from the Franklin and Girder Street plants here in Buffalo 
are being laid off; about 800 men. After negotiating, we begin work again in 
three and a half weeks. We are all very happy. There is still some negotiating 
for more weeks, but we do not get the 40-cents for the hour the union is 
asking. The pay raise is only 5-cents more, but we get a union shop and 8-
hour day with time and half for overtime. Extra days are not counting for 
overtime. Except the traffic police, there is no other police and no arresting, 
and no soldiers! I think this is a good strike outcome. 

I now making plenty money to make soon payment for my family to come to 
America, but I cannot make it until Germany opens borders up. No German 
peoples are able to get passports now. I check with the immigration all the 
time. The office is in Post Office building close by work. It is also sounding 
like America will make war against Germany soon. Then what will be 
happening? I am missing the family very much. They are in Berlin and away 
from war front, but it is still war and this is bad. I am sending money every 
month and I think the family is doing good. They are close by my sister 
Frieda and her husband now. They are sending me a photograph. I keep it by 
my bed.  
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Erected from 1871-76, the Old County Hall 
located at 92 Franklin Street, was designed by 
Andrew Jackson Warner. McKinley lay in state 
here after his assassination at the 1901 Pan 
American Exposition.  

In Buffalo, I make no friends in this time: I am having people I work with, 
and people in boarding house for supper in evening, and the husband and 
wife from the boarding house where I sleep. I speak with them in passing by 
or when somebody is asking a question. The wife, she knows some little 
German, but her husband and other men from boarding house are only 
speaking the English. I do not care so much to learn English. At work in my 
shop, everyone is speaking German, and I have German newspaper to read 
many times in the week. I work many hours anyway, so I am usually too 
tired to read much or to make conversation. 

The Socialist Labor Party is publishing paper in German, the Arbeiter-
Zeitung, and we get this from our shop steward, Gunther. It is telling us about 
how our working conditions are improving through unions and striking, and 
because there is socialism. The paper is telling us that the Socialist party is 
growing big and is being responsible for changing conditions from the 
worker. This is good maybe if you are citizen, but when you are only 
immigrant, you have to go with choosing of the other people who are voting. 
Meanwhile, it is more interesting in watching the German newspaper that is 
printed in Buffalo to find about Germany in the war.  

I make many trips to 
customs and immigration 
office in U.S. Post Office 
building nearby. It is on 
Ellicott Street, about 15-
minute walk from work. 
There is nothing 
immigration people can do 
yet from the U.S. side, but I 
can speak to some of the 
German people coming 
there. Some visas are being 
granted from Germany, but 
you need to know someone 
in government. The war will 
be over quickly because 
what I am reading in the 
German newspaper. But, I 
think if America comes into 
war, then it is finish for 
Germany. 
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I have occasion to see County Hall. Gunther is taking me and my nephew 
Herbert. Herbert is my oldest sister’s boy, he is fourteen and he has interest 
in being machinist.  The building, it is together with the City Hall building, It 
is just 5-minutes on Franklin Street from our work. It is an interesting 
building. When the President McKinley is shot at the Exhibition, this is 
where his body is being presented before it is going back to Washington. 
This is only 15 years before. Also nearby in large important home, Roosevelt 
becomes President. Buffalo is important city then. 

“McKinley was shot by an immigrant from Poland,” Gunther explains to us. 
“Both he and his father lost their jobs during a strike and could not find work 
afterward. There was a bad economy at this time and many people were 
without jobs. Many immigrants blamed the government for his problems and 
for the problems facing workers. He decided by himself to shoot the 
President.” 

“Was he a socialist?” I ask Gunther. “I did not think the socialists were so 
radical.” 

“He was an anarchist,” my nephew tells us. “My Papa says that these very 
bad ideas about assassination come from Europe.” 

“These bad ideas are from people who cannot work at the more skilled jobs,” 
says Gunther, “like many of the Poles who try to get into the machinist 
union. They are not qualified. They should not be shooting people just 
because they cannot get better jobs.” 

I am thinking that the Poles are not such bad people for the main part. In 
Breslau we have many Polish people, more than Germans, and they are good 
at the machine trade also. Gunther is too much against them. We have good 
Polish neighbors. They are poor and we are poor.  

I am really missing my family now thinking about Breslau. The war makes 
things change for us. Clara and the children are supposed to come by boat in 
September when I am able to send money. But then German Government 
closes the port. And now almost no one is coming from Germany. The boys 
are growing so much in the photograph. Little Gerry is not a baby. And Hilla 
looks like her momma. Now they are in Berlin, no longer being in a 
dangerous place. I am wishing we can be together. But then, if I am being in 
Germany, I am being a German soldier in the war and away from my family. 
I am probably dead already. But now I am thinking the war is ending soon, 
for sure. 
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Postscripts 
Dept. Labor Statistics Monthly Review: February 1915 to March 1916 
strikes and lockouts – 1650 inclusive; 187 in March 1916. In February the 
152 strikes involved upwards of 75,000 workers. Increased cost of living is 
the main argument. Retail price of food declined 2% in Jan-Feb. In February 
and March all but 31 strikes occurred in the northeast, north of the Potomac 
and east of the Mississippi; 26 confined to women and 23 confined to both 
men and women (15% of strikes included women). Average length of a strike 
was 13 days excluding two that lasted over a year. Of the 107 strikes ended 
in Feb-Mar, 35 were won, 47 were compromised, 21 were lost, and 9 are 
awaiting further arbitration. In 1916, the Ansonia Copper and Brass 
Company strike: Cost of the strike to the company is estimated at $250,000; 
the loss in wages to the employees during the strike at $75,000. 
The Socialist Party in America was born and grew dramatically between 
1900 and 1912. Under the leadership of Eugene V. Debs, in 1912, elected as 
Socialists were: 160 councilmen, 145 aldermen, one congressman, and 56 
mayors, including Milwaukee Wisconsin, Berkeley California, and 
Schenectady New York. In this time, Socialists published 300 newspapers, 
including the Arbeiter-Zeitung (Workers Newspaper). The Socialist Party not 
only appealed to blue collar workers hungry for improved working 
conditions and higher wages, but also such intellectuals as authors Jack 
London and Upton Sinclair. It connected with President Theodore 
Roosevelt’s reforms and through the first years of the 20th century, a 
progressive movement advanced with its belief in “the perfectibility of man”, 
and in an open society where mankind was neither chained to the past nor 
condemned to a deterministic future; one where people were capable of 
changing their condition for the better. 

McKinley was shaking hands with the public at the Pan-American Exposition 
in Buffalo, New York when he was shot by Leon Czolgosz, an anarchist. 
Czolgosz had lost his job during the economic Panic of 1893 and turned to 
anarchism, a political philosophy whose adherents had recently killed some 
minor foreign leaders. He regarded McKinley as a symbol of oppression. 
Czolgosz was born in Detroit, Michigan, in 1873, the son of Polish 
immigrants. Many Americans considered both anarchism and communism to 
be part of the socialist movement. The popular press was not sympathetic 
towards socialistic ideals. 
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Chapter 6 
Hilla –   June, 1916, Berlin  

City of my Dreams 

Brush and vale are filled by thee 
With a silver haze, 
And my soul thou hast set free 
With thy soothing rays. 
 
And thy gentle beams descend 
Kindly where I go, 
Like the mild eye of a friend 
On my joy and woe. 
 
Echoes of the times gone by 
Tremble through my heart, 
“Twixt delight and grief” I ply, 
Evermore apart. 
 

To the Moon 
 Jonann Wolfgagng Von Goethe 

 

.... Zwischen freude und trauer, die ich beiten, ewigkeit auseinander. I am 
between delight and grief, evermore apart. Goethe’s words run through my 
mind as I lay awake in bed watching the moon’s light come through the 
window. Little Gerry is asleep beside me. We now have a room for ourselves 
in the apartment that we have in Berlin. Herbert and Helmut share another 
small room and Mutter has a bedroom also. There are wooden floors and 
there is a toilet inside that we share with others in the building. Berlin is such 
a beautiful city and life is so different now that we are not in the laundry 
business. 

We have moved close to the neighborhood of Onkle and Tante Franck’s 
house, on the outskirts of the city center. They live in a large fancy home in a 
rich neighborhood, but there were some nice apartments in buildings not too 
far away. That is where we are now. Momma felt that we could afford such a 
place now that there is steady income from Papa and there is some money in 
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1916 Berlin –Herbert, Gerhardt, Hildegard, Clara, and Helmut Hoche. 

the bank from our laundry business. She also feels that she does not have to 
work and can rest her back for a while. Most important, we are all going to 
school again…. except for Herbert. Herbert is past the free mitlesscule, 
middle school level and Momma is not going to pay for him to go to a 
preparatory school. He needs to go out and get a job, she has said. 

Today, we have had our picture taken by a photographer. Momma wanted to 
have something to send to Papa to show him how much we are grown. Little 
Gerry was just a small baby when Papa left for America.  

 

I love school. Elsie and I go to the same mitlesscule except she is in a grade 
below me. We have become excellent friends. She also likes to read. We read 
poetry together…. Gellert, Heine, Schiller, Goethe…. and listen to music 
too…. Onkle and Tante have a Gramophone. You can hear music and singing 
from a disk that you spin around with a hand crank. After school I usually 
spend some time with Elsie before I go home. As long as I get my house 
work done, Momma lets me do this. She has time now to make the dinner, 
but I have to keep clean the kitchen and the rooms. 
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I have always dreamed to have such a wonderful time. Elsie is quite spoiled 
and is a little bit snobby but she likes to show me everything and we have 
such a good time doing things together. I think Tante Frieda is happy to have 
someone around for Elsie’s attention. I also try to be helpful about the Franck 
house making sure everything is put back in place and cleaning up after we 
have done things. Tante says that is what the maid is for, but the maid is busy 
with her work also. Onkle and Tante make me feel so very welcome. Onkle 
Emil wants to take us all to the opera! 

 ______________________________________________________ 

 

It is Friday after school and I have come to spend the night and next day with 
Elsie. We are to attend the opera this evening. This is the very first time I 
will be attending a formal music event! In Breslau, I have gone to open-air 
festivals with Momma and my brothers where local people have sung and 
danced to folk music, but the opera is something I have only dreamed about. 
Tante Frieda has given me a pretty dress to wear and I am dancing.  

“Mutter has given you one of her old house dresses that doesn’t fit her 
anymore,” Elsie complained, “but it has a very pretty flower pattern on it, I 
think,” she is trying to say something nice about her mom’s gift. “The dress 
makes you really look very grown up. Not so much like a schoolgirl. You 
look just like one of Mutter’s friends,” she continued, trying to decide if she 
was happy with her mother’s gift to me or not. “So stop that jumping around 
already, and let’s look at the book you brought from the library.” 

I had stopped at the city library on the way to Tante’s and had checked out a 
book written about Giuseppe Verde. Tonight we would be attending the 
opera Il trovatore by the Italian composer. In the book were chapters devoted 
to each of his operas. I wanted to read about the story of the opera that we 
would be seeing. It was to be sung in Italian and we would be lost if we 
didn’t know the story. It is too bad it is not to be sung in German, but 
anyway, it normally is only sung in French or Italian and we are certainly, 
not going to hear French because they are our enemies in the war now. The 
drama of the opera is so very interesting that we do not hear the call for 
dinner. Onkle Emil has come to get us. 

“Come on girls, you do not need to make such a study. It is not all that 
complicated. You can just watch the actions of the singers and determine 
what is going on. It is not so hard to figure out when you either have people 
fighting each other with swords, or they are holding one another in an 
embrace. I know it is going to be sung in Italian, but even if it were in 
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German you wouldn’t understand it. Words sound different when they are 
sung, especially in an opera. Believe me…. that just the way opera is. Just 
enjoy the music. Come now…. time for a fine dinner before a fine evening.” 

The Koingliches Opera House is on Unter den Linden Strasse, one of 
Berlin’s most beautiful streets, and not too far from Onkle and Tante’s house. 
We take the new electric streetcar. The Austrian mezzo-soprano, Gisela 
Staudigl and her husband Joseph, who sings bass, are to perform tonight. 
Tante Freida said that the tenor, Johannes Sembach is especially talented. 
According to a very happy Tante, this is something extra special to look 
forward to…. “A special evening performance in a special city,” she sings. 
”Berlin the city of gayety, the Capitol City of the Great German Empire! 
….the indefatigable Germany!” Tante Frieda was not alone in her idea, 
everyone in the theater that night is speaking about the War. It was already 
won they were saying, and almost over. 

 

The performance was every bit as special as I had imagined it would be. 
Gisela sang as though she were an angel. I did think she was a bit old and fat 
to be a Leonora, but her voice was beautiful. Her husband, Joseph was also 
sooo.. good as the enemy, and so very handsome. He had such a deep voice. 
He was Count di Luna who wanted the beautiful Leonora to love him. It was 
so sad to see the tenor Manrico, who was Leonora’s real lover put into prison 
and then executed, and then at the end for the Count to find out that he had 

 

1691Engraving – Construction and planting of trees of Unter den 
Linden Strasse in Berlin. 
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killed his own brother! This was everything I had imagined for an opera to 
be. I was glad to have known what was happening. So much drama and such 
beautiful music: I never knew that an orchestra could play music this way.  

It was a wonderful walk back to the house; on a warm spring evening with 
just a small breeze. We talk about the performers. Elsie and I continue to talk 
the night through about Leonora and the Count and about all the operas that 
we hope to see together. It has been a fantastic night and we both slip off into 
our dreams. Berlin: the city of gaiety and entertainment. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Postscripts 
Berlin is not an ancient city as are so many other European capitals. In 
1701, Frederick I of Prussia, chose it as his town of residence. In 1871 under 
the military unification maneuvered by Chancellor Otto von Bismarck, the 
city became capital of the Gründerzeit (founding era) of the (Second) 
Deutsch Reich (German Empire). By 1916, Berlin’s population was nearly 
two million. It was the center of the Kaiser Wilhelm II government and the 
center of the war effort. It was the center for German culture and the rise of 

1916 – Renowned tenor, Johannes Sembach 
performs at Berlin Opera. 
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German nationalism. As the war progressed, times turned hard and healthy 
food was difficult to obtain so that many of the city’s poor became 
malnourished.  Life for the Hoche family, however, had taken a turn with 
fewer hardships. The city around them was still a bustle with a pre-war 
gaiety not found in the rest of Germany. In early 1916, Berliners thought the 
war was nearly won and many were annoyed that France had not simply 
conceded to the inevitable and quit fighting. The general population was for 
the time being, not aware of how the war was really going. The government 
and the generals were not telling the entire story. 

Hilla’s former schooling in Breslau was in the elementary grades at the 
Lutheran school. Because she had been working with her mother and brother 
to make ends meet, before arriving in Berlin, she had not been in school for 
nearly three years. Now at almost fifteen, two years older than most in her 
class, she was attending the last year of public mitlesscule, middle school. 
She was extremely happy and involved with the school and with her cousin 
Elsie. As the spring of 1916 led to summer and then fall, things began to 
change. Berlin began to catch up with the rest of Germany…. deprivation of 
food, coal, and clothing, and devaluation the German mark. Hilla’s 
schooling ended that June at the eighth grade level. As for most girls except 
for the privileged, this last grade of middle school was usually the end of 
schooling. She had spent only one month back at school and then had to go 
to work anyway because there was not enough money for food at home. Her 
cousin Elsie went on to the Realschule (a preparatory school for university 
entrance, equivalent to high school) because her family had money. Money in 
the family turned out to be the Hoche family’s rescue. Hilla began working 
for the Franck family as housekeeper and in so doing, staying in their home 
much of the time. This was a boon in many ways, because she and Elsie were 
able to continue to study together with the school books and assignments that 
Elsie brought home. She and Elsie also attended opera and this is where her 
love for the opera began. 



 

   57 

 Chapter 7 
Anton –   1916-17  

Leaving for America 

“Twan… C'est une idée folle, n'est-ce pas?” My wife is exclaiming in her 
French.  

Il est peut-être un peu fou …. It is maybe a little crazy, but only because of 
the religion. “You know that if it is for a business that I am signing up it 
would not be so strange,” I make reply. “Many men sign papers with 
companies to go to the United States. I only need to make conversion to 
Mormon saint. They expect for me to work for them when we get there, so 
what is the difference?” 

“You and the boys will need converting also,” I tell her more of the story. 
“So they will pay for your tickets also,” I add this quick so it maybe will be 
more accepting reason. But it does not work…. I think it will take more to 
make her convinced. 

 _________________________________________________ 

 

It is November and getting cold outside, so it is not asked for us to be 
baptized by going in the water all the way. That is a blessing alone, because 
Momma will not do it if it requires dunking. It is not so bad for water to be 
poured over our heads. These people seem much more accepting than 
Catholics. They do not have much ceremony in their service. No one is 
wearing a robe or waving incense or speaking Latin. There is no singing and 
not much speaking about Jesus. I admit we come to this baptism decision 
with some quickness and we do not know much about these Saints group that 
we are joining. 

“We have made arrangements with the Company Générale Transatlantique 
of France for your steamship tickets,” says Albert who is the leader of Latter 
Day Saint mission in Switzerland. He comes from Zurich to be at the 
baptism. “Here is a letter of introduction for you to show at the steamship 
company and also for your train tickets in the USA. You will be going to the 
city of Independence in the state of Missouri to our brethren there, and you 
will be reporting to the High Frederick Madison Smith. This information is 
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also in the letter. We welcome you to our church and into our congregation 
of saints!” 

It is a small group of Mormons for witness to our baptism. They are almost 
all from Basel city; two missionary families and maybe a dozen converting, 
and this Albert from Zurich. There is food and welcoming. Momma is 
nervous, Matty is quiet, and Franz is sulking. All is to be expected. The 
missionary families speak English mostly. The men can speak some German, 
but they have English accents. Only one couple from baptizing is not from 
Switzerland. This couple is from Saint-Louis, just from the border in France. 
They are pushed from their home by the German Army occupying their 
town, and they also will go to America sometime soon. The missionaries tell 
us of experience when we arrive in America. That New York City is big and 
dirty they tell us, and we will not like it. Independence is a paradise in the 
new world and the brethren will help us with all we will be needing. We are 
to help them build a mighty temple.   

 ________________________________________________ 

 

We leave Basel on January 9 with a big steamer trunk full of home things, 
my small trunk with tools, and some other small bags. Momma can easy pack 
now because we move so many times, but she is sad not to take her dishes. 
This move is over the ocean, so it is for allowing only one big steamer trunk. 
Franz helps carry the trunks to the lorry. Basel is close to the fighting and we 
cannot travel into France from here. Only this week, the French Army 
mutiny because they are having nothing to eat, and the German Army is 
gaining a few meters in the trenches because of this. This is how they 
measure the war now in meters!... and to get this few meters, thousands die 
from terrible wounds or they are gassed. This war is a terrible thing. The 
mutiny is close to Basel at the Swiss border. So, now we must take the train 
to Geneva before crossing to France. The train from Geneva takes us to Lyon 
where we change trains to Bordeaux. We do not see our trunks in Geneva 
and hope they will be showing at our end station. Once we are in France, we 
stop to receive wounded soldiers. There are many without arms and legs. It is 
a horrible thing this war. 

It is two days to reach Bordeaux. The city is on the River Garonne a long 
distance from ocean. There is much to do in this old city, but we have little 
money to spend. We have to keep money for our travel coming. It is lucky to 
have our money in Swiss francs. The French franc and German mark have 
lost much value this year. There are some days to wait before our steamship 
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is leaving, so we walk the old city. It is a Roman city of Europe just like our 
city of Maastricht and it has a piece of an old Roman bridge also. It is a very 
busy port from the sea, and it is a very good place to find eating places. It is 
strange feeling about French soldiers starving only kilometers from here in 
the trenches, and in the city there is much food. There is also to be money 
here and also many crooks, so there is need to be careful. Our trunks come at 
the train station and Momma is celebrating.  

The ship that we travel is the LaTuraine. It is an old ship from past luxury 
times now belonging to the French Government. I hear some stories that it is 
already used to come back from the USA with war supplies. It is to be the 
same with this trip we hear. The Lusitania liner from England last year is 
sunk by a German submarine. It is coming back from the USA with guns, so 
the German Navy is claiming. Maybe so, but many civilian people die .It is 
great disaster and the Germans are agreeing to stop their torpedoes. Still, they 
sink more ships, but they are telling us they are English and French war ships 
and not with passengers. This is information we are finding out as we walk 
around the docks. The steamship company is telling us that German 
submarines will not be trouble with our ship going to America. How do they 
know this? We worry also about the ocean travel. More than the German 
Navy, there can be icebergs and storms. We learn today that our ship gives a 
radio warning in 1912 about icebergs to the Titanic liner before it is sinking. 
We know we take a chance. The steamship is an old one, but we have word 
by the company that it is built good, and that it is going across the ocean 

many times without 
problems. 

We go aboard the ship 
on January 14. There 
are 1,000 passengers; 
second- and third-class. 
First-class rooms are 
not there since in 1903 
from the ship after a fire 
in Le Havre. The fire 
also ruins the grand hall 
and dining room, so we 
have nothing so special. 
It is still a good looking 
ship and third-class 
rooms are very deluxe 
to us. You can see wear 

1917 – The Générale Transatlantique Steamship 
LaTuraine in Bordeaux Harbor. 
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in the floors and against the walls and there are dents, but the wood and the 
work is high quality, I tell you, and there is new paint and varnish. Most 
passengers speak French, but I hear also German, English, Italian, and Dutch. 
I think there is some business people aboard that are coming back to France, 
but I think most people are leaving Europe for a new life in America. Since 
war, much immigration stops going to the USA, and not so many ships travel 
across the ocean. We are lucky to find this ship to take us from Europe. 

Momma is with me on the ship deck outside. We are leaving the dock and 
traveling up the long river to the ocean. The boys are exploring the ship. The 
wind outside is cold.  I stuff my pipe with tobacco, but in my body is a warm 
feeling for leaving.  

Momma says in her French, “I did not think we will get this far and ever 
make it onto a ship. When you say we would go to America, I am not 
believing you. This is nice and smooth passage here in the river before we 
get to the ocean, but I am frightened. It is such a long distance to America. 
You remember when we are just married and are on the North Sea? It is 
being a rough trip then. That is for one day and now we are being gone for 
two weeks!” 

_________________________________________________ 

 

Today the ship is moving from side to side with a stormy sea, but it is not 
rough. The ship is big. Much of the time we are in fog and this makes a sea 
smooth but dangerous also. It is dangerous because of icebergs I think. The 
ship is slowing and even stopping in the deep fog. They are using the ship 
horn to listen for the echo in the fog. The boys are keeping busy finding new 
things each day. Matty is finding a piano to practice on, and the other day I 
catch Franz smoking a cigarette. One good thing, one bad. In this way, life 
never changes. We keep by ourselves, but there is only small toilet and wash 
areas; ten cabins is for each toilet. We stand in line and we talk to others. So 
it is not so strange, the cabin groups make also social groups that are staying 
together for eating in the dining place. There is another Dutch family in our 
cabin group. This family is from Utrecht and they have small children. They 
have parents in New York City they are meeting. It is strange they are taking 
a boat from France and not from Holland, but the war makes strange things 
to happen. We do not need to know their reason. 

Momma is a little sick in the beginning from the moving ship, but not long. 
There is good food and in the making, but the plates are small. This is how 
the French usually eat but mostly with many courses. We have only a few 



 

   61 

courses, and so the company saves money. I am not complaining after what 
we leave in France and Germany where some people are living on potato 
peels. Our beds are small bunks, but they are warm and not hard. With the 
sharing of the toilet there is some waiting, and we have to keep things clean 
by ourselves, but we have a good group of people. Not everyone aboard is so 
satisfied. But, I am thankful that we are aboard a ship that does not have a 
steerage class. The cabins are small but they are private. It is not so good if 
we are in steerage. 

  

On January 27, we come in New York Harbor and see the Statue of Liberty. 
It is a gift to America by the French in 1886. We see land and we see our end 
point. It is very welcome after such a long voyage. The ship is dropping the 
anchor in the harbor and the ferry is coming to take the immigrating people 
to customs house. It is on Deer Island they tell us. Ellis Island, we are 
hearing horror stories about. It is not being in use now. Ellis Island is a fort 
for the military and it is a prison for Germans and war criminals. The 
customs people look over at our passports and we show them papers from the 
Mormon Church. Then we have a quick check by a doctor. It is not so tough 
as they tell us. The stories we hear from others is baloney. I have more bad 
times in crossing borders between France and Germany. After the intaking, 
we take a ferry from Deer Island to New York City. Our trunks are staying in 
the ship harbor. The shipping company is marking them for passing to 

1917 – Laenen family photo aboard ship on arrival to America. 
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Kansas City. People are telling us, maybe so, maybe not! Maybe we see them 
again. I know Momma worries about the steamer trunk, but losing my 
tools…. that is going to be a big tragedy.  

We need to find the person, Mr. Shaw, who is representing the Mormon 
Church. He is living on East 60th Street and we find a Hansom cab to take us 
to his place of business. He gives us the tickets for the train and we go 
forward to the Pennsylvania Station. We need to wait until the next day to get 
on the train to Kansas City, Missouri. We will then be needing to find 
Independence city. We are finish making the first big step. The ocean is 
behind us.  

Postscripts 
The Laenen family’s immigration to the United States at this time is unusual 
for several reasons, primarily because it was wartime. The war had been 
going on since 1914, and immigration to the U.S. or anywhere else outside of 
Europe had dwindled to a mere trickle. In 1917, immigration to the U.S. had 
dropped ten-fold from over one-million in 1914. Those escaping from Europe 
now were primarily people with money, influence, or highly-educated. The 
Laenen family was none of these. Since the beginning of the war, ships both 
military and merchant from either side of the conflict had been torpedoed, 
and icebergs were always a danger in the North Atlantic. Passage was at a 
premium and people were not being allowed to emigrate from countries at 
war and under siege. 

The Mormon Church began sending missionaries out into the world ever 
since their church was established around 1830. The very first LDS 
missionary to enter Switzerland was in 1849, and by 1864 the Swiss 
government had recognized the church officially as a Christian sect.  By 
1917, there were nominally about 1,000 church members identified within 
Switzerland. From 1890 to 1917, about 2,000 converts had been sponsored 
and sent to the U.S. from Switzerland. There were no church buildings yet 
abroad and most Mormon gatherings were done in individual homes. In 
addition to religious lectures at public halls, the Mormon missionaries would 
go around cities and villages knocking on doors to witness and to make 
converts, as they still do today. From these exposures, Anton had found out 
that the Mormon mission was willing to finance passage for eager (and 
skilled) converts to various Mormon communities in the U.S. Papa and 
Momma were originally baptized as Catholics when they were children. With 
little thought about what Mormon conversion might mean, he and his family 
were baptized into the LDS and signed on for a way out of Europe.  
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Chapter 8 
Hilla –   Berlin, January, 1917  

No Longer a Dream 

It was safe in the Franck home and a blessing to have an uncle with some 
influence and money. The winter of 1916/17 turned out cold and bleak. 
Crime erupted in Berlin, tales of scandal and corruption filled newspaper 
reports, and people were suddenly made aware that the war was not going 
well for Germany. Although insulated in the Franck house, Hilla still was 
required to travel the streets to shop for the family, to wait in the long bread 
lines, and to cook with meager rations.  

 

“Tante Frieda, ich gehe jetzt in die Läden, um die Lebensmittel für unser 
Abendessen bekommen heute .... Aunt Frieda, I am going now to the stores to 
get the groceries for our dinner this evening,” I called as I pulled on my coat 
and hat. “It should not take long because I will not have to stand in line for 
bread. We have enough for tonight.” 

 

The long wait for food. Berlin circa 1916 



 

64 

Tante came down the stairs to speak with me and gave me a few Deutsch 
marks, “Take care with the money I am giving you. You know how 
dangerous it has become on the street, and I want you to go to the butcher 
and get a chicken. He is not in the best neighborhood. Your Onkle Emil has 
not yet made arrangements with him for our bills, so you will need this 
money. I hope you will be safe, but don’t protect the money if someone tries 
to take it…. You hear me!!” 

“Yes Tante. But I do not think the shop is in such a bad neighborhood. I have 
been to a lot worse places in Breslau by the soldier’s barracks. I will be 
careful.” I say as I step outside and close the door behind me. 

I am happy to be outside, and as I walk to the market I think how nice it will 
be not to have to stand in line. On Tuesday, I had spent four hours waiting 
for bread and it was so very cold. It is cold today as well, but I am walking 
and not standing still. I went to Wilhelmstrasse and took the new electric to 
the Werderscher open market. I wanted to get some vegetables first. There is 
usually not much in the way of produce to choose from these days. I thought, 
maybe I could also get an onion and some carrots, but then again, there will 
probably be only parsnips and turnips as usual. There is still a good size bag 
of potatoes at home. 

At the market I was lucky to have got an onion along with some turnips and 
collards. I am happy with my shopping as I continue on to the butcher shop, 
not too far to walk. Here at the butcher I purchase a chicken. “Is this the 
largest you have? Maybe I can get two? We will need to feed seven people 
tonight,” I remark. 

“The chickens need food to eat to get bigger,” the butcher grumbles. “People 
rob the chickens of their food. I only kill and pluck. I get what the farmer 
brings and they are scraggly. You are lucky to even get one chicken! You 
have the last one.” 

I leave the butcher shop disappointed, and not as watchful as I should be. 

“Ouff!” I exhale as I am pushed to the ground. “Wait, you can’t…” I begin to 
cry out as a young ruffian grabs my bag of groceries from the sidewalk 
where it has fallen beside me. But it is too late! He, his companion running, 
and the bag are already disappearing down the street. Tante warned me about 
protecting the money, but was I to expect this? “Pfui!!” my right stocking is 
now torn and my knee is bleeding. What will I tell Tante Freida and Onkle 
about not being careful? What is going to be for dinner tonight with guests? 
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I stop again on the way home at the open market and get some more turnips 
and some parsnips. The onions and collard greens are gone. 

“You will have to make potato soup tonight,” says Tante Freida. “Add the 
turnips and parsnips, and you know; some of the chicken gelatin you saved 
from last time. I think you also have some saved onion skin you can add for 
flavor. It will have to do.”  

Two couples came that evening for dinner; the Schmidts and the Peils. “We 
cannot offer too much more than good conversation tonight,” began Tante 
Freida. “Hilla was robbed of our groceries today. But we will have a good 
soup and some dark bread.” 

Frau Peil turned to me as I served the soup and asked if I was alright, and I 
answered politely that I had only my feelings hurt. The conversation soon 
turned to the increase of crime; stealing in the streets and robberies in homes. 
The soup was eaten without comment, so it must not have been too bad. Herr 
Schmidt spoke of the new scandal at the Rathauss where several of the city 
council were accused of taking bribes and placed in jail by the police. 

 

“The war has again taken a turn for the worse,” began Onkle Emil. “The 
newspapers have released that the Tsar has sent two more armies into Poland 
against us. All the Reservists have been inducted into the army now. All of 
those able to walk are going to be put in the trenches.”  

“Yes, and the “us” is just 
Deutschland now,” 
replied Herr Schmidt. 
“We have been in trouble 
ever since the death of 
Emperor Franz Josef in 
November. Their Empire, 
and now Austria has quit 
the fight. The war is not 
going well for the Second 
Reich.” 

“The Reich is only a 
dream now in the minds 
of the Kaiser and his 
military associates,” 
commented Herr Peil. 

1916 – Reservists in Berlin marching to war. 



 

66 

“The vision has been lost with the death of Bismarck.”  

“Don’t talk about that damned aristocratic Junker,” said Herr Schmidt. “He 
did Deutschland no good. He was a self-appointed prince that ran a police 
state and had thousands of German workers killed.” 

“You sound like a Sozialdemokrat now. You speak of this all old business, 
yes? But it is dragging us into the future is it not? The reality is that we are 
being starved to death. Our soup tonight is just such an indication.” Onkle 
turned to me. I had been standing there listening. “The soup has good flavor 
but there is little sustenance,” he amended for my benefit. “We are not going 
to be able to continue much longer as a nation with so little food available. 
Germany will starve.” 

I felt embarrassed caught standing there listening and about being 
responsible for the poor dinner, and I retreated back to the kitchen. 

After dinner Tante Frieda said, “You did a good job with the soup, leibshen. 
Your Onkle thought so too. He was making a point to his friends about the 
state of our country and the crime, not about your cooking or what happened 
to you. Allso, I need to ask you: Do you think Herbert will be able to go with 
you when you shop from now on? He doesn’t have a job yet, does he? We 
can pay him a little if he helps us this way…… Thank God you were not hurt 
this time. I don’t want to put you at risk”  

 

Postscripts 
Henceforth, Hilla arranged for her brother Herbert to accompany her on 
shopping days. This gave Herbert a little money. He still had no job. With 
her small salary, some money finally coming from Papa in the U.S., and the 
“good garbage” that Helmut and Gerhardt could find poking around 
restaurants; the Hoche family could still afford their small apartment and to 
eat. But an additional problem was that it was costing more and more at the 
bank to withdraw money from the deposits that Papa was sending them. 
There were other ways, not so legal to send money, and one American dollar 
was now better tinder than a thousand German marks. 

When the war began, the German military was not prepared to fight a war on 
two fronts. German war plans called for the invasion and quick defeat of 
France before Russia could assemble troops. Improvements of the Russian 
rail system and an uncharacteristic quick decision by the Tsar pressured by 
the cagey British, placed the Russian Armies in Poland and at the German 
border only weeks after the German invasion of Belgium and France. 
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Diverting half of its invading forces from France to fight the Russians in 
Poland stalled the German’s western advance at the French border. 
Opposing forces settled into trench warfare on the western front. The 
Russian Army was poorly trained and supplied, but there were millions of 
soldiers. Then in early 1917, additional armies directed by the Tsar, were 
sent just when the German army was beginning a second offensive into 
France. Although the new Russian threat was easily defeated by the German 
Army in the east, the Kaiser’s intervention in diverting two more armies to 
the east again stalled the German advance in the west. Paradoxically, these 
German reserves were never used in battle in the east proving that Wilhelm 
II made an irrevocably bad decision. By this time in 1917, German, French, 
and Russian Armies were starving as well as the multitudes of civilian poor 
within their countries. In contrast, English soldiers and their citizens at home 
still ate well; albeit the English still did suffer many casualties.  

Also in 1917, Charles I became Emperor with the death of Franz Joseph. He 
handed over control of a weak Austro-Hungarian military to the Germans. In 
so doing, the German military was given yet another front to their war 
having now to deal with Serbia to the southeast, with Italy to the south, and 
with warfare in Bulgaria and Romania. As Germany continued to lose 
progress in the war, Berlin, throughout 1917 and well into 1918, became a 
grim, disheartened, and hungry community. The still wealthy retreated to 
their well-provisioned estates and the poor majority suffered ever increasing 
shortages of food and fuel. 
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 Chapter 9 
Matty – 1917 

Independence, Missouri 

Wir verlassen Pennsylvania Station am nächsten Tag .... We leave 
Pennsylvania Station the next day, on January 28 for Kansas City. We are 
routed through Saint Louis. We are to travel about 1,200 miles. I am not sure, 
but I think that you add half to miles to get kilometers. That makes it 1,800 
km; so it is pretty far. It is like going to Moscow, Russia from Holland. 
Maybe even a little farther. With the train changes, it is going to take us three 
days and a half. 

We did not have time to spend in New York City, so we cannot say if it is a 
dirty city like we were told by the missionaries in Switzerland. It is nice, this 
train. We are in a compartment, the four of us. I sit next to my brother Franz 
and Momma and Papa are sitting opposite. I think they probably have made a 
mistake with our tickets. Usually this kind of accommodation is for a higher 
class in Europe, but in the USA, maybe?? I don’t know. 

We will go to Pittsburgh first and change trains there. We are to get there at 
3:45 in the afternoon. So far it looks a little like Switzerland outside the 
window with all the snow, but there are no mountains. There are lots of trees 
and there are many little villages. The train goes fast and it is snowing, so it 
is hard to see the countryside. It seems like there are more automobiles here 
than in Europe. The person that takes our tickets is called a conductor, and he 
is a friendly person. He tells us that he is from Ohio, but that his father was 
from Hamburg in Germany. He speaks to us with some German…. not very 
good. My English is getting better, but it is still difficult to understand much 
of what he says in either language. 

It has stopped snowing, but it is cold as we wait to get aboard our next train. 
It will not leave until 8:00 tonight, and we will spend the night on it, and the 
next day. We wait inside the train station. On this next train, we do not have 
such good luck. We are in a passenger car with about 30 other people. We 
will have seats for sleeping. In the last train we would have had beds. The 
compartment had two beds above the seats and could sleep four people. 
Momma is not so happy now. Though, they are good seats with cushions. In 
Swiss trains you get wooden seats. 
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The train car is warm, and I think we all get a good sleep. During the night 
we stop in a city. I hear it is called Sin-Sin. It would be interesting to change 
trains there, I think. I did not see much sinful things going on when I looked 
out the window. The rest of my family was sleeping. It is light now and the 
conductor says we are in Ken-Tuk E. The hillsides are full of snow and the 
sky is blue. The train follows a river and there are only a very few small 
towns. In the city of Louisville we stop for about two hours. From Louisville 
onward the country is changed. There is no more snow on the ground. The 
land is now rolling in low hills and valleys and not many trees. There are 
farm houses but only a few villages. It goes on and on and on like this for 
hundreds of kilometers until we reach Saint Louis. 

Saint Louis is a big city and it has a large train station. We arrive at 3:00 in 
the afternoon, and the train to Kansas City will leave tomorrow in the 
morning at 8:15. We have time to walk around and find something to eat. 
Papa decides to save our money. The train station is warm enough to spend 
the night and we sleep on the wooden benches in the station. It is not so bad 
because we are able to stretch out. 

It takes seven hours to get to Kansas City from Saint Louis and there is 
nothing too much to look at. After we cross the Mississippi River, the land is 
dryer and flatter. The Mississippi is America’s most important river and it is 
very wide where we cross it. We have read about it at school in Switzerland, 
and the missionaries have told us that is important because of all the boats 
that transport food and supplies.  

We have traveled all day and have not seen another city or town; maybe 
some small settlements. Now we are in a big city in the middle of nowhere!... 
and it sure stinks in this Kansas City! The train goes by large pens with 
thousands of cattle. The river we cross looks red. It is probably from the 
blood from where they slaughter the cattle. We have never seen so many 
cows together. It is a big business we are told by the conductor, and that 
supplies meat for most of the USA. But how do they do it, I wonder? I think 
now of those people who are starving in Europe. America is a country of 
plenty. I think after seeing all this, maybe too much plenty? There are also 
many very tall concrete cylinders where we are told that they store wheat 
grain for the cattle and for transport to other cities for flour. This is an 
amazing place, but it still stinks! We must go yet to the city of Independence 
from the Kansas City train station.  

From the station we are able to get a streetcar to Independence. We have to 
go through the strong smell again because we pass near stockyards once 
more. The part of the city we pass through is not so good. There are taverns 
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and poorly-kept store fronts. The men on the streets look shabby and most 
wear large brim hats. The music from the taverns is loud and not very 
pleasing to the ear. The people’s noses here must be used to the bad smell. 
The neighborhood gets better as the streetcar finally reaches the line where 
we cross from Kansas City into Independence. We are now the only people 
aboard the trolley car. The conductor of the car leaves us off at the LDS 
headquarters site called the Auditorium. The trolley will continue for two 
more stops and then turn back to Kansas City. We are on the east side of 

Independence. The large 
building called the 
Auditorium is only partly 
constructed. It looks like 
it will be a large barn. It 
looks nothing like a 
temple or a church. It is 
night and we head to a 
small building nearby to 
see if we can find 
someone to help us. I am 
not sure paradise is 
supposed to look this way 
or to especially smell this 
way. 

 

 _________________________________________________  

 

At first, I did not like things in Independence but that was because of the 
smelly stockyards and I also was thinking about the killing of so many 
animals. We are really some distance from the yards where we live just 
outside of Independence, and it only smells if the wind blows just right. So, it 
is not that bad. The church meeting hall has a reed organ and the master of 
music, Elder Nathan Kirkmann is letting me practice on it. I am also going to 
the church school. These two things have helped me to change my mind 
about the city. Well, it is really not a city. Independence is next to a big city. 
Independence is really a small town, and we actually live out on a farm; out 
on Bowen Road. One of the LDS families, Jonathan and Eleanora Edwards 
has taken us on and we are staying in a small cabin next to their barn. The 
barn smells of manure but also of fresh hay, so it is not so bad; certainly, not 
as bad as the stockyards. I think now too that my nose has become used to 

1917 – Construction of the LDS Headquarters 
called the Auditorium. 
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farm odors. Now, when we go past the stockyard, the smells are not as bad as 
I remember them from our first day. But we do not pass the stockyards often 
because we do not go to the city often. Most of the church members also stay 
pretty much in Independence where they have businesses or out on their 
farms to the north and east of town. 

Papa has begun work at the church Auditorium building. He normally does 
finish work with plaster and painting, but he is also a carpenter. They are still 
putting up some of the walls and are working on the roof. Papa is not scared 
of being up high. Last month, his tool chest arrived at the train station along 
with our big steamer trunk. He was worried that it had been lost and so was 
Momma about her trunk. He is using his carpenter tools now on the job. It is 
hard work, but he is happy that he will be able to pay off his debt to the 
church soon. Part of his working time will also go to the Edwards family to 
help pay for our food and rent. I am not sure how this is done without money 
exchange, but Elder Nathan says that it is done this way all the time. I have 
been helping also at the Auditorium but mostly with cleaning up. Franz also 
helps a little. Momma works at the Edwards farm also with feeding the 
chickens and gathering the eggs, and watching the two Edwards children 
sometimes.  

Elder Nathan says that they are lucky to have Papa because he will be able 
help to make the Tabernacle inside the church be beautiful. Papa is very 
skillful at plaster and painting work. He can shape plaster and stucco into 
beautiful forms and paint a surface to look like marble, wood, granite, or 
anything. Papa is a real artist. And he knows how to be a carpenter, so if they 
need a column or an arch he can build it and then decorate it to look like it is 
made of stone. He has worked in churches before. Missionary Albert in 
Switzerland has seen Papa’s work in Basel. 

Elder Nathan spoke with Papa and they agreed that it would be good for me 
to better learn how to write in English, and that the best place for this would 
be in the church school. He also wishes for me to sometimes play the organ 
at the church meetings. I think that is probably why I am allowed to still go 
to school. I am also helping Papa with some of the work on the Auditorium. 
Franz is going to church school also and he is not happy about it. He would 
rather work with Papa. Papa has told him he will put him to work with the 
Edwards family out on their farm field if he doesn’t listen at school. So far he 
is listening. 

Frederick Madison Smith is the leader of our church. He is the son of Joseph 
Smith the third, who was the grandson of Joseph Smith who founded the 
Mormon Church in Utah. Elder F.M. (he is called by his initials and his 
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friends call him Freddie) has sponsored us and is expecting that we tithe our 
time and salaries to help with the construction of the Temple. Elder F.M. is 
the leader of the entire Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day 
Saints with headquarters here in Independence and churches all over 
America! Part of our tithe will go for a large pipe organ for the Tabernacle. 
They talk of hiring a professional to play it, but I am hoping to at least to get 
to practice on it. 

Everyone is talking about the war now. America declared war on Germany 
on 6 April. They all talk like the USA has been a neutral country until this 
time. Papa says no; that America has been sending guns and everything else 
for war to France and England ever since the war started in 1914. Our boat, 
the LaTuraine was supposed to return to France with guns…. that was the 
rumor about it when we left Bordeaux. Papa also says that American soldiers 
have already been fighting there, and that Europe is so far away that no one 
here knows what is going on there. The LDS Church does not support the 
war. Elders are telling us that church members should not to go to war even 
if there is conscription. Papa says for me not to listen to them and not to 
worry. He says that I will not go to fight in the war because I am still too 
young; that we are safe now in America. 

 

Postscripts 
In 1917, Kansas City residents totaled nearly 300,000. The city was located 
between expansive farms and even more expansive cattle ranches. Grain 
silos dominated the skyline and stockyard smells dominated the air. The city 
located on the confluence of the Missouri and Kansas Rivers is where river 
boats brought barges of grain for the stockyards, and two train lines brought 
in the cattle. Next to the stockyards were the slaughterhouses that cut and 
packed the meat; meat to be shipped all over the U.S. by train to the big 
cities; back to New York City. Nearly 2-million cattle were processed in 
1917. Only the stockyards in Chicago were larger, and then, only slightly 
larger. This was an industrial America that the Laenen family had never 
anticipated. Much smaller and rural, Independence was located just to the 
east. City boundaries met where cattle still grazed. The smaller community of 
Independence had a population of about 11,000. 

Mormonism was still primarily confined to Utah, but influence was growing 
in the mid-west. At first Mormon’s did not fare well on their western 
migration when followers came into Missouri to establish a settlement. In the 
1830’s, a group from New York settled near Kansas City and were forced out 
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by mob violence. In 1889, Joseph Smith III, in the reorganization of the 
church, cleared title for another Latter Day Saint denomination, the Church 
of Christ. Smith III then moved to the nearby city of Independence, which his 
father had designated the City of Zion. His son, Frederick Madison (FM) 
Smith, was accepted in 1915 as his successor. FM’s vision for the growing 
church included the construction of a massive wooden headquarters 
building, known as the Auditorium (not to be confused with annother and 
much larger stucture by this same name begun at a nearby site in 1926), 
where Anton gave his tithe working and Matty learned to play the pipe 
organ.  

American public opinion about the war in Europe was strongly divided, with 
most Americans until early 1917 against going to war. However, even from 
the beginning, America was involved in the war. Samuel Insull, a leading 
industrialist from Chicago who had emigrated from England, sponsored 
many thousands of young Americans into the Canadian military. Posturing 
neutrality, the U.S. Government also allowed American Industry to supply 
war materials to France and England feigning them to the American public 
as defensive resources. Even with war declared in April, many Americans 
because of their ethnic backgrounds, especially German and Irish, and many 
church affiliations remained opposed to the war. The Mormon Church along 
with the Catholic and many Protestant Church denominations, instructed 
their memberships to claim non-violence should they be inducted.  
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Chapter 10 
Herbert –    Berlin, September, 1917 

Street Life 

Ich habe auf den Straßen auf meinem eigenen für das letzte Jahr gewesen .... 
I have been on the streets on my own for the last year. It was necessary to get 
away from home. There were a couple of reasons. First, I needed to be free 
of Mutter. Since Papa has been gone she has become a very sour woman. She 
has a temper and no one does anything good enough for her. Also, the police 
know where the apartment is and who is living there, and they would come to 
get me for the German Army. I do not intend to fight for the Kaiser. This 
way also, if Momma does not know where I am she and the family will not 
get in trouble. 

I get by on my own pretty good. People throw away very good garbage. They 
always have done. There are some excellent restaurants in Berlin and the rich 
still party. You have to be smart and to learn to observe and not to be 
observed. You also have to learn to stay away from those bigger and stronger 
than yourself. I get pretty good meals most of the time, and I have not been 
knocked about too much. I also have a little money. I get an odd job every 
once in a while. My sister, Hilla, needs to go shopping or stand in the bread 
line for her rich family. We have a little agreement and I am her protector. 
This is funny because I am such a little runt. She came to me with this 
proposition because the streets have become dangerous. Her rich family are 
my tante and onkle also, but I do not socialize with them. They are the ones 
paying for my protection. It is not much money, but I do not need much. 
Money is almost worthless anyway. I don’t think I am much protection 
either, but it is good to be with my sister. We are close. 

I have found the most excellent hiding place. I live in the cemetery. It sounds 
terrible but it is not. There is no thing as ghosts…. just rats. And rats are not 
a problem if you do not bring in food and you keep things clean. They mostly 
leave you alone. I sleep in a mausoleum. It is an older grave and I have found 
a small opening into it. It is like living in a cave, but with some candles it 
actually makes a pleasant little home. I have found some screening to keep 
the rats out. So far no one else has found my hiding place. Few, I think are as 
small as I am. I also think my small size helps to protect me from police 
observation. If I were taller, I would for sure be a soldier by now. 
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 ________________________________________________ 

 

I was at the bannhoff, checking around the wooden benches where people 
wait for the trains. Sometimes people leave things there; some clothing or 
something that has fallen out of a pocket or purse. “Hey you! You look lost 
and in need of something to do,” suggested a rather small man in dirty-grey 
suit coat. He had just come from a group of others looking like they were 
together for monkey business. “Come help us deliver some of these 
pamphlets and then you can join us later for a meeting and some food.”  

Well, the food sounded like a good reason to at least think about the request. 
“What is it you want?” I replied, and I took the bundle of papers he offered 
me just to see what they might be. The top sheet read in big writting: Citizen, 
revolt…. Where will our food come from? …. I was thinking this fellow was 
probably a communist!  

As I handed the papers back to him, the man stopped me with his two hands. 
“What harm will it do for you to peddle these few papers? You don’t need to 
believe what they say, and in the end you will have something in your 
stomach tonight. What important work are you doing now anyway? What do 
you say?” 

Of course he was right. I had nothing better to do.  

I spent the rest of the day on a busy street corner handing out those 
communist papers. Not exactly the best way to hide from the police, but I 
was mostly ignored. Why not have spent the day like this? It was a good 
show and I wasn’t going to need to scrounge for a meal tonight. This had 
been a pretty easy week for food. I saw my sister a couple of times to help 
her with shopping and then got to sit in the Franck’s kitchen for a couple of 
meals with her. She has a pretty good deal going for her with that snobby, 
rich family. I can understand also why she would want to be away and out of 
the house from Momma. 

It will be a nice evening tonight and it will be light out pretty late. I should be 
safe. I no longer worry too much about the dangers of the streets at night, but 
it always pays to be careful and to plan ahead. The house address is some 
distance away. What of it? It is still light out! It is always an adventure to go 
to new places and I have a life of freedom. It suits me. 

I was going to the home of a communist doctor by the name of Liebknecht. 
He would not be there because the Doctor was in prison for high treason 
against Germany. He used to be a member of the Reichstag as a Social-
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Democrat but he was really a Communist. 
He has apparently began this League of 
Spartacus and had put things in the paper 
that got him in big trouble. By the time I 
got there, the meeting was already going 
on. A fellow by the name of Meyer was 
talking. The talk was pretty much what I 
thought it was going to be…. The imperial 
German government needs to give rights 
and authority to the worker. The riches of 
the country need to be shared by all. 
Probably typical communist stuff I 
thought. Well, it is true, no one should 
live in such big mansions, especially when 
there are so many people that are hungry. 
The communists do have their point. 

They did talk and argue about it for some time though. Finally, the meeting 
began to break up. The men started to file into the kitchen and ladle soup 
from the large kettle on the stove and pick up scraps of bread from a plate on 
the kitchen table. “Not so bad,” said my early-morning friend. “Did you 
understand what you heard? What do you think about becoming a 
communist?” 

“The soup tastes like salty water,” I replied, trying to change the subject. I 
am not going to join anything I thought, but I did make comment. “It is not 
fair that some starve and some live in big castles. It is not fair that we who do 
not want to fight are taken off to die or be mutilated!” 

“So, you really do want to join us,” said the man. 

“No,” I answered, “but I will still pass out your papers.” and come again for 
your salty soup, I thought to myself. 

 _________________________________________________ 

 

It isn’t a job, but it is a pastime and I really am invisible without needing to 
hide. The police ignore me as I am standing here handing out leaflets just as 
do most of the people passing by me. Because of this, I have been to many 
parts of the city, and I do enjoy the camaraderie of sorts, even though I am 
still not a comrade.  
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There was a rally of socialists and communists two nights ago. The 
communists feel they are very strong now that there has been a revolution in 
Russia and the Tsar and his family have been killed. But also the Berlin 
police and the government has been showing more force. The police were to 
the rally to make trouble and they took away some of our fellows, I would 
not want to go to jail. I have decided to avoid these street meetings and stick 
to just the home meetings where I can get something to eat. I have decided 
that I can become a practical communist. I have no need for a cause. Besides, 
except for avoiding the army, I am not so sure I am so much against the 
German government. It is probably a good idea to have police to keep the 
order; though you have to get out of their way when they get rough 
sometimes. Germany, I think is probably a better place to be than in France. 
France is a Republic. They always think that they are better than us. Russia 
no longer has a Tsar, so there is no government at all there. The communists 
and socialists in Russia are trying to make something new. If they are so 
poorly organized like our communists here, it will never work. Our Kaiser is 
in control here and things will soon get better when the war is over. I know 
because I get to read a lot of papers going through the trash. The war is 
bound to be over soon and the communist idea will never get anywhere in 
Germany…. they talk too much and do not plan well.... it is not very 
German. 

 

Postscripts 
In Russia, a revolution in February (March 1917 by the Julian calendar) 
disposed of the Tsar. Radical socialist factions including communists set up a 
Provisional Government of the Imperial parliament or Duma to control the 
country. A second more violent revolution took place as a result of heavy 
military setbacks during the war which left much of the Russian army in a 
state of mutiny. This October Revolution (in November), was led by the 
Bolshevik party under Vladimir Lenin. You might remember the German 
Government transported Lenin back to Russia and gave him money to 
sponsor a revolution. In this second revolution, the workers' Soviets, 
overthrew the Provisional Government, and the Bolsheviks were able to 
appoint themselves as leaders of various government ministries and seize 
control, establishing a quasi-military, the Cheka to quash dissent. The Cheka 
under orders from Lenin executed the Tsar and his family. To end Russia’s 
participation in the War, the Bolshevik leaders signed the Treaty of Brest-
Litovsk with Germany in March 1918. 
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Karl Liebknecht was elected to the Reichstag (German Parliament) in 1912 
as a Social-Democrat, a member of the party’s left wing. He opposed 
Germany's participation in World War I, and abstained from the vote on war 
loans. In a vote in December 1914, he was the only member of the Reichstag 
against further loans. He continued to be a major critic of the Social-
Democratic leadership under Karl Kautsky and its decision for going to war. 
At the end of 1914, Liebknecht, together with Rosa Luxemburg and several 
others formed the so-called Spartacus League (Spartakusbund). The 
associated newspaper titled Spartakusbriefe ("Spartacus Letters") was soon 
declared illegal. Liebknecht was arrested and sent to the eastern front during 
World War I despite his immunity as a member of parliament; refusing to 
fight, he served by burying the dead, and due to his rapidly deteriorating 
health was allowed to return to Germany in 1915. He was arrested again in 
Berlin in May 1916 following a demonstration against the war that was 
organized by the Spartacus League, and sentenced to jail for high treason. 

Herbert attended meetings and participated in strikes sanctioned by the 
Communist party, but never became a party member. Through his communist 
acquaintances, he eventually found some part-time work as a house painter. 
The irony was that his communist employer paid him very little because he 
knew Herbert would not complain to the authorities. Herbert probably did 
not care because he had already learned to be quite economical. German 
money was pretty worthless anyway. Helmut at 13, quit school and also 
began to work as an apprentice bricklayer. Clara remained at home with 
little Gerhardt, and because of her injured back and acerbic attitude did very 
little. And Hilla, well…. she had life better than all of them with her rich 
family. Karl kept sending money to his family, but he now had to pay the 
black market in the U.S. to get it to Germany, so between this extortion and 
the bank exchange rates in Germany, his contribution was reduced 
significantly. Soon he would bypass the banks completely and use the black 
market to send only U.S. currency. As the winter of 1917 began in Berlin, 
food became much, more scarce. Jobs began to pay even less and German 
money was worth even less. By early 1918 crippling strikes mostly led by 
Communists and Socialists turned Berlin into a cauldron of violence and 
hate. There was no end in sight to the war. 
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Chapter 11 
Hilla – Berlin, December, 1917 

Winter of Discontent 

Where raw wild forces rage and blight, 
Men can create no form aright; 
And no true welfare can there be, 
When mobs are by themselves set free. 
Woe, when the tinder-heap is swelling 
In the hearts of cities, in the night, 
The masses tear their chains, rebelling, 
And free themselves with fury’s might! 
Then riot, to the bell ropes clinging, 
Pulls till the bell begins to howl; 
Devoted once to peaceful ringing, 
She gives the sign for outrage foul. 
Equality and freedom! Screaming, 
The burgher in once peaceful hands 
Grasps weapons; streets and halls are teaming, 
And everywhere swarm ruffian bands. 
 

The Song of the Bell  
Friedrich Von Schiller 

 

Dieser Winter wird kalt durchdringen jedes Haus .... This winter, cold will 
penetrate every house. There is no coal anywhere in the city. With 
government rationing, there also is very little food. Bread lines no longer 
exist. On top of all our hunger and depression there are city strikes that cause 
sanitary issues and sickness. In November, Momma became sick. Helmut 
and Gerhardt were quick to follow. It was the stomach flu. Herbert helped at 
home some, but he was not going to sleep in the apartment with everyone 
sick. He said with everyone throwing up, it was healthier outside in the 
alleys. He also said he had a place in the cemetery where he could keep 
warmer than in our apartment. I continued to work in the daytime at the 
Franck house cleaning and cooking. In the evenings I would come home to a 
sick mother and brothers to feed, clean, and to nurse. 
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“What took you so long?” complained Momma as she heard me enter the 
apartment. “I could not get up at all today and the boys are no help. You have 
to get me out of these wet clothes and help me to the bathroom.” 

“I’ll be there in a minute,” I replied, “I want to check the boys first.” 

“She is such a pain in the heinne,” said Helmut. “Gerry was pretty sick today. 
He was heaving for most the day but is asleep now. I gave him water just like 
you said but he just couldn’t keep it down. I think maybe something is wrong 
with the water. It did not taste so good to me and I threw up too.” 

“Alright,” I replied, “I brought a few lumps of coal from the Franck’s. Can 
you get them started in the stove and then we will boil some water. We can 
store some water in the teapot and coffee pot and some of the larger cooking 
pots. Tonight and tomorrow you will use this only for drinking. Are you 
feeling well enough to do this?” 

As Helmut set to task, I felt Gerry’s forehead for fever. He was just cold and 
shivering. “I will be back when the stove is warmed up,” I said. Momma was 
another story…. she was weak and dehydrated, but should be back to helping 
instead of feeling sorry for herself. 

“Come on Mutter, we will get you to the bathroom down the hall first and 
then I will clean you up.” Momma was still heavy even though there had 
been little food. Herbert had been finding food to bring home. It would not 
be beyond Momma to feed herself more than her boys. 

After cleaning and dressing Momma in a dry nightshirt and getting her back 
into bed and covered, I found that Helmut had a pretty good fire started and 
had begun to heat up the water. I used some to make tea for everyone and 
then put some soup I had made at the Franck house on the stove. Next was to 
have little Gerry put on some dry underpants and bring him close to the stove 
to make him more comfortable.  

Things were bad, but it seemed to me they would all survive. No one was yet 
coughing badly. It would get pretty cold this night and there would probably 
be little time for sleep. There would be some few coal embers to begin a fire 
and heat things up in the morning, I was hoping…. What would they do if 
they did not have Tante Frieda and Onkle Emil?... and Herbert? 

 ________________________________________________ 

 

By Christmas everyone was better, but still cold and hungry. We had some 
American money, except there was nothing to buy in the way of food or coal. 
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You could buy lots of 
everything else. People 
would sell you anything 
from their houses. Maybe 
not chairs and tables 
because they were used to 
burn for heat. On 
occasion Onkle Emil was 
able to get some food 
from the country. The 
central open market in 
Berlin was no longer. 
What food you could buy, 
you bought from the back 
of a wagon if you were 
lucky to find the wagon, 

and if it still had produce. There were still parsnips and turnips available but 
no more potatoes. There was only some ham and a few sausages left in the 
cold room in the basement of the Franck house. Sometimes Herbert with his 
communist black-market contacts was able to get more food than could 
Onkle. The German Mark was worth almost nothing now. There had been 
several times the banks have just shut their doors. The Franck house also had 
a small supply of coal that would probably last through the winter, but it 
would need to be carefully rationed. The only room now heated in the Franck 
house was the parlor with a small stove.  

The parlor is where everyone gathered on Christmas Eve…. we Hoches and 
Francks…. all of us gathered around the small stove. We all celebrated, each 
with a tiny slice of ham and some stale bread. Potato peel and parsnip soup 
was our hot dish. But then, Tante Frieda surprised us with a Christmas treat. 
She had saved some chocolate. Some wonderful, delicious dark chocolate! 
There really was no greater treasure or pleasure.  

1917 – German Banks closed their doors and riots 
occur in Berlin streets. 
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Postscript 
In February 1918, Kaiser Wilhelm escalated the war by commanding non-
restricted submarine warfare by the German Navy in order to capture a 
quick German victory before America could send their armies. The British 
and Americans responded by increasing convoys of military transports 
countering the U-boat threat. On April 11, America officially declared war 
against Germany. The Kaiser was unwilling to consider peace even after 
military advisement. Starvation, hardships and deaths continued to be 
endured by the German people. German banks closed their doors. 
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Chapter 12 
Anton – Independence, 1918 

Disillusion 

Mine English est not yet so goot, aber de Mormons dey do Deutsch 
sprechen…. Es ist bereits ein Jahr weg und ich hätte nicht gedacht, würden 
wir immer noch hier in dieser Wilden Westen! … It is already a year gone 
and I did not think we would still be here in this Wild West! The church 
elders are telling me we are not settled still in our debt from the steamship 
and train trip. Always we will be in debt if they are not paying me for the 
work I am doing! They keep a phony record these crooks. I work on the side 
so that I am finally getting away from this debt. They ask still to help at the 
Auditorium construction, but I am not doing so much now. The elders are not 
so happy. They say I should be more loyal to the church, and the Edwards 
family where we rent our home, is now putting pressure on us. I am paying 
them rent money from my business, but they say I need to give more from 
what I make from my work to the church. I need to give 20-percent. They are 
calling it a tithe. I am calling it a robbery. And, I still need to work at the 
church for free! I call this being a slave. I do not need to tell anyone how 
much I make from my painting business. These guys are a bunch of 
communists, and their leader, F.M. is a little dictator!! 

We are in a free country and I am doing something about it. On the side, I am 
beginning a painting and decorating business for myself only. I do not need 
to work or give money to the church anymore except for the tickets and for 
rent to stay in our house. I start my business with a wheelbarrow to transport 
my paints, brushes, tarps, and ladder. I have now a small wagon and I am 
using one of the horses from the Edwards farm. I also pay rent money for the 
horse because I cannot let them have more to hold over me. There are plenty 
of houses to paint inside and outside, and I get extra for when I decorate with 
stencil or do some special plaster work. The business is good and maybe in a 
year, we will have the money to get back to New York City. I am still 
working in the church Auditorium building with the boys because we have 
the house with the Edwards family and they push us to do this, but I am not 
happy. 

I am afraid for my sons also, for what they are teaching them. Especially 
Matty because he likes now to play that damned pipe organ. He believes all 
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that crap that the Elders tell him. We need to get away soon. I never plan to 
be with these Mormons for so long. 

 _________________________________________________ 

 

“Fer Damn,” I swear. I am angry and confused. It now makes me more mad 
about these Mormons. I am looking at maybe, a hundred guns sitting in one 
of the rooms from the church.  What kind of business is this? Is this some 
army camp? Is this a fortress we are building here? Guns? In the church? My 
mind is not bringing together what I see here. 

For a week, I work inside the Auditorium by the Tabernacle. I am working 
on plaster freeze forms for the decorating of the main ceiling. I use tools that 
come with me from Switzerland to carve the bees wax I use to mold plaster 
forms. I need more plaster and I am looking for where the plaster is being 
stored. The bags are supposed to be in a near room from the main hall. So, I 
am opening a door, I see the guns. It is a shock! I walk in the room and I am 
staying and looking for many minutes. Then I walk out and slowly close the 
door. 

I am walking to the sanctuary. I look for somebody who knows something. I 
see an old man I know is a church member, “What is this business with guns 
in the room down the hall? Are you starting a war? I always think you are 
peaceful guys.” I ask many questions. I am mad. 

“Everybody has guns,” replies the old man looking at me strange. “You can 
go into just about anybody’s house here in America and find a rifle. Most 
folks still go hunting.” He stops to think about it a little more. “I didn’t know 
we had any guns here, but that’s no big deal. Maybe they’re the guns they 
had in Utah when the U.S. Army came to chase us out.” And then he says. 
“You need to ask old F. M. if you are so dang concerned.” 

“You mean before you started a war?”  

“No, but we just about started a new country!” 

“Guns!” he is mumbling, “no big deal,” and he goes back to his work. 

__________________________________________________ 

 

In the evening I speak at the dinner table, “I am more positive that we need to 
get away from this place quick. These guys have guns in their church! What 
kind of church is this?” 
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“Arrêter, il suffit de penser….  We need to have the travel money first,” 
Momma is saying in her French and in her practical way, “and put up with 
our situation for now. What are you talking about? Guns?” 

“Aber these guys have strange ideas. They have more than one wife,” I add 
to the argument. “Some of the big guys have a dozen. I hear that F.M. has 
three wives. They do not speak of it because they can go to jail. But that is 
the way they run things here. Just like the guns.” 

“The Mormons were 
going to secede from the 
USA and have their own 
country in 1858. They 
were going to name the 
new country “Desert”,” 
says Matty, proud of what 
he is learning. “The 
United States attacked 
them…. and, F.M. has 
only one wife. It is the 
other Mormon church that 
allows for many wives.” 

“Voir. Look what things 
they are teaching the 
boy!” I say to Momma. “But this is also what I hear at work today. Before in 
Utah, they were in a war and were going to have their own country. Then 
these guns are for this, and they still have them!” 

“So, ce que vous êtes gong à faire? Are we going to pack up and leave now?” 
Stopping with no one replying, Momma is continuing in her French, “I 
thought so. No. We need to first have money for travel and for living when 
we first get to New York. And, what about what you have to say about 
paying back the tickets? Are you going to keep your word?” She is asking 
me. 

“Yes. The paying back for the tickets is no worry. We do not need to pay 
more by my counting. We just need the money for going to New York. But I 
am going to watch these guys.” 

“Twan, ne vous regardez pas tout le temps?” Momma is telling me I watch 
all the time and she changes the subject, “Franz is in trouble again at school.” 

1857 – U.S. Army under General Johnston in Utah 
to quell the Mormon uprising. The war was 
averted. 
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“I do not like what they are teaching the boys,” I say. “We will take them 
both out of school! 

“Yes! Yes! You should do this!” quickly answers our youngest, Franz. 

“So, if we take you from school, you will work with me painting houses. 
What you think? 

Not so sure, Franz is still holding his mind and his tongue. 

“I want to take a job in Kansas City,” requests Matty. “I have a friend who is 
working for Western Electric. I would rather not be a tailor. There is more 
work in the electric business, and because I will have a high school diploma, 
they will be sure to hire me,” and then he adds, “I will still be able to play the 
organ in the church. Elder Nathan says I will be able to do so. 

 __________________________________________________ 

 

“Matty and I are needing to register for the war. They are having men from 
18 to 45 be signing,” I tell Momma and Franz. “We need to go to the draft 
board in Kansas City. It is not a good thing. We do not come to America to 
go back to Europe to fight. They tell us that fighting in the war will make us 
American citizens. If we are not citizens, how can they make us fight?” 

“Then we really need to leave here,” says 
Momma. “You need to get your tools 
together and get them packed. It will take 
me less time than you. I will just use the 
steamer trunk again. No need to take a lot 
of things extra.” 

“What do you think, Matty?” I ask. “It is 
time to leave, nicht whar?” 

“Registration does not mean we will be 
drafted,” he tells me. 

“Do you want to take that chance?” it is 
Franz speaking. 

“But, I really like my job with Western 
Electric. It is important work and maybe it 
will mean they will not take me,” says 
Matty. “I would rather stay here.” 

Then Momma with her most practical way 
1918 Draft Registration Poster. 
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of thinking says, “Those soldiers on the train in France did not look so good. 
You remember, the ones on the stretchers and without their legs and arms.” 

 __________________________________________________ 

 

Matty does not want to leave his new job, but he does not want to be a 
soldier either. He is ready to go with us when we are all packed. 

 

Postscripts 
Men ages 18 through 45 were required to register for draft into the U.S. 
military service on September 12, 1918. This was the third draft registration 
for the war. The first two registrations covered men from ages 21 to 31. 
Many of those that registered promptly volunteered for service. Matty and 
Papa registered in Kansas City in September. They were not excited about 
having to register for a war from which they had just escaped, and it 
probably influenced their sudden departure for New York City. After more 
than a year amongst Mormons in the closed society of the church, Papa was 
anyway set on getting the family back to a more European-influenced life 
that he thought to be in New York City. He considered that both this offered 
home in the Wild West, and the Mormon theology, to be too restrictive and 
strange for him and his family. He was still also very upset about finding 
guns in the church. The Dutch names of Haarlem, Brooklyn, and Nassau may 
have influenced him also to pick the gangs of New York over the Mormons of 
Kansas City. 
In Buffalo on September 12, 1918 another immigrant along with many other 
German and Polish immigrants, Karl Hoche had to register for the draft.  
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Chapter 13 
Herbert –   Berlin, 1918  

Comrade Strike! 

Nach der Schnee Februar gegangen war, schlug städtischen Arbeiter .... 
Before the snow of February was gone, city workers struck. Garbage was not 
picked up, trolleys stopped running, electricity and gas were turned off, and 
barricades stopped street traffic. Sanitation was already a problem. Piles of 
garbage in the streets made things worse. I was at the Franck house telling 
my sister that I would be picketing at City Hall with the communists. Karl 
Liebknecht was out of jail now and he would be leading us. Onkle Emil 
overheard us speaking in the kitchen. He came in very angry at me. “Don’t 
you know the damage you and your comrades will be causing? We need to 
work together, not fight one another. Pickets just lead to rioting. There will 
be no benefit, and you easily could be hurt. 

I told both Onkle and Hilla that I could see no wrong with a communist and 
socialist uprising. “We have nothing and there is nothing to lose.”  

 _________________________________________________ 

 

“Our cause will become 
reality soon,” spoke 
Liebknecht. “You can see 
and feel the time is 
nearing. The Bolsheviks  
are now in power, and 
when they have finally 
put Russian Imperialism 
to death then Lenin will 
come and help us to make 
a communist state in 
Germany….  But we need 
to do our part! We need to 
keep the pressure on the 

government….  City workers need their salaries and they need food…. ” 

1918 – Berliners protest against the government. 
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I heard murmurs of agreement coming from around. “We all need food!... 
The ration quota that we are given is too little.” Someone said. 

There were cheers now…. “When we show our strength, the government will 
concede…. They will see we are united!” prompted the Doctor.  

More cheers now erupted from the group. 

“We will put barricades up on Rathausstrasse and Judenstrasse up by the 
Rathauss and we will need bodies to help maintain the cordon. Shultz, you 
take your gang and barricade north of the intersection on Rathausstrasse,” 
ordered Liebknecht as he began to distribute instructions. 

Such inspirational words from the leader I thought, and so I will make myself 
a little bit useful like the last strike and stay away from the police. It should 
be interesting.  

Shultz was the fellow in the dirty grey suit that I had met in the train station. 
We were not exactly great friends but Shultzie was not such a zealot as some 
of the others, so I usually hung around with him. We were going to strike 
right in front of City Hall, the Rathauss today. That will make things 
interesting, and there would probably be more police. 

“It looks like the polici knew we were coming,” indicated Shultz as our 
group joined others in street in front of the Rathauss. There were many 
picketers and they were shouting angry comments at the police and towards 
government in general. They wanted their salaries and they wanted the bread 
lines open again. Who could blame them? They were angry and they did not 
want to have the police hold them back. 

Shultzie had our gang make their way up front because that is where we were 
to put the barricade. It turned out not a good place to be as the crowd pushed 
forward into the line of police. Shots were fired in warning to scare the 
crowd, but the opposite happened. “Let them go to hell,” someone shouted. 

I found myself pushed forward and I fell down. I lay on the ground for only a 
minute and found myself next to one of our gang. “We need to get up so we 
are not steped on,” I shouted to him, but he did not answer back. It was then I 
saw the blood! No, this is not happening! I quickly stood up on to one of the 
steps and over the heads of the crowd I saw Shultzie further up the steps of 
the Rathauss with others being beaten by the police. I could not move 
forward or backward. I stood helpless. The shooting had stopped the forward 
progress of the crowd. There police were stopped also. 

Not for long. The police fired shots again into the crowd. This time it made 
the crowd stop and turn. The crowd was in a retreat and it took me along. 
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_________________________________________________ 

 

“You have some pretty good bruises too,” chided my sister as she placed a 
bandage over a small cut above my right eye. “Why were you in front, you 
dumkoff! Why are you still hanging around with these radicals? You are not 
like them.” 

“They are right you know,” I said. “Not about rioting, but about the way the 
city is behaving. The city needs to give them and their families something…. 
maybe not money, but at least open the bread lines again.” 

She just shook her head not knowing what more to say to me. I gave in, “I 
will not do it again. I am not such a radical. Liebknecht has been put in jail 
again and I think Shultzie is there also. He did not come back. The last time I 
saw him was on the steps of the Rathauss and the police were using their 
clubs to beat him. One of the fellows next to me was shot. I think he is dead, 
and it could have been me. No…. I am never going to do this again.” 

Shultz was in jail for just a short time. His treatment by the police was pretty 
bad and he was more than upset. He was not the same fellow he once was. 
He had suddenly become a zealot. He was not such good company anymore. 
This was my last time. I stayed away from the communists but unfortunately, 
not away from the authorities. 

 __________________________________________________ 

 

It was in November when I was caught by 
the police, put in jail, and then I was 
forcefully inducted into the army. I finally 
had taken that one step lower, and was 
caught stealing…. food, what else! 

“You will not be here long,” said the jailer 
as he closed and locked the cell. There 
were other foul smelling men in the cell. 
“You all will be off to the trenches to fight 
the English and Americans in a couple of 
days,” remarking as he moved into the 
guard room. 

The men in the cell were grim…. awaiting 
what was surely was to be an execution. I 

1918 – War in the trenches. 
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will find a way to make it through I thought to myself. Not everyone will be 
sent into the trenches. I was trying to cling to some hope. 

It was two days before the truck from the army came to pick us up…. a 
driver and two guards. No way to jump off. The truck took us to an Army 
camp near Frankfurt. At the camp we were each given an army shirt and a 
blanket. There were no army pants, shoes, socks, or helmets. A sergeant was 
assigned to give some basic training and then we were to leave for the 
fighting in a couple of days.  

“Get up you lazy bastards,” bellowed the sergeant. “We need to teach you 
how to shoot a gun.” 

We got out of the blankets and up from the dirt floor of the tent where we 
had slept, and then lined up in the cold drizzle. The sergeant tried to march us 
to the small arms tent, but we were not coordinated or would we ever be, or 
could ever be. Each of us was given a rifle. No bullets yet. First lesson was 
how to handle and clean the gun. 

We were not to be given a couple of days for training. The following day we 
were packed into a troop truck. We were told that we would learn how to 
shoot when we had something to shoot at. Maybe then they would issue us 
bullets. Maybe they would also issue us some helmets! I was beginning to 
think that maybe this was the end and then one of our troop said, “Maybe 
they will just abandon us in a trench and tell us to spit at the enemy.” That 
was funny…. 

 

Postscripts 
The United States became a formal participant of the war in April, 1917. The 
U.S. mobilized over 4-million military personnel and brought with them 
overwhelming military supplies of munitions and tanks. After a slow start in 
mobilization of economy and manpower, by the late spring 1918 the U.S. 
played the decisive role in ending the conflict. The German military was 
faced with a switch from one major opposing army to another; a much better 
equipped and organized army.  

By September 1918, Germany's Supreme Command conceded the inevitable 
and finally determined to sue for peace and, in order to gain more favorable 
terms, set up a constitutional monarchy. With the war lost, Socialists in the 
German government also saw a chance to maneuver into power.  
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The war ended in early November just about as Herbert reached the front 
line. He got to the front line but never into the trenches. He never had to fire 
a gun (or even to spit at the enemy.) He had avoided conscription until 
almost the end of the war. His troop was abandoned and disbanded without 
directions. He eventually walked back most of the way to Berlin without food 
and without much of a uniform to keep him warm. 
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Chapter 14 
Emil – Berlin, 1918-19 

Despair 

 

Deutschland ist dem Tode nahe ich grübeln, wie ich sitzen allein in meinem 
Arbeitszimmer .... Germany is near death I brood as I sit alone in my study. I 
sit in one of the few chairs left in the house with much of the furniture 
burned for fuel to keep us warm. I am despondent and I am cold. The Berlin 
that we knew has been ravaged and will never recover. We are prisoners 
here. There is no gasoline and there are no more carriages for us to leave 
Berlin even if there were somewhere to go. There are few horses. They are 
casualties of the war as well…. slaughtered on the war front with their riders 
or served up at the home table to be eaten. Our government, if it can be 

1919 – May 15th mass demonstration in front of the nearly empty Reighstag 
Building. Berliners as most of Germany is against the Treaty of Versailles. With 
the armistice signing in November 1918, in fear of reprisals from a 
disheartened public, the German Parliament (Reighstag) had moved to the 
small city of Weimar where the Freikorps could better protect them. 
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called such, has forsaken Berlin for the small city of Weimar because of all 
the unrest and rioting in our city. The government at first was changed to a 
constitutional monarchy to retain our Kaiser and make us look more 
democratic to our enemies, but this lasted only for about a month. Now the 
social democrats have taken control to set up a republic. Germany is totally 
out of control! There is to be an armistice soon, we are all sure of this. But 
with no one to negotiate, it will be a complete surrender. We, who were once 
so proud will become the doormat of Europe. Such a sacrifice for nothing. So 
much suffering, so much death! 

My wife Frieda, I am afraid is 
also near death. She is burning 
with fever, and is so weak and has 
such difficulty breathing. It is the 
influenza and our Doctor has 
nothing to give her. He is not 
expecting her to survive. We still 
have hope…. Hilla and Elsie and 
I. They have been looking after 
her, those two beautiful, good 
girls. They are still healthy, I 
thank God. But what is healthy? 
Everyone looks like a matchstick 
now, and the faces of these two 
sweet girls…. they are so pale and 
drawn. What more are we to 
endure? This flu has already killed so many, and after so many young men 
who were killed and are still being killed in this meaningless war. The Piels 
just lost their daughter to the flu and Willie and Stana have only now found 
out their son will never return. It is never ending, these losses. The 
newspaper consists only of obituaries and tales of death.  

The Kaiser and his family are also in danger of death now. It is the death 
knell of the Hohenzollern Empire. Death is our inheritance. Will the Kaiser’s 
fate be the same as Tsar Nicholas and the Romanov dynasty?... Will 
Germany also fall to communism?... There seems to be no future ahead and I 
am so tired…. 

“Onkle Emil?” It is our little Hilla rushing into the room. My heart leaps and 
I jump to my feet. 

“Freida?” is my immediate response and I rush past her towards our 
bedroom.” 

1918 – In Germany, the Spanische Grippe is 
estimated to have killed separate from war 
fatalities, more than 400,000. 
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“No, no, no, Tante is resting. Come see Herbert in the kitchen,” Hilla cries 
behind me. 

Herbert is still dressed in his Army jacket, but he is such a mess covered in 
dirt and dust. He looks as though someone has rolled him around on the 
street…. Such a pathetic looking little marionette. “I have just been with a 
crowd at the Rathauss and the communists have taken over at the police 
station on the Alexanderplatz,” he spills out to us in excitement.  

“There was this guy, part of the crowd, and he just walks into the police 
station and announces to all ‘I am the new police president!’ It was so crazy. 
I was not in the station. I just heard. There were so many at this riot and it 
happens so fast. There were only a few police officers at the station house 
and because of the big crowd they got out of there pretty quick. They did not 
stop to put up a fight. They were too frightened. It was just such an amazing 
thing that happened!” Herbert continues and cannot keep still in his 
enthusiasm. 

“Come sit and I will fix some warm tea,” advises Hilla trying to settle her 
brother down. 

“I never thought that the proletariat would have been able to overthrow the 
government,” Herbert exclaims! 

“You might now exaggerate,” I caution. “It sounds like a rebellion for sure, 
and I am sure it has deep roots with all the suffering the German people have 
endured, but we still have a government of sorts. It just has moved to 
Weimar. The German world no longer revolves around us here in Berlin. 
Berlin has been lost. But I also cannot believe that we have become 
Bolsheviks.”  

 ___________________________________________________ 

 

Death is around us, but it seems to have passed our house for now. Frieda’s 
fever has left her. She is still very weak but she is now taking food again. 
The Doctor believes the worst of her illness has past. I do not know if this is 
so for our country. The war is over. The armistice was signed on the 11 of 
November, and the Army has returned to Berlin. It is still dangerous to travel 
and be on the streets. There is chaos and rioting. We huddle here at home and 
eat what little we have in our stores. Herbert is staying with us now and we 
rely on him to go out for us. He is the least conspicuous of us all and he is 
very resourceful and street smart. Clara and her two other boys are here as 
well. It is easier to keep us all warm if we are together. Clara also has 
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American money which turns out to be a blessing. It is actually worth 
something even if there is so little we can buy with it. The German mark is 
completely worthless. The Kaiser has gone! In fear of his life, he has fled to 
Holland. Argumentative and stubborn Sozialdemokrats are in control of our 
government and so, we are virtually leaderless. 

It turns out that the person 
to proclaim himself the 
police president, Emil 
Eichhorn was not exactly 
a communist but is a 
socialist of sorts. He is a 
far left-wing socialist and 
may be a little bit of a 
Bolshevik, or maybe 
partly an anarchist. He is 
bad news for us and right 
now it is anarchy that 
reigns in Berlin. That 
incompetent socialist, 
Friedrich Ebert, somehow 
has remained in power 

and has become the Chancellor of our government. Eichhorn is one of his 
henchmen, and it would not surprise me that his takeover was planned by 
Ebert. The Imperial Army has returned, although the majority of them have 
gone home. General Groener, that weak old man has taken command of what 
is left of the Imperial Forces and he also is in Weimar. He also is under the 
thumb of Ebert. The soldiers that remain in uniform here in Berlin have taken 
residence at the depot and it is unfortunate that they have taken sides with 
Eichhorn and Ebert. They call themselves the Freikorps and with the police 
they have created a terror force. The population is not happy with this 
situation and now the People’s Navy who are sailors from the Imperial Navy 
have aligned with the People’s Working Council, the communists. There is 
sure to be a fight and both sides have armament from the war…. It is Herbert 
that brings us more information than we need to know and visits these places 
that he should not. We all worry about him, but we have now been worried 
about him ever since he has taken to the streets. 

 

 

 

1919 – Freikorps recruitment poster. 
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 __________________________________________________ 

 

“These are not little scratches and bumps,” Hilla chides her brother as she 
tends to him. “Can’t you stay out of trouble? You were knocked down the 
stairs, and you say you were lucky because the stairs saved you?” 

“It was the artillery that the Freikorps was using,” replied Herbert. “They 
surrounded the Navy barracks and I could not leave…. Then everyone started 
shooting, and the Freikorps was shelling the building. I was caught in the 
middle. The stairway provided a good strong shelter. A bunch of the sailors 
were killed and they decided to give up. It could have been a complete 
massacre if they continued to fight. All they had were a few rifles. They put 
up a white flag of surrender and the shooting stopped,” he rattled on. 

“Why were you even there?” asked Hilla. 

“Food! Why else would I be there?” replied her brother. “They had got the 
socialist government to give them flour and potatoes, and they even had 
some coal. And they even got money for their back pay, but I don’t know 
what good those German Marks are going to be for them. It was a token only 
maybe. Maybe money will be worth something sometime soon?” 

“You are not a sailor! You even still wear an Army coat. Why would they 
give you anything?” from Hilla. 

“Shultz was there, and he knew 
someone. It would have worked if they 
did not start to shoot,” he said. “Even 
so, the soldiers stopped shooting 
because of the crowd and had to retreat. 
There are just too many people now 
against the Freikorps. The people will 
not let them take over our city!” 

Herbert had somehow lived through 
another narrow escape in a place he 
should probably not have been. But 
then, all of Berlin was dangerous. 

 _______________________ 

 

Civil war and revolution has continued 
through the winter. It is being called the 

1919 – Spartacist Revolution 
in Berlin. 
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Spartacist Revolution after the uprising of the Roman slave Spartacus. The 
name is now common for communists…. Spartacists. It is probably an ill 
omen for them because that revolution against Rome was put down with 
terrible cruelty, and we can see now that the police and Freikorps gain more 
control each day. The Spartacist revolutionaries and their sympathizers were 
forced to retreat from the main city to tenements in the suburb of 
Lichtenberg, east of the city. Our young revolutionary Herbert tells us that 
they have built barricades of street refuse, rubble, and large barrels to make a 
fortress. They are rallying to make their stand there.  

“Doctor Liebknect and Rosa Luxemburg say they have an army of over 
10,000 and they are ready for the Freikorps,” predicted Herbert.  

“Your revolution is all but lost,” I tell Herbert. “It is time for another white 
flag. The police and Army are too powerful now. Do you not see you cannot 
fight them with guns? Make plans to attack them in the Senate and gain your 
revolution there. Look what happened at the Navy barracks! The Freikorps 
still have the artillery. You will be killed and to what end?”  

“If we stand, more will stand with us, Onkle,” Herbert argued. “I do not think 
this is so foolish. The crowds will gather just as they did at the Navy barracks 
and the Freikorps will have to back down just as before. There will be too 
many. Nothing is being done in the Senate. Not with the social-democrats in 
charge. If we can make Berlin a Spartacist community, then we can have a 
voice. People will see there is another way.” 

Herbert left us with their pamphlet “Die Stunde der Abrechnung naht!” The 
hour of vengeance is coming soon! 

 __________________________________________________ 

 

On 9 March we heard a rumor that the Lichtenberg police station had been 
stormed by revolutionaries and that 70 police officers had been executed in 
cold blood by the Spartacists. Ebert ordered the Freikorps to attack the 
insurgents and so they did the following day. The Freikorps used their 
artillery to blow up the barricades and rounded up all the Spartacist leaders. 
There was no show of support this time from the people of Berlin. The 
Freikorps stormed the building housing the Workers’ Council of Berlin, the 
center for the Spartacist movement and the Council was ordered dissolved by 
the government. Herbert came home. He had not been able to get behind the 
barricades. He had got to Lichtenberg when the battle was already engaged. 
But he did observe. 
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“It was just a lie you know. There were no police killed to start this war,” 
Herbert began. “It was a dirty rumor and then a massacre by the Freikorps, 
and they shot Liebknect as he stood there. I saw it! He had no weapon. He 
had been arrested. It was an execution!! But Rosa has escaped, so there is 
still hope for the movement.” 

 

Postscripts 
With the armistice, temporary peace of sorts began to slowly return to 
Berlin's streets. It was difficult to excuse the terror and suffering the 
Freikorps inflicted on Berliners, particularly in March 1919. The power 
allowed them by the police and authority given them by the government, and 
the official recognition they would subsequently receive would critically 
weaken the new Weimar Republic created by the social-democratic party. 
Emil Franck had been a successful businessman before the war and had 
some wealth. He was not of the German aristocracy, but shared some of their 
politics. He was not in support of the Socialist government. Near the end of 
the war, he and his family suffered depredation along with most citizens. He 
and his wife Frieda shared their home with the Hoche family as a ravaged 
Germany entered into peace.  

The Sailor and Spartacist revolts were successfully crushed by the 
government under Friedrich Ebert, yet the price had been high: between 
1,200 and 1,500 were dead and roughly 12,000 Berliners wounded, although 
with negligible losses to the Freikorps. The two communist revolutionary 
leaders, Karl Liebknecht and Rosa Luxemburg were both executed by the 
Freikorps. Ebert ordered an investigation into the killing of the communist 
leaders, but this was a joke. The Freikorps were not about to let their 
'heroes' be sent to prison; and the city’s judiciary puppets obliged.  In a 
mock trial, only two men, Lieutenants, Vogel and Runge, were given 
sentences… two years each. Somehow, neither made it to a jail cell. A large 
proportion of Freikorps veterans including Otto Runge, later found their way 
into influential positions within the administration of the Third German 
Reich under Adolf Hitler. 

The “Spanish Flu” peaked in Europe from October-November 1918. Many 
of the deaths caused by the flu may have been uncounted due to the large 
numbers of deaths of young men in the war or as a result of injuries. When 
people read obituaries, they saw the war or postwar deaths and the deaths 
from the influenza side by side. The flu was considered an extension of the 
war's tragedies. Worldwide, it was an unusually deadly influenza pandemic 
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which infected an estimated 500 million people, including remote Pacific 
islands and the Arctic, and is estimated to have killed between 20 to 
50 million (1 to 3 percent of the world's population at the time…. making it 
one of the deadliest natural disasters in human history). In Germany, it is 
estimated to have killed separate from war fatalities, more than 400,000. 
German war fatalities exceeded six-million. 
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Chapter 15  
Matty – New York City, 1918-19 

Celebration 

I grabbed a paper from the newsstand on my way home from work to the 
State Street subway station. We had arrived from Independence in October, 
and I had just found a job doing tailoring in the Jewish garment district in 
Manhattan. 

The streets were littered with paper. 
Earlier in the day there had been people 
throwing any scraps of paper they had in 
their offices from windows onto the street. 
It had been snowing paper. The New York 
Times headlines read that there was an 
armistice to the war in Europe. Germany 
had surrendered on November 11, earlier 
today. People were gathered in Times 
Square as I was passing and were 
celebrating. They were drinking liquor 
and dancing in the streets and the police 
were not doing anything about it. We 
would have much to talk about around our 
table tonight. 

When our family got back to New York 
after leaving Independence, we had found 
a tenement in Brooklyn on Fulton Street. I 
was on my way there. All of us, Papa, Franz, and I work in Manhattan, but 
we cannot afford to live in this part of the city. Brooklyn is an OK place to 
live I think. There are lots of Germans and Italians and Russian Jews, and a 
few Dutch. Downtown, I found a job in the garment district working for a 
Russian Jew doing custom tailor work. The pay is not so good, but it is better 
than most people get in the district. I was making better money working for 
Western Electric in Kansas City and I was still regretting having to leave.  

There are many sweat shops squeezed in the garment district where there are 
countless Jewish women sewing dresses, shirts and pants, and racks of 
clothes traveling up and down the streets. It is a huge business that has a 

November 11, 1918 – Armistice 
Day in NYC. 
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trade throughout the U.S. and Europe. Papa and Franz work mostly painting 
and interior decorating in some of the downtown buildings; mostly inside 
finish work. Papa belongs to a union now; one of those associated with the 
A.F. of L. Papa’s work pays more than three-times what I make because he is 
with a union. All of us are doing well earning money since we come from 
Independence. It is a good neighborhood in Brooklyn where we have a nice 
flat and can purchase our food nearby, and where we feel safe. I have already 
earned enough to buy myself an accordion. There is a piano factory not far 
away and I think it would be great to have a piano, but I am not sure how we 
would get it into the apartment. I am pretty sure I will be able to afford one 
soon. A short upright with a small sound board may be able to fit through our 
hallway and into our apartment. 

I miss playing the organs at the LDS church in Independence, especially the 
new pipe organ that was installed just before we left. If it were not for the 
draft, I would not have quit my electric technician job and we would not have 
left for New York. At least, I would not have left. Papa would have gone 
anyway. He could not get along with the elders. He never intended to become 
a Mormon. He just wanted a way out of Europe. He wanted a way to leave 
the war behind. He did not want to be fighting in it. And the war is now over, 
so we did not have to worry about the draft. Anyway, this part of our life has 
passed. I think now maybe if I work hard at learning new music, that I might 
be able to play an organ in one of the movie theaters. The garment district is 
next to the theater district. I have been to a movie. It is truly a wonderful 
experience! Just think…. to play the organ and be able to watch all the new 
movies. That would be a wonderful life! 

As the subway car pulls away from the station, I begin to worry a bit. We 
will be going under the East River in a steel tunnel. A few weeks ago, about 
80 people were killed when a car derailed and slammed into a concrete wall. 
It is nothing that happens often and it was not on this line, but as I watch the 
dark walls rush by, it makes you think, especially being under the water. I 
could take streetcars home that go over the bridge, but this is so much faster.  

The subway car that crashed was coming from Coney Island and it was on 
Sunday. There were many families. I look down at the paper that I have just 
bought. It has headlines about the end of the war. I think of the many soldiers 
and families that have been killed in the war and also of those who have died 
because of the influenza. Even now, every day there are hundreds of people 
that are listed in the papers that have died from what they are calling a 
pandemic. It makes me reason that the subways are safe after all. We all have 
our time to die and it can come from any direction. It also makes me consider 
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the past: Our family crossed the Atlantic just barely before German U-boats 
began again in a major way to sink ships between the U.S. and Europe. There 
were 14 ships sunk by the Germans in the month following when we crossed, 
and on the same route we traveled! Only a few days and we could have been 
one of those ships that were sunk. Yes, I think this is an enjoyable subway 
ride. There is no reason to worry. It is time for celebration. The war has come 
to an end. 

Papa and Franz finally get home and we are all sitting at the dinner table. So, 
I put the paper down by Papa. “We have a reason to celebrate tonight. The 
war is declared over,” I announce reverting back to speaking in German. 

“We heard at work today, but that did not give us a break,” countered Franz. 
“I looked down from the window and there was some celebration on the 
street and papers flying out of all the windows, but the boss told us to get 
back to work,” he said looking straight at Papa who was in charge of the 
work crew. “Pop had me steaming and scraping wallpaper off walls all day 
long. That was my contribution to the confetti. And, the walls are in pretty 
bad shape. We are going to need to re-plaster most of them,” he grumbled. 

“Time enough for celebrating now in the evening after work,” began Papa. 
“The people on the street coming to be shopping at Macy’s and going to the 
banks are a different class. The working people in Germany are not 
celebrating, you better believe! The war is over, but there is much suffering, 
for those surviving, and not just Germany. It is injustice…. so much killing 
for no reason. And no solution still for the working people. Is this reason to 
celebrate?” 

“But Germany has a Socialist government now,” I interject. “Isn’t that a 
good thing? Shouldn’t we be glad that the Kaiser is gone? Shouldn’t we 
celebrate that no one else will be killed or sickened by gas? Shouldn’t we 
celebrate that you and I will not have to fight in the war?” 

“Ya,” replied Papa, “we are celebrating to be not worrying about the draft. 
That we will not be having to return to Europe to fight. We will have a good 
dinner and glass of beer, and then have schnapps to make it official. What 
you think Momma?” 

“Bon,” said Momma, “we are thankful that the war is ending and no more 
boys will be having to be leaving for to fight.” And always practical she 
added. “Pas de politique. No politics at the dinner table. Not good for the 
digestion.”  
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After dinner I asked Papa, “Do you know this Fredrick Ebert that is now the 
Chancellor of Germany? He is a Socialist.”  

“He is not good for Germany,” replied Papa. “I know him only by reputation, 
but he is a schemer…. a politician that looks out only for himself and says he 
is a socialist. He walks the direction that gives less problems. Germany needs 
someone like Bismarck now. They going to get shit on by the French, and 
Ebert is not doing anything to stop it. Germany was bad for the working man 
before, but it is more worse now that France and England are putting on the 
squeeze. Our friends in Köln and Essen are having it rough because they are 
so close by the border. Just like in the Alsace, you watch! The French will 
send occupying forces. But the French and English maybe not the worse 
problem for Germany. Those damn Bolsheviks, and that damned Lenin have 
a lot of red flags flying… a bunch of anarchists revolting. It is making things 
worse.”  

“Ya, it is good and we should be happy that the war killing is over, but…. to 
celebrate? We are celebrating that we have a good life for now, here in 
America and we are not in Europe where there is still so much tragedy,” Papa 
concluded. 

Then Momma said something that made us all think. She is always doing 
this. She spoke in Dutch this time. “Ik was op zoek, I was looking… at the 
paper to see how many people die from the influenza. Not so many reported 
today. The Farentini family downstairs is sick you know. All of them. I 
helped them out today. I brought them some soup. Rosie is in bed and she is 
not able help the kids. Arturo is doing the best he can. There is a lot of vomit. 
I hope I do not bring the sickness here to our apartment.” 

It was a reminder. I reconsidered: there might also be a lot of people that will 
not be celebrating. 

 _________________________________________________ 

 

The New York 27th Division of the Army is back from the war and we will 
see them parade on the streets of New York City today. It is a beautiful day 
near the end of March. The Mayor has declared a holiday and most people 
are off from work. Momma, Papa, Franz and I took the subway to the 62nd 
Street Station and have pushed our way through crowds of people to near the 
grandstand at Madison Avenue. Papa is still working in the building across 
from Macy’s and will get us in. It is about 10:00 and the parade is to start 
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about now at 110th Street. The paper said there will be about 6,000 soldiers 
marching and there will also be some bands. 

People on the streets are quite happy and smiling, and they look like they 
have put on their best clothes. We did not see anyone wearing masks. It is not 
normally so. New York people are usually in a hurry to get someplace and do 
not stop to talk. And with the influenza now many people are wearing masks 
to protect themselves. The police have put up barricades along the sidewalks 
and are keeping people from the street. It is difficult, but we weave our way 
through the people to the building and find the alley open to the loading 
dock. Papa’s friend on security lets us in. We are not the only ones here. 
Many people have determined to find a good view, but Papa unlocks the door 
to where he has been working and we have a window to ourselves. Across 
the street is Macy’s and there are many people looking from windows there 
and some are even sitting on the ledges. If we put our head out of the window 
we can see the grandstand about a block away. Although I cannot make out 
any one person, Mayor Hylan will be there with the rest of the city Council 
and Governor Smith is supposed to be there also. General O’Ryan is intended 
to be there to review his troops. They call themselves O’Ryan’s Roughnecks. 

A band is playing 
marching music from the 
grandstand now, so the 
parade must be getting 
close. The evening paper 
last night noted that more 
than 1,200 had been 
killed and 8,000 wounded 
from the 27th, and that 
there are 10,000 soldiers 
in a Division. I guess they 
had reinforcements so 
that is how 6,000 soldiers 
can be marching. And we 
can see them at this time 
with the flags out in front. 
I know Papa does not feel 
quite right about 
celebrating victory, but he is happy that soldiers are returning and they 
should be welcomed. We can see their faces from our outlook. Some look 
grim, but others are smiling. The crowd cheers and the band can no longer be 
heard. It takes some time for the full body of troops to parade by, but the 

March 25, 1919 – NYC celebrates their soldiers 
coming home with a Victory Parade. 
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crowd continues to cheer while they pass. There are horses and field artillery 
also, and each group of soldiers have their own special flag.  

Momma has brought a picnic. Bread, cheese, and some hard sausage. We sit 
on the floor next to the cans of paint and made a meal. “They did not look so 
bad…. the soldiers,” remarks Franz beginning our multilingual conversation 
this time in English. “Their uniforms were in pretty good shape.” 

“It is nough a parade,” said Papa. “They have time to get into their good 
clothes. America has lots of money to dress up soldiers for a good show.” He 
continued, “not so long at the Somme River, they are not so clean and shiny. 
And we do not see the ones in the hospitals. We only are watching what 
politicians and the army are wanting us to see. We win the war!! Hurrah!! 
Hurrah!! What are we wining?” 

President Wilson wanted all the nations to agree to world peace, I thought to 
enter into argument, but I remembered Momma’s often repeated request…. 
no talking politics when you eat. It is bad for the digestion. We sit and 
listened to the crowd and appreciate our picnic. 

 __________________________________________________ 

 

It was an enjoyable evening sitting on the brownstone steps in front of our 
tenement building watching passersby. “It was good to get away from work 
today,” Franz said behind me. “Pop is really getting on my back lately.” 

“You are usually the one in trouble when he rides you,” I said. So what are 
you doing now that he needs to give you discipline?” and I watch him sit 
down next to me and light up a cigar. 

“When did you start smoking?” I asked, but Franz just shruggs. “You never 
really wanted to help Papa with the painting. You just wanted to be out of 
school.” I still get no answer. 

“So, what is it you want to do?” I prompt. “You still don’t want to go to 
school. Are you considering joining the army? They will never know how 
old you really are. The war is over and you would not have to go to be killed 
in Germany now.” 

“Yeah, I thought about it,” he said. “I thought about the New York National 
Guard maybe, but them marching by the other day made me think it probably 
would not be that much fun. Pop is a good enough sergeant. Why trade one 
for another?” 
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We sat quietly together on the steps and I thought this unusual. My brother 
usually gave me a hard time and I admit that I generally did not pay much 
attention to him. He looked so much older puffing on his cigar. I hadn’t 
realized how much bigger he was than I. He was almost 16 now and it 
sounded like he wanted to get away from home. 

“Have you ever stopped anywhere in the Bowery except the subway station? 
Have you seen the Hobo camp near there? He asked. 

“What are you doing down there with those bums,” I returned. “Is this why 
Papa has been after you? 

“No, no. Pop just thinks I need to work harder. That I am slacking off. He 
doesn’t know I have been spending time there. No, you think these guys are 
bums, but some of them are pretty smart…. and they don’t live so bad 
neither. Now don’t go telling Pop what I’ve been doing. He would really get 
on my case then.” 

“What are you thinking of doing? Surely you don’t want to live in that camp 
when you have such a nice place here?” I was taken back. 

“Some of those guys have been as far as California riding the rails. They 
have done stuff like being cowboys, working in mines, in oilfields, and 
harvesting food all over the country. They have traveled and have done it for 
almost nothing. If they did not like what they were doing, they moved on.” 

“I’m not sure this wouldn’t be very dangerous and hard for your health,” I 
consider. “It seems foolish when you have a god job now and a steady 
income.” 

“Maybe.” Franz snubbed out the butt of his cigar and left me sitting there as 
he walked off down the street. 

 _________________________________________________ 

 

Mike Windovitz was a neighbor. He and his wife had six children. Momma 
had been helping them also. A few days ago she found him next to his wife’s 
bed in tears. The wife had died from the flu sometime in the night. Mike was 
almost lifeless and the children needed something to eat. So Momma fixed a 
meal for them and had her friend Anna call the health department to come 
and get the corpse. The next few days both Anna and Momma helped Mike 
with the children as best they could. Eventually the health department sent 
social workers to work with Mike on something more permanent. Mike had 
no family to turn to. He and Sasha had emigrated from Russia about seven 
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years ago and had only those they knew from work or from the 
neighborhood. They were not orthodox Jews and did not attend a synagogue. 
With all the children to feed, they had almost no money set aside. Mike had 
to work every day. The social workers determined that the children would 
have to go to an orphan asylum for the time being. I was going to help Mike 
get the kids to the Brooklyn Hebrew Orphanage. 

“She was fine, and then she was dead,” Mike told me again. “How could it 
happen so fast? She lay down and then she could not breathe. The kids were 
all in bed. I got Ginny up to help me. You know, she is my oldest. But what 
could she do? She is only ten.” 

“You did all you could,” I tried to console him. “Let’s finish dressing the 
twins and then we will be able to go.” 

We got all the children ready and headed to the subway. I think Ginny and 
her brother Samuel, who was a year younger, knew something about what 
was going on, but not the little ones. They were going for a trip with Matty 
and their dad. All the children had had been sick and they still looked so very 
pale and skinny. Mike carried the baby and held on to one of the twins. I 
carried the two-year old, and Ginny and Samuel held hands with the other 
twin between them. 

The old brick building that was 
the orphanage had seen better 
days, but inside it was a little 
more cheery with the auditorium 
and dining hall decorated. The 
children’s rooms were not quite 
so cheerful with bunks lined up on 
opposing walls that were a dreary 
shade of grey. The children would 
need to stay in dormitories with 
ten to twenty other youngsters and 
they would be separated into 
different age groups. Mike stayed 
with the children for a little bit He 
did not want to leave them and 

they were not willing for him to go. The two-year old, Jacob was especially 
having a difficult time saying good-by. I could not begin to know how 
difficult this must be. I left them with a heavy heart. The Spanish Influenza 
had taken a heavy toll on the living as well. 

1906 photo – Hebrew Orphanage in 
Brooklyn. 
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 __________________________________________________ 

 

“I have a letter from Joseph,” Papa announced several weeks later. “Our 
brother Franz is dead in India and Joseph is saying he is leaving the family 
with money. Everyone is very surprised but the lawyer from Gertie’s 
husband Henri is arranging for the funds to come to a bank in Holland and 
then be contacting us. Franz you know, is putting up money for the theater 
that Henri is managing. Franz was doing some trading between India and 
Dutch Indonesia. Nobody knows what he is really doing. Pieter worked in 
Jakarta Embassy and even he did not know what things Franz was doing.” 

 

Postscripts 
The “Spanish Flu” peaked in America and Europe at the same time, in about 
November 1918. An estimated 675,000 deaths were eventually attributed to 
the flu in the US. In addition, 110,000 American soldiers were estimated to 
have died of the flu in Europe. During the week of November 1st, the Public 
Health Service records reported a total of 12,357 deaths in New York City 
from the flu; for the previous six weeks, a total of 30,736 deaths were 
reported. By March, 1919, the Brooklyn Hebrew Orphan Asylum was full, 
with over 600 children, mostly orphaned by the pandemic. 

The Versailles Treaty, finally signed on June 28, 1919, was the peace 
settlement between the Allied Powers and defeated Germany, officially 
ending World War I. The conditions in the treaty were so retaliatory against 
Germany that the restrictions doubtless stimulated the growth of Nazism and 
eventually led to World War II. Those countries that “won” the war thought 
only of the land they could now claim and the financial reparations owed to 
their citizenry. Those most influential in writing the Treaty were Prime 
Minister David Lloyd George of the United Kingdom, Prime Minister 
Georges Clemenceau of France, and President Woodrow Wilson of the 
United States. They ignored German appeals regarding Treaty severity. The 
most controversial aspect of the Treaty was that the German State was fully 
responsible for the War and all damages (known as the "war guilt" clause). 
The clause identified major land concessions to be forced upon Germany (the 
loss of all her colonies, the Alsace region, the Polish partition, and a 
separation from Austria), limitation of the German army to 100,000 men, 
and an extremely large sum of money that Germany was to pay to the Allied 
Powers. President Wilson had no qualms that Germany was completely 
responsible for the war and the country would only suffer minimal hardship 
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in meeting the treaty demands. The big three leaders would not concede to 
the fact that the majority of the population in Germany were completely 
destitute from the war. The US Congress neither ratified this Treaty, nor did 
they endorse the League of Nations that President Wilson had created 
through the subsequent conference at Versailles. Forty-two nations including 
France and Great Brittan joined the League. They intended to control the 
world. 

In 1919, the Laenen family lived in relative comfort and safety in Brooklyn. 
Anton and Franz worked near Macy’s Department Store and Matty worked 
in the Garment District. The next year in 1920, the family was to leave for a 
trip to Holland in June and return in September. They left on family business. 
Papa’s brother Franz had died.  
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Chapter 16 
Anton –    Maastricht, August 1920     

Inheritance 

Ve take de steamship 
Volendam van New York 
zu Rotterdam und travel 
by train nach Maastricht. 
I have improve von 
English, aber not so goot 
yet. By letter, the lawyer 
is saying we have to be in 
Maastricht to get the 
money Franz has died, 
my brother Franz, and we 
made passage to Holland 
on the Volendam. It is not good having to leave work. We are all of us 
probably needing to look for other jobs when we get back. But then, this is a 
good occasion to be meeting with the family. I am not seeing my older 
brother Pieter or sister Gertie for 20-years almost. Gertie is moving to 
Amsterdam with her husband Henri, and Pieter and his wife Maria being 
very far away for a long time also. They are living in Indonesia until before 
the war just. Gertie and Pieter are already gone from home while I am 
growing up. Joseph is the only family that I am in contact before we are 
leaving for America. He and I are close probably because he is only eight 
years older. Also, he lives still in Maastricht with his big family, so I visit 
with him often. He and his wife Elisa have seven children. He is only good 
Catholic in our family. Besides so many children, he is also going to the 
Catholic Church. Nobody knows where our younger brother Johan is gone. 
He joins the Dutch Marines some years ago, and last time we are hearing, he 
is in Indonesia also. Pieter is thinking Franz is keeping connection with 
Johan. The lawyer so far is not locating him. 

The lawyer is a good friend of Henri Dreezens, who is husband of our Gertie. 
Henri is important man because he is operating the big opera house in 
Amsterdam and he has theaters besides. Gertie is very special because she is 
a wonderful opera singer. Anyway, we are together to see what the Dutch 
lawyer is saying about what Franz is leaving to us.  

Holland-Amerika Steamship Volendam. 
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“Weet je, you know,” my brother Pieter says aside to me, “Franz may not 
have obtained his fortune legally. He was reported to be involved with some 
of the less desirable Indian cults and maybe even been involved with the 
Thuggees. We still do know how he died. It may have been a murder, you 
see. Franz may have had dangerous friends and could have made some 
treacherous enemies. It is still a mystery to us. We know only that the British 
embassy has confirmed his death and that they have not withheld any of his 
assets.”  

“We should begin now,” the lawyer begins talking. “There have been 
substantial funds we have transferred to the Dutch National Bank from 
various accounts in Indonesia and in India belonging to Franciscus Matheus 
Laenen, your brother Franz. Being the eldest brother, Pieter has signed for 
these transactions. His connections with the Dutch embassy have been 
invaluable. It is now time to discuss the distribution of said funds…. Franz 
left no will. He was associated in business with the Dreezens’ Theatrical 
buildings and there is business to conduct in this regard also. All funds not 
associated with this business and that are liquid are to be distributed between 
the siblings equally.” 

Henri then spoke. “I think we all know that Franz had a soft spot in his heart 
for Gertie and thought that helping with financing us in the Theatric business 
would help her career. And so it did. It also helped him, because we have 
done well. His share of the business has become yours, and you need to 
individually determine if you wish to become partners in the business. We 
will distribute his share of the business equally between you, including Johan 
who is not here, and you can decide either to sell your share or continue as a 
partner and receive annual dividends. It is my intention to purchase some 
additional theater property with this new money. The new theaters will be 
movie houses. I believe there is a good future in this direction.” 

When all the deciding and all the signing is all over this day, Franz’s bank 
funds is split four-ways with Johan’s share in account for him until it is 
found where he is, and Gertie’s share going to Henri. Only Joseph decides to 
sell his share of the business back to Henri. The share of Johan is left for him 
because he is absent. It is a good day for our families. We have no idea that 
Franz is accumulating such money. Each of us is getting a little more than 
20,000 Dutch Guilders. We are not millionaires, but we are making a big step 
over the working man. Matty has also excitement that we are sharing in the 
movie theater business. I am not sure how I am feeling about this. 

 __________________________________________________ 
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Before leaving for America, we spend some time with Joseph and his family. 
Momma and I stay with a cousin, his name is Franz also, and the boys stay 
with their uncle Joseph. Five of his seven children are close by. His only 
daughter, Maria Theresia lives close and we visit with her almost every day. 
She is very good cook and a pleasant young lady. We are surprised she is not 
married. Joseph’s youngest, (another) Franz is still living at home with them. 
He is fifteen, just a year younger than our Franz. He is not like our Franz.  He 
is much more quiet and courteous. We also meet Martin and his wife, and the 
two children; Andries, his wife and a baby, and Anton. The boys are all 
middle twenties. Anton is a year older than Matty and he is not being 
married. The two boys get along good and go to Maastricht a few times. 
Anton lives in Liège in Belgium; that is just south across the border. Matty 
also gets along well with his unkle, of course, because of the organ playing. 
They are in church several times so Matty can practice. Joseph is the Choir 
Director for the St. Pieter Catholic Church. He is also a good organ player.  

“So, you think you can play at the masses on Sunday?” Joseph asked Matty 
in Dutch. “The prelude music before the mass…. something by Bach. You 
were practicing ‘Jesus bleibet meine Freude,’ that would be an excellent 
piece.” 

“Are you sure I am good enough, Unkle,” replies Matty? “I would have to 
practice more.” 

“Yes, you are good enough, and yes you can practice more, but there can be 
only one or two more practices. It is Friday now,” says Joseph. “If you stay 
in Holland with us, I would use your playing all the time. You could play 
some of those Mormon hymns you learned and maybe I could get some 
Dutch translations for them for the choir. We would have a very good time 
together.” 

Matty plays very good when Sunday comes. Many of Joseph’s and 
Elisabeth’s friends are coming over to us to thank us and give compliment 
about our son and his playing. 

 __________________________________________________ 

 

Before leaving for America, I want make time for visit in Köln for friends, 
but there is still much trouble in Germany. There being French troops in the 
country still, and a strike on the railroad now in Germany. So instead, I take 
Momma to the resort in Scheveningen, the beach north of Den Haag. We 
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spend some days there. Franz stays in Maastricht with his cousin, and Matty 
goes again to stay with 
his cousin Anton in 
Liège. We have good 
weather. The North Sea is 
not so cold and there is 
not so much wind. 
Sometimes there is luck 
with good weather in 
Holland.  

I make change on the 
tickets for Momma and 
me for the steamship. I 
have make arrangement 
for a first-class cabin that 
is not so much more 
money. It is a treat for 

Momma because the room is more large and we will have a private toilet. We 
also have a window for looking outside. Matty and Franz are in second-class, 
two decks below from where we are. The Rotterdam is greater ship than the 
Volendam and also it is more wide, so the boat is not rocking so much. 
Momma will welcome this. In Dining Room, is an orchestra playing for 
lunch and dinner, and also a band in Social Hall in evening. Matty will find 
pleasure in this. 

 

Postscripts 
When Great Britain was beginning to expand its’ territories in India, British 
administrators were becoming alarmed by reports of bands of stranglers that 
were roving the countryside murdering and disposing-of travelers in bizarre 
ways. Evidence convinced the Colonial authorities that they were dealing 
with one secret society, the Thuggee. Between 1830 and 1840, British police 
captured and executed at least 3,700 Thugs, essentially eliminating most of 
the threat from the infamous society. Although isolated cases of a Thug's 
proficiency with a noose still exist in India even today, the stranglers of the 
goddess Kali did not for the most part, exist as a secret society in 1920, only 
their notoriety. If Franz was killed at all, it was probably not by the Thuggee, 
however, many people in India and abroad still blamed them for any 
unsolved death, and thug is used as a common word in the English language 
today. 

Scheveningen Beach circa 1910. Notice all the tents 
and wicker chairs for wind protection. Also, there 
are no swimmers and everyone is fully clothed. 



 

   119 

Three of Anton’s brothers ended up in Indonesia and in nearby India 
probably because of Dutch colonization and the money to be made there. 
Dutch Guilders: In 1920, 20,000 Guilders represented 10,700 American 
Dollars. This represents about $750,000 today. 
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. Chapter 17 
Hilla – SS Rotterdam, September 1920 

Steerage 

The man in the boat is harking, 
He’s seized with wild, wild woe, 
And never the rock-reefs marking, 
He gazes on high from below. 
 
The waves, I believe, will be flinging 
The man from his boat to die; 
And all that from the singing –  
 

The lay of the Loreley! 
Heinrich Heine 

 

.... Die Laien der Loreley!  Life has been so wretched in Germany with 
everyone so sick and so hungry. People on the streets are so angry. We will 
be leaving Berlin on the morrow. What lies ahead for us? Will we find a 
place of refuge where we are going? Will the steamship bring us safely 
across the ocean? Will we even be safe on the train as we travel from Berlin? 
Germany is not safe. It is such a long way to America, aber der Mann im 
Boot ruft; the man in the boat calls. He is harking for us to begin our 
journey. Papa has sent the money to pay for our passage to America, $240 in 
American dollars. This is a fortune for us. It is to pay for the train to 
Rotterdam, the hotel, and the steamship passage. Papa will then meet us in 
New York City.  

I am anxious and excited about our trip, but I am also frightened. Momma is 
frightened also. The boys do not know any different and Herbert like always, 
knows everything! It will be sad to leave Cousin Elsie and Onkle and Tante. 
The war has left Onkle’s business in pieces, and their home looks so bleak 
now. He still has lots of German marks but they are worthless. He says he 
has to start over and consequently he has just become involved with a radio 
factory and he is their bookkeeper. He still has many business friends so 
maybe things will get better for him; for all of them. Onkle and Tante have 
been so good to us. I do not know what we would have done if we would not 
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have been able to live with them. 
 ________________________________________________ 

 

We have made the first leg of our journey. The train station of Rotterdam is 
noisy and busy place. There is a life in the crowd that we have not seen for 
some time. At the platform, people are greeting passengers and saying their 
farewells. They are happy. We see many people that are well dressed and 
there is a trio of musicians playing down by the turnstiles. Music has been 
gone from Berlin for some time now. It is a wonderful sound to hear the 
melody playing with the chatter of people and the sounds of the trains. There 
are also people in the station with poor clothing, like the clothing that we are 
wearing. We are not alone. We are the refugees.  

Outside the terminal we smell food from nearby stands. The temptation is too 
much for Momma. When was the last time we were able to buy cooked food 
from a street vendor? She orders pomme de frites for all of us. We sit with 
our baggage around us and savor the taste of each finger of fried potato. 
People smile at us as they walk by. The food has brought on euphoria and my 
anxiety has vanished. I no longer dwell upon the image of a boatman luring 
us beneath the water. 

We find a horse carriage 
that will take us to the 
Holland-Amerika Hotel. 
The hotel is near the ship 
docks. The Hotel is a 
three-story, yellow brick 
building; not very pretty. 
There is a line of people 
waiting to get in but it 
does not take too long. 
Once inside we are 
divided into different 
language groups so we 
can be instructed about 
the facility.  

One of the hotel employees takes us to our quarters and begins her dialog in 
German: “This facility accommodates as many as 800 guests and is 
provisioned just as you will be aboard the ship. Sleeping apartments are open 
on top, each containing from four to six iron berths, similar to those used in 

Holland-Amerika Emigrant Hotel in Rotterdam. 
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the steerage of the Holland-Amerika Company's twin-screw steamers. The 
compartments are partitioned off along the walls.  This is to give passengers 
privacy, besides the advantage of being together with members of your 
family in one compartment. The compartments are grouped into dormitories. 
Between the partitions, a wide space is left in the center of each dormitory 
for chairs and tables for your use anytime, while windows and ventilators 
provide light and air on every side. You see, spacious wash and bath rooms, 
with modern appointments, are located on the vestibules conveniently close 
to each dormitory. Follow me and we will now go to the dining area.” 

As we followed, Herbert whispers to me, “This will not be so very great for 
eleven days on a rocking boat, especially if someone gets sick and throws 
up.”  

“No one is going to throw up. You are just making trouble,” I reply. “Just 
shush and listen.” 

Our instructor continues: “Dining rooms and coffee or conversation rooms 
are necessarily somewhat sober in appearance in order to insure cleanliness; 
however, they are bright, spacious, and pleasant.  The sleeping 
accommodations you will also see are spacious, clean, and airy. This hotel 
has been constructed in such a manner, that, should the need at any time 
arise, it would be possible to quarantine all passengers within its walls 
effectually as though they were on shipboard.  This possibility of isolation 
before sailing is a great sanitary advantage. We are furnishing good lodging 
and board for emigrants at a low figure and at the same time we are 
protecting you against low boardinghouse runners and sharpers. The facility 
will furnish an examining physician for your health. We will also arrange for 
cleaning, bathing, and disinfecting should it be required, and provide all 
sanitary measures in connection with those prospective citizens to the United 
States. The day before sailing you will be inspected by a prominent 
Rotterdam oculist, engaged by the steamship company for its own protection, 
to prevent any passenger suffering from infectious eye diseases sailing on its 
steamers.” 

“Oh, how wonderful,” quipped Herbert into my ear. 

“We shall return to the dormitories now and I will assign the compartments.” 
The instructor ended her explanations. 

We were given a compartment with three double bunks. It would be three 
days before boarding our ship, the Rotterdam. The staff recommended that 
we remain at the hotel for the time we were in the city and not to go out. All 
our needs would be taken care of. There was a radio in the Dining Room and 
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several shelves of books in the conversation room, even some books in 
German. I was very contented with this situation. 

 __________________________________________________ 

 

We board the Steamship Rotterdam on September 14, early in the morning. 
There was a very long line. There are 2,100 third-class passengers. Yes, 
third-class!! We learned yesterday that the Rotterdam has no steerage 
accommodations. This is wonderful. It is a beautiful ship. We will have a 
cabin and not have to be in an open dormitory. We had to get up very early 
for our eye examinations. It was a little scary because the doctor was not 
pleased with the condition of my left eye, my lazy eye. He said the doctor did 
not do a very good job in surgery when it was done in Breslau. But he passed 
me because the eye was not diseased. I had for a brief moment thought my 
journey was over before it had even begun. Momma would have left me 
behind, I am sure. But all is well.  

We are on board finally, and we have a nice little cabin and the washroom 
and toilets are very clean. There are about 700 people on our level (they call 
it a deck) and I think about 20 wash stations. This is so much better than the 
hotel. Even though we have a cabin, we are still classed as steerage 
passengers, so we do not have the best of the third-class cabins. That is, we 
are located in the lower two decks. We are on deck 2 and near the fore part of 
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the ship. This is better than being on deck number 1 near the aft which is the 
closest to the ships’ engines. 

We will have an outside place to walk on the foredeck of the ship anytime we 
wish, weather permitting, and a place to stand outside on the aft deck that is 
covered. All third-class passengers are provided, free of charge, a mattress, 
bedding, mess tins (that have a plate, mug, knife, fork, spoon and water can). 
Third class is on the three lower decks of the ship and we are not to go above 
the fourth deck which is where the fore and aft decks are located and where 
there are three Dining Rooms and a dozen or more Conversation Rooms for 
our use. The ship’s kitchens are also located on deck 4. 

The ship departed at 11:00 that morning. Momma stayed in the cabin, but the 
four of us watched from the foredeck. The ship’s horn gave several loud 
blasts and we began to move away from the tug boats that pushed us clear of 
the docks. At mealtime, we were waited on by stewards who took our eating 
utensils and plates for cleaning. Herbert was worried that we would not get 
our same ones back. I just hoped that they would do a good job in cleaning 
them. The food was very good. We found out that meals were to be served 
three times a day by the ships' stewards; breakfast at 9, dinner at 1, supper at 
6 o'clock. This was to be a really big treat. 

There was yet another treat. Music from the first-class Social Hall could be 
heard on the foredeck. I found an excuse to be on the foredeck in the 
evenings when the music was playing, and when no one was watching, I 
would dance. 

 

Postscripts 
In 1920, the Rotterdam IV was one of the finest, largest and most popular 
ships crossing the Atlantic. At a cost about $5,000,000 and built by Harland 
& Wolff Limited, Belfast, Northern Ireland in 1908, she held 530 first-, 555 
second- and 2,124 third-class passengers. She was a liner with two masts, 
two funnels, twin screws and quadruple expansion steam engines; Holland 
America’s first. At 650 feet in length and 77 feet wide, her registered tonnage 
was 24,170, with a displacement of 37,190 tons. She traveled very fast with a 
service speed of 17 knots. For the first-class, she had 56 suites and rooms 
with brass bedsteads and private baths, and over 100 single rooms. On the 
upper decks were located a beautiful Palm Court, Verandah Cafe, Elevator, 
Social Hall, Library, Smoking Rooms, a glass enclosed Promenade Deck, 
and electrically forced ventilation of hot and cold air. One of her most 
attractive features was an immense Dining Saloon, seating nearly 500 people 
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at intimate tables, where all of her first- and second-class passengers took 
their meals, and where an orchestra played during lunch and dinner, as well 
as in the Social Hall in the late evening. 

Immigrants who could only afford the minimal third-class fees of about $30 
per person, were referred to as "steerage passengers." The name came from 
the part of the ship, the steerage in the belly of the ship, where they were kept 
and which provided the cheapest possible accommodations. In many of the 
older ships with steerage accommodations, it was crowded below deck and 
steerage passengers were seldom allowed to go up for fresh air. The 
Holland-Amerika Hotel in the city of Rotterdam was intended to mimic these 
accommodations and prepare immigrants for this kind of passage. All 
services were basic such as food, and often passengers were fed nothing but 
soup or stew, and sometimes bread, biscuits, or potatoes. Immigrants that 
sailed on the Steamship Rotterdam were treated to more luxurious 
accommodations than most. For the Hoche family, the Rotterdam was a vast 
improvement over steamships still in operation with steerage 
accommodations. But as third-class passengers, they were still restricted to 
the lower decks. 
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Chapter 18 
Matty – SS Rotterdam, September, 1920 

Smitten 

The orchestra was good, 
but it was becoming very 
warm inside.… besides, 
the Social Hall was filled 
with couples dancing. I 
could watch and hear the 
music just as well outside. 
The ocean breeze felt 
good as I stood at the 
railing looking down onto 
the foredeck. Some 
movement in the shadows 
near one of the cranes 
drew my attention. There 
was someone dancing…. 
a young woman twirling 

around and around. She stopped…. and then she looked up and saw me 
watching. She quickly ran back inside under my platform. She was quite 
pretty. 

The next morning, I could not resist going back to the platform outside the 
Social Hall where I had seen the young lady dancing. I thought maybe I 
would be able to see her again. There were a few people outside, mostly men 
and they were smoking. A few family groups, but none with the girl I had 
spotted last night. I was sure that if I saw her, I would recognize her. I was 
not sure what I would do if I saw her. But that did not stop me from going 
back a dozen or more times that day to look for her. She was there again that 
evening, but not dancing. There were also several couples on the foredeck 
tonight. When she again looked up my way, I was standing with some others. 
It looked as though she would run away again, but instead she receded into 
the shadows. 

I would have to get down to the foredeck to see if I could find her. It was a 
mystery now. But it was not so easy to get down to third-class. First- and 

 
SS Rotterdam Social Hall, circa 1920. 



 

128 

second-class are separated from third-class. Each have their own social areas 
and dining halls. Third-class occupies the lower four decks on the ship and it 
has the foredeck as a focal point for outside recreation. The foredeck is a 
generous area for outside walking and sitting, but it is also cluttered with 
machinery and obstacles for loading and docking the ship. There are many 
cranes and winches and the ships anchors are stored on the foredeck. First- 
and second-class occupy the upper five decks, and have an arboretum and a 
promenade for their exercise and pleasure. The only way down to third-class 
is through gated stairwells only available to the crew, or through the kitchen 
areas located on the fourth and fifth decks. 

I had on the first day, made friends with some in the orchestra because I 
wanted to see if I could find some available time to practice on the piano. 
There was time especially in the early morning for me to practice, and I 
found the pianist to be a friendly fellow. He was from Manchester, England 
and was especially interested in some of the experiences I had and some of 
the people that I had met in New York along Tin-Pan Alley, and some of the 
music that I had collected. He was willing to help me try and find a way 
down to third class. His name is Edward and he had met an Irish girl in the 
kitchen that he liked and thought maybe she would help. Of the crew, all the 
officers and most sailors were Dutch, but many of the pursers and kitchen 
crew were from other countries. 

“Sure, and I’m wondering why I am helping two piano players, wouldn’t you 
know,” said Katie, “and an Englishman to boot…. Well, a good time to go 
through the kitchen might be when we are cleaning up after the evening 
dinner,” she suggested, “and you would be needing to get back before we are 
done with the cleaning.” 

That evening Katie gave me an apron to wear and took me to the stairs to the 
kitchen galley below. “I will get you below and show you how to get in and 
out, and then you will be on your own. When you are down there and anyone 
is to be asking, tell them you work in first-class, and you do the reverse up 
here. Tell them you are working in third-class, come to claim a cooking pot.” 

I took off my suit jacket and tie and tied on the apron. Katie got me to the 
galley below and then to the door into the third-class dining hall. “You have 
yourself a good time now little Dutch boy, slumming with the lower classes,” 
she remarked as she left me in the mostly-deserted hall. I took off the apron 
and slipped back into my suit coat and tie. 

There was good illumination on the foredeck from the lights of the Social 
hall on deck above, but this was only in the near vicinity of the overhanging 
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deck. The rest of the foredeck was mostly unlighted. I took a stroll to the bow 
of the ship. In the semi-darkness, it felt like a walk in the alleyways of New 
York. There were small groups of people along the rails and in the shadows; 
mostly men smoking, but some family groups. I did not see her. I checked 
my watch. I still had about two hours to wander and to search. 

The breeze generated by the moving ship felt cool but I felt exhilarated and 
flushed with excitement. Maybe she would not be on deck tonight? Maybe 
she would look different down here, and I would not be able tell her apart 
from other girls? Maybe, I just need to be patient.,,, I stopped and spoke to a 
couple of groups of men. One group, some Jews from Russia and another 
group from Poland. We could not communicate well. The next group was 
from Germany and they wondered why I was down on the foredeck. I guess 
it was obvious that my clothing was better than theirs. I did tell them I was a 
tailor and that I had made the clothing I wore, but they still held back in their 
conversation. I could not tell them that I was on their deck because I was 
looking for a girl. Even to me, that sounded a little strange. I told them that I 
just felt more comfortable on this deck and that it had not been too long ago 
that I had emigrated to the U.S. from Switzerland. 

I did not see her and I needed to get back through the kitchens. As I gave 
Katie the apron she loaned me, I told her that I wanted to try again tomorrow, 
and maybe after breakfast? “Not a good time,” she said. “Try again 
tomorrow night and have patience. You are a funny one to be looking down 
instead of upward,” she mussed. “Come on, Eddie and I are going to take a 
bit of the brew in the crew’s lounge. You can join us and wear the apron 
again…. and why don’t you keep it for a bit? You might be needing it if you 
ever find your princess.” 

Just one more time, I stopped by the deck overlooking the foredeck. I saw 
her again and I waved. I am sure she saw me. I was also sure I would 
recognize her up close. One thing; she was wearing the same dress. 

Next evening I was again down on the foredeck looking for my “princess.” I 
walked the circuit around the deck stopping each time at the bow, and there 
standing in the torrent of wind took in the air of the vast ocean we were 
crossing. I imagined her standing next to me. What could I say to her? Could 
I even speak her language? Would she even speak to me? What was going on 
with me? Why in the world was I behaving so? Walk the circuit one more 
time, I thought. Tonight I would not return to the upper decks until I had met 
her. I was determined. 



 

130 

But tonight, I was not to wait so long. She was sitting with someone in the 
light from the hall deck above. He looked like a younger brother, maybe 
about eight or ten years old. “Hello,” I said in English not knowing what 
language I might use. 

The young boy answered, “Hello, wir sprechen kein Englisch.”  

So, they are from Germany I thought and I began in German. “Where are you 
from?” 

The young boy answered again, “We are from Berlin and we are going to 
Buffalo in the United States.” 

I addressed the young lady, “I waved to you from the social-hall deck last 
night.” 

She didn’t answer, and the young boy questioned me, “Are you from the 
orchestra that is paying up there?” 

“No, I play the piano, but I am not in the orchestra. I am a passenger just like 
you,” I said to him, and then I said to her, “I saw you dancing the day before. 
I think you saw me on the deck then also. But you stopped and ran inside.” 

I could see the blush of her embarrassment, but she did talk to me then. “I 
like music, and it was not dancing.”  

“I’m going to find Helmut,” said the young boy who seemed to be looking 
for something more active than just sitting and talking. He had, to my good 
fortune, taken some unseen cue. He lost interest and had left us there alone. 

What was it then if it was not dancing?” I asked her. 

“I do not know how to dance, I was just enjoying the music. When I hear 
music…. any kind of music, it makes me want to move to the sound. I would 
sing also if I knew the words, but then I do not have a pleasing voice either. 
Doesn’t music make you want to dance and to sing?” 

“I want to play along,” I answered. “It is my joy to make music with a piano, 
an accordion, or an organ. I do not know how to dance or sing either.” 

I thought then, OK, this is a good opportunity to ask her to accompany me to 
the social hall. I had no idea how to get her there when I asked. “Can you 
come up to the hall and listen to the orchestra with me? 

“I can hear the orchestra fine from here,” she reasoned, but she also asked, 
“Is it a nice hall? Someone has told me that it is very fancy. I would look out 
of place because of my dress….” Her voice trailed. 
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“Look,” I told her. “You are a beautiful young lady and no one will be 
looking at your dress. But, my Momma has some nice ribbon we can use to 
go round your waist and freshen up your dress. I am a tailor and I have some 
talent for fashion. Would you come if I brought the ribbon?” 

“Do you really think? Well, it cannot hurt”…. she paused, “Alright! I will 
put on a better dress tomorrow, and we can try.” 

We sat and listened to the music and talked. Not too long and her brothers; 
Gerhardt, the young boy I had met before, and Helmut came by. They were 
out of breath from running around the foredeck between all the equipment. 
“Tomorrow,” she said to me as she left with her brothers to see what 
mischief they were into. 

Katie gave me another apron for Hilla to use. It was not much of a disguise, 
because most of the workers watched as we passed, but no one stopped us. 
Maybe they thought we helped out in some other part of the ship. 

We found a table far from the dance floor and in a corner that was a little 
darker than the rest of the hall. The orchestra played waltzes and some 
foxtrot music. As Edward was telling me, they had not learned any of the 
new music that was happening in New York. Hilla and I tried to dance to a 
waltz in our little corner. We were both too shy to get out on the dance floor. 
I thought she danced just fine. 

Hilla wanted to get back to her cabin. Her 
momma would be wondering where she 
had gone to. On the way back through the 
kitchen, I introduced her to Katie, and 
then on the way back, I stopped to ask 
Katie to think about how I could spend the 
day in third class. Meanwhile, Papa was 
wondering what I was up to. Momma 
already knew because I had borrowed her 
ribbon material. 

The voyage was passing quickly. Hilla 
and I met as often as we could either in 
first- or third-class. I introduced her to 
Papa and Momma. She seemed to become 
good friends with my momma, but she 
would not let me or my parents meet her 
momma. I did get to meet all three of her 
brothers. Her older brother, Herbert acted 

1920 – Hilla and my momma on 
the Rotterdam. 
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like he was her papa. The last day of the voyage was arriving too soon. Hilla 
was worried about the medical examinations at Ellis Island. She had an eye 
that wandered. She had heard that the eye examinations were especially hard, 
and sometimes they turned people back. I told her that it was only for people 
that had trachoma in their eyes and that she did not have it.   

I think she really liked me. I know she liked my piano playing. But then, she 
also liked the way Eddie played the piano. I think she mostly liked when the 
four of us including Katie would sit together and talk and laugh, even though 
she could speak little English. She was very enthusiastic about learning. My 
momma also really took a shine to Hilla and they became very close. 

Our last evening aboard we walked on the foredeck together. It was a cool 
night and there were not many smokers about. They were probably on the aft 
deck where there was less wind. I took her to the bow where it was windiest, 
but also where you could view the ocean expanse uninterrupted of anything 
made by man.  

“Look straight down,” I directed her. “Look at how the bow of the ship is 
cutting through the water.”  

“We are moving so fast,” she said. “The ship is so powerful.” 

“Step up on the first rung of the railing,” I asked of her. “I will hold you so 
you won’t fall. Now, close your eyes and stretch out your arms…. and look 
straight ahead. Don’t look down.” 

“Now open your eyes, slowly,” I told her finally. 

“I’m flying! It really feels like I’m flying like a bird. It must be like they 
feel!”  

She looked like a beautiful bird with her hair streaming behind. I could hold 
her like this forever. But the wind was cold and I could tell she was getting 
chilled. 

She stepped down and I put my suit coat over her shoulders. Then I pulled 
her close and put my arms around her. The tempest blew and I was numb. I 
was numb from the feelings that were generating inside of me, not the wind. 

The bow is an awesome place and looking straight ahead to see with nothing 
before you but the moving water must be the same sensation as if you were 
really flying, I thought. Standing there with my arms around her as a shield, 
with the wind wildly blowing, we promise to write to each other. We stay 
until we are both frozen from the cold wind. I am just dazed knowing that 
tomorrow she will leave and I will not see her again. I promise myself that I 
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will find a way for 
us to be together. I 
have truly lost my 
heart to her. I am 
what they say in 
English…. smitten. 

The next day, I 
watch Momma, 
Papa and Franz 
disembark because 
I have decided to 
stay on board to 
watch the ferry take 
the third-class to 
Ellis Island. Edward 
and I are together, 
and we walk across 
the ship away from 
the dock side to the 

harbor side. The ferry from Ellis Island is pulling up to tie on to our ship for 
cross boarding. We watch from the railing as the boarding begins. Hilla and 
her family are nearly the last to board, probably because they were on the 
lowest decks. I wave and she sees me. She stops to wave back. The boarding 
ramp is narrow and she cannot linger. I again wonder if I will ever see her 
again, I fervently hope so. It will not be for my lack of trying I tell myself. 
The ramp is pulled aboard and the ferry disembarks. I do not see her 
anywhere as the boat becomes more distant. 

“It is too far off to see her now,” said Eddie. “Let’s go into the city and buy 
some sheet music…. some of those songs by Cole Porter. Katie is going to 
meet us for dinner. I hope you have a good place picked out. We will let her 
know before we leave. Maybe after dinner we can go to one of those famous 
New York honky-tonks?” 

 

Postscripts 
The rich and nearly-rich occupied the upper decks of luxury liners, about 20-
percent of the accommodations. The remaining space was relegated to third-
class/steerage passengers and to cargo. Conversely, about 50-percent of the 
total space was allowed for first- and second-class passengers and their 

We are a couple, Hilla and I, and my parents like her. 
Franz and my friend Eddie are in the back row of the 

photo. 
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pleasure. Engines were below the aft deck and three levels of cabins, and 
cargo storage was forward under the foredeck. Machinery for loading and 
unloading cargo and for anchors was on the foredeck. Third-class 
accommodations were sandwiched between the engine rooms aft and the 
cargo rooms forward. All the passageways between the first two classes and 
the third were gated so there could be no passenger traffic between them. 
Gates were locked except for emergencies and the passage of the crew. There 
was normal unregulated traffic of kitchen workers between two separate 
kitchens. 

Hilla was worried about the medical examinations at Ellis Island because 
immigrants were sent back especially for diseases of the eyes such as 
trachoma. Although she had problems with her sight, she did not have any 
disease. 
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Chapter 19 
Hilla – Ellis Island, September 1920 

The Entry Process 
 

Ah, dost thou know the land where the citron grows, 
In somber leaves the golden orange glows, 
A gentle wind blows from the azure sky, 
Calm myrtle, fragrant laurel bloom on high? 
Ah, dost though know it? There, oh there! 
With thee, my dear one, how long I fare! 
 

    the opera Mignon 
 Ambroise Thomas 

 
As we were going aboard the ferry I look up to see if I could find Matty at 
the rail of the Rotterdam. He is there waving and I put my bag down to wave 
back. The boarders bump past and my family is already beyond my sight, but 
I linger on the ramp. Ich will gehen und sehen wieder Papa, .... I want to go 
on and see Papa again, and to be an American, aber Ich will auch nicht zu 
verlieren, was gerade passiert ist .... but I also do not want to lose what just 
happened. I must continue. I am in the way of those boarding. 

We are on board and it is so crowded on the ferry. We are pushed around and 
have to find a place where there are not so many. It is towards the inside of 
the boat. All the outside places are taken and we are inside surrounded by 
noise and disorder. As the ferry begins to move, I search for a way to get 
near a railing. By the time I find a place, it is on the wrong side of the boat. I 
will have to remember Matty from that last wave. But no, I have so much 
more to remember. I will always remember our time together at the bow of 
the Rotterdam in the wind. Yes, I will remember the time that we were flying 
together, and how cold I was yet how complete was my feeling. 

I was squeezed in between the men and women at the railing, and I could feel 
their mixed emotions of happiness and anticipation. The Lady of Liberty was 
ahead of us. She was the symbol of America, and although I could not 
understand I listened to the many tongues speaking their hopes and dreams. 
As my mind wandered, I too tried to glimpse the future. With thee in the land 
where the citron grow…. I thought of Matty. An elbow in my side brought 
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me back to the present situation. I needed to find my way back to the family 
before we reached the terminal at Ellis Island. The ferry-trip was to be only 
twenty-minutes. We were all provided a landing card on the Rotterdam, and 
they were now pinned to our lapels for identification. The cards listed the 
name of the steamship, our passenger number, and there was room for the 
Immigration Inspectors to write. We were told that some of us aboard the 
ferry would have to wait. If there were any sick children or sick adults, they 
would go first. Now that we were out from our shipboard cabins, I did see 
some children with the measles and some adults that did not look healthy. All 
in our family had the measles already. It was a good thing. It looked like we 
would be part of the group that would have to wait aboard the ferry. We 
would not begin to be processed until the afternoon. 

In the afternoon we were shuffled up into a small hall to wait and then down 
to registry which was in the Great Hall for an initial inspection. The hall was 
filled with people of many nationalities; Germans, Dutch, Russian Jews, 
Poles, Hungarians, that I could make out. There was the din of many 
languages. A great many of us stood in line while a doctor walked quickly 
around and looked at us for problems. For some, he marked lapel cards with 
a letter using a red chalk. The different letters were supposed to identify 
health problems for more serious examination. The boy’s cards were not 
marked, but my card was marked with an “E” and Momma’s card was 
marked with a “Ft”. I was now very frightened. 

Ellis Island circa 1910 – Ferries landing at the island. 
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Momma and I needed to 
have a more complete 
examination and we were 
directed to new locations. 
We were separated from 
each other and from the 
boys. I found out the “E” 
was for “Eyes” and that it 
was the thickness of my 
glasses that gave me the 
mark. It was not too long 
before I was asked to sit 
next to a different doctor 
that was to examine my 
eyes. The most painful 
part of my exam came 
when the doctor pulled 
each eyelid up and over a 
metal hook to check for 
the trachoma. The doctor 
then told me that I passed 
the exam, but the German 
doctor that performed the operation for my lazy eye did a very bad job of it. 
He told me I should see an eye doctor. But to have my momma find a 
qualified doctor this time. 

I was then sent back to the Registry Hall to wait for questioning by a legal 
inspector. When we first boarded the Rotterdam, we were given a form to fill 
out that had about thirty questions. The questions were about where we were 
born, our age, our religion, our politics, our occupation, and if we had any 
disabilities. The inspector had me sit down. He had these answers and would 
question me. We were told by the people at the hotel in Rotterdam that the 
inspectors were looking for communists and anarchists. We also knew that 
because we were from Germany we should probably not have much 
questioning because we had a good education. We heard that they mostly 
picked on the Italians and the Jews.  

The inspector began in German, “Do you have a job waiting for you when 
you leave here?” 

!920 – The Great Hall at Ellis Island; arriving 
emigrants waiting to be processed. Arrival cards are 
pinned to each immigrant’s lapel. 
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I told him, “No, I don’t but Papa works for the Otis Elevator Company in 
Buffalo.” I then thought to add, “He had been working for them for six years 
now.”  

“That is very good,” he said and asked further, “Do you have any money for 
the train ticket to Buffalo?” 

“Momma has all the money, but Papa is going to meet us,” I answered. “He 
will have the train tickets.” 

“How much money does your Momma have?” he persisted, and I answered,  

“I think about $100 American dollars.” 

“Alright then, you are passed,” he said, “No more questions. Remove your 
inspection card for me and pin on this separation pass. You can go back to 
the Great Hall to see if you can find your family. Good luck to you.” 

I saw Herbert first. He was standing there with all of our bags. I gave him a 
great hug. I was never so happy to see him. 

“Helmut and Gerry are walking around looking for you and Momma,” he 
said. “We were worried that you would not come back. You have been gone 
for some time. Momma is still missing. The boys should be back soon.” 

We all waited, maybe about an hour longer and then we saw Momma. The 
first doctor had marked her for an examination of her legs. They were not too 
good because they were fat and the veins stood out in bumps, but after she 
told them that her husband had a good job, that she had American money and 
that she had three small children, they decided to give her a pass. We were all 
together again, but now how to find Papa? 

Herbert took charge as he is always doing. “Papa is to be waiting for us at the 
train station. I think he knows we are off the boat and everything. So we need 
to go over there to the stairs on the right that will take us to the trains.” 

It was a long causeway from the island to the train station and our bags 
became very heavy. Momma had to stop many times. There was a gate with 
inspectors at the end of the causeway into the train station. Past the gate we 
saw Papa standing and waiting. He must have been there a long time. 

Herbert was first through the gate and Papa gave him a hug with several big 
pats on the back. I was next with an enormous hug and kisses through his 
bristly moustache. The boys hung back and let Momma get the next hug. 
Helmut was seven and Gerhard was only three when Papa left for America. 
They really did not know him. But he came over to them and hugged them 
both at once. 
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“I have been here from about noon,” Papa began. “I knew that your ship was 
in New York. I was at the dock to make sure. I also know it would be five to 
six hours before you come through Ellis Island. I was hoping it was clear in 
my letter and you would come to the trains. But it is very late, so you had 
some problem?” 

The next train connecting to Buffalo was in the morning. It was already 
getting late into the evening and we had had little to eat. With all the extra 
examinations and with Momma having all the money, we did not have 
opportunity to eat at the restaurant on the island. We settled down to eat and 
then to sleep on the train station benches. We were already tired from a poor 
night’s sleep when we boarded the train and got seated.  

I woke up briefly. We were only a couple of hours into our trip and Momma 
was already complaining to Papa. It was tiresome. I had hoped that things 
would be different between them. Maybe it was just the weariness of the trip. 

“You cannot trust Hilla,” she was saying to Papa. “She is a loose girl. She 
was being with a man on the boat. She was getting on her best dress and 
going dancing with him. She thinks I don’t know. But now you can give her 
discipline.” 

“And Helmut,” she continued, “he does not listen to anything I say. You 
need to give him a good spanking and I think you will need to use the belt. 
Herbert is also getting too bossy…….” 

I fell asleep again. Too tired to listen to any more. There were two train 
connections and it took us 15 hours to get to Buffalo. 

 
Postscripts 
Ellis Island processed an average of 2,000 to 4,000 immigrants a day. If an 
immigrant's papers were in order and he/she was in reasonably good health, 
the inspection process would last approximately three to five hours. The 
inspections were conducted in the Registry Room (or Great Hall), where 
doctors briefly scanned all entrants for obvious physical ailments. Doctors at 
Ellis Island soon became very adept at conducting these "six-second 
physicals." A doctor could identify numerous medical conditions (ranging 
from anemia, to goiters, to varicose veins) by just glancing at an immigrant. 
The ship's manifest log (completed at the port of embarkation) contained the 
immigrant's name and his/her answers to twenty-nine questions. This 
document was used by the legal inspectors at Ellis to cross-examine the 
immigrant during the legal (or primary) inspection.  
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The legal clerk reviewed manifest questions, but he would primarily ask if the 
immigrant had money and a job. The answer was not always easy to give, 
noted Fiorello LaGuardia, who was eventually elected Mayor of NYC and 
was an Italian interpreter on Ellis from 1910-12. If an immigrant said he had 
no job, he could be deported on grounds of being a public charge, but if he 
admitted to having a job waiting for him, he could also be deported for 
violation of the Alien Contract Labor Law of 1885. This gave inspectors a 
discriminating power to send back immigrants should they not like them for 
any reason; however, most of the time, the question of how much money they 
had was usually enough to get into America.  By 1909, a $25 minimum per 
entrant was established. If an immigrant answered to the satisfaction of the 
clerk, he was sent to the currency exchange counter and then the railroad 
ticket counter, if he did not already have a ticket. The "Stairs of Separation" 
to the right led to the rail station; the center stairs led to detention areas; 
and the stairs to the left led back down to the ferryboats to New York City. 
On the ground floor one could arrange shipment of luggage, although most 
carried their bags throughout the journey. While only 2% of arrivals were 
deported, about 20% were temporarily detained because they were sick, 
without money, or suspected of being a contract laborer or fugitive.  
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Chapter 20 
Hilla – Buffalo, 1920-21 

Courtship 

Wilhelm has brought Mignon and Lothario to a castle in Italy which he 
considers buying. There, an old man watches over Mignon and prays for her 
recovery. Wilhelm decides to buy the castle for Mignon because it has so 
speeded her recovery. Mignon awakens and confesses to Wilhelm of her love 
for this strangely familiar place. He finally realizes that he loves her deeply 
and resists Philine’s attempts to win him back. Lothario re-enters and 
informs the couple that he is the owner of the castle and that returning here 
has restored his sanity. After reading a prayer found in a book in the house, 
Mignon realizes that she is his daughter Sperata. The three embrace happily. 

Act 3, the opera Mignon by Ambrose Thomas 

 

 Ich bin wieder träumen .... I am daydreaming again. Will I be able to wake 
up some day and find myself away in a castle with Matty? He has sent 
another letter. He is no poet and his letter is quite short, but he is thinking of 
me. It is such a long way to New York City…. I think again of the time on 
the ship; the wind blowing my hair and of the feeling of flying over the 
ocean. I fantasize dancing in a darkened corner; twirling round and round in 
his arms. I remember again sitting sheltered from the wind behind the boom 
of a crane and the hurried, clumsy kiss he gave me. Then I hear Momma 
calling. 

“Where are you, you lazy girl. You come down here and help me with these 
decorations, and setting the table. We will have our neighbors soon and I 
need to be ready,” she complained. 

Momma had got out the German pastries she had purchased at the baker’s 
and was cutting them up into smaller pieces. She also had set out the special 
marzipan and had begun some coffee. She had bought a small Christmas tree 
decoration and some colorful napkins. She was spending Papa’s money 
frivolously I thought, especially to impress some of her new friends.  

And, her demands:…. Hilla do this…. Hilla do that…. There was no end to 
the work she had for me. Little Gerry was in school; otherwise I would have 
him underfoot as well. She did not watch over him and he did not want her 
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to. He was often with Papa when Papa came home, but Papa was pretty tired 
from his work most of the time. Herbert was not home because he had a job 
now. He was working for a home builder, doing painting. He stayed for 
dinner and then was off again most of the time. Helmut was the real hellion. 
He would not listen to anyone and would retreat to the boy’s bedroom after 
the evening meal now that it was wintertime and cold and dark outside. 
Sometimes he would go off with Herbert, but not often. He would not go to 
school and he didn’t have a 
job. I am sure he would find 
something soon, but he was 
nothing but trouble right now. 

Such was our situation in the 
small home Papa had found 
for us on Brinkman Avenue. 
It seemed to be a nice place 
on the German side of 
Buffalo, and there were some 
pretty nice neighbors even 
though I complained about 
Momma’s friends. It was also 
ever so nice to have Papa 
around again. But, just the 
constant nagging!... There I 
go again. It was a tolerable 
situation, I just had to think 
positive. I had been spoiled 
living mostly with Tante 
Frieda and Cousin Elsie even 
though life was so hard in 
Berlin. Momma is just 
Momma and there is nothing 
you can do about it.  

 __________________________________________________ 

 

“I had forgotten how you pushed your hair behind your ear sometimes when 
you were talking,” he said, “and you are not wearing your glasses.” 

“It is vanity, I think,” I tell him, “about the glasses. Herbert tells me I look so 
much better without them, and I think so too. I need new glasses anyway. I 

 
1920 Karl, Clara, Helmut, and Gerhardt at 

house on Brinkman Avenue. 
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do not see so well out of them anymore and they are schoolgirl glasses. They 
are very ugly.” 

“Do you think of me often?” I ask him. “Like about my manner of pushing 
my hair aside.” 

Matty has taken me to a little café. We are in the warm sunshine next to a 
window. Spring is nearly over, but it is still cold outside in Buffalo. I have 
slipped away from home. He came to see me at home yesterday and Momma 
would not let him in the house. We made quick arrangements then outside on 
the porch. I left this morning with Momma yelling at me. She told Papa all 
about it last night and she told him to lock me up. Papa just said no. He 
doesn’t argue at all. Momma would not talk to me this morning, and so I just 
left. I am sure she will have the house locked when I try to come back. Either 
of the boys will let me in. 

Matty and I have been writing each other almost a year now. He had finally 
come to see Papa and ask him if we could see each other. I don’t think he 
expected Momma’s reaction to him, even though I had told him what would 
happen. 

“I will come tonight after dinner this time when your Papa is home,” he 
insisted. “I hope he will let me talk to him. We need to be able to see one 
another.” 

“Yes, but I do not feel good about any of this. Momma is determined to keep 
me at home and she has always been able to have her way with Papa. She 
wants me to be her slave and to watch the boys for her. I think the terrible 
times in Berlin have changed her for the worse. And, Papa has changed also, 
or maybe my remembrance of him was of a small child. He is still very 
loving, but he just will not stand up to Momma. If it is not yes, it is nothing! 
There is no resistance!” I was showing my frustration. 

“We will take it one step at a time,” said Matty as he reached across the table 
to take my hand. “Are you willing to leave and come with me, even if your 
Papa will not consent? I think we need to try….” 

“Are you asking me what I think you are?” I interrupted. “You never said as 
much in your letters, and you are still not saying what I think I should be 
hearing.” I gently slipped my hand out from his. 

There was a silence. Maybe I had gone too far. Matty was not one for too 
many words especially in his correspondence, but he did end his letters with 
his love. It was decision time. At least, I thought…. I hoped it was decision 
time. Was I wrong? I did not want to be like my momma. I did not want to 
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nag him into a decision. I did not want him to be like Papa. He had to have 
more strength. What did I want? I wanted him to hold me in his arms. I 
probably just now said too much. 

“I am,” he stammered. “I am asking if we can be married…. I mean, I truly 
love you.” He reached for my hand again. “But with your parents…. I 
thought we would need time besides our time on the ship. I still want to have 
resolution with your momma and papa if it is possible.” 

“I truly love you, and I accept,” I said quickly and stood up.  

He then also stood and took me in his arms and I melted. 

 __________________________________________________ 

 

It was an uneasy truce at home. I had told Papa that Matty would come 
around that evening and when he did, Papa talked with him for a while on the 
porch. Matty did not come in that evening. Apparently things did not go so 
well with Papa. Helmut did come the next day to tell me that Matty wanted 
to meet again at the same café. Matty had somehow got hold of Helmut. 

“Do you think you can hold on for a little bit?” asked Matty. “I thought I 
would go back to New York to make some arrangements for us, and I also 
have a job that I wish to keep. Maybe we can have this day together?” 

So we did have the day together, walking around Humbolt Park and visiting 
the Albright Art Museum. He left me outside my house and set off for the 
train station and on to New York.  

Mutter was angry again when I returned home. I told her that Matty had gone 
back to New York. “If he is back again and you see him, you are out of this 
house for good!” she told me. 

It was now difficult getting letters from Matty. Momma would tear them up 
before I could get to them if the postman delivered them before I saw him. I 
would try to catch the postman before he reached our house, but I was not 
always successful. Momma could not read English, so Matty would send me 
the letters this way. It gave me reason to learn English even more quickly. 
Little Gerry helped me with the translation of a few words now and then. He 
was learning English quickly at the public school. I was also taking the free 
English classes at the library. But some words did not translate, either 
because of Matty’s handwriting or his English. 

Herbert was gone from home now and this made Momma even more 
irritable. I don’t know why, because Herbert was an irritation to Momma 
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even at home. I guess, because she thought she had something over him in 
“her” house. Herbert had decided that a boarding house would suit him better 
and he now also had a girlfriend. It was the daughter of his boss. Well, he 
couldn’t bring her home, could he? Herbert had pretty much been on his own 
for some time anyway before in Berlin. I was surprised that he stuck around 
for as long as he did once we were in America. With his leaving, Momma 
seemed to find more things to complain about and just loaded the rest of us 
with more chores. 

It was not too long before a letter came from Matty telling me that he was 
about to be back in Buffalo and when he would be arriving. He actually sent 
me three letters to make sure I would get at least one of them. I had told him 
of the latest situation with Momma. It was now July and I had not seen him 
for two months. He did not have a job when he got back and wanted to find 
something that would still be available when he took some time off again. He 
decided that he would need to take his chances again. He said his Papa would 
help him out. He had also applied for a job with Bell Telephone Company. 
He was not happy working in the Garment district. 

We were to meet at the café again to discuss our plans for getting married 
and for leaving. I had decided that when I left for the café I would not be 
going back home. Momma would be impossible even if she would let me 
back in. I packed a small bag with those papers and things I most needed, and 
an extra dress, a nightshirt, and some underthings, and told Helmut and Gerry 
that I was going. I cried because I did not know how long it would be before 
I would see them again.  

The next morning I was up and waiting in my best dress for Papa when he 
came into the kitchen. Momma was still in bed as was her normal routine. 
Papa would make a few things for his lunch and then leave for work before 
Momma would get up. 

“Why are you up so early? And why do you have your good dress on?” he 
asked. Before I could answer, he added, “Ach, you are leaving, nicht wahr?” 

“Yes, Papa,” I replied, feeling my heart sink. I could have said more, but he 
knew. So, I got up and gave him a hug. With tears; “Good bye, Papa. I love 
you so.” 

It was not the time to delay. I took up my small bag and my coat and left him 
sitting in the kitchen. The café was not open yet and it was not until the 
evening that I would be meeting Matty. I hoped that he would be there. I 
knew he would come, I just prayed he had no delays. There was always 
Herbert who would surely help me if I needed somewhere to stay. I was 
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really gone from home now. Throughout this long day, I mulled over my 
decision. 

I was in the café waiting when Matty walked in. I was never so happy to see 
anyone in my life. “I have left home,” I blurted out as I rushed up to him. 
“You will have to take care of me. I really hope you are ready.” 

His smile was all I needed to press into his arms. 

The complication with me leaving home was that it would take time to 
arrange things as Matty explained, and that we would both need to stay 
someplace for at least three days while we waited for the marriage 
application. We left the café to see Herbert. 

“Well,” said my older brother giving me a hug. “Let me be the first of the 
Hoche family to congratulate you.” and then extending his hand to Matty. 

We were in Herbert’s small room and I was relieved that he was so 
accepting. I think that now having a girlfriend of his own had changed him a 
little. He was not so consenting of Matty when he first met him aboard the 
ship.  

“I have changed my mind about you,” he spoke to Matty and then to me as if 
to alleviate my fears. “You know I have to protect my little sister.”  

“I am sure Momma is pissed and she is even now giving Papa an earful,” he 
continued. “I did not realize that you were so serious, but I am happy that 
you had the resolution to leave, little sister. I know that it must have been 
hard for you to leave Papa and the boys…. So, do you have plans now that 
you have run away?” 

“We are not sure,” I replied. “I thought we should just leave but Matty says 
we need to get married first, and that will take a few days.” 

“I can help,” said my brother. “Tonight we will go see my Frieda. I think we 
can make something up so you can stay with her at her house with her 
parents. Matty can stay with me. I need anyway to find out what kind of 
brother and husband he will make. You know if he does not pass my 
questions, I will send him home without you,” He joked…. I hope he was 
joking because he could be such a stinker sometimes. But I knew he would 
also watch out for me just as he did in Berlin. 

And that is what we did. I met Frieda and her parents and stayed with her, 
while Matty stayed with Herbert. The next day Matty and I applied for a 
marriage license and Matty paid the clerk two dollars. We both had papers 
from Ellis Island to show who we were and Matty had the apartment address 
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where we would live in New York. We would come back in three days. 
Herbert and Frieda would be our witnesses.  

 __________________________________________________ 

 

A Justice of the Peace 
married us at the Erie 
County Courthouse and 
Buffalo City Hall on 
July 16. I was now a 
married runaway and I 
would soon be 
hundreds of miles from 
those I that I had loved 
and had cared for 
through the most 
desolate of times. 
Emotions swept over 
me from all directions 
and I cried…. and 
Matty held me tightly 
as we left the 
courthouse in a new 
direction.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Two roads diverged in a yellow wood, 
And sorry, I could not travel both 

 

July 1921 – Just married at Erie County Courthouse 
Buffalo, NY. 
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Postscripts 

Hilla’s English was much improved by the time she was married because she 
was both helping her younger brother Gerry with his schoolwork and she 
was taking classes at the library. She was now trying to read the American 
poets: Whitman, Browning, Dickinson, and Robert Frost, who is quoted 
above. After leaving Buffalo, she kept in touch with her brothers but she had 
severed all relations with her parents for many, many years to come. 

 

About this time Hilla writes the following poem for Matty: 

Das will ich mir schreiben  This will I write myself: 
In hertz und sinn,   In heart and soul, 
Das ich nicht für mich   that it is not for me 
allein auf erden bin.   to be alone on the earth. 
Das ich die liebe,    That I love you,  
von der ich lebe,   from you I live, 
Liebend an andere weiter gebe… loving another further gives… 
 

Hildegard Hoche   1921 
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Chapter 21 
Matty – New York City, 1921 

Music of the City 
After we were married in Buffalo, 
Hilla and I returned to the Bronx 
in New York to live in an 
apartment in the same building 
with Momma, Papa, and Franz. 
Papa was now a part owner of a 
nice brownstone building on 
Valentine Avenue. He had moved 
from Brooklyn. He had invested 
his money in the Bronx place and 
he had also become the building 
superintendent. He was still 
working at his painting job and 
was still a union member, and 
Franz was still working with him. 
Papa was now a property owner 
and his socialist attitudes were not 
quite the same as they once were.  

In September ’20 when we got 
back to Brooklyn from Holland, I 
found a job working in a custom 
tailor shop on 34th Avenue. It was 
still in the Garment District and with a Jewish tailor, but it was a step up 
from working in the sweat shops. I also began to play as an organist in some 
of the movie theaters. At first it was for matinees on Saturday and Sunday, 
but it then became a regular schedule in the evenings. This was a stretch for 
me to work all day then to play the organ until midnight, but it was good to 
finally start to put away some money. Besides it was a joy to be playing the 
organ…. as well as getting to watch all the new movies, even if was 
sometimes over and over, and over again. I also alternated with another 
organist so I did not have to work every evening. 

I had both jobs to attend to when Hilla, my new wife and I got back to New 
York City. She did enjoy the evenings at the movie theater at first…. she got 

August 1921 – Laenen family in Central 
Park, NYC. 
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to get in for free, but…. “It doesn’t seem like it is healthy for you to be at 
work so much,” she reasoned. “You need to take a break from playing the 
organ.” 

“We want to get that apartment on 62nd close to Central Park, don’t we?” I 
replied. That money will come in handy to pay for it. We are getting by 
pretty cheap right now living here in Papa’s building.” 

“What if I try to get a job? There are lots of jobs advertized in the papers. But 
I also know you like to play and to practice on the organ. It just seems like 
you get so very tired sometimes,” she sighed. 

“I know, and it also takes away from our time together,” I said. “It would be 
nice to have more time together and to do things with more leasure. We have 
not had time for even a walk in Central Park since we got here…. well, 
except for that one time we all got together for those photographs. I am doing 
pretty good at the tailor shop now and really you are right, it is more the 
music and the fun than it is the money.” 

The movie theater job was 
draining because of the hours, but 
it was fun to play the theater 
organ. Each film had a score of 
music that came with it and 
notations of what sound effects to 
use. The Mighty Wurlitzer I 
normally played was the same yet 
it was much different from the 
pipe organs that I had played in 
churches. It was much easier to 
play and had many more different 
sounds. It could imitate almost 
any instrument. You could even 
play drums. To turn on and off the 
different pipe ranks in a church 
organ you needed to pull or push 

draw-knobs located along the sides and front of the manuals. This is a 
distraction from the playing and many times you have to take a pause to do 
the pulling or pushing. Now with electricity, tabs are arranged on a curved 
panel around and above the manuals…. much easier to just flip the tabs. The 
tab then connects the air to real instruments like drums, cymbals, bells, 
woodblocks, and more that can all be played from the organ keyboards. 
There are also sound effects like train and boat whistles, car horns, sirens, 

Matty played a Wurlitzer organ in movie 
theaters with three manuals (keyboards) 
and tabs for various instruments and 
sound effects. 
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whistles, and even the sound of the ocean or a galloping horse. You can flip 
the taps and get just about any sounds you want. 

You can also do vibrato with a theater organ. It is a good way to musically 
stress the more dramatic parts of the movie. I had many compliments when I 
used the vibrato to highlight the dramatic parts for the movie The Sheik acted 
by Valentino. Hilla liked watching that particular movie and she came to see 
it several times. 

It was a good experience playing at the Strand Theater, but it was time now 
that I was married to think about home life, and besides I could also try to be 
only a substitute organist for a while. A piano at home would be a good thing 
also, but there was the cost. My mind was just going around in circles again. 
I also wanted to spend some time making beautiful clothes for my new wife. 
She was so special and she looked so beautiful. I had so many ideas and there 
were so many opportunities, it was so hard to make decisions.  

   _________________________ 

 

The apartment near Central Park 
would have to wait, Hilla and I 
both agreed. It just was not 
practical right now. But we did 
move into a little bigger apartment 
in Papa’s building. 

“We have more space and maybe 
we can get that piano you have 
been looking at,” Hilla was 
speaking. “I think we can be more 
comfortable here. We are not right 
next door to Momma and Papa. We 
can save some money with my new 
job at the candy store.”  

“It is very tempting selling all 
those chocolates,” she gave 
thought. “But the manager keeps a 
close tally on the merchandise, so I 
should not be gaining too much 
weight.” 

A well-dressed couple. Matty and Hilla 
at the arboretum in Central Park. Matty 
tailored all their fine clothes. 1922 
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“You better not gain too much weight,” I told her, “if you still want to fit into 
that nice dress and coat that I have just made for you.” 

“I am happy that I have quit playing regular at the movie theaters,” I 
continued. “I will still be able to play on occasion when somone is sick or on 
a vacation. Now we have time to go out on our own at night, which reminds 
me. We have opera tickets for La Boheme tonight. Maestro Giulio is back to 
New York from La Scala and he will be the conductor.”  

Hilla had found a job working for Schrafts, a candy store in the Bronx. Soon 
we had enough money to invest in a small upright piano. We had to find one 
that could be moved into the apartment through the doors and hallway.  

Sometimes Hilla would meet me down in the theater district near the tailor 
shop. One evening Hilla and I went to see a musical play called the 
Dangerous Maid with music written by George Gershwin and the lyrics by 
his brother Ira. After the play we decided to stop at the nearby Café de Paris 
for maybe a little desert. It was a speakeasy also. There was a party going on 
over by the piano and we worked our way through a crowd to see what was 
happening. George Gershwin has just gotten up from where he sat at the 
piano. I was distressed. I really wanted to hear him play. He must have just 
stopped playing and we missed it, but maybe we could meet him. I pulled 
Hilla along behind me. “Mr. Gershwin, sir,” I began as we caught up to him, 
“I have played your music and I am an admirer of your songs. We have just 
been to your musical play.” 

“I am not a sir,” he replied, “just George if you don’t mind.” 

He shook both our hands and we introduced ourselves.  

“You play the piano. Then you of course have bought some of my sheet 
music. I thank you,” he continued. 

“I have,” I answered back, “and also your new piano piece the Irish Waltz. I 
like the jazz style of it.” 

“Well,” he said smiling, “do you know it pretty well and could you play it?” 

“Sure, I remember it pretty good.” 

“So then do you want to sit together and play it?” he surprised me. “What do 
you think? You start and play the melody with your right hand and I will 
improvise around you. Want to give it a try?” 
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And we did, and I think we 
sounded pretty good. We sat there 
and after a first time through he 
had me try playing part of the 
melody at an octave higher and 
some chords for a second version. 
And then as a third time, we kind 
of compromised between the two 
versions. He was quite the expert 
piano player. And Hilla could not 
have been smilling more. 

“You know,” he said when we 
were done, “You really have 
practiced that piece very well. We 
may need to go into business 
together. I could use another song 
plugger. You even look like you 
belong to my family. You must be 
part Russian Jew. What do you do 
for a living?”  

“I am a custom tailor,” I replied, “but I also play the theater organ part time 
at the Strand Theater here on Broadway.” 

“Ah, movies,” said George, “That could be good work for a composer also. 
Camille Saint-Saëns wrote a beautiful score, but you would not know of it I 
don’t think, it was something done ten years ago. But more recent, Charlie 
Chaplin, I think did a very good job creating the music for his movie, The 
Kid. He didn’t actually compose it, but he did an excellent job putting it 
together. He did it all in that movie, write, direct, star, design, music. Quite a 
feat, and quite good. Did you play the score for the Chaplin film?” 

“Yes, it was quite fun,” I answered and asked, “Will you be doing movie 
scores?” 

“Not right now, but you never know what life has in store for you. I find 
some of my music finds its way to the movies whether I write for it or not. 
That is the problem with music, it becomes public domain so easily. And 
lawyers are quick to give advice and ask for recompense.” 

“Where is your tailor shop?” he asked. 

Maybe George Gershwin could belong to 
the Laenen Family? Matty and he did look 

like they could be brothers.
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“It is not far from here on 34th Avenue. You will have to come in and I can 
make a suit for you.” 

“I will do that. I actually need a new sports jacket.” Turning then to Hilla he 
said, “And did the two of us entertain you?”  

We stood there talking for a short time more and found out that George was 
just our same age and to our surprise he was classically trained on the piano. 
He had studied piano under the German, Charles Hambitzer, a former pianist 
with the Beethoven Symphony Orchestra. Hilla said because her time in 
Berlin, she knew of the orchestra and the pianist and asked if Mr. Gershwin 
also liked operas as well (she would ask this). 

“Actually, I do, very much,” he answered. “A friend and I are working on 
something. We are calling it Blue Monday. It is kind of like an opera, but it is 
with the sounds we hear and play today; something like what your husband 
and I just played. Look over there, he is now talking to my brother Ira. My 
buddy DeSylva is writing lyrics for the music. It will be quite different.” 

I asked him how then was he still writing popular songs and ragtime music? 

“Its’ fun isn’t it, and it’s American,” was his answer. 

We stayed longer at the café and had our desert and even had a little Cognac. 
We waved to George as we left but he was engaged with others and did not 
see us. It was a wonderful end to a wonderful evening. 

 ________________________________________________ 

  

George Gershwin did come to the tailor shop on 34th Avenue and I made a 
jacket for him. His brother Ira also came and had a fitting for a suit.  

In October, my brother Franz left the apartment without letting Momma and 
Papa know where he was going. I knew what he was up to. He was going to 
ride the rails as a hobo to California. He was just that crazy. 

 

Postscripts 

In the late 1910’s to early 1920’s movie theaters used mighty pipe organs to 
create music and sound for the silent films. Electric motors created air 
pressure to operate the pipes and operate many different instruments and 
sound devices. Electric tabs replaced manual push-pull knobs to switch the 
valves used to operate different ranks of pipes and to operate all the other 
pneumatic devices. The tabs were arranged on a curved panel around and 
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above the manuals (keyboards). Real musical instruments were installed in 
nearby chambers and then remotely operated by air from the console. These 
new organs were generally more powerful than the traditional church organs 
with higher wind pressures increasing the volume to the pipes. The pipes 
were also placed in chambers high above in the auditorium and out of sight 
behind shutters for maximum effect and so the sound would seem to come 
from all around. Foot pedals were added to open and close the shutters to 
produce louder or softer sounds from the pipes; where as in church organs 
the pipes would be in the open for show, and only the wind pressure could be 
used for volume control. With shutters, sound could be reduced to a whisper 
which was very effective for movies.  Also tremulants were used in movie 
theater organs. These were devices that created a vibrato effect by shaking 
the wind source. 

Maestro Giulio Gatti-Casazza of the New York Metropolitan Opera came 
from a celebrated tenure as director of Milan's La Scala Opera House. Hi 
planning, organizational skills and brilliant casts from 1908to 1915 raised 
the Met to an era of worldwide recognition. He brought with him the fiery 
and brilliant conductor Arturo Toscanini. From 1915-1939, the Met’s 
maestro was Artur Bodanzky. Many of the most noted singers of the era 
appeared at the Met under the leadersip of the two maestros, including 
sopranos Rosa Ponselle,  Elisabeth Rethberg,  Maria Jeritza,  Emmy 
Destinn,  Frances Alda,  Frida Leider,  Amelita Galli-Curci, and Lily Pons;  
tenors  Jacques Urlus,  Giovanni Martinelli,  Beniamino Gigli,  Giacomo 
Lauri-Volpi, and  Lauritz Melchior;  baritones  Titta Ruffo,  Giuseppe De 
Luca,  Pasquale Amato, and  Lawrence Tibbett;  and basses  Friedrich 
Schorr,  Feodor Chaliapin,  Jose Mardones,  Tancredi Pasero  and  Ezio 
Pinza – among many others. Hilla and Matty watched and heard many of 
these famous performers in person. Opera was one of Hilla’s passions. 

George Gershwin was a half-year older than Matty. He came from Russian 
and Lithuanian Jewish heritage. George and his brother, Ira grew up around 
the Yiddish Theater District in the city. Charles Hambitzer, from 1915 until 
death in 1918, was Gershwin's mentor as well as piano teacher. He taught 
Gershwin conventional piano technique, introduced him to music of the 
European classical tradition, and encouraged him to attend orchestra 
concerts. On leaving school at the age of 15, Gershwin found his first job as 
a song plugger where he earned $15 a week. In 1919 he scored his first big 
national hit with his song, "Swanee". In the early 1920s, Gershwin frequently 
worked with the lyricist Buddy DeSylva. Together in 1922, they created the 
experimental one-act jazz opera Blue Monday, set in Harlem. It is widely 
regarded as a forerunner to the groundbreaking Porgy and Bess. In 1924, 
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George and Ira Gershwin collaborated on a stage musical comedy Lady Be 
Good, which included such future standards as "Fascinating Rhythm" and 
"Oh, Lady Be Good!". They followed this with Oh, Kay! (1926); Funny Face 
(1927); Strike Up the Band (1927 and 1930). In 1936, Gershwin moved to 
Hollywood and began to write scores for movies. He died in 1937 from a 
brain tumor.  
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Chapter 22 
Franz – October 1921 

Hobo Life 

“It is night, and in a deep gorge near the railroad, where the trains are 
constantly passing and repassing, a collection of some twenty or thirty of 
these outcasts, who have been driven from a neighboring village, are 
gathered. At the bottom of the gorge, where a stream of water leaps down 
from the hills through the stone archway sustaining the tracks, are sleeping 
or dozing, about a fire which has been kindled for warmth and to cook what 
little the wanderers may have stolen or begged for their supper, a large 
number of the poor fellows, exhausted from their day's march; for, like "Joe" 
in Dickens's "Bleak House," it is their destiny to be kept "moving on" and on. 
In different places, are seen old and young men who have retired from the 
companionship of their fellows, to brood over their misfortunes, regret lost 
opportunities in the past, or possibly to resolve upon better things for the 
future....” 

Jack London, on hobo life 

 

I am not sure why I left home…. exactly. I 
felt like I was being held down. Papa and 
Momma were really very good to me, 
although Pop worked my ass off. He could 
be pretty tough sometimes…. and, he was so 
bossy! But that is not why I left. No, it was 
more like…. I wanted to find something that 
I couldn’t do at home or working for Pop. 
Maybe being a hobo wasn’t what I wanted 
to do either, but by my way of thinking, it 
would take me away to places where I could 
experience some different things. I mean…. 
more than sleeping on the ground, or being 
chased by the yard men down by the tracks. 
Things I have heard stories about in the 
Bowery. Things I know are more than come 
with the hobo way of life. I mean working 

1920 – Franz in front of 
Brooklyn Brownstone 

apartment. 
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in the fields in the wide open spaces, working in a different job even if it only 
means sweeping up, or learning to ride a horse after you cleaned up after 
them, or learning to throw a clay pot and fire it…. stuff like that. 

I had made some acquaintances at the hobo camp in the Bowery, and they 
gave advice about life on the main stem where there were cheap hotels and 
flops, eating joints, outfitting shops, welfare agencies, missions, adult 
bookstores, and employment agencies. All very good information I thought 
for a traveling man. I met the Sergeant at the agency reading through job 
notices. He was one of many returned soldiers looking for work and finding 
it difficult to keep a job. He just “couldn’t settle in anyplace,” he told me. He 
said he was going off to Newark. He had found a notice about work at the 
Murphy Varnish Company. They were expanding and needed men willing to 
learn. He said that Newark was a good little city; a better place to be than 
New York. 

“How about it?” he turned to me. “Are you ready to hop your first train? I’m 
thinking about going in the morning. Thinking about taking the mail train to 
Newark. You want to find out how to ride?” 

We waited in the dark a few hundred meters down from Penn station. I had a 
small bag with a few of my things. I had made up my mind it was time to 
leave, to cut the ties to my family, to stop taking orders from Pop. The engine 
came by us like thunder and picking up speed. We jumped from our hiding 
place into a cloud of steam and the piercing shriek of the train’s whistle. We 
were covered by the white and dark exhaust of steam and smoke and we 
could feel the train 
rushing by. I ran almost 
bumping into Sarge 
fearing that I would lose 
him. Sarge saw his 
objective and reached for 
the open baggage door 
and swung himself in. I 
kept running alongside 
but the train was now 
going faster. Sarge 
reached out and pulled 
me in. My heart was 
beating fast with this first 
thrill of adventure. 1921 vintage steam locomotive. 
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Not long, and Sarge was shouting above the noise, “We need to jump off 
now.”  

It was a short ride to Newark sitting on bags of mail. The train was beginning 
to slow down. I grabbed my small bag and followed the Sergeant to the open 
door. It had been a smooth ride with no one bothering us. A little smoky with 
the open door, but if the door was not open we would not have been able to 
get aboard.  

The ground was moving pretty fast when Sarge jumped, but I followed his 
lead. I just did not land so well. I stumbled and hit the gravel alongside the 
tracks. I hoped that I would get the hang of things quick. I had only brought 
one change of clothing and already I had a tear in my pants. And a few 
scrapes too. 

We took off for cover towards the nearby river and I sat down next to Sarge 
as the train slowly came to a stop. “You can’t get too close to the station 
before you get off, or they will catch your ass,” he commented while looking 
me over. “You landed a little hard, but you will learn. You need to roll and 
not fall flat like you did. You got a few more scrapes than you needed,” he 
added. 

Near the yard there was a bridge over the river into town. We took the bridge 
to Market Street where we found a cheap little café to have some breakfast. 
This part of Newark was called Ironbound. There was no hobo camp by the 
tracks in Newark, but we were in an area where there was a lot of industry. 
Here on Market there were cheap hotels and flops just like in the Bowery. 
And, there was an employment agency nearby where we found the address 
for Murphy Varnish, and how to get there.  

That morning Sarge got a job but I didn’t. His tour in the army counted for 
more than my time helping Pop with painting. But the next day I got work at 
the Feigenspan Brewery. The brewery was still in operation even with 
prohibition. It was a job and it began a new way of supporting myself. It was 
hard work cleaning the brewing rooms and scouring the vats. It was almost 
harder work than painting and scraping for Pop. It did have some extra 
benefits…. the beer brewed in the small vat that was not used for regular 
production was real beer, and there was a great Polish place to eat nearby. A 
cheap room at one of the flop-houses on Market provided the rest of my 
needs.  

I spent two weeks in Newark before deciding to move on. I wanted to go to 
Chicago. Sarge helped me to put together a plan to hop on my next train. He 
had been caught a couple of times by the yard men that patrolled around the 
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terminals and switch yards. “These fellows are not very nice,” he cautioned. 
“They are bullies with iron bars and guns. You want to avoid them if you 
can. It is best not to go too far before you get off. Make short hops and be 
prepared to wait. Trains stop often and when they do it is best not to be 
aboard. Don’t be in a hurry. Find a good place to board and wait for a good 
ride, and try not to jump off in the middle of a yard…. and be more careful 
where you jump next time.” 

We found a good place by the tracks near the brewery. The freights coming 
from the switch yard were just building up steam as they passed our little 
hiding spot. After a couple of early mornings, we spotted an open boxcar and 
I shouted good-by to Sarge as I sprinted away. He got me started off right. I 
paid attention to his advice mostly, but there were situations I found, that 
could not be avoided. I got to Allen Town and then to Harrisburg without 
mishap. But then I got caught in Pittsburg. 

It was a very big switch yard and the train did not slow down until it was 
well into the yard and by then the car I was riding was in the middle of this 
maze of tracks and trains. I got off and started to wander around. It was hide 
and seek with a couple of the yard men before they cornered me. I had 
money and they took all of it…. the money I took with me from home and 
what I made at the brewery. I was between them as they were escorting me 
out of the yard, I think to put me in jail. But a moving train presented 
opportunity and I took it. In the back of my mind I was listening to Sarge’s 
words, “These are not very nice people, you want to get away from them.” I 
broke free from their hold, and running as fast as I could, grabbed on to the 
nearest handhold of the nearest car I could find. I used the coupling between 
cars as my first step. I think probably a most dangerous maneuver. The open 
spaces between boards made a ladder to the top of the boxcar. There was no 

alternative as I rode on 
top of this stinky cattle-
car hanging on to boards 
and inhaling barn smells 
and smoke all the way to 
Johnstown.  

Johnstown was traveling 
back the way I had come. 
Circumstance had 
provided a train; it just 
was going the wrong 
direction. I was diverted Hobo riding atop a train car, circa 1920. 
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back to the east and I now possessed only the clothes on my back. The yard 
men had my duffel bag as well as all my money. I was truly a hobo, 
somebody really down on his luck. The train seemed to slow down only 
minimally going through the switch yard, but I jumped off anyway. 
Somehow, I did not fall this time. The yard was next to a river and there was 
a camp. It was a camp of about 10 hobos and they took me in. They all had 
similar experiences to mine and a code: you took your lumps and you helped 
those who have fallen. 

It was not difficult finding a job in the industrious little town of Johnstown. It 
was a cleaning-up job again, but this time in a furniture factory. The 
Freidhoff Furniture Company was located on Maple. I stayed at the hobo 
camp for the week before I got paid, and the men gave me a blanket for 
sleeping and fed me. I helped by cleaning the cooking cans and spoons in the 
river, and by tidying up around the camp. The cooking cans were just old 
coffee cans. After I began to get paid from work and had left the hobo camp 
to go sleep in one of the flop houses on Clinton Street, I still came back for 
several weeks to put a daily quarter into the “mulligan fund” they kept for 
emergencies. 

I am good at working with my hands and had done some carpentry with Pop, 
so it was not long before I found myself as an apprentice at Friedhoffs’; still 
mostly sweeping and cleaning, but putting things together as well. I met 
Tony at the factory. He was an upholsterer and he was from Holland.  

Teunis Dekins, everyone called him Tony, and his wife Bertha became my 
very good friends. They lived in a small home on Dilbert Street near the 
Conemaugh River. About twenty-some years ago, a dam upstream burst and 
there was a great flood. Almost the entire city of Johnstown was washed 
away. It is not supposed to happen again, but it has made property right next 
to the river much less desirable. So the house that was damaged by the flood 
was not so expensive for Tony to buy. It was the beginning of November 
now and it was getting colder out. I decided to take up the Dekins’ offer to 
stay at their home. I would continue to work at Freidhoff’s until the spring. 

 

Postscripts 
One famous quip had it that the hobo works and wanders, the tramp drinks 
and wanders, and the bum just drinks. It is probably more accurate to say 
that the tramp, the hobo, and the bum represent three historical stages of 
American homelessness, with the tramp coming first, in the 1870s, and the 
bum later, in the 1940s and 1950s. By serious study, the hobo was an 
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unskilled migratory laborer, an itinerant and seasonal worker. He was 
usually white, American born (not necessarily an immigrant), and able-
bodied. He was born in the latter half of the 19th century of the American 
drive westward, the expansion of industry, the mining of coal, iron, and oil, 
and the harvest of boundless crops in the Great Plains. He was born on the 
railroads that carried him from cities where he congregated to the far 
reaches of the country where he worked to earn a "stake". The hobo was a 
member of the “bottom end” of the industrial work force, filling the gaps in 
industrial and seasonal labor's stops and starts. In reality the hobo, a 
migrant was a by-product of the rapid industrialization of the country in the 
half-century beginning at the close of the Civil War. 

Franz left home in 1921 at the age of 16 for the life of a hobo, riding the rails 
across the United States and working along the way. He made it all the way 
to California working at various kinds of employment. His three-year journey 
began as a hobo but likely evolved into more of a westward migration. Once 
in California, he stayed for about a year before returning to New York City. 
In his travels he stopped in Johnston, probably both on the trip across and 
back. He made friends with Teunis and Bertha Dekins there. 

The Johnstown Flood occurred on May 31, 1889. It was the result of the 
catastrophic failure of the South Fork Dam situated on the Little Conemaugh 
River 14 miles upstream of the town. The flood killed 2,209 people and 
caused $17 million of damage (the equivalent of about half-billion dollars 
today.) It was the first major disaster relief effort handled by the new 
American Red Cross, led by Clara Barton.  
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Chapter 23 
Anton – The Bronx, 1922 

The Capitalist 
Let the workers organize. Let the toilers assemble. Let their crystallized voice 
proclaim their injustices and demand their privileges. Let all thoughtful 
citizens sustain them, for the future of Labor is the future of America. 

The workers of the nation are tired of waiting for corporate industry to right 
their economic wrongs, to alleviate their social agony and to grant them 
their political rights. Despairing of fair treatment, they resolve to do 
something for themselves. 

John L. Lewis, President United Mine Workers of America 

 
“You are sounding like a capitalist. It must be you have inherited some 
money.” It was my friend Ivan who was now sitting across from me at the 
kitchen table. 

“No, I am being practical like an American is supposed to be,” I am 
answering. “I am practical socialist. Not every socialist has communist ideas. 
Is no good, a pension for everyone. Is only those being too sick or have 
accident for not working, or for widow, needing a pension. The money fund 
will be getting too big with such a plan and there is going to be crooks then. 
A pension needs to stay small. People can put away the money for when they 
come old. It is this way better. Good pay and better conditions for the 
worker, these are important things. This needs doing first” 

“Ya, but it probably won’t happen this way,” replied my friend. “Because 
you can’t beat the government if you are not strong, and that means money, 
and that means crooks.” 

“It is these communists that are trying to make things over their way, they are 
getting too strong in the unions” I tell him. “They are asking for too much. 
Ya, I know that this is going against socialism ideas, but it is going against 
common sense also, Vai ne tik.?” 

Ivan Michaeloff is my friend who does wrestling in the part-time. He is a 
good wrestler and has had some matches in the Square Garden with the 
professionals. He is calling himself now Mad Russian Rasputin and is even 
in wrestling practice with Strangler Lewis and Man Mountain. He is a union 
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man also, but his union is not so well organized yet. He is working loading 
on the docks and is with the Longshoreman Union. It is rough work and 
keeps him in shape for his wrestling. He always likes to give me good 
argument. He likes a good fight. He comes from Latvia and he hates the 
communists, so this is why I mention them.  

“What do you think? William Foster is becoming strong with the mine 
workers. He will be the president soon, no?” I tell him. I know that he will 
have something to say against this communist Foster who is now in the news. 

“Nēit, John Lewis is too strong,” he speaks his comment, and reaches quick 
to grab me off my chair. “You just want to create some trouble. Now we will 
have a wrestling match, and I will give you my thinking about communists.” 

In bear hug, he brings me 
into the living room where 
Momma is sitting and the 
dog is now barking like 
crazy. “Vous imbescels. 
You wait before you come 
here to make play. I need 
to move the table. You are 
such little children,” she is 
scolding us in her French. 
“You are making such a 
commotion. You are 
making the dog wild. I 
will need to take her for a 
walk.” 

It is exhausting, Ivan is 
twisting me and pinning 
me many times. Then he 
is showing me how to do 
these things with him, but 
he is weighing forty-
pounds more. Maybe it is an hour that we wrestle, and then I say, “genug, 
enough, it is time for a beer, some real beer.”  

“Are you and that German Blatz still making beer next door in his 
basement,” Ivan asks me. 

Anton and Virgine with their Belgian Shepard, 
Frieda at their apartment house in the Bronx, 1922
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“Ya, natürlich, of course” I tell him. “It is only some small brewing and you 
can smell nothing from outside. No one is looking for beer making. The 
police are after the whiskey stills and the big importers.” 

“Our police will not be after you,” says Ivan, “they make money on the side 
when they catch the importers not the little guys. They are looking for the big 
fishes. The Federal Agents are who you need to worry about. But, then you 
are not yet making enough beer even for them. You are just a small-time 
bootlegger” 

“There are many people making the beer and the whiskey.” I make reply as I 
am pouring two glasses of beer. “We go to the steps in front where we can 
cool down. You can tell me about your wrestling next time.” I bring our dog 
Frieda outside with us. 

“I have a match two months away against the German, Martin Ludecke and it 
will be at the Armory in Newark,” answered Ivan as we sit down on the steps 
in front of my apartment building. “It is not so easy to do professional 
wrestling today. The sport is changing. You need to have good promotion 
and just like anything else here in the big city, you need to know the right 
crooks. It is not a sport anymore, it is a show. And they are taking it to the 
other big cities, not only to Boston and Philadelphia, but to Chicago, St. 
Louis and Los Angeles too. It takes money and good promotion to go to 
these places. You know yourself, that if two wrestlers are well matched, it 
takes time for a pin and can be pretty boring unless you really know about 
the moves. People don’t want to see boring, they want to see fancy moves 
and quick take-downs and crazy holds. Wrestlers like Strangler Lewis are 
taking advantage of this and get matches promoted. You have to play by their 
rules and it is no longer wrestling. They are calling it catch-as-catch-can 
wrestling. The wrestlers work together to make a performance. It is more like 
a circus. I am thinking, I will go back to the amateur wrestling. Wrestling has 
not been the same since Frank Gotch beat the German, Hackenschmidt 
before the War. I bet you remember Hackenschmidt. Did you ever see him 
wrestle when you were in Germany?”  

“No, but I know of him. I remember he was very good and very popular in 
Germany,” I tell Ivan. “I think I know what you talk about. From what I read 
in papers about wrestling, it is no longer a contest. They are saying that it is 
all fake.” 

“The newspapers are pretty right about that, especially for the championship 
bouts,” replied Ivan. “And there is little purse money for the secondary 
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matches that are more real wrestling matches. I am making almost all of my 
money working down at the docks anyway.” 

“Are you going to stay doing some wrestling? I ask. “What about your 
working out at the gym? You going to give that up too?” 

“Don’t worry. I will wrestle at the gym for practice and you will come like 
always,” said Ivan. “There is still much wrestling for armatures, even if it is 
not in the big arenas or with the big names.” 

We wrestle many times when Ivan comes to visit and I go to the Elk’s Club 
gym with him. I am no match for him, but he likes to show me the new holds 

and take-downs. Sometimes I am fast 
and can stay away, but he is normally 
doing the pinning quickly. It is good 
fun to learn, and he is good teacher.  

Franz and I were going to see Ivan 
wrestle some times, but Franz is gone 
from home now. We are missing him, 
Momma and I. He is sending us a card 
from Chicago, but this is the only 
writing we have heard from him. 
Matty and Hilla are busy also, but they 
are close by. They are living here in 
our apartment building. We see them 
and go for a walks near and to the zoo, 
or in Central Park sometimes. It is 
good time. We also go to Coney 
Island to the amusement park. Now, 
Matty also comes with me sometimes 
to see wrestling. 

Ivan is calling me a capitalist because 
I own a building, but it is hard work. 
Not like the painting. I still make a 
living at work painting and decorating. 

But then I come home and I have more work not only in my apartment, but 
for everyone in the building also. It is not so easy. I am learning the 
plumbing and I know how to do the carpenter work, but I am not good with 
the electric, and I do not like the electric shock. Matty is working on this 
sometimes for me, but he is making some mistake and we are without light in 
all the building for a while. I need to find a good electric worker to fix things. 

Good times: Matty and Hilla up in a 
tree in a neighborhood park in the 
Bronx. Summer 1922. 
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I am not so much with the union business now in the painting trade. Since I 
am in America, I am only a union member and I am not doing the organizing. 
The government here in America is not so bad as it is in Germany. They have 
many strong unions and they have freedom for talking in America. John 
Lewis even brings strike with the miners when the war is going, and the 
President can do nothing. The strike is good outcome, and the miners getting 
more money like they want, and then they go back to work. That is how 
strong unions are here in America. But is still a fight between unions and big 
business. And the Government is with big business because of the money. 
For now, we in the painting and decorators union have good wages. This 
pension idea is another argument, but it is helping the worker, so I cannot 
make too big opposition. The union is also talking about making an 8-hour 
working day with extra time being higher pay. This I am going for, because it 
is a very good idea. There are only a few unions now getting this. 

There is much trouble and many gangsters in the union that Ivan is working. 
He is with the Longshoreman union and the prohibition is bringing much 
trouble. There is much illegal liquor smuggling at the docks. Union bosses 
are being involved. This week just, I am reading in the paper that the police 
are arresting smugglers at docks in Brooklyn. They are coming from Haiti 
with rum and a longshoreman boss was being caught with them. Ivan is 
telling us there is a lot of bootleg smuggling going on through the docks, 
more than we read about, and the police let much of it go by because they get 
kickback.  

The equipment they are using on the docks is dangerous also and the Ivan’s 
union is doing nothing about it. A workman was killed just one week ago 
using one of the cranes, and maybe no longer than one month by, three men 
were crushed with two dead, and one very bad injured. And there are 
shootings also on the docks from the gangsters. Ivan is a big strong man but 
he cannot stop the bullet. It is dangerous to have this longshoreman job. Ivan 
is saying he is making good money working on the docks, but I think it is 
more safe doing the wrestling. 

 ________________________________________________ 

 

We are watching Ivan wrestle in the Newark Armory arena, Matty and I. He 
is going on the second match. The first match is over in 12-minutes only. 
One local boy from here in New Jersey and somebody from Boston. The 
Boston guy is winning because he is a dirty fighter. There were many people 
giving him boos. Ivan is looking pretty good as he is coming in the ring. He 
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is probably 20 or 30 pounds more heavy that the German. He is also taller. 
Ludecke is pretty tough looking though, and Ivan is telling us he is about ten-
years older. He is probably knowing many moves. It is a good match for the 
first part with nobody catching any holds, maybe five minutes where they 
slap each other and go in circles. Then Ivan makes a good move from behind 
and he has the German off his feet and then on the mat. But the German is 
slippery. Ivan is trying but he cannot work the pin and the referee is breaking 
them apart. At least Ivan has some points. It is a good even match and it goes 
for almost an hour. Both Ivan and the German have takedowns. The referees 
are calling a draw after this long time. I think by my arithmetic that Ivan 
makes enough points for the win, so the referee is probably crooked. The 
next match is the main event. It is two wrestlers being promoted by William 
Wellman who is in the business with Strangler Lewis. The match is between 
Binckley from New York and Olin from Finland. Ivan was right. This is not 
wrestling but a show. Olin wins the match in about 25-minutes by knocking 
out his opponent like a boxer. They are jumping and flying around like 
acrobats and they even have the referee in some of the fighting. It is a good 
show, I think. Not wrestling, but Matty and I are enjoying it. Ivan is down on 
this kind of wrestling and is telling us this is his last match for being a 
professional. 

 

Postscripts 
John L. Lewis became president of the United Mine Workers union in 1920. 
He was a brutally effective and aggressive fighter and strike leader who 
gained high wages for his membership while steamrolling over his 
opponents. Coal miners for 40 years hailed him as the benevolent dictator 
who brought high wages, pensions and medical benefits, and damn the 
critics.  

For longshoremen nationwide, and especially for those in the Port of New 
York, the ‘20’s was an era of great contradiction, where landmark legal 
advances to protect the rights and safety of workers stood in stark contrast to 
the actual conditions for longshoremen. The United States was the only 
country with a large foreign commerce without any laws to protect the safety 
of its longshoremen. Even the Clayton Anti-Trust Act of 1914, which 
legalized strikes, boycotts, and peaceful picketing did little to improve actual 
working conditions for longshoremen which did not occur until after the 
great depression. Disagreement and even open animosity existed between the 
longshoremen and the teamster unions and with the American Federation of 
Labor. 
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The wrestler, Frank Gotch was one of America's first sports superstars. He 
became the world's champion by beating the European wrestling 
champion Georg Hackenschmidt in 1908 and in 1911. He retired in 1913. 
However, by1913, professional wrestling lost popularity and credibility. 
Media attention focused on the illegitimacy of wrestling instead of its 
athleticism, and wrestling lost popularity. In response, three professional 
wrestlers, Ed (Strangler) Lewis, Billy Sandow, and Toots Mondt, joined to 
form promotion in the 1920s, modifying their in-ring product to attract fans. 
Their new-style of wrestling was the first to use time-limit matches, "flashy" 
new holds, and signature maneuvers. They also popularized tag-
team wrestling, introducing new tactics such as distracting the referee, to 
make the matches more exciting. Rather than paying traveling wrestlers to 
compete on certain dates and combining wrestlers in match-ups when they 
were available, they decided to keep wrestlers for months and years at a 
time, allowing long-term angles and feuds to develop. This was the key to 
their success; they were able to keep wrestlers from real competition, and 
were able to have regular wrestling cards. Their showbusiness succeeded 
quickly, gaining popularity for its freshness and unique approach to 
wrestling; a traveling stable of wrestler/performers. The Trio gained great 
popularity nationwide during their best years, roughly 1920 to 1925, when 
they performed their act in the East, acquiring fans from highly-exposed big 
cities. 

Ivars Michaeloff, Ivan, the mad Russian wrestled professionally from 1908 to 
1922. 
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 Chapter 24 
Franz – Chicago, 1922 

Headed West 
Hog Butcher for the World,  
Tool Maker, Stacker of Wheat,  
Player with Railroads and the Nation's Freight Handler;  
Stormy, husky, brawling,  
City of the Big Shoulders. 

Chicago by Carl Sandburg 

 

I was on my way west; finally! There was still snow on the ground in 
Johnstown, but I wanted to get going. The Dekins were nice people and the 
job at the furniture factory was pretty good, but…. there was that pull…. the 
need to travel to see different places and to do different things. 

Getting caught in the Pittsburg rail yard taught me a lesson…. Pay for your 
tickets! I thought it would probably be OK to live in hobo camps and flop 
houses and to find jobs on the hobo main stem, but jumping on and off trains 
was dangerous. It made more sense to me to spend the money that I earned 
rather than to lose it to some yard men…. and you would also miss getting 
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beat up or going to jail. Coach tickets were not that expensive. A ticket got 
me all the way to from Johnstown to Chicago in one day. 

West Madison Street was the hobo main street in Chicago. It was not far 
from the train station. I wanted to get to this part of Chicago so that I could 
begin to look for a place to stay and to sort through job notifications. I 
needed to look over the hobo neighborhood to see where I could fit in. I tried 
to stay away from the crowds that looked too tough or were drinking. There 
were always tough guys and crooks, anarchists and just plain crazies, but you 
could also find boys like myself that were out to get away from home and 
just out for adventure. Most of the younger crowd did not have experience, 
so you needed also to associate with some that were well-worn. And war 
veterans, those that would speak to you…. they were good folks to hang out 
with sometimes, like the Sarge. 

“Where is the agency,” I asked someone who was not so well-worn looking.  

“Which one,” he answered back. “There are plenty here. And plenty to watch 
out for.” 

“The city employment agency,” I replied. “I am looking to find a local job. 
Are you from around here? What kinds of jobs are available?” 

“You won’t have much luck with the city,” he grumbled and sent me on my 
way with directions. 

Along the way there were plenty of catchers looking for recruits, but I 
avoided them. Sarge had cautioned me to stay away from them until I found 
out which jobs they were hawing that might be a good bet and which ones 
were a trap. The city employment agency was crowded and it took almost the 
day to get an application in. The job outlook was not so promising. 

“The mills ain’t hiring nomore,” one of those scruffs waiting alongside me 
offered. “The big strike is over and all the union guys is back. The President 
sent in the U.S. army, you know. It’s been this-a-way for a year now.” 

“Do you mean the steel mills?” I inquired.  

“Yeh, the work was pretty good when they was lookin’ for scabs, and now 
some loco is lookin’ to organize us hobos. People need to just leave things as 
they was.” 

I was not sure what he was telling me and I asked him, “What kind of 
organizing can they possibly do for the kind of temp jobs we do? And who is 
this person that is trying to make a hobo union? Is that what you’re talking 
about?” 
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“It ain’t a guy, it’s the IBWA. You know, the welfare do-gooders. They want 
us to picket for em. It ain’t goin’ to do no good. It’s goin’ to take away our 
jobs and get us thrown in the clink. Maybe even shot by the Army. What a 
bunch of loosers!” 

OK, I got as much information as I didn’t need from this guy and so I moved 
down the street. The IBWA was the International Brotherhood Welfare 
Association and they had done organizing enough to provide for some free 
municipal baths and laundries in the Bowery. That is about all I knew about 
them. Maybe here in Chicago they had more clout or were doing something 
completely different. Right now, I had to change my direction as well and 
find a place for the night. 

I found a meal at the mission and a couple of boys my age steered me to a 
nearby flop that was reasonable. It did not look like the steel mills were 
hiring or that the city employment agency could land me a job, but I had 
enough cash to wait and see. I was still wondering what the IBWA was up to. 
I found out where their ‘college’ was here in Chicago and would visit there 
tomorrow. 

 _________________________________________________ 

 

The city actually came through with a job! I was happy enough not to use the 
catchers out on the streets working for private companies. Some of the jobs 
that they were selling looked pretty risky especially those up north in the 
mines of Minnesota. The promise of money seemed good enough though. It 
was more money than at the job in the foundry where I was headed. But it 
was a promise, and the guys making it did not seem so reliable. I didn’t think 
it was worth the chance, and besides the Sarge had warned me about those 
kinds of jobs. While lingering around the agency, I had also heard that the 
IBWA was planning to picket City Hall for better hours and working 
conditions for those in temporary labor positions. If I was not working maybe 
I would go. 

Lakeside Foundry was on West Chicago Ave. It is owned by Montgomery 
Ward the catalog company, to make their iron products. Temporary 
employment always meant you worked at the lowest level, usually cleaning 
up after everyone. Well, it wasn’t as if I needed to sweep a bunch of floors. 
Most of the foundry had dirt floors even the office. The loading dock was 
wood but that was not going to be swept either. Clean-up was picking up 
pieces of broken molds and scraping and chiseling out the encrusted metal 
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ladles. This was done after the pours. During a pours I helped shovel coke 
into the furnaces. It sounds hard, but the work was really not so difficult.  

As work progressed I also 
helped with shoveling the 
ore and the slag and with 
moving the finished 
projects over to the 
loading dock. The cast-
iron stoves were heavy 
and moved clumsily 
along the dirt floors on 
wooden-wheeled dollies, 
but the iron utensils, pans 
and plates were packed in 
small wooden crates and 
were not so bad to move. 
Gun barrels were cast in a 
separate part of the foundry and they had to be moved to the docks as well. 
As usual it seemed, the more you learned the more you became involved, and 
your position became more apprentice than temporary clean-up person. 
Helping with the resin and sand molds reminded me of working with Pop and 
the bees-wax molds for his plaster work. The job, however, was temporary 
and after about a month I was replaced by full-time person. No regrets. It was 
time for something different again.  

Local jobs were still scarce but it seemed if you had a little patience and 
persistence, and a few funds to fall back on, they would happen. There were 
always jobs available at the stockyards, but after living in Independence and 
smelling the stockyards nearby, it made me hesitate to look for a job there. 
Breweries were not a good place to look either. Prohibition was really setting 
in and the breweries were having a hard time of it. Not many people liked 
near-beer, and taverns were closing their doors. There were lots of illegal 
speakeasies, homebrew, and moonshine. Pay-as-you-go clean up jobs were 
around for fill in until something came up, and I took them. I even worked at 
the stockyards a few days. It was pretty bad. 

Then I finally got something more permanent. It was through someone I had 
met, and not at the city agency. Jake was maybe a couple years older than 
me, and he was working delivery for a hardware company. His employer 
asked him to pick up some temporary help, so he headed for Madison Street. 
He was a hobo at 13 and had traveled the rails. He told me that he was 

Cast Iron Foundry, circa 1920. 
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passing time until the next wheat harvests began when he got hired on at the 
hardware store. He had been there ever since. It was my good fortune to have 
bumped into him just then. Their driver had been hurt and Jake was now 
promoted to that position because he knew how to drive. He had learned how 
to drive and operate machinery working the wheat farms. He had a knack for 
machines. I was to take over Jake’s position as a helper. There were a few 
preliminary questions: Could I read and write English? Could I lift heavy 
things? Did I know the difference between a screw and a bolt? Where was I 
from? Where had I worked in Chicago? He checked me out pretty good 
before I climbed onto his truck, apparently passing his muster. 

“Are you camped out near here?” he asked. “We should get your stuff. You 
will want to stay near the store. There are some cheap places nearby and 
good food too. We are near the ‘Polish Patch’. The store is on Racine near 
Division. It’s a Jewish store.” 

Jake told me that the truck we were in was a 1917 White flatbed and that he 
worked a lot of hours to keep it running, and that the boss really needed to 
get one of the new Fords. “We are going to the warehouse to pick up some 
supplies. This old truck should get us there and back. Our stock is running 
low. I was hoping I could find someone that looked dependable on the stem. 
Sometimes all you see is derelicts, drunks and loonies. The job is temporary, 
but it could be more. All depends on how business is doin’ and how well you 

A 1917 White flatbed truck making deliveries, circa 1920. 
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work. Jacob is a little tight but he knows he needs to please his customers 
too, so he spends when he has to.” 

At the first warehouse we picked up boxes of general hardware; nails, bolts 
and nuts, and the like. The next warehouse was plumbing stuff; lots of pipe 
and fittings and two enamel toilets. We also loaded a dozen metal tubs, small 
diameter tubing, valves and more. Jake then mentioned that people were into 
making their own homebrew and liquor. “All the better for our hardware 
business.”  

We also loaded a couple of new ‘electric’ washing machines and a water 
heater. “We are going into selling kitchen appliances now,” he mentioned. 
“We have coal stoves and ‘electric’ toasters too. Jacob is also thinking about 
adding a line of steel flatware to bring more women in the store.” 

With the truck pretty loaded down, we then headed to the store in the 
northwest side of town. We stopped in front of Lebovitz Bros. Hardware. It 
was already late but we needed to get everything unloaded inside the store. 

“Let’s go eat at Natalia’s. I think her dad has a room where you can board,” 
Jake said as we finished carrying in the last of the load. “I am pretty bushed. 
It made it a long day to find someone to help and then to get all the supplies. 
You worked hard,” he added. 

And so, I was boarded in work shed next to the home of the Wissolov family. 
It was a little airy, but it was summer. They had given me a pretty 
comfortable bed of straw and clean linen. It was just far enough from the 
outhouse not to smell and still be convenient. I would wash up at the 
hardware store. The best part was that along with the room payment, the 
meals were included at the café. 

Driving all around North Chicago provided very good times. The hardware 
store was busy and sold lots of materials and appliances. There was a trip to 
the supply warehouses every week and home deliveries every day. Those 
times we were not delivering, we helped organize and clean up around the 
store. I also got to help Jake work on the truck. Spring passed into summer 
quickly. 

“Jacob is going to hire someone from his wife’s family,” Jake broke the news 
to me one day. “Harry will not come back to drive the truck. I will have that 
job. Harry will continue to work in the store,” he continued, “but you will not 
have the chance to continue. I am sorry. I thought things were going fine.” 

“What do you think you will do?” he asked me. 
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“I am on my way to California. That is what I started out to do. I was going 
to try to work on a harvest before and maybe now I can head to Kansas?” I 
answered. 

“On the way to the warehouses tomorrow, let’s visit near the agency,” he 
suggested. “You know I used to follow the harvests and I knew a few tricks 
then. Let’s see what we can find out.” 

The catchers were looking for “slaves” to help with the corn harvest in 
Nebraska, and a trainload was leaving in a few days. The OLB (Omaha, 
Lincoln, and Beatrice) RR was paid by the Kearney Grange to transport 
workers from Chicago. It was a free ride. Jake said this was one of those 
“good” free rides. I decided then to move on and let Jacob know that I was 
leaving.  

 _________________________________________________ 

 

It was a box car, not the best of accommodations, but we did not have to 
climb aboard when it was moving. The Big Red Line had been transporting 
workers for farmers since 1903. Two long days and a night next to some 
pretty smelly men. But the doors were open and lots of fresh dust and smoke 
poured in. I was getting pretty soft I thought…. too much good Polish food 
and fresh straw. Let’s see what Nebraska had to offer. 

The train stopped on a siding just outside Kearney to let us off. There were 
three car-loads of men and only a few farm trucks there to pick up some. The 
rest of us found a camp next to the tracks to bed down. I still had a little 
grub….. a tin of sardines and some beans in a left-over can. I hoped that we 
would find a farm home soon. The Platte River was close for water. Wash 
downstream and get drinking water upstream. 

I was not to worry. The next day the trucks and wagons came to get us. I got 
on one of the horse-drawn wagons and we traveled most of the morning. Our 
group was left off by a barn and shown where we would be sleeping. One of 
the young boys from the house then brought us over to outside tables where 
there was food waiting. We needed to chuck it in because we were off to 
work in an hour, he told us. 

We were all given gloves to help protect us while shucking the corn, and a 
large shoulder bag. The farmer showed us how to snap the ear off the stalk 
and strip the husk before slipping the ear into the bag. After we finished the 
row, we emptied our bushel bags into the wagon. Then we started a new row, 
and on and on. Jake had me invest in a straw hat and a good blanket at the 
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hardware store before leaving. He knew what the harvest sun could do and 
that nights would be getting cold. At the wagon was a large bucket of water 
and tin cups. I chose to take a drink after each row. When the wagon was full 
the farmer drove the wagon to the corncrib where the corn would be allowed 
to dry. 

Next day, we got up to a good breakfast with eggs and oatmeal, picked until 
noon when the farm girls brought us sandwiches, and then we worked until 
near sunset. We were tired at the table for diner; some chicken and lots of 
potatoes, gravy and bread. Cats roamed the barn keeping it free from mice 
and rats. They were a little skittish to pet, but I found one snuggled next to 
me one morning. We woke in the morning to another good breakfast. Three 
days and we moved to the next farm. 

It was gone…. The money bag I had hung around my neck had been cut off 
during the night. Big and Little Eddie were gone as well. And so was my 
straw hat! The farmer did not like it. He would be three men shy for today’s 
harvest, but I had to go back to the rail yard. Big Eddie was pretty big, but I 
would figure something out. I was hoppin’ mad. There was a hobo code and 
they broke it…. 

I could have used that day’s wage. The Eddie’s were gone. Hopped on a 
freight during the night headed back to Chicago. Probably going to drink up 
my hard-earned cash. Not much else to do except head back to the farm. It 
was going to take a while to have any kind of stake back again at two cents a 
bushel…. and boy, was I mad thinking about Big Eddie wearing my straw 
hat! 

The sun was hot, the air was dry. Our hands ached and were cut mercilessly 
from the corn husks even though we wore gloves most of the time. Our legs 
felt like lead by the end of the day. It was a mindless task and there were 
conversations, but they were mindless as well. We got up from our straw 
beds in the morning to a good breakfast, picked until noon when we had 
sandwiches, and then worked until the sun set. Harvest took lots of neighbors 
and all their wives and daughters to feed and support us pickers. While the 
hired men and farm boys worked the field, farm women and girls spent long 
hours in a hot kitchen preparing meals for all the hungry field hands. They 
cooked and baked for days, fixing huge meals for the crews. As with the field 
work, neighbor women shared the cooking and kitchen work. Older girls 
worked in the kitchen, helping cook the meals. Little girls ran back and forth 
to the field, carrying sandwiches and snacks for us workers. Little boys 
hauled jugs of cold water.  
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Falling-down tired at the table for diner; more chicken and potatoes, gravy 
and bread. Barn smells and wheat straw saw us to sleep and woke us in the 
morning. Every couple of days we moved to another farm. Neighbors moved 
with us. The area harvest was done within the month. There had been no rain. 
The corn was drying well in the corncribs and a corn shelling machine with 
sharp blades was already being used at our first farm to separate the kernels 
from the cob. It would move from farm to farm. The shelled corn would be 
sold as a cash crop and also used for animal feed. The leftover corn cobs 
were stored and burned in the kitchen stove for heat and cooking. 

I had determined then to keep moving west even though I was now forced to 
hopping on trains again. Maybe some other work would give better pay. I 
had no objection to the food and bed while working on the farms. You could 
not ask for better. Farm families were great. 

 _________________________________________________ 

 

I had made almost 28-dollars by the end of harvest time. That represented a 
lot of corn. I rode on “sympathetic” railroads into Denver, so I did not have 
to jump onto moving trains. These railroads like the Big Red, worked along 
with the farmer to get workers to and from the fields. I still had most of my 

money as I arrived at the rail yard in 
Denver. It was early September and 
there was still a good month until 
the winter snow began to fall in 
earnest in the Rockies. I thought 
maybe I could find a few jobs to 
reinforce my stake before turning 
west again. Denver was a cattle 
town and a rail hub.  

I cleaned stables and fed horses 
most of my time in Denver. I slept 
in a flop because I was leery of 
getting robbed again in the camp, 
and besides, it was starting to get 
cold. I invested in another straw hat. 
Let someone try to get this one! 

I always thought to ride a horse, but 
the month I spent in and around the 
stables there was no opportunity. 

Hobos ride a flat car, circa 1920. 
Westward from Farms in Nebraska to 
Denver. 
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Some of those horses were pretty ornery anyway. Maybe riding them was not 
such a good idea. I got paid a dollar a day at the stables and half of it went 
for food and the flop. All in all, I had about forty dollars by the time I got my 
ticket for San Francisco. Half went for the tickets. I was not going to hitch 
my way to California, I decided. The railroads that headed west had more 
yard men watching and were harder to ride. It would also be a cold trip in a 
boxcar no matter what the time of year. 

It was cheaper to take short rides using only the day coach than to go straight 
through. I was in no hurry and stopping in Grand Junction, Salt Lake, 
Winnemucca, Reno, and Sacramento might provide me with some 
sightseeing.  

The train had a steep climb out of Denver. It had to hook up with two helper 
engines to make it over Rollins Pass. There was about a half-foot of snow 
already on the pass but there was no need to attach a plow. This was the 
Continental Divide, the highest place in the Rocky Mountains that the train 
would have to pass. Following the Upper Colorado River much of the way, 
we got to Grand Junction late in the day, and I took to the streets to find a 
flop for the evening. With a good breakfast under my belt next morning, I 
boarded the train for Utah. We cruised along the plateaus and the engine 
labored along the steep river gorges. The scenery was spectacular. A long 
climb and then a steep decent brought us through the Wasatch Mountains 
into Provo. Then, in two more hours we were in Salt Lake City. Those 
Mormons lived pretty well here in their capitol of Salt Lake. I thought about 
telling someone here that I was baptized as one of them. After walking the 
streets and finding something to eat, I returned to the station to spend the 
night there. Those Mormons lived too well for even the flops to be 
affordable. 

There is a lot of desert out west and most of it is from Salt Lake to 
Winnemucca. It is also broken up by dry-looking mountains that slow down 
trains. Nothing much in Winnemucca when we got there except there were 
cheap places to sleep. Food was more expensive though. I guess they can’t 
grow much around here because it doesn’t rain. The train had to stop again in 
Reno because Donner Pass was snowed in. They were attaching the snow-
blowing plow up to the cattle-catcher of the train engine. The next day we 
began the climb up to Donner Pass over the Sierra Nevada Mountains. The 
snow plow got us through and it was unhooked at the next station in 
California. That night I spent in a hobo encampment near the train station in 
Sacramento, in the Central Valley of California. There seemed to be a lot of 
mosquitoes, I think because there was so much water nearby. There is a lot of 
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rice grown here in flooded fields. The next train took me through the towns 
of Davis, Stockton, and San Jose and finally to the city of Oakland. The train 
ticket got me on the ferry across the bay to San Francisco. It took six days to 
get to San Francisco from Denver. I had made it, but I was just about out of 
money. Time to go down to Third Street where there was a Hobo town, find 
the agency notices, and see what was happening. 

 

Postscripts 
At the city employment agency, the jobless would find listed information and 
could listen for scuttlebutt from those loitering around about work 
opportunities. Outside the city-run agency were private agencies offering up 
notices of jobs - many of which involved long-distance interstate shipments to 
the jobsite. Sometimes these agencies charged fees to the employer, the 
employee, or both. Streets like West Madison in Chicago and Third Street in 
San Francisco had a plethora of agencies that were called "slave markets" 
and the agents who trolled the streets looking for employees to ship out were 
called "man catchers". The hobo both needed these agencies and distrusted 
them; there was no guarantee that the job would even exist when he reached 
the destination. He might arrive at a job hundreds or even thousands of miles 
away and, if he were no longer needed for some reason, he would be 
stranded. In their turn, hobos sometimes used the set-up to get a free ride out 
of town. Sarge gave Franz the following advice: “stay away from catchers 
and from free rides.”  

One of the largest 
employers of the hobo 
during the first two 
decades of the 20th 
century was the wheat 
belt of the Middle West 
and Great Plains. This 
was a perfect example of 
a hobo-dependent 
industry and lifestyle. The 
wheat harvest began in 
Texas in early June, then 
moved steadily northward 
until reaching North 
Dakota and Canada by 
middle August. Then workers picked corn on their way back south. Although 
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machines reduced the amount of labor needed to sow the crop, large scale, 
intensive labor was required for harvesting. To meet this need, farms called 
on roughly 250,000 men annually to temporarily reap and thresh the grain, 
then move northward with the ripening crop. As one observer attested, 
hoboing was a very popular means of following the harvest: "...one could see 
the roofs and doorways of boxcars literally black with men en-route to the 
wheat fields.” 

The decline of hobo labor demand began in the late 1920s, and was perhaps 
the single most important change to affect the hobo's life. The decline 
stemmed from two main factors – the transition from temporary work camps 
to permanent work camps, and the increased application of labor-saving 
technologies in agriculture and mining. Machines replaced horses and men. 
As more successful mining and lumber operations resisted the boom and bust 
nature of a Frontier West, civilization began to expand into permanent sites 
and towns, thus resigning the hobo to unemployment. Another important 
change to the hobo's landscape was the rapid consolidation of railroads that 
began in the 1920s, and continued through the 1970s. Since its inception, the 
Interstate Commerce Commission, under the auspices of the Railway 
Transportation Act of 1920, has applied governmental pressure to the 
railroad industry to slim down its once massive array of private companies 
and lines to a more “manageable and profitable number.” Since 1911, the 
Commission facilitated consolidation of over 1,300 privately owned 
railroads into less than 100. New railroads were no longer owned by "small, 
personable, companies” that were sympathetic to the hobo, but by enormous, 
well-funded conglomerates that saw the hobo as a hindrance to efficiency 
and profits. 
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Chapter 25 
Hilla – The Bronx, 1922 

Struggle 
 

O Rose! Who dares to name thee? 
The breeze that used to blow thee, 
The sun that used to smite thee, 
The dew that used to wet thee, 
The bee that once did suck thee, 
The heart doth recognize thee, 
Yes, and the heart doth owe thee.   

The Dead Rose, Elizabeth Barrett Browning 
 

I love working at the confectionary store, not just because of the sweet 
temptations, but because of the people I work with and those I meet. 
Working in a candy store must be the best place to work in all the world. 
When people come into the store they are always happy. The children’s eyes 
are always sparkling. It is so much fun to hand out little samples and watch 
the reaction. People are always so satisfied and nothing ever comes back for 
return. Well…. almost never. We did have a crotchety old lady return a box a 
few months ago. She was the only exception that I know of in my short work 
experience. Our chocolates are the finest in New York City. They come from 
a factory in Charlestown in Messah-chew-sets. That is such a difficult word 
to say. It is also difficult to pronounce the other state nearby, Connect-e-cut. I 
am memorizing all the state names. It is something required for passing 
citizenship. Papa says I don’t need to worry about becoming a US citizen, but 
I think it would be a very good thing! 

I especially like dark chocolate. The dark-chocolate bonbons are the most 
tempting for me. The ones with some nut and caramel, or with some orange 
or raspberry filling, they are my favorites. I limit myself to only one candy 
each day. Matty says that he will not make any more clothes for me if I gain 
weight. He is just saying this to make fun, but it would be a shame not to fit 
into the beautiful things he has already made for me. It is also hard not to 
want some of the ice cream and soda treats that they fix at the fountain. 
When I have to work late and Matty comes to get me, then we will both sit at 
the counter and have a soda or a sundae. 



 

184 

The store is located 
on Fordham Road 
near the corner of 
188th Street and near 
Morris Avenue. It is 
only five blocks from 
our apartment on 
Valentine Avenue 
and a very easy walk. 
On most days I open 
the store. I wear a 
kind of uniform at the 
store. It is a black 
dress and I wear it to 
work. I have a fine 
lace apron that I slip into at the store. Matty says that I look like a proper 
French maid in this costume. Yesterday, a new supply of chocolates came 
from the factory, and I plan to re-stock the display case this morning and put 
the new tins out on the tables. Ethel who works at the fountain will be in 
soon to help me. On busy days, there are three of us that work here at the 
candy store. I usually come in early to open at nine and I leave at five. Ethel 
and Fred work from eleven until seven (or sometimes nine) and work at the 
soda counter. The store is open every day except for Sunday, but we are 
allowed some flexibility to when we need to be working. Our manager John 
who also operates the Schrafft stores in Manhattan and in Brooklyn, comes in 
to help with stocking and with inventory. He is very nice and lets us set our 
schedules according to business. Charlie, who is about 16, also comes in at 
holiday times to help when we are very busy. He is the younger brother of 
John. It is a wonderful job because of the easy hours, and the easy people to 
work with, and as I have already said: it is fun to watch and serve people 
coming in to buy candy.  

I have not been myself of late. I have not had much of an appetite and I have 
had an upset stomach in the mornings. Also, I have not been eating any of the 
candy. At home, later in that evening, I tell Matty. “Maybe I am becoming 
allergic to chocolate. I was very sick to my stomach today at work, and I do 
not feel so good in the mornings.” 

The next day at work, I again find myself in the washroom by the sink. I am 
not throwing up, but my stomach is very unsettled. My friend Ethel comes 
over to me and puts her arm around my shoulder. 

 

1922 – Schrafft’s Confectionary at 33 East Fordham 
Road in the Bronx.
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“Have you thought about maybe you are pregnant?” she asks. “I have been 
watching you these past few days. You may want to go see the doctor about 
it.” 

“I am not sure how to see a doctor,” I tell Ethel. “I don’t think I want to see 
the Doctor that is treating my husband for kidney stones.” 

“We can easily go to the clinic on your way home today,” she tells me. 
“Monday is a slow evening and Fred can handle the counter by himself. I 
will go with you. A nurse can give you a quick look and tell you.” And so we 
did. 

“The nurse at the clinic is sure that I am pregnant,” I tell Matty when he 
comes through the door at home. We are both very happy and excited. 

“We will tell momma and papa and have a celebration,” he exclaims. 

We have been so happy living in papa’s apartment building, and Matty 
working for a good boss, 
and still being able to play 
the organ at the theater. 
And, my job has helped pay 
for the new upright piano 
we have in the apartment. 
The piano has been so 
much fun. It has been great 
to bring more music into 
our little home. And, now 
to think we can have a baby 
also. I cannot be any 
happier. 

On the weekend, we do 
celebrate with momma and 
papa, and then we walk 
over to the Bronx Zoo 
which is not far away. The 
zoo and the park area have 
been given to the city by 
the Fordham University. It 
is not as nice as Central 
Park, but it is much larger 
and more natural, 
especially down by the 

1922 – The Bronx Zoo and Park are near the 
family apartment on Valentine Avenue. 
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Bronx River. The zoo is one of the very largest in the United States. We 
especially like the Congo exhibit with all the animals and tropical plants 
from the jungles in Africa. And the other African exhibits are also very 
spectacular, especially the lions and the giraffes and zebras. The zoo is for 
special occasions. We are more often in the park walking the dog or just 
walking. You can go many miles along the river, and you can even rent 
canoes there. There are lots of open spaces for playing and running; so much 
so, that it does not feel like you are in a big city. 

Back at work later that week, I am helping Ethel at the soda counter with ice 
cream orders when I suddenly get stomach cramps and get a little dizzy. 
Ethel helps me to sit down, and things get better. As I am getting ready to go 
home, Ethel asks if maybe I should see the nurse again. I think about this on 
the way home. 

“I want to see a baby doctor,” I tell Matty that night. “I don’t want things to 
go wrong, and I have this funny feeling that something is not right.” 

 

“You can expect some funny feelings and some occasional pain with 
pregnancy,” the Doctor tells us a few days later, “it is completely normal. 
The fetus is still quite small, but everything is looking normal right now.” 

 

I still worry when these lower stomach and back pains continue. We are all 
worried. Momma does not think this is so normal at so early a stage. She 
remembers the aches and pains later when the baby was big in her belly, not 
at the start. 

At work, Ethel is worried also, and then it happened.  

Late one day when it is busy at the store, I start to bleed badly. Ethel and I 
take a taxi to the Doctor. It is a miscarriage, but there is more. As the Doctor 
is cleaning my uterus area from the miscarriage, he discovers a problem with 
one of my ovaries. It is damaged beyond repair and it has to be removed.  

The Doctor is talking to us now after the surgery: 

“It is called a twisted ovary and it had been strangulated,” the Doctor 
explained to Matty and me. “I believe now that this is what was probably 
giving you the pains you were experiencing. Your other ovary is working and 
this is why you had conceived a baby. The miscarriage just happened. They 
sometimes just do with some women. The twisted ovary: that was another 
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matter. It had to be removed for your safety. It had nothing to do with your 
miscarriage.” 

He had much more to say and to caution, but my mind turned him off as he 
was speaking. I had been so excited to have this baby and now my body and 
mind were in turmoil. 

There was something alive inside of me and it had died. Something that had 
been nourished, but had not been given enough. A flower bud that had 
withered from lack of water. My body felt like a desert. My mind was in a 
fog. 

The Doctor was concluding: “You should still be able to have children,” he 
said. “I want to see you again in six months.” 

The Doctor had told us that it would be alright for me to work after a few 
days of rest. The miscarriage occurred in a relatively early stage of 
pregnancy, and work would be good for both my mind and body.  

 

It was not the same working at the store. I was finding it difficult to be as 
joyful serving customers, especially with the children. Both my mind and 
body were experiencing a loss. I no longer treated myself to a piece of 
chocolate each day. It was now only when Matty came to pick me up at work 
and we sat at the fountain counter, that I would have a treat. I was still having 
stomach cramps and pains. I did not neglect my work or keep from doing all 
that was required in my job, but my energy level was still low. It had now 
been several months since the miscarriage and ovary operation. Something 
was still wrong. 

Matty was so good to me. He had made me a new outfit and we were off to 
see a new Broadway musical revue called Make it Snappy. It was really a 
very funny show and it did help me feel better. Eddie Cantor played the part 
of Max, the Tailor who had to deal with a very unreasonable customer. This 
was so much like some of Matty’s problems at work that he would tell me 
about. The customer wanted to have a belt sewn in the back of his coat, but 
he could not decide about where it should go or what it should look like, and 
he kept changing his mind, and this had the tailor jumping about like a rabbit. 
In the end he got a belt he was not expecting, right in his behind. Another 
funny routine was about a pushy taxi driver like many of those you have here 
in New York and a very new and very timid policeman. Not at all like you 
usually find here in New York. Eddie Cantor also sang a new song that was 
very good: The Sheik of Araby.  
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Matty was trying to have 
me feel better, and for 
the most part, I was… 
but, there was still an 
ache. When we saw the 
Doctor again for him to 
do a checkup, he felt a 
lump around my good 
ovary. He wanted to 
operate. He thought it 
was probably a cyst. This 
was not good. 

After much consideration 
we relented and the 
Doctor removed a cyst 
from my remaining 
ovary. I would not let 
him remove the ovary as 
well as he was 
recommending. He felt 
that chances of becoming 
pregnant now were slim 
to none and that there 
would always be a good 
chance for other cysts to 
develop in the remaining 

ovary. I told him I would take my chances. 

What started out as a year of joy in a new and fun job making children 
happy, was so diminished by the prognosis of not ever having a child of my 
own. But in my heart I felt there was still hope. 

I see my way as birds their trackless way. 
I shall arrive,—what time, what circuit first, 
I ask not; but unless God send his hail 
Or blinding fire-balls, sleet or stifling snow, 
In some time, His good time, I shall arrive: 
He guides me and the bird. In His good time. 
God is the perfect poet, 
Who in His person acts His own creations. 

Paracelsus, by Robert Browning 

1922 – Hilla at the park in the Bronx – off to see 
the musical Make it Snappy with Eddie Cantor. 
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Postscripts 
The chapter begins with a poem verse by Elizabeth Browning and ends with 
a verse by her husband, Robert Browning. Poetry and opera were loves in 
Hilla’s life. 

William F. Schrafft founded a candy company in Charlestown, a suburb of 
Boston, in 1861. Frank Shattuck took over in 1898, expanding the candy 
factory and stores to include restaurants. By 1915, there were nine stores in 
Manhattan, one in Brooklyn, and one in Syracuse, NY as well as the factory 
and store in Boston. By 1923, they had grown to 22 stores which included the 
sore in the Bronx.  
In 1880, in order to create a natural buffer between university grounds and 
the urban expansion that was nearing, Fordham University sold land to New 
York State which would eventually become the Bronx Zoo and the New York 
Botanical Garden. The Bronx Zoo, within Bronx Park, is among the largest 
metropolitan zoos in the world, and is the largest in North America, today 
with some 6,000 animals representing about 650 species from around the 
world. The zoo comprises 265 acres of park lands and naturalistic habitats, 
through which the Bronx River flows. 

‘Make It Snappy’ was a musical revue that ran for 96 performances at the 
Winter Garden Theatre in the 1922–23 Broadway season. It starred Eddie 
Cantor, who introduced the hit songs ‘Yes! We Have No Bananas’ and ‘The 
Sheik of Araby.’ 
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Chapter 26 
Franz – San Francisco to Los Angeles, 1922-23 

California at last 
 
“The problem with putting two and two together is that sometimes you get 
four, and sometimes you get twenty-two.”  

 from The Thin Man by Dashiell Hammett  
 

 
The ferry from Oakland to San Francisco was crowded with laborers coming 
to work and businessmen. The terminal was close to downtown and only a 
few blocks from the hobo town on Third Street. On the ferry ride, I found out 
from a fellow passenger that San Francisco had to be completely rebuilt after 
the earthquake and fires in 1906. On my walk to Third, I did notice that most 
of the buildings I passed did look pretty new, and not much of anything 

 

The only way to San Francisco from the north or east; the ferry from 
Oakland, circa1920.
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looked run down; not even in the hobo area, except for all the transients and 
their scattered belongings. New buildings were in fact still going up. I 
thought to myself as I walked along that it probably would not be too 
difficult to find work here, and that was good. I had only 24-cents in change 
left from my stake. Dinner at the nearest mission and a vacant doorway for 
the evening. Don’t spend anything if it is not needed. 

The notice read “Wanted – 20 men for unloading – Del Monte Cannery – 
$1.35 a day.” The walk was not too far from the encampment on Third Street 
to the Del Monte Cannery on Leavenworth. It was up near the commercial 
fish docks and close to the fish canneries. So…. I found out it was 
applesauce time and the cannery was looking for help with unloading crates 
of apples. After my first ten-hour day unloading crates, I could hardly move 
and my stomach was cramping from all the apples I ate. I could not muster 
the energy to walk back to the flops on Third, so I camped out in an alley 
near the cannery and found a meal the next morning in a Chinese place near 
the wharf. It was a miserable cold and damp evening and all my muscles 
ached in the morning. My bowels were also loosey-goosey. I had to find a 
better diet, and quick. It was all I could do to get up and walk, but I needed to 
get back to the job so I would get paid. I had spent my last 24-cents at the 
Chinese place. Two more days to the end of the week! 

I made that two days and then the next week also, but then the crates stopped 
coming in, so it was the end of the job. The Chinese pretty much worked the 
salmon and sardine canneries nearby, so there was no luck finding a job 
there, and at the docks they were looking for experienced men on the fishing 
boats. I had found a place to bed down and knew a few places to eat now, 
and had located a nearby speakeasy that needed a flunkey to help with the 
cleaning. The pay was not as good as the cannery, but it was much easier on 
the back, and there was hard-boiled eggs and real beer included. I needed 
$12.60 for train fare to LA, and I was about half-way there.  

I had not written home since Chicago, so I got a San Francisco post card and 
let Pop and Momma know that I was still OK. There were times that I did not 
feel so OK on my adventure, but my immediate situation was again fairly 
stable. I was working at Tommy’s Place, hidden away in the basement of the 
Haslett Warehouse. Even without plans except for moving on, things seemed 
somehow to always get sorted out. You just needed to work hard and stay 
away from the hard drinkers…. and in this city, away from the queers. 
Tommy’s place was straight, but some of the other clubs in the area were not.  

I have to admit now that along this journey, I sure have had harder jobs than 
what work Pop had been giving me, and I am now thinking I’m not sure I 
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want to have those same experiences again. In this moment of 
thoughtfulness, I feel ready to go back home, but I had still not reached my 
objective. I still wanted to get to Los Angeles. 

Pay here in the big city was better than in the Nebraska corn fields, but I have 
to confess the food was really good on those farms, and right now, I was 
surely beginning to miss the sunshine. There is a lot of fog and rain here in 
this city next to the Pacific Ocean, and each day is getting colder as it is 
almost the beginning of November.  

 _________________________________________________ 

 

California is a really big state. It is 400 miles from San Francisco to Los 
Angeles, and it took 16 hours to get here on the Union Pacific Railroad. 
Looking at the map and the railroad schedules, I found out it is a distance of 
677 miles from Redding near the north border of California to San Diego on 
the south border. By train schedule reckoning, it would take nearly two days 
to make that trip, with all the right connections. I spent a few hours in the 

station in San Jose, so I had time to look up this information. 

1923 Main Street, downtown Los Angeles. 
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Union Station is situated next to the Los Angeles River. It is not really a river 
but just a very large, dry streambed. I was told that the river really floods 
sometimes, and that dry channel sure did look like there had been a lot of 
water running at one time not too long ago. As the train came into the city, 
we were following alongside of this ugly scar of a river and just crossed it 
before we arrived at the station. Hobohemia was maybe a mile walk from the 
station on South Main, and construction work was going on all around. The 
city, itself was booming. It was going to be a snap getting work here I 
thought to myself, and the weather was just great considering it was already 
into January. I had to take off my jacket as I walked. Just to the north I could 
see a huge building going up. I would go take a look in the morning to see 
what work might be available. 

 

The Biltmore was about halfway constructed and they were in need of steel 
workers and brick masons. No, I did not want to start in a new line of work. 
It looked very dangerous up high on the scaffolding. As I was looking over 
the construction site I met Sam. He was standing by a pretty worn-out 
looking truck and his well-worn coveralls were decorated with multicolored 
spatters of paint. It was an old model, White truck filled with ladders, paint 
cans and tarps. 

“Are you still able to get this old White to run?” I asked. 

“Is goot truck,” he replied in a heavy accent that sounded German. “You tink 
der is somedink de matter mit it?” 

“Nein, es ist nur so, dass ältere White Wagen bekannt sind schwierig. No, it 
is just that older White carriages are known to be difficult.” I replied in 
German. 

“Ja, es ist lästig, Yes it is troublesome,” he answered in not quite German, 
“but it is all I can afford and it get me to my jobs.” He continued and then I 
figured out he was speaking Yiddish. 

I knew enough of some of the variances between Yiddish and German to 
continue the conversation in what I thought was primarily the Jewish version. 
‘Speaking a native language always goes a long way towards making a good 
relation,’ Pop always used to say. 

Continuing in my German/Jewish “Last year I had a job with a fellow that 
drove a White truck and he was always fixing it. We worked for a hardware 
store in Chicago, Lebovitz Bros. Hardware.” 
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“I know this store! I have come from Chicago three years ago with my 
family. Yes, this is somewhere I have been. I am very happy to meet you, I 
am Samuel Kadish.” And he took me by the hand and shook it vigorously. 

He asked many questions and found out some about my Dutch heritage and 
my recent adventures. He also found out that Pop was a painter and decorator 
just as he told me he was himself. I told him that I knew quite a lot about the 
painting trade because of my apprenticeship with Pop. In return I found out 
that before Chicago, Sam and his wife came from Kovno in Lithuania. There 
was much oppression by the Imperial Russia government that controlled his 
country and that he had joined a Communist labor bund there. This was 
before the revolution and it did not go so well for communists then. He had 
to leave, and his wife came to Chicago where he had relatives. He had heard 
about the many opportunities in south California so he then moved further 
west to LA with the family, now also with two young boys. 

“You want work?” he asked. “We try and see how you do. I have plenty of 
painting jobs, and maybe you can help in the keeping of the truck running? 
What you think?” 

 

There really was a lot of painting work and Sam’s business was expanding. I 
soon talked him into purchasing a newer Ford truck, but he was still hanging 
on to that broken-down old White. We were working painting rooms inside 
the new Rosslyn Hotel Annex on Fifth and Main. I had got myself a small 
apartment at 1130 South Hope Street not far away. Sam and his family lived 
across the river on the east side of Los Angeles. 

“You meet my wife and boys now,” shouted Sam over the rumble and 
clanking of the old White truck, “and we have a nice dinner.” 

We soon arrived at a nice little bungalow on Evergreen Avenue. “Momma, I 
am home with one of my helpers,” Sam announced as we came through the 
front door. “You remember, I tell you about Frank who is now helping me. 
He is the boy from Chicago. He is coming to eat with us today.” 

Mrs. Kadish came into the living area from the kitchen and Sam immediately 
slipped by her. She is small but on the stout side, and she is wiping her hands 
on her apron. She introduces herself as Ida. She has a nice smile and she 
welcomes me with a bow of her head and a ‘shalom’, but I am sure that she 
did not know there was to be an extra person at the table for dinner. I 
suddenly feel very out of place. 
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Sam comes back into the room with two bottles of beer and then takes me to 
the backyard where we sit. He introduces me to his sons Reuben and Frank 
who are ages ten and seven. It is not long before we are at the dinner table 
and Sam is telling the family how good it is to have another craftsman who 
can do the marbling and the faux bois. He is making me feel pretty 
comfortable until he starts to talk about communism. My mind jumps back to 
what Pop had to say about Lenin and communism being closely related to 
anarchy. I thought I better keep these thoughts to myself.  

“My father knew of Lenin when we lived in Basel, in Switzerland,” I 
comment trying not to make it sound like he actually knew Lenin. “He was 
himself in the labor movement of the Social Democrats, and he was at 
meetings there sometimes where Lenin was attending.”  

Instead, I let them know about Pop’s union organizing leaving out all the 
derogatory things Pop had to say about communists and about Lenin. I tried 
not to sound to enthusiastic one way or the other. 

“You come now and see the painting in my boy Reuben’s room,” said Sam 
as I get pulled away from the table. “He is going to be a great artist someday. 
He will be painting murals in the big buildings in Los Angeles. You wait and 
see.” 

All four walls of the boy’s room were covered in figures of people and other 
assortments of objects. Two walls were filled with pinned-up drawings and 
paintings. Two of the other walls were murals. Reuben said one wall was 
done with oil paint and the other with distemper. You could tell the 
difference in the finish and color. They were all pretty well crafted paintings 
and drawings, but they were a bit strange. I believe they now call this style 
expressionism. Sam was sure proud of the boy’s work, and he showed me a 
book of some murals by Mexican artists. He said the Mexicans, they were all 
communists and revolutionaries, “Good, no?” 

 

After our work at the Rosslyn and additionally at a number of single-house 
residences over the next two months, we headed into Hollywood to do some 
work at the Paramount studio. Sam had by now, another crew painting 
houses, and they were using the Ford truck he had recently purchased. I had 
no idea why he continued to drive us around in that old White! Only bailing 
wire was holding it together.  

I had seen a couple of movies made at Paramount, but I did not realize until 
we got there, what an old dump of run-down buildings that they were using. 
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The large structure on the site was called the barn, and it was a pretty 
dilapidated warehouse. There was lots of construction going on now inside 
and all around the barn for a Biblical film they were working on called the 
Ten Commandments. They needed help with some of the decorations. It was 
the kind of job right up Sam’s and my alley…. making things look like 
marble and sandstone, and we didn’t have to worry about color either. We 
even got to put together some molds for plaster column caps and built a 
temple. They were putting together a big production and there were hundreds 
if not a thousand workers. And then we got to deliver the columns and caps 
out to the film ‘location’ in the wilds of Santa Barbara County…. and we 
were even in the picture as part of the army, or the crowd, or something. We 
did get paid for some of this, but not very much. Sam said we needed to quit 
fooling around here and get back to painting houses and hotels. 

The movie job did get 
us some new contacts 
with the newer, more 
up-scale construction 
going on in the hills 
around Hollywood. 
There was even the 
prospect that we might 
eventually get involved 
with that new 
Hollywood Land 
Development Company 
project. The only 
problem I saw with 
living this far out in the 
county, was that you 
could end up with an 
oil well and pump in 
your backyard. You would own the land on the surface but the oil company 
would still be getting what was under the ground, and it was a messy 
business. 

Painting in the Southwest was substantially different from painting back east, 
primarily exterior painting, and primarily because of the different house 
construction. There were some traditional homes that used wood siding, but 
many were lath and cement stucco, some were cement on brick, and others 
were even adobe. We could use oil-based paints on all these exteriors, but the 
sun was hard on the oil and it cracked and faded fast. Oil paint was the only 

The Hollywood Land Development sign in 1923 
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paint used on the wood siding, but many times on the stucco, brick, and 
adobe we used whitewash or milk-paint.  

 _________________________________________________ 

 

Almost a year has gone by since my arrival in Los Angeles, and things are 
going very well. Considering, I arrived with only a couple of dollars in my 
pocket, I now have a substantial sum of money safely tucked away in the 
bank. Considering, I was used to sleeping in flops or in an alleyway, and 
owning only the clothes on my back; I now have a comfortable place to sleep 
with a closet that has some pretty nice clothes tucked inside. My job has been 
real steady with the Kadish Paint Company, and the pay is really good. We 
were getting a lot of work with painting and decorating some very expensive 
up-scale houses. 

In my time off, I took some excursions to the beaches from Big Sur to Long 
Beach, and at the apartment where I lived, I started to do some oil painting 
myself. I thought I would try to do some European landscape art in contrast 
to the modern-art movement that was happening around the city. The work 
that Sam’s son Reuben was creating was more disturbing than I cared for. I 
never told Sam or Reuben how I truly felt. I mean it was ok, but I was more a 
Rembrandt sort of Dutchman.  

Long Beach was a lot of fun because of the piers and amusement areas, and 
because I knew someone there with an airplane. House painting work had 
first brought me to the area. The Kadish Paint Co. painted a large wood-sided 
duplex that was on the beachfront for a gentleman named Walter Fitzsimons, 
one of our clients from Los Angeles. As a hobby, Walter flew airplanes. He 
was a flight instructor and kept his plane at the Earl Daugherty Flight School 
Hangar, along the shore in Long Beach. Airplanes would take off and land 
using the flat, sandy beach as a runway. I did some extra paint decorating 
inside the Long Beach house and made a deal with Walter (he was called 
Wally) for an airplane ride. Boy, was it a fun deal. 

“You will be going up in my airplane,” commented Wally. It was once a 
fighter plane in the War; a Bristol F-2B. It is powered with a 150-horsepower 
Hispano Suiza engine. I got it from the British Army when they retired one 
of their squadrons, and then I had it shipped across the Atlantic. I flew one in 
the War you know. I joined the Canadians in 1915 and we were attached to a 
British Observation Squadron. I have two more aircraft, but I like the feel 
and the speed of the old F-2. So…. it will be too noisy to talk in the aircraft, 
and here is what we will be doing:” 
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Along with the instructions of what I was supposed to do, and what I was not 
to do, Wally gave a rundown of where we would be flying. We would go up 
to Los Angeles over Compton, and then to Beverly Hills and on over to the 
coast. Then we would return along the coast from Santa Monica to Long 
Beach.  

“From the air, everything will look a little different to you, but enough things 
will give you some bearing,” Wally explained. “The Signal Hill oil field is 
pretty obvious, and so will be the Coliseum, and the Los Angeles River is a 
pretty big scar on the land that we will be following. Pretty obvious. I will do 
a flyby over Pickfair and maybe you will see Mary and Doug in their 
swimming pool. You will also recognize the pier at Santa Monica, and also 
the Rainbow Pier here in Long Beach. We might also see some whales 
migrating along the coast. If we do, I’ll turn us belly-up for a closer look.” 

And Boy, was that ever a ride to remember! I probably have never made a 
better deal in my life. I could hardly stand when we got back, but it was that 
loop-de-loop just before we landed that likely made me so wobbly. Neither 
the school nor Wally were in the business for giving airplane rides, so I was 
pretty lucky to have had this experience. I don’t think any Ferris wheel or 
Roller Coaster will ever be as good. Something to write home about. 

1926 Signal Hill Oil Field in Long Beach. 
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And I did begin to write home. Now that I was somewhat settled in, I was 
taking time to write an occasional post card home and also to my friends in 
Johnstown, the Dekins. From Pop, I learned that my brother Matty was going 
to take a telephone technician job in Kansas City soon. I sure don’t know 
why he would do a thing like that, except he sure got close with that Mormon 
clique while he was there. The Dekins letters were more interesting. There 
was a young lady from Holland that had emigrated and was visiting them 
from Buffalo; a family friend from near Heerenveen, the community where 
they were from in Holland. They sent along her photo and she had written 
her address on the back. Her name is Johanna. I am thinking I will write to 
her. 

 
Postscripts 
 
The April 1906 earthquake and subsequent fire destroyed over 80% of San 
Francisco; virtually all of the downtown area. Over 3,000 people were 
killed. By 1923, the city was very much rebuilt and expanding. 
Transportation in from the north and the east was still restricted to ferry boat 
service. It would be more than ten-years before either the Oakland Bay or 
the Golden Gate Bridge would be constructed. Even so, the port of San 
Francisco was still one of the largest in the United States. Two 
undistinguished records were held by the city: having the both the largest 
Chinese and largest Gay city populations in the U.S. 

By 1920, the City of Los Angeles had surpassed San Francisco in population, 
swelling to just over 500,000 residents. The Roaring Twenties were a time of 
explosive growth in LA. Oil was discovered all around Los Angeles County. 
Also at this time the Motion Picture Industry discovered Los Angeles and 
began leaving New York City for Hollywood. Banking, finance and insurance 
companies started to locate in Los Angeles in the thriving downtown 
financial district. The port facilities at Santa Monica and Long Beach, 
supporting the Los Angeles area, also began explosive growth. Los Angeles 
is famous as a collection of many suburbs with a very weak central city. 
Unlike eastern cities, LA was not created by the expansion of suburbs 
spreading outward from the city center over time. Instead suburbs grew up 
around dispersed hubs of manufacturing and job creation, all linked by 
highways. 

The only obstacle to holding back the population growth of Los Angeles was 
water. The Los Angeles River was essentially dry for most of the year. 
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William Mulholland and other city/county developers began looking for new 
sources of water. Eventually, Los Angeles laid claim to the waters of the 
Owens Valley, east of the Sierra Nevada, and in 1913 completed a 240-mile 
(390 km) aqueduct to deliver its waters to the burgeoning city and county. 
Owens Valley residents grew angry and frustrated after seeing their farms 
drained of water, nearly every drop of which was pumped into the steadily 
growing San Fernando Valley. In 1924 and again in 1927, protesters blew 
up parts of the aqueduct. By 1923, Mulholland and his engineers were 
looking east to an even larger water supply, the Colorado River. The plan 
was to dam the Colorado and carry its waters by aqueduct across hundreds 
of miles of mountains and deserts.  

In the 1920s, Los Angeles became the fifth largest city in the US. Petroleum 
became a major industry with extractions planned from the large reserves of 
Huntington Beach, Long Beach and Santa Fe Springs. Manufacturing 
industries boomed and it became the aviation capital of the U.S. and 
occupied the ninth position among the industrial cities of the country. Eight 
major Hollywood studios produced 90% of all major movies and also 
controlled all movie halls and held full film distribution rights. The Port of 
Los Angeles at Long Beach became the second busiest deep water port in the 
U.S. and the banking sector boomed. As the emergent economy, fueled by oil 
and Hollywood real estate boomed, one third of the homes in Los Angeles 
were counted as privately owned unlike other major cities in the US where 
housing was largely rented. 

Hollywood Boulevard was the main road of the Hollywood district of Los 
Angeles on account of the Walk of Fame. Sunset Boulevard added to the 
glamorous age of the Hollywood from the 1920s and the Hollywood Hills in 
the backdrop, became the residential complex of the rich and famous of the 
Hollywood film industry. “Pickfair” was the epitome of the swank 
Hollywood estates and was owned by two of the top stars of the day, Mary 
Pickford and Douglas Fairbanks. The Hollywood residential complex, which 
has the iconic big sign “Hollywood”, was created by the Harry Chandler, 
the news baron of the Los Angeles Times. The sign was erected in 1923 
originally with the name as a bill board for the “Hollywood Land 
Development” Company. 
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Chapter 27 
Matty – Kansas City, 1924-25 

Telephone Electrician 
"Come here Mr. Watson, I want to see you!" 

First telephone Conversation,  
Alexander Graham Bell, March 10, 1876 

 
 
“Ich will nicht mit Momma und Papa leben.... I don’t want to live with 
Momma and Papa.” I continued in German the conversation with Hilla. “We 
need to be away on our own and I would like to go back to Kansas City, and 
to a new job. I do not want to work as a tailor in the Garment District here in 
New York anymore. But this is not now my decision to make by myself.”  

“I have left my home and my family to be with you,” said Hilla. “If we are in 
New York or in Kansas City, it will be of little difference for me. And, you 
have more knowledge than me if you will be able to find work, even a 
different sort of work in Kansas City.” 

“It will be a chance,” I told her. “But, we have been taking chances most of 
our lives. So what is the difference? I was working for Western Electric 
before when we lived in Independence and I think that I can get a job again. 
We have some money saved now and I know some people there. The 
Mormon Church will help us if we get into a fix. They were very good to us 
when we lived there before.” 

“Then it is settled,” said my wife. “When do we go? We will need to decide 
how much we will take and what we will want to leave here with Papa and 
Momma. What will you do with your piano?” 

 _____________________________________________ 
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“You are going to 
assemble cordboards,” 
our instructor began. 
There were four of us 
just hired by the 
Kellogg Switchboard 
and Supply Company, 
and we were to be 
trained to wire 
switchboards for 
telephone use. 
“Cordboards are used 
as both A boards and 
B boards for long-
distance calling and in 
exchanges, and in 
offices where there are 

multiple phones. There will be various sizes that you will be required to 
assemble, but they all will be of similar construction. The larger the board the 
more wiring required. The first thing we will work on will be the technique 
of proper soldering. You will be using our newest electric soldering iron.” 

I had submitted applications for work at Western Electric and Kellogg 
Switchboard as soon as we got to Kansas City. I left it for Papa to keep the 
piano in his apartment. I was not ready to sell it. I also left most of my sheet 
music because most of it could not be easily used with the accordion. I did 
pack my accordion. After a few weeks in a small hotel room, Hilla and I 
found a little house at 2446 Benton Boulevard to let. It had some sparse 
furniture. I telephoned my Mormon friend Kyle who had a job with Western 
Electric and was one of my classmates. He was not able to help, but then the 
application came through for an entry position at Kellogg. 

“In a way, it is a little like tailor work,” I explained to Hilla. “You have to 
thread the wires and bundle them, and then neatly tie them. And reading the 
wiring diagram and the directions is a little like music, at least once you have 
a sequence, it is repeated and you do not need the see the notes if you can 
remember. It is pretty easy especially once you get good at soldering. I think 
I will like the work.” 

The pay was good and so were the working conditions. The factory was well 
lit and ventilated. My work bench was near a window and outside light, and I 
could sit on a stool to do most of the soldering. It was production work, but 

1924 Switchboard operators using cordboards. 
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there were enough different size boards to make things interesting. And we 
had a good boss. A good change from the Jewish tailor I worked for in New 
York City. 

 __________________________________________________ 

 

“I want to show you where we lived in Independence and then go to the 
Mormon Temple,” I told Hilla. “I am hoping they will let me play the pipe 
organ. And we can look at what they have done since we left in 1918. Papa 
did some beautiful plaster work inside the temple. We will take the trolley 
and go this Saturday.” 

“Do you think you will want to go back to the church?” asked Hilla. 

“I don’t know. Maybe,” I replied. “Maybe there would be some sort of 
position for playing the organ. I did like the people there even though Papa 
did not get along with them. The problem would be the distance away for 
practicing the organ during the week.” 

 

“Nathan Kirkmann is no longer a member of the church, and I do not find 
that you are a member of our church either,” the secretary reported to Matty. 

“My family and I were members here in 1918, just as was Elder Nathan. You 
need to look back in your records,” Matty objected. 

“I cannot do that right now, so you will have to come back or I can give you 
a phone call,” replied the secretary. “You need to be a member before you 
enter the tabernacle.” 

What a disappointment I thought. Well, we will go anyway to see if the 
church is open and see if anyone is nearby the organ that will know about the 
schedule. We will ignore the secretary’s warning, I decide. 

As Hilla and I enter the church, I begin to point out some of the plaster work 
that Papa has done. We progress to the organ console and begin to look 
around for someone. A church member is there that points us to the office of 
the Director of Music. 

“Ah, you have been in our temple and have played our organ before,” the 
Director replies to me, “but I cannot let you play it now.” 

“I was a member of the church in 1918 and then my family and I left. We 
should be still members here,” I tell him. “This was when Elder Nathan 
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Kirkmann was the Choir Director. I played the reed organ, and then had 
some practice on the pipes, but it looks like there is a different console now.” 

“We have a full-time organist and he has a number of students,” the Director 
responded. “Here, I will write you his name and give you his telephone 
number, and you can correspond to him directly. I can tell you that I do not 
think he will take on other students, but you can find this out for yourself.” 

 

I finally get to talk to the organist over the phone and it is not very 
encouraging. He is not looking for help or for any more students, especially 
if they are not from the Mormon community. There is also a response from 
the secretary who sent a letter indicating we were not currently members of 
the church. If we wished to become members there was a short trial period of 
renewed discipleship for me and a year-long membership program for Hilla. 
It was most disturbing that neither my friend Kyle, nor Elder Nathan were 
currently members of the church.  

Our house was located near 
the St. Mathew Zion Church 
and they had an organ. It was 
not nearly so grand as the 
Mormon Temple organ, but it 
was still quite a good one. 
Hilla and I began attending 
Zion Church, and I made 
arrangements with the pastor 
and the choir director to be 
able to practice on the organ 
in the sanctuary and on an 
upright piano in the fellowship 
area during the week.  

Our house was also located 
near Central Park. It was not 
so grand a park as the one in 
New York City, but it still was 
quite large and had a lake that 
you could walk around and go 
boating in the summer, and 
skate in the winter. Hilla and I 
both had skates. I purchased 

1925 Central Park in Kansas City. Matty with 
speed skates.
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myself speed skates. 

 

Things were getting more complicated at work. I joined a group of 
technicians that was working on a large automatic panel for switching. It was 
intended to replace the need for switchboard operators. Six of us worked in 
pairs around the clock in eight-hour shifts installing the relays and soldering 
the circuits. Two other groups worked on other panels. There was a lot of 
overtime and a stress to make the deadlines. The panels would go to New 
York City for their telephone exchange system. 

It was a demanding and detailed job, and the strain eventually brought on an 
attack of kidney stones. Not a good thing for my health and not good for the 
job, because they needed a healthy dependable employee. Maybe I could 
have been absent from the job for a couple of days, but it did not work that 
way and I was released from my position. Without a job and still weak and 
hurting, Hilla and I boarded the train back to New York. We would take 
things from there. We would get to see my brother Franz who was now back 
home after four-years of being lost. 

 
Postscripts 
 
Originally, all telephone calls required the participation of an operator. This 
began to change when a crude electromechanical switch, became practical 
for automatic switching around 1900. The application of the Strowger EM 
switches, as well as a variety of panel, rotary, and crossbar switches, 
eventually automated the telephone system, and made the telephone the 
influential mass market technology it finally became… but not until the mid-
1920’s. Although the large and well-established AT&T Bell System 
investigated automatic switching as early as 1903, it resisted adopting such 
switches because of the efficiency of its’ operators and existing manual-
switching network.  

With rapid growth of a national telephone system, the recruitment and 
employment of sufficient number of operators had become an increasing 
problem, and automatic switching became an absolute necessary. 
Development in the U.S. oriented towards a complicated panel switch, better 
suited for multiple local exchanges. Manually-operated exchanges were 
replaced with tall panels, each having 500 rows of terminals. Each panel had 
an electric motor, to drive selectors (about sixty selectors) by 
electromagnetically controlled clutches. AT&T installed its first panel switch 
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in Omaha, Nebraska in December 1921, and it’s second in the Pennsylvania 
exchange of New York City in October 1922. Similar transitions soon 
followed in all major metropolitan areas throughout the country, but due to 
its cost, complexity, and high maintenance requirements, the panel switch 
was never adopted outside the United States. In Kansas City in 1924, the dial 
telephone system was still connected to manually-operated switchboards, but 
not for long.  
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Chapter 28 
Franz – Los Angeles to New York, 1924 

The Return Home 
 

Come away with me, Lucille, 
In my merry Oldsmobile. 
Down the road of life we fly, 
Automo-bubbling, you and I. 
 

To the church we'll swiftly steal, 
Then our wedding bells will peal, 
You can go as far as you like with me 
In my merry Oldsmobile. 

Music by Vincent Bryan, lyrics by Gus Edwards 
 
“What do you think? A Dodge Brothers Roadster. She is a beauty, isn’t she?” 
I ask Sam. 

“Ya, the car, she is pretty snazzy. But are you needing such a car? Are you 
having such money?” Sam is full of questions. 

“I am just about busted,” I tell him. “I have only a few bucks left in the bank, 
but I got the car for a great deal. The guy was anxious to sell because he 
needed the money to buy a race horse. All his money was tied up in some big 
deal right now. So I got it for two-hundred thirty. It’s an almost brand-new 
car.” 

“Who vas dis guy? Are you trusting you are not buying a lemon?” Sam 
inquires. 

“We took a little tour first and then he let me drive it on the way to the bank.” 
I tell Sam. “The guy is this big shot from the movies. His name is Louie 
Mayer. You see his name in the papers. He is putting together a big movie 
studio and he was a little short of cash and needed it to buy this horse. He 
was also selling another of his cars, a big Packard. He has a stable of horses. 
Come on, we will go for a drive. The engine just purrs.” 

After our drive, I tell Sam that I have made up my mind, and that I will 
probably leave in the next month or so; as soon as I get enough in the bank 
for the trip back to New York. 
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“So, you are driving this car all the way back?” he asks me. “That is a very 
long road to New York. What is happening when it breaks down?” 

“It is a new car, for heaven’s sake. It will not break down,” I tell him. “And 
besides, look at all the practice I have had helping you keep that old White 
truck running.” 

For a while now, I have been going to the newly-built Automobile Club 
building on Adams and Figueroa. This is where I met Louis Mayer and 
learned that he was selling his car. I have also been there researching the 
different routes back to the east. They have given me some good ideas and I 
have purchased some maps and a LHA Guidebook for the journey. 

I had thought to take the Arrowhead Trail through Barstow and Las Vegas to 
Salt Lake, but I think I am favoring the better road conditions I would face 
taking the Lincoln Highway out of San Francisco. I still have some time to 
decide. In the meantime, I am getting a tent and some camping equipment 
together for the trip. I figure it should take me about 12 days to get back to 
New York, and about 25-bucks for the gas and oil. I should make it all the 
way on the tires. 

 

Cars from the Automobile Club of Southern California rally on Adams 
Boulevard in front of the Water Power Building in 1920. 
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 __________________________________________________ 

Departure day has finally arrived. I said my goodbyes to Sam, Ida, and the 
boys last night. They had me over for a farewell dinner.  Afterward, I got the 
car all loaded with the camping equipment and food and water. I will take the 
Garden Highway north and my first stop will be Bakersfield about 120 miles 
away. It should take about five hours. 

I leave Los Angeles at the dawn of a beautiful summer day. The macadam 
road follows the dry Los Angeles River up to Burbank where the River turns 
to the west and the road goes north over a ridge into the small community of 
Santa Clarita. Climbing up several winding canyons the road finally descends 
and comes out on a broad plain. According to my guidebook, this is the great 
Central Valley of California, the valley of the San Joaquin River, with the 
city of Bakersfield at its southern end. This is where so much food is grown 
to be transported throughout our country, and between Bakersfield and 
Fresno, I pass many trucks being loaded with the harvests. 

The landscape is a patchwork of brown and green, depending on what fields 
have been harvested. It has taken me five-and-a-half hours to get to 
Bakersfield, an hour break for lunch, and another three hours to Fresno. I 
decide to press on to Madera to make camp. 

The next day, the Garden Highway takes me into Sacramento and I get on 
Folsom Boulevard which is the Lincoln Highway. I have driven five hours 
since my start this morning in Madera. I remember all the mosquitos in 
downtown Sacramento from my trip coming into California, and I decide to 
travel on towards the mountains before stopping. I have been making good 
time and the car has been performing great. I now have quite a sunburn on 
my face from driving in an open car. In Sacramento, I stop at a pharmacy to 
purchase some zinc-oxide to put on my face. 

It is two more hours to Placerville and I decide to stop. The local tavern here 
is named Hangman’s Tree Saloon. I decide to have a near-beer. I get lots of 
information from the bartender and customers as well: This is a great historic 
town about the old gold-rush days. Gold was first found at Sutter’s Mill on 
the American River just a few miles away. The town used to be called 
Hangtown because they used to hang troublemakers from a tree here, and 
that is where the name for the tavern comes from. I then decide to eat at Poor 
Ed’s café next door, but it was not worth it; pretty tough meat and greasy 
food. I take a short walk along Main Street, and there is a building here 
where Studebaker made wheelbarrows before he went into business with his 
brothers making cars and trucks. I camp out just east of town. 
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The next day I drive the Echo Summit Pass road in the Sierras, then along the 
south shore of Lake Tahoe to Carson City. It is a grind up the gravel 
switchbacks to the elevation of 7,365-ft that is displayed on the sign. I have 
to stop twice to fill the radiator with the extra water I have brought along. It 
is an exciting drive and all has gone well. The road was quite narrow a few 
times between trees, and sheer in some places where it was just a one-way 
road. I decided to camp along the lake just before the road turns eastward to 
Carson City. I brought along an extra can for gasoline and I use it now. It 
took a lot of gas coming up to the pass. 

I get a flat tire on the road into Carson City. It is a very good gravel road, but 
I must have run over a sharp piece of metal. The tire is slashed. I have to visit 
a few garages and dealerships in Carson City before I can find the right size 
tire. It is expensive, but the tire could not be repaired. For the first time I stop 
to consider and hope that I will have enough money for the trip. The 
replacement tire was expensive, but necessary. I take the old tire along as 
well…. just in case. 

The day is wasted for travel, and I camp out east of town. I have taken the 
time to replenish some of my food stores with a few more cans of beans and 
fruit. The next morning’s 65-miles to Fallon has a good gravel road and it 
takes about two-and-a-half hours. The LHA guidebook pretty much warns 
that the road ahead through Nevada and Utah will be difficult and long. I set 
my goal for the remainder of the day’s driving to Austin, which is 120-miles 
away. 

The gravel road is good to start with until I have to cross a dry wash where I 
get stuck in the soft sand. There are nearby fence posts and lumber scattered 
next to the road, so it takes only about an hour to extract myself. I was 
hoping for another car to pass for a pull, but there are none until after I had 
got out of the wash. I warned the oncoming driver, but he was a local and 
said he knew a way around. The road now became rutted and I had to 
straddle the ruts or scrape bottom. It made for much slower driving. I also 
stopped to investigate each wash before crossing, but none were as bad as the 
first where I got stuck. I was really in a desert now along with some pretty 
tall sand dunes, and the road disappeared at times with drifting sand. I began 
to appreciate ruts because without them, I lost sight of any road whatsoever a 
few times until I was able to spot a road marker. At a ridge line, the road 
began again to climb a low pass. Once through this rocky pass the land turns 
back into flat sagebrush country. The road now is good in places and rutted 
in others, and winds through two more short gorges before I get to Eastgate. I 
was now only about halfway to Austin and it had taken almost six-hours to 
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get here. It was two o’clock. The fellow at the station said that I had a couple 
of good stiff hill climbs ahead, but the road was less rutted. He reckoned 
about another five hours. I filled the tank, checked the radiator and waved 
goodbye. It cost 42-cents for a gallon of gas at the station. Gas was sure 
expensive out here in the desert, more than double that in Los Angeles. I 
thought again about my finances. 

I pulled into Austin dog-tired at 11:00 that evening. It was a tough, empty 
day. I had passed maybe a dozen cars all day long and none past the evening. 
The city was on a steep slope and Main Street ran uphill. The speed limit was 
6mph. I found the nearest flat spot along the road, and had myself a can of 
pork and beans with some bread and some water, and then just covered up on 
the ground next to the car. I was too tired to set up the tent. Maybe 185 miles 
was a little too far to go in one day! 

From Austin, it was a short, steep climb to the summit. The LHA guidebook 
had it at 7,484-ft. The decent was long and steep and I started smelling the 
brakes after about two miles so I stopped when I found a wide spot in the 
road. Not too many of them. Back on the alkali flats it became so dusty I had 
to again wrap a scarf around my nose and mouth, and I had to lay the 
windshield flat because I could not see through it. I could only drive about 
10mph and follow the imaginary road. I drove from one highway post to the 
next, searching for the six-foot high markers painted with red, white, and 
blue stripes. It took seven-hours to travel the 70 miles to Eureka.  

1924 Dodge Roadster. Have car, have tent, will travel. 
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It was 80 miles to Ely over the same kind of road and probably the same kind 
of dust and wind. I didn’t have it in me to go further that day, so I spent the 
time walking around Eureka’s steep, narrow main street, and had a couple of 
beers in the hotel bar. It all of a sudden stuck me that there didn’t seem to be 
any prohibition here in Nevada! It was real beer! Federal law must not come 
this far out into the desert. The dust was not quite so bad the next day and I 
made it to Ely.  

The days crossing the vast desert west were now kind of running into one 
another, and there was still a lot to go. The next day I did 62 miles to Tippett 
Ranch and a pretty squirrely drive through a canyon, and then 43 miles to 
Ibapah, in Utah. The road was getting worse; less gravel, the ruts deeper, 
more chuck holes and big rocks, and all that dust on the flat alkali with no 
sign of a road at times.  

I avoided the Goodyear Cutoff because of advice from the folks at the garage 
in Ibapah, and took the longer route to Dugway. It got me out of the desert 
and into some kind of wetlands. Only a little bit of mud this time of year, but 
not so bad as to get stuck. There were a number of wooden pole bridges to 
cross. In the adjacent marshes and lakes were ducks and egrets. This was a 
strange turn of scenery, from very dry to wet. There also were no straight, 
direct roads on this section of the Lincoln winding its way through the 
wetland. The 114 miles took all day to drive.  

It was an easy 80 miles on a gravel road into Salt Lake City the next day, and 
I got settled into one of the many tourist camps in the city. My car looked a 
mess from the dust and then the mud. I was quite a mess as well. It was time 
to clean up at the camp shower and maybe wash a few things. It wasn’t going 
to hurt me to stay for a couple of days. 

From Salt Lake, it was a steep drive up Parley’s Canyon through the Wasatch 
Mountains to Echo, 50 miles distant. The gravel road was bumpy, but 
generally in very good condition. Upon leaving Echo, after the first steep, 
narrow grade that followed the railroad, the road flattened out onto the 
sagebrush country of Wyoming. The trace gravel road sometimes 
disappeared, but I followed fence lines and the occasional red, white, and 
blue poles marking the highway. An occasional approaching car also verified 
I was still going the right direction. Every passing car would give a hearty 
wave and beep of the horn. We were all comrades of the road. It was good 
every once in a while, to stop and talk to passing drivers to find out about 
what hazards might lie ahead. Here on the high plain, there was a pretty stiff 
wind and some dust, but not like that in the Nevada and Utah deserts. I got to 
the tourist camp at Fort Bridger by about 4:00 and called it a day. 
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At Green River an iron-trestle road bridge was in the process of being 
constructed. I crossed the river on the wooden work bridge after a very long 
wait. My other option was to go downstream about seven miles where the 
river could be forded. That sounded a little risky. After the crossing, there 
was still enough time in the day to try to make it to Rock Springs. The 
highway followed the railroad tracks pretty closely.  

Next day, I saw quite a bit of wildlife; there were hundreds of antelope 
grazing on the native grass, and sage grouse would regularly fly up in front 
of the car. The road again followed next to the railroad pretty closely for 
most of the way to Wamsutter. A couple of cowboys were driving some 
cattle along the road into town, and I followed behind. They drove them into 
a cattle coral just outside town. I watched the riders herd them in and asked 
the cowboys what was next. They said a cold beer at the tavern. I meant with 
the cattle, and they said they would be put on a cattle car and shipped to 
Cheyenne. They didn’t have to go on long cattle drives like back in the old 
days. I filled up at the gas station in town and the cowboys gave me a wave 
with their hats as they entered the tavern. 

The rood was now a powdery gravel that created a plume of white dust. It 
was pretty good driving except for the dust that was especially bad on the 
switchbacks. I was making a little better time. Just out of Wamsutter a sign 
proclaimed the Continental Divide. Here water would flow west to the 
Pacific and east to the Mississippi. It was flat and did not look like water 
would flow in any direction. It took me eleven-hours to travel the 118 miles 
from Rock Springs to Rawlins. I got to the campground at 6:00. On this leg 
of the trip, I had to stop at one of the train crossings and wait a pretty long 
time for a very long, slow freight train. 

The towns were now getting closer together and there were more cowboys 
and cattle to be seen. Out of Rawlins, I passed through Walcott, Medicine 
Bow, and Rock River before pulling into Laramie. I stopped getting gas at 
every town. This day I made the 124 miles to Laramie in under ten hours.  

Just out of Laramie you come to a mountain scarp that looks out on the plain 
towards Cheyenne. It is quite a view. The road descends on a long, steep 10-
mile grade without switchbacks. The grade is hard on the brakes and they 
begin to smoke again. Nearing Cheyenne, the highway is paved. There has 
been no pavement now since Salt Lake City. In town, banners are still flying 
from the Frontier Day’s celebration that ended last month. Business men and 
cowboys mingle on the streets, and there are outside stalls where Indians are 
selling pottery, jewelry, and buckskins. It is a real western city and fun to 
explore. I camp out near the fairgrounds. 
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Just east of Cheyenne, the road becomes gravel again and further on parts are 
dirt. The sky is ominous and it looks like there will be a storm soon. I stop in 
Kimball and sure enough there is a thunder storm that I ride out there inside 
the trading post. The problem is that there is now mud as I travel eastward. 
Part of the road has been washed out and I get stuck in the mud following 
another car. He and a westbound driver help to get me out and then we both 
help the westbound driver get through. This washout will be a problem for 
more drivers today. Arriving in Sidney, I search out the road maintenance 
and let them know the problem. I continue to the small town of Chappell 
where I bed down for the evening. 

About mid-Nebraska is the town of Kearney near the farms where I picked 
corn three years ago. I spot a couple of farms houses just off the road that 
seem to look familiar. All the barns look just about the same. The Highway is 
still a bit rough and alternates between gravel and dirt, but there are now 
paved streets in both the small and the large towns. By the time I reach 
Omaha near the Iowa border, most of the highway is macadam and city 
streets are concrete. Travel has become much faster and I can get up to 
speeds of 35- and 40mph sometimes. 

It has been twenty-one days since the start of my trip when I pull into 
Chicago. I drive to the north side of town to the Lebowitz Hardware store, 
where I find Jake. 
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“You look real good,” he tells me, “and I really like your car. What have you 
been up to?”  

We go inside to meet with Jacob and others in the store and then Jake wants 
me to take him for a ride in my fine automobile. It is fun to see him again and 
he directs me to a new restaurant. It is one of those new drive-ins. 

“So, I think I will spring for a couple of beers and some ice cream,” he tells 
me. “You get root beer!”  

I stay with him that evening and we reminisce about the Hardware store’s old 
White truck. I tell him 
about my time in LA 
and about having to fix 
Sam’s old White 
flatbed. 

I didn’t want to tarry 
in Chicago for too 
long. I had this date to 
meet a young lady in 
Buffalo. We have been 
writing to one another 
for a year now. Mostly 
her writing, and me 
sending a post card 
once in a while, but I 
am anxious to meet 
her. I will drive to 
Johnstown and stay 
there with my friends 
Tony and Bertha. Her 
name is Anna and she 
visits with them often. 
She is from Holland. 

 

Postscripts 
 
Franz paid $230 for his 40-horsepower, Dodge Bros. Roadster. This was 
about one-fifth of his yearly salary. As a new car owner, he also was not 
accustomed to paying for gasoline or for car repairs. He was cutting things 
close by leaving on his cross-country adventure so soon after his purchase. It 

1924, Allegheny State Park, NY. After driving across 
the US from west to east, Franz finds his girl.
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was good that he did not encounter major repairs along the trip. Conversely, 
Hollywood was flush with money, in part, because of the film industry. Louis 
B. Mayer, a film producer who was a co-founder of MGM (Metro-Goldwin-
Mayer); the film corporation that was created in 1924. Mayer owned several 
cars, and also a racing stable. His horses raced and won on the famous 
Santa Anita Track in Los Angeles. 

On a $50 bar bet in 1903, Horatio Nelson Jackson and Sewall Crocker took 
63 days, 12 hours and 30 minutes to travel roughly 4,500 miles across the 
United States in a motor car.  In their gleaming, cherry-red, 20-horsepowe 
Winton touring car, they relied on 19th century technology; on stagecoaches 
to bring new parts, and on blacksmiths to make repairs. Incredibly, given all 
the problems encountered on the trip, Jackson won his wager with nearly a 
month to spare, although it cost him $8,000 in the process.  

In 1924, Franz probably took about 25 days to travel cross-country (roughly 
3,400-miles) from Los Angeles to Johnstown driving north on the Garden 
Highway in California and then east on the Lincoln Highway from 
Sacramento. He used the 1924 LHA (Lincoln Highway Association) 
guidebook and maps provided by the Southern California Automobile 
Association. Men determined to get America out of the mud created both 
these automobile associations in around 1910. The Lincoln Highway became 
America’s main street, and remained the major east-west route across the 
country until US Route-66 was established as a national highway in 1926 
(not fully constructed until 1937). Post 1929, the Lincoln Highway road 
designations changed from a name to a number: to US-50 from San 
Francisco to Utah, US-40 in Utah, US Route-30 from Granger, WY to 
Philadelphia, PA, and US Route-1 from Philadelphia to New York. Prior to 
1929, most road construction and maintenance of the Lincoln Highway in the 
west was subsidized by oil, mining and automobile companies, and by the 
various automobile associations, especially the LHA. In the east, local city 
and county governments provided major financing. 

In 1924, Franz Laenen and Johanna (Anna) Hessels were married in 
Johnstown, Pennsylvania. Teunis (Tony) and Bertha Dekins were their 
witnesses. Franz and Anna soon left Johnstown for the Bronx and a flat near 
his father’s apartment building on Valentine Avenue. 
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Chapter 29 
Matty – Manhattan, 1926 

Tailor Shop at the Ritz 
 

Have you seen the well-to-do 
Up and down Park Avenue 
On that famous thoroughfare 
With their noses in the air 

High hats and narrow collars 
White spats and lots of dollars 
Spending every dime 
For a wonderful time 

Now, if you're blue 
And you don't know where to go to 
Why don't you go where fashion sits 

Puttin' on the Ritz 

Different types who wear a daycoat 
Pants with stripes and cutaway coat 
Perfect fits 

Puttin' on the Ritz 

Music and Lyrics by Irving Berlin  
 

When Hilla and I got back from Kansas City, it took some time for me to 
return to good health. I was determined not to go back to work as a tailor in 
the Garment District where labor costs were low and volume business was 
the norm over quality work. I was not ready to go back to work in a sweat 
shop. I also had enough of being a telephone electrician. It was not 
something I could physically continue to do.  I would love to be working 
full-time as an organist in a theater, but that was not something to make a 
living from either. I thought I must be able to get a step up in the tailor 
business if only I could make the right connections. I decided that now would 
be a good time to do some serious looking about. I began by making the 
rounds of some of the upscale department and clothing stores around Park 
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Avenue. In my looking around in one of the 57th Avenue stores, I met a 
tailor that was looking to begin a business.  

He was interested in finding a 
junior partner to help with some of 
the expenses. This was something I 
had not before considered, but 
maybe I thought, I would be 
interested. The store was to be 
located in the just-built Ritz Tower 
on the corner of Park Avenue, and 
he was negotiating for some space 
there. It would also be convenient if 
his partner would have some 
tailoring experience. He was 
impressed with the suit I was 
wearing; one that I had made, and 
told me he would be in contact after 
he was clear about the final rental 
negotiation.  

  __________________________ 

 

“I can offer some of my savings 
and inheritance,” I tell Papa, “but I 
need to be absolutely sure of the 

business potential and the location.” 

Papa was not so enthusiastic about the idea. “It looks to me like this guy will 
be taking advantage of you and your money. If you are working for him, he 
is needing to give you a salary.” 

“He has the inventory of material and the machines,” I tell Papa. “My pay 
will come from the business profit, if I decide to buy in. If we do well, I will 
also do well, and if the business does not come, well, then I may not make 
anything and I may even have to pay. We will first need to make the rent, 
and the rent agreement will be for a year. I have asked around about him. He 
has a good reputation as a tailor and he has some very good clients. He has 
been making clothes for the new Mayor, Jimmy Walker, and other rich and 
famous people.” 

1926 Post Card – Ritz Tower, 
New York City 
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“So, why is it you will have to pay so much in the beginning again?” asked 
Papa. 

“It is a very high-class location and it costs to become a business in the 
lobby. Everyone who is doing business there needs to make this big payment 
up front, and it is determined on space. We will have just a small shop. Jeann 
is coming up with the big part of this money. There will be a barber shop, a 
fine restaurant, a women’s shop, and many different art and furniture 
galleries in the lobby for business.” 

“You better have something good in writing and his signature, if you are 
going to put money in this,” warned Papa. 

          ____________________________________________________ 

 

It is the 15th of October and Hilla and I are on our way to a special dinner at 
the Ritz Tower. I had made arrangements for a taxi this evening and we are 
at this moment comfortable in the back seat. It is to be the grand opening of 
the Ritz Tower and it will be held 
in the dining room of the new 
French Restaurant next to where 
our business will be located. Yes, I 
am now a business man. 

“You look beautiful,” I tell my 
wife. 

“You have again made such a 
beautiful dress and with this fox 
fur, I look just like a show girl. I 
think you want to show me off to 
some of those new clients that will 
be at the dinner tonight,” she 
replies. 

The taxi drops us off on Park 
Avenue, across from the building. 
From the street the base of the 
tower building is three-stories high 
and made from a limestone coming 
all the way from Indiana. The 
entrance is on the corner and to the 
side of three large, round-arches 

1926 – Central Park. Hilla posing like a 
show girl. 
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that open to gallery windows. The top of this three-story base has a heavy 
ornamented stone railing with shields, statues and urns. The remaining tower 
from this base then is made from brick and rises in several tiers to a height of 
41-stories. Each tier has also stone statues and decorations…. and there is a 
shiny copper roof on the top. We enter into an elevator hall, and I take Hilla 
through into the ground floor lobby. We pass where there will be a large 
banking office, and then we stop where there are several small shops. One of 
these is our tailor shop, and another is to be a beauty shop for women. The 
others are still not occupied, but are supposed to be art and furniture 
galleries. We then walk past the tea room to the restaurant where we will 
have our banquet.  

“Other services, including a laundry, kitchens, barber shop and storage vaults 
are down in the basement and subbasement. We have a place to store our 
extra fabric and other supplies there,” I tell Hilla. “The rooms above here up 
to the fifth floor, are for administration offices, rooms for the service 
personnel, and a large number of rooms for visiting hotel guests. From the 
sixth floor to the top are the apartments. There are dumb waiters that go all 
the way to the top and pantries equipped at every level to keep food hot or 
cold as it comes from the kitchens in the basement.” 

“The biggest apartment is for Mr. Brisbane,” I explain. “He is the big 
newspaper man that had the Tower built. He has two stories for his place and 
it is like a mansion. It is on the floors, nineteen and twenty. I may get to see it 
if we do the tailoring for him. That is why this will be such a good place to 
work. We will get orders from lots of rich people. One of the service people 
that told me about the Brisbane place, also told me that all of the apartments 
are fitted with the very best materials. It is the intention of Mr. Brisbane to 
create New York’s most classy apartment hotel. That is also why he is 
having the Ritz-Carlton Company manage the building and to give its famous 
name.” As for myself, I am very excited to be finally in a place where I will 
really be able to use my tailor training and ability…. to make beautiful 
clothes. 

The Maître-de shows us to our table which is located some distance from the 
speaker’s table and in the corner of the restaurant. Jeann is already seated. 
Jeann Friedman is my boss and is the primary partner of our tailor 
establishment. He is a Hungarian. He had formerly been working with a 
Jewish tailor, Denny Wetzel in a shop on 57th. We share similar desires; 
wanting to get away from the small, dreary Jewish tailor shops. 

“I spoke with the mayor when he first arrived,” Jeann began. “He asked to 
see our shop tonight, after the meal. I hope you and your pretty wife will 
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come. I think the mayor will like to meet you. He says he has a lot of Dutch 
friends. You know his Tammany Hall buddies; Voorhis and Roosevelt.” 

“He is a musician and song writer,” commented Hilla. “He is supposed to be 
a man that likes the ladies and likes to have a party. It does not seem like 
such a man would be a mayor.” 

“I hope you will not say such a thing if we meet him,” I replied. “We need to 
have such people as clients, and they know other people for referral.” 

Jeann broke into our conversation: “He probably wouldn’t mind. And you 
are a pretty woman, so I know he would not mind. He is a very congenial 
fellow with an open mind. He has acquaintances from every walk of life. He 
knows a lot of people in show business and in sports. He is a big fan of 
boxing and then he also knows people like Carnegie and Vanderbilt. He is 
going to be a very good mayor.” 

At the speaker’s table were not only Mayor Jimmy Walker, but President of 
the Board, Alderman McKee, as well as Mr. Harris, President of the Ritz-
Carlton Companies, and then the two architects, Roth and Hastings. Seated at 
the adjoining table was Mr. Brisbane and his friends and family. Also 
attending were quite a few occupants who had already taken leases on 
apartments, and then also were many of the city’s big businessmen and 
journalists…. probably invited so they would pass the word about the 
building. 

        _____________________________________________________ 

 

I am in the front room and fitting area of our shop with Jeann. We have had 
to hire another tailor because we have been so busy. With Christmas only a 
few days away, there is still much to be done.  

“Mr. Hearst’s suits are ready for a final fitting. Will he be down or are we to 
go up to Mr. Brisbane’s apartment for this?” I ask. 

“I’m not sure,” replied Jeann. “I will give his butler a call. He will probably 
just as well have us come up.” 

As I was turning to go back into the sewing room, a customer entered and 
began looking at our accessory display. He seemed familiar. I went over to 
greet him and it suddenly came to me who he was. 

“Mr. Chaplin, welcome to our tailor establishment,” I began. “How may I be 
of assistance?” 
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“It is so dreadful outside today, it is quite convenient to have all these nice 
shops to look through. I am visiting with Miss Davies who is up on the 37th 
floor. It is quite the view of Central Park from there, but not today with the 
weather, you know.” 

“Are you interested in something to keep you warm when you go out?” I 
asked. “You probably don’t have to wear topcoats in Hollywood.” 

“No, no, I was actually looking for some suspenders, of all things. They 
somehow got misplaced with the packing for this trip. That is why I have my 
hands in my pockets you see and why I dare not shake your hand.” 

“Oh please,” I gasp, just noticing the way his pocketed hands were grasp 
around his waist, “come quickly to our dressing area, and I will get you some 
suspenders.”  

“Oh heavens, thank you so very 
much,” he exclaimed as he took 
both hands from his pockets and 
threw them into the air as if in 
prayer.  

“That would be a good comedy 
routine, would it not?” he smiled. 
“I am just kidding. I have a belt on 
as you can see,” as he again lifted 
arms above his head and made his 
shirt and belt visible beneath his 
sweater. “But you should have seen 
the size of your eyes.” 

“I had forgotten how funny you 
were. I have not been to a movie in 
some time. I used to play the organ 
part-time at the Strand over on 
Broadway, and I played the score 
for your movie The Kid. It was a 
great score, even Mr. Gershwin 
thought so.” My words were 
gushing out. 

“Whoa, hold on,” he said. “What’s this about Gershwin? I thought I came 
into a tailor shop? And here you are talking about music.” 

1921 – Charlie Chaplin and Jackie 
Coogan in the film The Kid. 
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“I am sorry,” I apologized. “You did give me a start with the suspender thing, 
and then I got to thinking back a few years to your movie. My wife and I got 
to meet George Gershwin three years ago in a club where he was celebrating 
one of his musicals with his brother Ira. He invited me to sit with him and 
play some music. We played the Irish Waltz together. It was then that he told 
me he enjoyed your movie and your score for the movie. He also spoke of a 
movie score by Saint-Saëns.” 

“That is some compliment to be compared with Saint-Saëns,” he said. “I am 
a self-taught musician and I have had professional assistance with the actual 
scoring of the music. But, all my movie scores are from music that I have 
created to give the melodrama and sadness I see in the art of my film.”  

“Well, this has been a very pleasant chat and all, but I must be going. I am 
due at meeting with the Schenck brothers in our restaurant here. Joseph will 
soon be joining us with the United Artists group. However, I really do need 
some suspenders for later this evening. It was more than the joke. I see you 
have some in white. Can you have them delivered to room 504, and have it 
billed to the room.” 

“Well then, cheerio,” he saluted with the tip of his hand as he left the shop. 

“That was some conversation, and all you could do was to sell some 
suspenders,” commented Jeann as he came over to get me back to work. 

“Did you not recognize who that was?” I asked. “That was Charlie Chaplin! 
The actor! His divorce was a big thing in the Mirror just recently. And his 
picture was on the front page! Anyway, we may yet have some more of his 
business. He was on to an important breakfast. I think he will be staying 
through Christmas.” 

“He mentioned that he was visiting with Miss Davies. I wonder if that might 
not be the actress, Marion Davies. I have heard that Gloria Swanson is also 
staying here at the Tower. She is just back from France. There is bound to be 
a lot of partying here in this building and around town this Christmas and 
New Year.” 

“That is why you need to get those suits finished for Mr. Hearst,” Jeann 
admonished, pushing me along to the sewing room. “He is for sure to be part 
of that party.” 

The tailor shop was certainly coming to life… it for sure looked like it was 
going to be a great success!  
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Postscripts 
 
"Puttin' on the Ritz" was a popular song written by Irving Berlin. He wrote it 
in May 1927 and first published it in December 1929. It was first introduced 
by Harry Richman with chorus in the musical film Puttin' On the Ritz (1930). 
The title derives from the slang expression begun in the early ‘20’s, "putting 
on the Ritz," meaning to dress very fashionably. The expression was inspired 
by the opulent Ritz Hotels. 

Before 1900, Park Avenue was not an elegant place to live. The street was a 
noisy and smelly passageway for steam trains in transit to Grand Central 
Terminal, and it was considered livable only for those who could not afford 
to go elsewhere. A deadly train accident in 1902 led to significant planning 
changes for the city and city developers. Train tracks for electric trains were 
buried underneath Park Avenue, allowing for a broad, landscaped street 
without steam and smoke, finally suitable for residential building. In NYC, by 
the early twentieth century, apartment dwelling had become the norm. Both 
sides of Park Avenue gradually filled with luxury twelve- to twenty-story 
elevator apartment houses, creating solid street walls along the broad 
thoroughfare. Fifty-Seventh Street was a particularly wide crosstown street 
filled with elegant buildings, which came to be known as New York’s “Rue 
de la Paix.” West of Fifth Avenue, were Carnegie Hall, the American Fine 
Arts Society building, Steinway Hall, and the Chalif Normal School of 
Dancing. In addition there were numerous places for artists to live and work, 
including studio apartments such as the Osborne and the Rodin Studios. East 
of Fifth Avenue the character of the street changed to “high-class 
commercial.” After WWI, the elegant late nineteenth-century mansions that 
centered on Fifth Avenue were replaced by office buildings and retail stores, 
including Heckscher, Bergdorf Goodman, New York Trust, and Tiffany’s. 
Between Fifth and Madison Avenues, 57th Street had become the commercial 
center of the American art world and the epitome of good taste with 
numerous art galleries, antique shops, interior decorators, and exclusive 
women’s specialty shops, all catering to New York’s wealthiest clientele… 
all-in-all, an excellent location to sell men’s fine clothes. 

In 1925, in response to a very favorable economy and buildings that were 
rising higher and higher, the well-known newspaper columnist and editor 
Arthur Brisbane financed development of New York’s tallest apartment hotel 
on the corner of Fifty-Seventh Street and Park Avenue. Brisbane was the 
editor of the two New York daily papers, part of William Randolph Hearst’s 
widely read chain of newspapers which spread from coast to coast. Brisbane 
also wrote an extremely popular column which ran on the front page of all 
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the Hearst-newspapers, and another column, that was carried by 1200 other 
newspapers nationwide. At the height of his career, Brisbane was the 
highest-paid journalists of his time. Brisbane became Hearst’s good friend 
and socialized with him. Together, the two men developed several other NYC 
projects, including the Ziegfeld Theatre and the Warwick Hotel, both on 
Sixth Avenue at 54th Street. Emery Roth, whose important career as a 
designer of luxury apartment buildings, was architect for the Ritz Tower, and 
the world-famous Ritz-Carlton Hotel Company was contracted to manage the 
facility. Cesar Ritz had established a reputation for running the most elegant 
and luxurious hotels in the world, beginning with his first hotel in Paris 
which opened in 1898, and including New York’s Ritz-Carlton which had 
opened on Madison Avenue and Forty-Seventh Street in 1910. The Ritz 
Tower had one of the most exclusive tailor shops in the city. 

Charlie Chaplin was married to Lita Grey in 1924. She was the young star in 
his film “The Gold Rush.” In November 1926, she left with the two Chaplin 
children claiming infidelity, abuse, and other cruelties, and in the process 
making national news. Eager to end the divorce case without further scandal, 
Chaplin's lawyers agreed to a cash settlement of $600,000 – the largest 
awarded for a divorce by American courts at that time. All this was very big 
news, but Chaplin was popular enough to survive the incident, and it was 
soon forgotten. In 1926, Chaplin was in New York at Christmas time to meet 
with brothers, Joseph and Nicholas Schenck who had Broadway theaters and 
were producers. From this meeting, Joseph would assume management of 
United Artists, the film company founded by Chaplin and film stars, Mary 
Pickford and Douglas Fairbanks. This was following the recent death in 
November, of New-Yorker Hiram Abrams who was the former manager of 
the company.  

Through the 1920’s, William Randolph Hearst, the famous and enormously 
wealthy newspaper baron, had an affair with Marion Davies a well-known 
movie actress. There was a recent scandal involving the two aboard a Hearst 
yacht in 1924 where the death of film producer Thomas Ince was followed 
most scrupulously in papers outside the Hearst publishing influence. Chaplin 
was also known to have an affair with the famous movie actress Gloria 
Swanson, possibly an infidelity for which he was being divorced. All these 
enormously influential and popular people lived in and frequented the Ritz 
Tower. 
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Chapter 30 
Matty – New York City, 1927 

Living High – gangsters and entertainers 
 
The generation of the “Roaring Twenties”: 

The American people never carry an umbrella. They prepare only to walk in 
eternal sunshine. 

Al Smith, Governor of New York,  
 
Look out for Number One. If you don't, no one else will. 

Arnold Rothstein, Gangster/Businessman 
 
Better a square foot of New York than all the rest of the world in a lump – 
better a lamppost on Broadway than the brightest star in the sky. 

Texas Guinan, Vaudeville Actress 
 
Life is like a landscape. You live in the midst of it but can describe it only 
from the vantage point of distance. 

Captain Charles A. Lindbergh, Aviator 
 

“Matty, come quickly inside and hear what they are saying on the radio,” 
cries my wife excitedly. 

It is the news commentator talking about the Lindbergh flight across the 
Atlantic Ocean to Paris. “He has done the impossible! The Lone Eagle has 
conquered the Atlantic! In his single-engine monoplane, Spirit of St. Louis, it 
took Lindbergh 33-hours to fly from Roosevelt Field on Long Island to the 
airfield outside Paris! He left here at eight on Friday morning and landed in 
Paris on Saturday at ten-thirty in the evening, Parisian time. Can you 
imagine! A man crossing the Atlantic Ocean in ONE DAY! Now, that is 
pretty spectacular. It is a day that will go down in history. Aviation is here to 
stay, folks!” 

We listen to the news until the news announcer begins to repeat himself. 
Hilla then turns down the radio and comes to give me a hug. I have just come 
home from the tailor shop and was feeling quite tired on the subway ride, but 
now this news has given me energy. I am excited also. 
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“Let go down and see if Momma and Papa have heard the news,” I tell her. 

 _______________________________________________ 

 

Lindbergh and his flight, or talk about aviation is in the news almost daily 
now. The French are almost unwilling to put him down from their shoulders 
it seems, and it has been days since his flight. He is their hero as well as ours. 
He will be back to the U.S. soon, but not before King George of England and 
King Albert of Belgium honor him…. so the papers tell us. He is almost like 
a god. I don’t remember even the end of the war being as important or as 
talked about by everyone. 

“What will we have for a treat tonight?” I ask Hilla as she is busy behind her 
candy counter at Schraffts. 

“You will have to wait. I am still busy,” she responds. “Go over and sit by 
Fred and wait until we close the store.” 

“So, how is the soda business?” I ask Fred as I take a seat at his counter. 
“Why don’t you dispense a glass of that carbonated water for me? Hilla and I 
will have some treats later when she is done.” 

“Business has been really good,” he tells me. “So many people are coming in 
to talk about Lindbergh and they are buying a lot of ice cream. All this talk is 
very good for businesses all over the city. People are very happy and they are 
the celebrating mood. I cannot wait for the parade on Monday. The city is 
just going crazy. Every week we have more customers than the week before. 
I’ll talk to you more when we close. Got to serve that couple that just came in 
down at the other end of the counter.” 

I wait and I watch. We have also been busy at the tailor shop, but not like 
this. A lot of people are out having fun it seems. 

“Are you going to have off on Monday?” I ask Hilla as we walk home. “The 
mayor has declared a holiday for city employees.” 

“John has given us the day off also,” she tells me. “He says everyone will be 
downtown on Fifth Avenue anyway. What about you? Are you going to take 
time off for the parade?” 

“Yes, but I will go to work as usual and will want to be back at the shop 
before the parade ends. It will really be crowded on the streets even before 
the parade. I tell you what…. Why don’t you come to work with me in the 
morning, and then you can hang out at the tea room in the lobby until parade 
time.” 
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“The paper says the parade will start at the Washington Park at ten. We can 
view it as it turns on to 59th Street from Fifth Avenue and then goes back 
down Broadway. We will miss the ticker-tape celebration down by City Hall, 
but the crowds will be really heavy there.” 

 _________________________________________________ 

 

“I have never seen such a crowd,” Hilla remarks as we are just about back to 
the Towers. “And, we were not even close to downtown! But, it was not 
much of a parade really. Just a motorcade with officials and an open car with 
Lindberg waving. The paper talked about some bands and some marching 
soldiers. Maybe that is going to happen when the parade goes by City Hall.”   

“This was nothing like the Victory parade after the war,” I tell Hilla. “That 
parade had thousands soldiers with their guns and tanks, and plenty of 
marching bands.”  

“You were still in Germany,” I remember. “Anyway, we watched the parade 
from the building across from Macy’s – Papa, Momma, Franz, and I. The 
crowd was huge back then also.” 

“It was great to see Lindbergh in person, even though it was not much of a 
parade,” adds Hilla. “He looks like such a skinny young man to have done 
something so brave and daring. I’m glad we were not downtown. Where we 
were, we were able to get such a good view.” 

“Since I have the day off and I am here, I think it will be fun to look around 
some of the stores and to go and window shop at Sax. Maybe we could go 
out for dinner tonight?” asked my wife. 

“Here at the Ritz would be too expensive,” I countered. “Where do you 
think?” 

“Fred is working tonight at the Schrafft’s on 57th,” answered Hilla. “Why 
don’t we go there? It is not only a candy store, but a full restaurant. And 
maybe John will be managing there tonight as well. It is only about a 15-
minute walk from here. We will get a discount.” 

“That sounds good,” I concede. “I need to get back to work. I have a suit to 
finish for Mayor Walker and then one of his business acquaintances, a Mr. 
Grashoff is going to come in for a fitting. Jeann has been busy with some 
tailoring for Duke Ellington and one of his band members, a Mr. Hodges. We 
got recommended by Ira Gershwin. That was a good contact the night we 
met with George and Ira. One of these nights we need to go to the Cotton 
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Club where Ellington is playing, or over to the 300 Club. I hear Gershwin 
often plays the piano there.” 

“Tonight?” Askes my wife always ready for a party and music. 

“Sometime soon,” I answer 

 

 __________________________________________________ 

 

“Our boss says we should give you a ride to City Hall,” said one of the thugs 
now standing in our tailor shop.  

“Who is your boss,” I ask. 

“You don’t got to know. It ain’t healthy bein so nosey. We’re doin a favor 
for the Mayor,” he snaps back. “You can ask Jimmy if he wants to tell ya. 
Come on and grab his stuff, we ain’t got all day.” 

I don’t see any reason to argue, so I get the evening suit I have been working 
on for the Mayor, and a few other 
supplies for the fitting in case I need 
to make any on-the-spot alterations. 
The two goons hustle me into the 
back of a black sedan. They both sit 
in front. Between them is a tommy-
gun on the floor. This does not give 
me a lot of encouragement! I hope it 
will be a quick trip and that I can find 
my own ride back. 

We stop at the rear entrance of City 
Hall and the one hoodlum who has 
been doing the talking…. very little 
talking…. leads me to the service 
elevators up to the Mayor’s office…. 
I should say the Mayor’s suite. I am 
ushered into his dressing room and 
left there. 

Eventually the Mayor comes strolling 
in, in all his elegance. He was 
wearing a narrow grey, pin-stripe, 
one-button suit, a pearl-grey shirt with cravat, a thin red paisley Italian silk 

 
 
1927 – Mayor Jimmy Walker. He is 
wearing a grey, pin-stripe suit made 

by Friedman and Laenen. 
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tie, and toothpick shoes polished to a gleam peeking out from under grey 
spats. He gives me a moment to take it all in. 

“It is your suit,” he smiles. “Fits me like a glove.” 

“You look very good, as always,” I reply. “The red tie sets it off nicely, and 
helps to draw attention to the suit. You are a good advertisement for our 
tailor shop.” 

“I have been sending plenty of customers your way,” he swanks as he 
removes his suit jacket and hangs it on the clothes rack. “The boys who 
brought you – their boss, Arnie Rothstein will be coming in soon. You need 
to treat him good. He has lots of friends in the finance business and in 
sports.”  

“What do you think of my dressing room? He asks. “I turned one of the 
clerk’s offices into a place where I can change before meetings and before 
going out. It is saving me a lot of time.” 

“Yes, it seems very nice, and is probably efficient for you,” I reply as he 
seats himself and is about to remove his spats and shoes.  

About that time his valet enters the room from the hall. “You remember Sam 
Greenhaus don’t you?” Walker inquires. 

“Yes,” I reply, “from last time at our tailor shop,” and I shake his hand. 

“Let me do that for you sir,” Sam offers, and begins to unbutton the spats and 
unlace the shoes. 

With the evening suit now on, I check the lay of the pant legs over shoes and 
spats that have been put back on. Walker does not want to leave anything 
unchecked. I adjust the suspenders and everything looks ok. I am reminded 
of the skit with Eddie Cantor as the tailor is giving his customer a “belt.”… 
Just a stray, fleeting thought. Then we try the suit jacket, and I run my hands 
over the shoulders and across the back. It lays good. I think the sleeves are a 
little short. “It shows a little too much cuff,” I suggest. 

He pulls his arms up and then lets them down, pulling back the jacket 
sleeves. “No, I like it,” he seems satisfied. “I have these beautiful diamond 
links I will be wearing this evening, and this will be just right to show them 
off. I might have you alter it later, but not for tonight. Yes, a good job, and 
now I won’t have to come by your shop before tonight’s gala.” 

“It looks like you are done then,” he smiles at me. “That was pretty easy. I’ll 
get Arnie’s boys to take you back. They were a convenience. I had a special 
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meeting with Governor Smith this afternoon and couldn’t get away to your 
shop. Sam….” 

“Please don’t bother,” I quickly interrupt. “Thank you so much, but I have 
some business here at City Hall that I can take care of since I am here,” I tell 
a little lie. “And, then I can take the subway home.” The subway was bound 
to be much safer than a getaway car. I hoped we would not be getting too 
much business from Mr. Rothstein. 

 __________________________________________________ 

 

“What was that again that Mayor Walker said over the radio?” asked Hilla. 
“There are more Irish in New York than Dublin, more Italians than in Rome, 
and Germans than in Berlin.” 

“He also said that there were more Jews here than in Palestine,” I answer. “I 
think they are all working in the Garment district downtown.” 

“Oh no,” chided my wife. “You are just being prejudiced. There are plenty 
here in the Bronx, and from everywhere else in Europe also. The candy store 
is like an international meeting place sometimes. You hear so many different 
languages.” 

“I have heard Mayor Walker give that comment more than once. He is trying 
to make a point about the city being so diverse and still working like a 
democracy,” I tell her.  

“We need to make some plans,” I continue. “If you want to go to the opera, 
then you need to get the schedule, and get a time set. I am also all for going 
to a jazz club one night. Duke Ellington was in the shop the other day, and 
his band plays at the Cotton Club. And, I heard that Gershwin plays at the 
300 Club most nights now. You also said you wanted to do something with 
that young Italian couple downstairs. What are you thinking?” 

“Rose and Arthur, I think would like to go to a jazz club,” answers Hilla. 

“Can they afford it? Do they have something to wear?” I ask. 

“They should be home, why don’t we go down and ask them,” says Hilla. 

 ________________________________________________ 

 

It was a short ten minute walk from the Lexington Avenue station to the 300 
Club. Arthur was about my height, but slightly heavier, so I could easily alter 
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one of my old suits to fit him. He sprang for a nice new dress for Rose. They 
looked pretty nice all dressed up, and Hilla looked beautiful in the new dress 
I just purchased for her at Sax. Both girls had short fir stoles across their 
shoulders. Hilla had loaned Rose one of hers. We looked pretty darn 
resplendent as we walked along Central Park on 59th. 

“How will we get in the club?” Asked Arthur as we walked down to 54th 
Street. 

“Well,” I answered, “Jeann Friedman, my partner gave me a ticket that is 
supposed to get us in. But, he was not sure it was still good. The clubs 

change them every once in a while, and sometimes you are supposed to have 
a password. He said he has always gone to clubs with a friend. He has never 
been to the 300 Club.” 

“What if they won’t let us in?” questioned my wife now becoming a little 
worried. 

“Well, Mayor Walker said not to worry. That it would be no problem,” I 
relate some of my conversation with the Mayor to them. “He said they would 
just look at us and would immediately know we were not the Feds. He said 
that if we really did had a problem, to just let the doorman know that the 
Mayor sent us. He did have a big smile on his face when he told me this.” 

We would not have known the building was a club or that the door we 
approached was an entrance if it were not for some party-goers ahead of us. 
We watched and listened as they gained admission. No need for a password 
or even a ticket. Maybe they were regulars. I approached the doorman and 

 
Speakeasy ticket for 300 Club 
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gave him our ticket. He smiled and let us in. I didn’t even need to mention 
the Mayor’s name. 

It was not too crowded inside yet, we were early. Someone was playing the 
piano, but it was not Gershwin – still, he was pretty good. There were some 
empty tables and so we grabbed one. The main crowd was up at the bar. The 
attraction there seemed to be a woman decked out in a white dress with lots 
of sparkling rhinestones. I think she was probably the proprietor, Texas 
Guinan. There was lots of noise and laughter coming from that area. A young 
waitress in a scanty knee-high dress came over to take our order. There was 
no menu and she gave no indication of what they had. 

“Are there things to eat here as well as drinks?” asked Hilla. 

“Oh yeah,” our waitress retorted. 

We waited…. Finally Hilla prompted, “then, what are these things to eat?” 

“Ya got oredervees with some kinda meat on dem and udders with some 
kinda cheese spread on dem,” she said sounding like she was part of some 
hoodlum bunch, or maybe part of a vaudeville show. 

“Why don’t we take the udders with the cheese,” Hilla suggested, and 
giggled. 

“And whatcha want to drink?” she asks. 

“Whatcha got?” I reply. This was really beginning to sound like a vaudeville 
comedy routine. 

“Ya tell me whatcha want, and I’ll tell ya if we got it,” back at us. 

“Let’s make this simple and bring us all beer,” I decided. 

“Nope,” she said. 

“Nope…. I guess that means no beer? I asked. 

“Yeah, we only got da hard stuff. We can mix em dough.” Back to me again. 

“Ok, well, is everybody alright with bloody-Marys?” I ask our group and 
they all respond yes. 

“We will have four bloody-Marys,” I tell the waitress and then I very 
stupidly ask: “What do you put in them?” Wondering if it be vodka or gin. 

“Ya kiddin? Ya get booze in dem yust like everybaady else,” she replies. “Ya 
still good?” 
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“Yes, please, the four bloody-Marys and the hors d’oeuvres also, with the 
cheese,” I finally exhale. 

She is off and we all look at each other in disbelief. Then we all have a really 
good laugh. Our laughter is lost in the noise of the crowd. 

We nurse our drinks and I order another plate of appetizers. The cheese hors 
d’oeuvres were actually pretty good, and we ask for the ones with meat. The 
entertainment is quite good as well, even above the noise of the crowd. Texas 
Guinnan introduces the different entertainers, and is at the door greeting all 
the well-known people coming in. We notice Eddie Cantor come in with 
someone from his show. And then we see Gloria Swanson enter. She makes a 
grand entry. I wonder if George Gershwin will be in tonight to play the 
piano. 

Just then I feel a hand on my shoulder. “Are you having a good evening?” 
the voice says. 

I get up and turn to see who it is, and I recognize George DeSylva. “Buddy, I 
am surprised to see you. How are you doing? You have not been to the tailor 
shop for some time.” I rattle on. “I think you might remember my wife, Hilla. 
You met her that one time briefly when George let me play the piano with 
him…. And these are our fiends Arthur and Rose. They are Italian. This is 
Buddy DeSylva. He is Italian also.” 

“First, I would like to introduce you to my beautiful wife Marie,” began 
DeSylva as introductions were made all around. “Then I might ask a favor? 
There are no open tables, and I thought we might sit with you, if you didn’t 
mind?”  

“Of course not,” I stammer, “I will go about to see if I can find some chairs.” 

“I had hoped you would say yes,” replied DeSylva, “so I had one of Texas’s 
hired hands go for a couple.” 

When we were all seated, Hilla piped up, “We went to see one of your 
librettos with Gershwin’s music at Carnegie Hall two years ago. Paul 
Whiteman was the Conductor. It was beautiful and tragic.” 

“Ah, you are referring to Blue Monday. They renamed it 135th Street, you 
know. That was an experiment in a jazz opera. It is an interesting concept. 
George is still working it over. He will eventually come up with something 
exceptional, I am certain. Look at his Rhapsody in Blue. That came out of the 
music from Blue Monday.” 
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We all enjoyed Buddy and Marie DeSylva’s company for quite some time 
and nursed a few more drinks. Eventually George Gershwin did come in to 
play the piano, and even came over to say hello briefly, and to give Buddy a 
big hug. His Highness, the Mayor, himself even made a royal entrance later 
in the evening wearing his fine evening suit and a top hat to match. He never 
got to our table and only stayed at the club briefly. With all his support for 
speakeasies and open booze, he probably never took a drink; he rarely does 
because of his sensitive stomach. When he came in, he had a show girl on his 
arm, and it wasn’t his wife. We four had made quite a night of it, hobnobbing 
with the rich and famous. 

 
Postscripts 
 
Charles Lindbergh emerged from virtual obscurity to instantaneous world 
fame as the result of his solo nonstop flight in the single-seat, single-engine, 
Ryan-made, monoplane “Spirit of St. Louis”, on May 20–21, 1927. The flight 
was from Roosevelt Field in Garden City on New York's Long Island to Le 
Bourget Field in Paris, France, a distance of nearly 3,600 miles. As a result 
of this flight, Lindbergh was the first person in history to be in New York one 
day and Paris the next. The record setting flight took 33 hours and 30 
minutes. Lindbergh, a U.S. Army Air Corps Reserve officer, was awarded the 
nation's highest military decoration, the Medal of Honor, for his historic 
exploit. While Lindbergh was not the first aviator to complete a transatlantic 
flight in a heavier-than-air aircraft, he was the first to fly nonstop from New 
York to Paris, solo. Previously, two British aviators in a Vickers bomber, 
flew non-stop from Newfoundland to Ireland, a significantly shorter flight of 
1,890 miles. Both men were knighted at Buckingham Palace by King George 
V, in recognition of their pioneering achievement. 

On Lindbergh’s arrival back in the United States aboard the United States 
Navy cruiser USS Memphis on June 11, 1927, to the Washington Navy Yard, 
President Calvin Coolidge awarded him the Distinguished Flying Cross. On 
June 13, a ticker-tape parade was held for him down 5th Avenue in New York 
City. More than twice as many people watched this parade than watched the 
WWI Victory parade. The massive publicity surrounding him and his flight 
boosted the aviation industry and made a skeptical public take air travel 
seriously, 

Jimmy Walker was the flamboyant mayor of New York City from 1925–32. 
He frequented Broadway’s theatres and vaudeville, writing popular songs 
and eventually marrying a musical comedy singer, Janet Allen. In that same 
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year, 1912 he was admitted to the New York State bar. Already gravitating 
toward politics, he became a district captain and a member of the Assembly 
(1909) and, under the tutelage of Alfred E. Smith (NY Governor and eventual 
Presidential candidate), was elected to the State Senate (1914), and with the 
backing of the Tammany organization became mayor of New York City in 
1926. During his first term he created the Department of Sanitation, brought 
about unification of the city’s public hospitals, and made considerable 
improvements in the playgrounds and park systems; and, under his guidance, 
the Board of Transportation approved contracts for the construction of an 
elaborate subway system. He even managed to maintain the five-cent subway 
fare despite a threatened strike by the workers. Yet, his administration was 
marred by corruption. Walker's term was known for the proliferation of 
speakeasies during the Prohibition era. Walker was strongly opposed to 
Prohibition. As mayor, he challenged the Eighteenth Amendment by 
replacing the police commissioner with an inexperienced banking 
commissioner. The new police commissioner immediately dissolved the 
Police Special Service Squad for Prohibition. Walker was also instrumental 
in passing the legalization of boxing, one of his favorite pastimes. Walker 
had associations with known felons including the financier/gangster Arnold 
Rothstein. Another close gangster associate, English-Canadian Arthur 
Grashoff, patronized Walker and co-owned Silver King Sparkling Water Co. 
with him. Walker frequently used Grashoff’s Rolls-Royce limousine and 
chauffer. 

Texas Guinan was well-kniwn female emcee. At the onset of Prohibition in 
1920, she opened her first speakeasy called the 300 Club at 151 W. 54th 
Street in New York City. At this hangout of the elite, George Gershwin often 
played impromptu piano for wealthy guests such as Reggie Vanderbilt, Harry 
Payne Whitney, Walter Chrysler and socialites such as Gloria Morgan and 
her sister the Viscountess Furness. Celebrities such as Peggy Hopkins Joyce, 
Pola Negri, Al Jolson, Jeanne Eagels, Gloria Swanson, John Gilbert, Clara 
Bow, Hope Hampton, Irving Berlin, John Barrymore, Dolores Costello, 
Beatrice Joy and Rudolph Valentino; to name only but a few.  

In the early 1920s, George “Buddy” DeSylva frequently worked with 
composer George Gershwin. Together they created the experimental one-act 
jazz opera Blue Monday set in Harlem, which is widely regarded as a 
forerunner to Porgy and Bess ten years later. DeSylva was a songwriter, film 
producer, and record executive. He wrote or co-wrote many popular songs 
and along with Johnny Mercer and Glenn Wallichs, founded Capitol 
Records. 
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Chapter 31 
Hilla – The Catskills, 1928 

Away from the City 
 
At the foot of the Catskill Mountains of New York was a picturesque village 
founded by Dutch colonists. Approaching it, one would see gabled homes 
with smoke curling up from the chimneys and shingle roofs reflecting the 
sunlight. .......A simple, easygoing man named Rip Van Winkle lived in this 
village, in a weather-beaten house, at the time when New York was an 
English colony. He was a descendant of the Van Winkles who served with 
distinction under Peter Stuyvesant in his struggles against Swedish settlers at 
Fort Christina in present-day Delaware.  

Washington Irving 

 

The city is an exciting place, but there is something about the country… just 
a drive once in a while to get out of the hustle and bustle. It is not a far drive 
to the ocean beaches on Long Island or the New Jersey shore, or to the parks 
around White Plains or to the cliffs of the Palisades. You can even ride the 
subway to the amusement park at Coney Island. But these are all still very 
busy places with crowds of people. Just a little bit further…. following the 
Hudson River upstream, are the small creeks or kills, as the Dutch call them, 
and the quaint local names of the places attached to the kills. To really get 
away from most of the city-dwellers we would travel just the little bit further 
into the Catskill Mountains. That is Kaatskill in Dutch. The true origin of the 
name Catskill is not known. Some people say it is named after a Dutch 
farmer named Kaat, others say that it is named because of some wild bobcats 
or mountain lions, still others say it is named after the old Dutch and English 
fortifications along the River called “Kats”, and yet again others might say it 
is named because of the tennis-like game called “kaats” modeled after the 
Lacrosse played by the local Mohican Indians. You can imagine all of these 
diverse names and the images they provoke as you walk the trails in the 
mountains or take a drive along the Hudson River. 

Franz and Matty are down on the street loading up the car for a weekend in 
the Catskills. We are all going – Papa, Momma, Franz, Anna, Matty and I. 
We will meet some friends at a well-known lodge overlooking the Hudson 
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River. We are meeting the friends of Franz and Anna, Teunis and Bertha 
Dekins. They are coming from Johnstown in Pennsylvania. It is going to be 
their anniversary and Franz is treating them to a room at the lodge for the 
weekend. They will later come back with us to our apartments in the Bronx. 

It is a tight fit with all six of us in the Dodge Roadster. The trip is 90-miles 
distant and will take about six-hours. Anna is sitting on the luggage behind 
the front seat, with Franz driving, Papa and Momma are in the front seat with 
Franz, and Matty and I occupy the rumble seat. Because we have more 
luggage than can be stored behind the front seat, several bags are strapped 
onto the running boards. 

We are finally on our way. The weather is turning out to be beautiful; a good 
thing because we have to go with the top down and there is no cover for the 
rumble seat. Late summer in New York City is quite often hot and humid, so 
a trip into the mountains is a welcome experience. We take the Albany Post 
Highway, Route No. 9 along the Hudson. It is well maintained, and Franz 
drives at a respectable pace. We follow Broadway out of town, going 
alongside Van Cortlandt Park. Where the park ends we enter the community 
of Yonkers, and we begin to get our first views of the Hudson River. In 
downtown Yonkers, we take Ashburton Avenue and climb to a ridge that is 
parallel to the river and the railroad. We then pass the St. John's Riverside 

 
 

1928 – On the way to the Catskill Mountains. The Laenen Family 
parked along the Hudson River in Franz’s Dodge Roadster. 
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Hospital. It is noisy in the open car and difficult to talk. Anna and I try to 
speak over the rumble of the car and the whistling of the wind, but we can 
only hear a few of each other’s words.  

As we drive on, the trees become taller and the houses, many separated from 
the road by stone fences, become very much larger. We enter Tarrytown 
along the main street passing Christ Episcopal Church and many of the town 
businesses. The road turns to the left, downhill, and passes the Old Dutch 
Church of Sleepy Hollow, and a large estate owned by the Rockefeller 
family. The route then passes Sleepy Hollow Cemetery, which has the grave 
of the American author, Washington Irving. Sleepy Hollow was one of his 
books. Just beyond the village of Ossining we pass close to Sing Sing Prison 
before heading towards the town of Peekskill. Crossing the Hudson then over 
the new Bear Mountain Suspension Bridge, we arrive at Fort Montgomery. 
Nearby is Doodletown, where we normally head when we hike and go 
swimming at Bear Mountain. We have friends here that run a boarding house 
on a farm just outside of the town. It is kind of an interesting that when 
Yankee-doodle went to town it was Doodletown he was going to, at least this 
is what our friends tell us. But 
we will travel further on this 
trip. 

Now we come to the west side 
of the river, and it has taken us 
about two hours to get here. We 
turn on to State Route 3 which 
is called the Storm King 
Highway, and drive to an 
overlook where we can see the 
Hudson River below and the 
Army Academy of West Point 
to the south. Here we stop for 
our picnic lunch. 

“Have you found out much 
about the lodge?” Anna is 
finally able to ask me as we 
walk into the woods with 
Momma for a bathroom break. 

Anna and I have become great 
friends since she and Franz 
have moved just next door. 

 
1928 – Matching outfits. Anna and Hilla in a 

New York State Park. 
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Many times Anna will walk with me to work at Schraffts, or Franz and Anna 
will come with Matty to pick me up when I work late at the store. We all 
have sodas together. All of us also go walking in Bronx Park with Frieda, the 
family dog. Many times Anna and I will go shopping together and we have 
several matching outfits especially for vacation times. Sometimes Anna will 
sew the outfits herself. 

It is Franz and Matty that have found out about this mountain-top get-away, 
and have made the arrangements to stay there. “Matty says that there will be 
a beautiful lake for taking walks around and that they have a wonderful 
restaurant,” I tell her. “It is supposed to be an old Victorian castle with 
splendid rooms and good toilet and bathing facilities. It used to be only for 
the wealthy, but now there are so many wealthy homes nearby, that the lodge 
relies more on tourism from the city and around the country for their 
income.” 

Anna and I set out the picnic lunch on a blanket while Momma sits and 
watches us and the men look over the car to see if everything is secure, and 
then also look for a place to go to the bathroom. The view here is beautiful. 
The Hudson River carves its way between mountains and promontories. It is 
a blue, glittering, watery path disappearing into a land of emerald green. The 
road follows trails made by Indians, Dutch and English adventurers, and 
probably even George Washington's Army. A very important battle occurred 
nearby at Fort Montgomery during the American Revolutionary War. Here 
on our perch, we enjoy a vista that has inspired many artists. Sharp peaks, 
deep valleys, woodlands, and farms divide Old Dutch communities, many 
historic sites, and the grand mansions of the rich and prominent of New 
York. 

“Franz is telling me that he has got all the rooms together,” Anna is now 
relating to me. “I hope we will have some connecting doors. We still have 
some time to travel before we get there. Franz says we still need to travel 
maybe 2-3-hours before we are there.” 

Onward from our picnic spot, the road is less maintained. It becomes a 
winding drive of about 30-miles following a ridge along the Hudson. It is a 
mostly a gravel road to the town of Highland which is across the river from 
the larger city of Poughkeepsie. There are pretty nice homes along the river 
here, but on the Poughkeepsie side, are the most prominent family palaces 
with wealthy families such as the Astors, Rogers, Vanderbilts, and 
Roosevelts living there. 
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We are headed to the Mohonk Mountain House, now about 15-miles and 
probably an hour more to the west and up a fairly rugged mountain road. We 
find that the road to the lodge is gravel and very dusty. The Victorian castle 
resort sits on a cliff giving a good view the Hudson River valley just off in 
the distance. As we drive onto the property and towards the lodge, there is a 
beautiful mountain lake. We are surrounded by many acres of unspoiled 
natural beauty. From a viewpoint looking north, we can see the new 
Schoharie Reservoir which will soon become the largest of the reservoirs 
supplying water to New York City. The tunnel and aqueduct delivering this 
water to the city has just been completed. 

Teunis and Bertha are already at the lodge and we meet them in the lobby. 
The weekend goes much too fast. We enjoy several hikes around and near 
the lake. We also enjoy the spa together, and the restaurant that has great 
food and a spectacular view. But eventually the weekend is over and we all 
head back to the city. The country air has given us all refreshment. 

 __________________________________________________ 

 

“Why do you have to work so late?” I ask Matty. “You need to spend some 
time with our company the Dekins, and we need to go to some special 
places.” 

“The Mayor calls,” replied my husband. “He is hosting some Democratic 
Party fund-raising and needs to be at his best. He will bring in the Governor 
for a suit fitting tomorrow. Jeann and I are at his beckon call now that he has 
an apartment in the Tower.” 

Before Teunis and Bertha return to Johnstown, Anna and I take them to the 
Ritz Tower to see the tailor shop and to have a lunch at the Schraffts 
restaurant nearby. In the morning, we window shop at many of the exclusive 
shops on Park and Fifth Avenues. Matty then takes a brief time to meet us for 
lunch at Schraffts and returns quickly to work. From the restaurant, we walk 

 
1928 Mohonk Mountain House in the Catskill Mountains 
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down to Macy’s and spend 
most of the afternoon there. 
We then come by later to 
pick up Matty at the tailor 
shop to go home. We find 
Mayor Walker in the shop 
with his girlfriend.  

He turns to greet me. “I see 
the tailor’s little wife has 
come to fetch him home. We 
won’t be keeping him very 
long. I hope you are well.” 

I respond and introduce Anna 
and our friends. The Mayor is 
very cordial and in turn 
introduces his companion: 

“I am here with Miss Betty 
Compton. You may have 
seen her on Broadway. She is 
a much accomplished 
vaudevillian. She is living 
here in the Tower. I have also 
taken an apartment here,” he 
remarks. 

“Your husband has been doing some fine work for our new Governor 
Roosevelt. You know the Governor cannot stand for too long a time, and 
Matty is quick in his fitting.” 

“Then tomorrow up in my apartment at about ten, and don’t forget I want 
that pattern lining in the suit,” he instructs Matty. “Well then, Au revoir 
everyone, it has been a pleasure,” and he and his companion leave. 

“She is living here too?” I ask Matty. 

“He made it sound like they were here separately, but they share the same 
apartment.” Matty answers. “I believe he has moved completely from his 
home in Greenwich Village and he no longer is with his wife.” 

“He really is a heel,” I tell Matty. “I guess when you are the Mayor of New 
York you can get away with a lot. And where is he getting his money for this 
apartment and all of his fancy clothes?” 

 
Walker nominates Roosevelt for Governor at 

the Democratic Convention in 1926 
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“You don’t ask,” replies Matty. “When you are the Mayor, you make a lot of 
connections. Some of those connections are not so reputable. I am just about 
ready to go. I will get my coat.” He disappears into the back of the shop. 

As we are waiting another gentleman comes in, and Matty emerges from in 
back. 

“Mr. Commissioner,” Matty greets the man and shakes his hand. “We were 
about to leave, but how can I help you? This is my wife and sister-in-law and 
some friends. This is the Commissioner of Boxing for New York. Mr. Jimmy 
Johnson.” He tells us. 

Matty is busy again so we go and wait for him at the tea room in the Tower 
lobby while he fits the Commissioner for a suit. I wonder sometimes why 
Matty is late to come home, but it is very apparent that he cannot just send 
these important people away. 

Matty has a big smile when he finally comes into the tea room. “Papa and 
Franz will be pleased, and you also Teunis. I have four tickets for the big 
fight next week at Yankee Stadium, courtesy of the Commissioner. Gene 
Tunney will be fighting Tom Heeney.” 

“What do you expect us to do while you go to see boxing?” I ask him. 
“Couldn’t you get tickets for us as well?” 

“Probably not a good thing to ask. We are lucky to get four tickets. This is a 
really big sports event. Tunney is defending his championship” He responds. 
“We will need to treat you girls to something else later.”  

 ___________________________________________________ 
 

It turned out that we girls were never treated to something else before the 
Dekins had to leave for Johnstown. The men really did enjoy the boxing 
though, and they talked about the match for days. It went for fifteen rounds 
before Tunney did a TKO over the other guy. 

But now we are having our treat after all. It will be just the four of us, Franz, 
Matty, Anna and I. We are off for a week-long vacation to Lake George. We 
will go to a hotel located at the south end of the lake, and it will take us all 
day to get there. We will travel the Albany Post Highway along Hudson 
River up to Albany and then take the Canada Highway to Saratoga Springs 
and eventually to Lake George Village.  

The British named the lake after King George II, but it was also called 
Horican by Fennimore Cooper in his books after a tribe that lived there 



 

248 

during the time of the French and Indian Wars. Many people in the area still 
use this name for the lake, and there is a town by this name at the north end 
of the lake. The books by Cooper are American stories called leather-
stocking tales. The books are very good reading and they tell a lot of history 
about this part of the country. The William Henry Hotel where we are going 
to stay is right next to the old Fort William Henry that is part of the story in 
the book. 

We arrive at Lake George Village about 7:00 in the evening, and after 
checking in, we go straight to the hotel restaurant for some food. It is a 
beautiful night as we sit on the outside deck of the restaurant. We have a 
panorama of the lake and the mountains. The hotel property and the 
neighboring fort span the entire southern shore of Lake George. The boat 
landing is just off to our right. Beautifully landscaped grounds and an open 
space nestle in the area between the hotel and the lake. Along the beach front 
is a public swimming area. Our food is excellent and we are soon very 
relaxed and sleepy. It has been a long and hard day of travel. We left The 
Bronx this morning at 5:00. We travelled roughly about 230-miles and we 
encountered no car problems, but the roads were well maintained. 

It is overcast and cool the next day and we decide to take a ferry-boat ride to 
the north end of the lake and back. The D&H railroad has owned and 
operated cargo and passenger boats on the lake for nearly 60 years, and has 
two sidewheel steamboats, the Sagamore and the Horicon II. We obtain 
tickets for the smaller of the two steamboats, the Sagamore, and take the six-
hour cruise up to Ticonderoga Landing and back. Along the western shore 
are the magnificent homes of the very rich. Some of them look like Italian 
villas. They can for the most part, be seen up close only from the lake side 
and not from the drive along the lake except from a distance. We stop at the 

 
 
The steamboat Horicon on Lake George arriving at the Sagamore-Bolton Landing, 

from a postcard circa 1900. The Sagamore steamboat is in the distance. 
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villages of Bolton and Hague on the way north, primarily to drop off cargo 
and a few passengers. After a brief stop at the north lake landing for 
unloading and boarding, we return immediately by ferry rather than to go on 
into Ticonderoga. It is too inconvenient to travel further to the village of 
Ticonderoga if you don’t have a car. The day begins to clear on our return 
voyage offering much clearer views of the beautiful lakeshore scenery, the 
picturesque islands of the Narrows, and the magnificent Adirondack 
Mountains. On the return trip we take time for a lunch aboard the boat. 

It is still too cool to go 
swimming this next morning, so 
we explore the ruins of the old 
fort. The French destroyed the 
fort in 1757 after General 
Montcalm forced the British to 
surrender. The British troops left 
the fort under French escort with 
full honors of war, on condition 
that they refrain from further 
participation in the war. They 
were given back their guns but 
no ammunition. Indians then 
took advantage and massacred 
many of the British troops with 
no French intervention. This 
same story of deceit and 
treachery is told by Fennimore 
Cooper in his book, Last of the 
Mohicans. Matty finds an old 
arrowhead while we look about 
the ruins and Franz finds some 
musket balls. 

In the afternoon we go 
swimming in the lake and just 
make ourselves lazy and 
comfortable in the adjacent park. 
We all enjoy swimming and 
playing in the water. There are 

several diving boards along the concrete seawall and Matty especially enjoys 
using them. We take several photographs of our time here by the lake. We 
return for an afternoon swim every day while we are here. On the day before 

 
1928 – Hilla, Matty, and Franz playing and 
swimming at the seawall at Lake George. 
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we leave, we take the 30-some mile drive along Lakeshore Drive up to 
Ticonderoga. We have a picnic lunch at the upper falls on the La Chute 
River, then we drive up to a restored Fort Ticonderoga which is open to the 
public. The Fort stands on a hill commanding a view of Lake Champlain. 
Several cannon point off towards the lake. It is next to Hotel Pavilion owned 
by the Pell family who are responsible for the fort’s restoration. On the return 
trip to Lake George Village, we stop at a few overlooks to view the lake and 
some of the huge mansions bordering. 

On our way back home to the Bronx, we stop along the Hudson River in 
Albany. There is a plaque commemorating the first commercially successful 
steamboat service in America. It was inaugurated by Robert Fulton, whose 
steam-powered paddle boat, the Clermont, sailed up the Hudson River from 
New York City to Albany, arriving at the state capitol on August 19, 1807, 
after 32 hours running time. As we stand and watch the river traffic of boats 
and barges heading back to New York City in one direction and to the Erie 
Barge Canal and Buffalo in the other direction, we think about how far and 
fast we have come in this century with all of our cross-continental railroads, 
super-good highways and cars, and with the revolutionary new airplane 
travel.  
 
Postscripts 
 
Dutch colonization: In 1609, the Dutch East India Company commissioned 
English explorer Henry Hudson to find passage to the east. In this 
exploration, he claimed for the Dutch, parts of the present-day United States 
and Canada. In 1626, Director of the Company, Peter Minuit purchased the 
island of Manhattan from the Lenape Indians and started the construction of 
Fort Amsterdam. New Netherlanders were not all Dutch but mostly Walloons 
(Dutch), Huguenots (Dutch and French), Germans, Scandinavian and 
English relocated from New England. In 1640, the Dutch West India 
Company gave up its trade monopoly, enabling outside businessmen to invest 
in New Netherland, and finally profits began to flow. In 1647, the most 
successful of the Dutch Director Generals arrived in New Amsterdam. Peter 
Stuyvesant governed a population accustomed to a long line of largely 
ineffective administrators, however; his very successes put New Netherland 
in danger. The colony became too profitable. The incredibly diverse 
population (only 50 percent were actually Dutch) had grown from 2,000 in 
1655 to almost 9,000 in 1664. Problems/disputes with Native Americans 
were mostly over, and stable families had replaced single profiteers. New 
Netherland began producing immense wealth for the Dutch and other foreign 
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nations began to envy the riches flowing from the Hudson River Valley. New 
Netherland reached its maximum size after the Dutch absorbed the Swedish 
settlement of Fort Christina on the Delaware River in 1655, thereby ending 
the North American colonization by Sweden. In 1664, an English naval 
expedition ordered by the Duke of York and Albany (later James II of 
England) sailed into the harbor at New Amsterdam and a greatly-
outnumbered Dutch force capitulated. In 1674, all Dutch settlements 
officially passed to the English crown; New Amsterdam was renamed New 
York, Fort Orange renamed Albany. 

American Revolution in New York: Early in 1776, Washington drove the 
British out of Boston. A few months later the Continental Army and British 
troops under William Howe fought the New York and New Jersey Campaign. 
During these New York battles, the British started using Hessian troops from 
Germany. Though the colonists lost New York (the British would hold it for 
the rest of the war), Washington was able to hold onto most of his army. 
Over Christmas, 1776-77, Washington crossed the Delaware River and 
defeated the Hessians (who were celebrating Christmas) at Trenton and next, 
the British at Princeton. In 1777 in a reversal, the British attacked and 
captured the city of Philadelphia, then the American capital. Two battles 
were fought over Philadelphia: Brandywine and Germantown. Again, the 
Americans could not reclaim a major city, but Washington was able to keep 
most of his army intact. Eventually, in 1778, the British capitulated 
Philadelphia. One of the most important battles of the war, militarily was the 
Battle of Saratoga, fought on the banks of the Hudson River in 1777. 
American soldiers under Horatio Gates forced a British surrender under 
John Burgoyne. This led to France and Spain joining the war on the side of 
Americans. Fort Montgomery, a fortification of the Colonial Army on the 
Hudson River, was stormed by the British on October 6, 1777. Although 
another loss for American forces, the battle delayed the British from sailing 
up the Hudson River in time to relieve Burgoyne's forces at Saratoga. 

In 1928, Mayor Jimmy Walker was still riding high in popularity and even 
though his administration was corrupt, there was yet no outcry from his 
political peers. At this time, he left his wife and home to live at the Ritz 
Tower with his mistress, the English actress Betty Compton. He was popular 
enough with the Democratic Party to nominate Franklin Roosevelt for 
Governor at the state convention. At that same convention, Walker’s long-
time patron, Al Smith was nominated as the Democratic candidate for 
President by Roosevelt. Roosevelt is elected Governor, but Smith, probably 
because he is Catholic (and no Catholic has yet to win the Presidency) loses 
the Presidential election to the Republican Herbert Hoover. Walker was also 
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popular with the boxing world because of his success in championing state 
legislation to legalize the sport. One of his closest friends was Jimmy 
Johnson, who became the Director of Boxing for Madison Square Gardens. 
 
Lake George is a 32-mile long, narrow lake located at the southeast base of 
the Adirondack Mountains, in northeastern New York State. It lies within the 
upper region of the Great Appalachian Valley and drains northward into 
Lake Champlain and the St. Lawrence River. The lake is situated along a 
natural path between the valley of the Hudson River and that of the St. 
Lawrence, and so lies on a direct land route between New York City and 
Montreal, Canada. Fort Ticonderoga is located on the short La Chute River 
connecting Lake George to Lake Champlain. This and other fortifications 
controlled the easy water route between Canada and colonial New York. 
Lake George's key position on the Montreal–New York water route made 
possession of the forts at either end—particularly Ticonderoga—strategically 
crucial during the American Revolution. British General John Burgoyne's 
decision to bypass the easy water route guarded by Fort Ticonderoga to the 
Hudson River that Lake George offered and, instead, attempt to reach the 
Hudson though the marshes and forests at the southern end of Lake 
Champlain, led to the British defeat at Saratoga.  

Thomas Jefferson wrote in a letter to his daughter, "Lake George is without 
comparison, the most beautiful water I ever saw; formed by a contour of 
mountains into a basin... finely interspersed with islands, its water limpid as 
crystal, and the mountain sides covered with rich groves.” Millionaire's Row 
is a stretch of Lake Shore Drive on the west side of the lake where 
millionaires built summer homes along the mountain contour for use during 
the summer months. Although sometimes called "cottages" by their owners, 
these grand houses typically had dozens of bedrooms and often more than 
20,000 square feet of floor space. Unlike log and timber structures at nearby 
mountain camps, the houses of Millionaire's Row were built of stone and 
masonry in Tudor, Georgian, and Italianate styles. On the south end of the 
lake, in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, the Fort William Henry Hotel, 
in what is now Lake George Village, and The Sagamore in Bolton Landing, 
opened to serve tourists.  
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Chapter 32 
Anton – The Bronx, 1929 

Stocks Crash. Catastrophe for Some. 
"Liquidate labor, liquidate stocks, liquidate farmers, liquidate real estate... it 
will purge the rottenness out of the system. High costs of living and high 
living will come down. People will work harder, live a more moral life. 
Values will be adjusted, and enterprising people will pick up from less 
competent people."  

Andrew W. Mellon, Banker – Secretary of the US Treasury 
 

"Bankers are likeable rascals. Now that we are all wise to 'em, it's been 
shown that they don't know any more about finances than the rest of us know 
about our own businesses… which has proved to be nothing." 

 Will Rogers, Comedian 
 
It is pleasant weather on the 
outside deck of our steamship 
Statendam. We are enjoying the 
chairs in the sunshine on the 
promenade. Momma and I are 
coming back from Holland. We 
are away from America for two 
months. We are being for a visit 
to check on our money there 
with my brother-in-law Henri, 
and to visit with my brother 
Johan who I have not seen for 
almost 30-years He was 
returned from his marine duty 
in Indonesia. Johan is finally 
putting in his bank account the 
inheritance money he is getting 
from our brother Franz. Henri 
has been holding on it for him. 
It has increased very well since 
1920 when Franz died. Our 
money too, that we set aside 

 
October 3, 1929 – On the deck of the 
steamship Statendam. Returning from 

Holland.
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from Franz and from the theater businesses of Henri and Gertie. I am 
thinking that when we come in New York, I will not be having to work at the 
painting trade. I will do only the superintendent work at the apartment house. 

I never think that I can be such a rich man.  

“I will visit with Herr Mueler after we get back to let him know I will not be 
coming back working,” I tell my wife. “The apartment building will keep me 
busy. Maybe I can make another loan to get another building. I will have two 
buildings to work then.” 

But before I make the deciding, I will want to talk over things with Franz and 
Matty. Matty now has a loan also for his tailor business. Maybe the money is 
better spending against his loan, and then he can owe to me. 

 ________________________________________________ 

 

There was not so good news this week on Tuesday, after we are getting back 
from our trip. The economy times are being changed. The papers are calling 
it a black Tuesday because the stock market is collapsing. I do not know 
what exactly the stock market is doing, but many rich people do business 
there. You now read about people killing themselves because they are losing 
all their money. I am happy that I am not doing business with this stock 
market and that I know only a few people who are making money in this 
way. My boss Mueler is one of these people, but I do not think he is doing 
this too much. 

“I have not told Herr Mueler the idea about quitting.” I tell Momma. “I was 
in not so much of a hurry to tell him, and I think maybe with this economy 
not so steady, it will be better to stay working.” 

“What about the money?” she asks. “People are taking their money from the 
banks. It is in the papers and on the radio. Should we not use the bank 
anymore?” 

It is now that my son Franz comes into the apartment. “The US Bank over on 
Fordham Road just closed its doors,” he is telling us. 

I turn to Momma and say, “then I think maybe we will have to keep our 
money at home. But how are we going to get our money if the banks are 
being closed? I ask you that! Every month we need to cash a check first from 
the work and from some of the tenants. Herr Mueler has his money in the 
bank, not at home. This is how he pays me. Our tenants also…. and how do 
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we make payment to our loan? You cannot be doing business without a 
bank!” 

I tell Franz that we have just been talking about the banks and Momma’s 
worries over what we should do. “I think now, I have these worries also.” I 
tell him. 

“I am not sure about the details,” he is telling us. “The bank may be open 
tomorrow or next week for all I know. I only know that there were a lot of 
people there getting their money out and then they shut down the lines and 
closed the bank. Fordham is only a branch of the main bank downtown and 
maybe they ran out of cash with so many people. The radio news will be on 
soon and we will know more.” 

The radio is telling us that it was only the Bronx bank here in New York that 
was closed because so many people wanted their money, but also other banks 
all around the country were closing doors. They say it was a problem of 
getting money to the right places. The Governor and the Mayor both were 
speaking and asking for the people to think over taking lots of money out of 
the banks to their houses. It was not safe. There could be much robbery. And, 
it was not so needed. The 
banks were sound, they were 
telling us. 

The next week, the Bronx 
Bank open its doors again. 
Some people are bringing 
their money back, but still 
many people are taking their 
money home. With the bank 
open again, we go ahead and 
cash our checks, I pay loan 
money, and all of us in the 
family, we decide to leave 
our money stay in the bank. 

       ________________ 

 

It is the new year of 1930, 
and the stock market is 
coming back. Things are 
seeming to be normal. There 

1930 – No problems yet. Time for a vacation at 
Lake George. Franz, Anna, Bertha, Little 

Bertha, Matty, and Hilla. 
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is not too much change for our family with this Big crash of 1929. Matty’s 
work was not stopping and he is still as busy as always. He is making many 
suits for those rich and famous people. Hilla is always working and is still 
selling much candy at Schraffts to the neighborhood people. So, these people 
must still have some money also. Franz has more than enough work with his 
painting job. The kids still have time for play. We are looking at the photo 
pictures they make when they visit at Lake George with the Dekins. Tony 
and Bertha’s little Bertha is four years now. They all take a cabin together. 
They are telling me that the gas is a little expensive, but that is all that is a 
problem. 

There is being one big change: Herr Mueler is closing his business, so I am 
looking for a new job. I am not so much in a hurry. I think Mueler takes quite 
a beating up from his stocks and with the business loans he was having. He 
was having to do a liquidating of his business. But, he is saying he will be 
fine. I am not working at the painting trade right now, but the rent from the 
apartments is paying good.  

Postscripts 
The stock market turned upward in early 1930, returning to early 1929 levels 
by April. This was still almost 30% below the peak of September 1929. 
Things seemed to be back to normal, but the economy of the country was 
headed towards melt down. A deflationary spiral had started in 1929. 
Conditions were worse in farming areas, where commodity prices plunged, 
and in mining and logging areas, where unemployment was extremely high 
and there were few other jobs. From the start of the 1929 year, 
unemployment had jumped from 3% to 9%. By early 1930, steady decline in 
the entire world economy had set in. Andrew Mellon, the Secretary of 
Treasury, assured the U.S. public there was nothing to worry about. 

A phenomenon that compounded the nation’s economic woes during the 
Great Depression was the wave of banking panics or “bank runs,” during 
which large numbers of anxious people withdrew their deposits in cash, 
forcing banks to liquidate loans and often leading to bank failure. In just a 
few months in 1929, some 650 banks, mostly in the Midwest, failed. The 
branch of the NY Bank of the United States in the Bronx was closed for a 
short time in November, 1929, but did open again. However in only two more 
years, on December 1931, the main, downtown Bank of the United States 
would collapse. This specific failure would cause a major change in many 
fortunes including that of the Laenen family. Things were definitely not 
normal. 
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Chapter 33 
Karl – Buffalo, 1931 
Problems at Home 

 
A man who carries a 
kat by the tail learns 
something he can learn 
in no other way. 

Mark Twain 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Die Frau ist wieder aufgeregt. Es sind die Kinder, sie machen sie verrückt! 
The wife is upset yet again. It is the kids, they always make her crazy! They 
are all grown up but they are still like those Katzenjammer kids from the 
Sunday papers! Making momma crazy. Now it is Helmut. He is come home 
from Los Angeles with a wife, and she is not only not German, but I hear she 
is from the American Indian. I know about this marriage from my boy 
Herbert for some months now and do not say anything to Clara. I know when 
she finds out she will be a crazy lady. This is happening now. He comes to 
our door expecting, what? There is big argument and she throws them out. 
He should know what was coming. His brother Herbert and his big sister got 
the boot also. But with Herbert, it is all right now because she finds out the 
family is having money and they for sure are being German. She is choosing 
to forget that Herbert did not ask her to come to the wedding. She is still not 
talking to Hilla. For almost ten years she is not talking to her! Ach du Lieber 
Gott, such a situation again. 

1930 – Hans and Fritz rebel against mama. 
Katzenjammer Kids comic strip by Harold H. Knerr. 
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“Are you going to get him a job?” Gerhardt is asking me. 

“No, I am not thinking…. no, I know there is nothing at the factory,” I tell 
him. “We have just laid off another twenty men from the machines. 
Production is making slow since the stock market is going kaput last year.” 

“Where is he going to stay?” asks my son. 

“I think for now Herbert will have some place for them, but there is no room 
in his house between his son and the in-laws staying with him. So this can 
only be temporary,” I tell him. 

“They have been married since last year and she is pregnant now,” explains 
my son. “I have asked around the bread factory and there is nothing right 
now for work either. There are no notices posted and the secretary in the 
office says that she has not heard of anything coming up, but she tells me she 
will let me know if there is an opening. I think that some sort of job will be 
available soon. It is a big plant, and business is still very good. I think that 
between the all the bakers and the delivery drivers there are about 300 
workers. You know lots of people need to…. ‘Build their body in eight 
different ways’.  I deliver a lot of Wonder Bread.” 

“People need to eat,” I tell him. “People don’t always need elevators. At Otis, 
we are losing some big contracts lately. Now that your Uncle Herbert is 
moved to Los Angeles, we no longer have the Scholtz business here to help 
with giving us extra jobs for the family either, so I am not sure we can help 
Helmut. I maybe should have told momma sooner so she would not be so 
mad now. We have the room in our house at least for them to stay. But you 
know Helmut, he could always get momma mad and keep her mad.” 

      _____________ 

 

“I was nearby and 
thought you could 
use a couple of 
loaves of bread. 
There are always one 
or two left over at the 
end of the delivery 
day,” Gerhart is 
telling Eva and 
Helmut. 

Wonder Bread delivery truck in Buffalo, NY, circa 1930. 
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I am sitting with them in the kitchen where they are renting a place on 
Masten Avenue. Helmut is working at the Otis Elevator Company as an 
apprentice now. I find I can get him a job after all. The Company is doing 
some shenanigans. They are opening up some temporary apprentice positions 
for much less pay. None of the experienced machinists are applying and the 
union is making noises. In the meantime, at least before all hell breaks loose 
and we go on a strike, he has work. So, I am here after work, sitting with him 
and Eva in the kitchen. Gerhart is just walking in. Momma is still not letting 
Helmut in our house, so I am here. She is probably thinking where I am… 
Let her think for a while… 

“I can’t stay too long,” Gerhardt tells us. “I have to get the truck back and 
gassed up for tomorrow.” 

“I’m not going to be home too early tonight,” he tells me. “I’m going to 
listen to the game tonight with a couple of the fellas. It’s a night game at 
Chicago. It should be good game and maybe the Giants can win one away 
from home.” 

“You can listen at home,” I tell him. 

“You really think momma will let me sit by the radio and listen to something 
she doesn’t want to hear?” he asks. “I will have more fun with the guys 
anyway. We will probably be drinking some beer.” 

“Then you be careful on your way home.” I tell him, and then add: “I will 
have a beer too.” We all wish him a good night, and Helmut follows him to 
the truck. 

“Are you doing alright here?” I ask Eva in my English which is still not so 
good. “How is the baby? Will be coming soon?” 

“Mother comes to help.” Eva replies. “She has come from LA and is living 
here in Buffalo nearby. She would like us to come back to California after 
the baby is born. I think this would be a good idea. The doctor tells us that if 
everything is on schedule, the baby will probably be here in two weeks, but 
he also says to be prepared for anytime.” 

I can understand good, but I am stopping to ask more because it is hard to 
find the right English words. I already know the mother has come from Los 
Angeles. I wonder how Helmut is liking this. He does not say. 
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Helmut is back from outside now. I give conversation, “President Hoover is 
in the paper telling us that he will be making changes soon. His special 
committee group is finding the solutions. I think this is baloney.” 

“There are ups and downs to the economy all the time,” Helmut replies. “We 
can do nothing and probably neither can the President. As ordinary Joe’s, we 
just can’t buy as much as we used to just now, so we have to get by with less. 
I’m already used to the less, so it is not so hard.” 

“You need to remember how hard it is to find work, and not move around too 
much like going back to Los Angeles,” I warn him. 

On my way out of the house through the living room, I say goodbye to Mrs. 
Wolff and her momma who are owning of the house. The momma is not so 
good and sits in a chair in the living room most of the time. I thank them 
again for having a nice home for the children. 

 ________________________________________________ 
 

The temporary work at Otis is not lasting for long for Helmut or other 
workers. He is now helping at the bread factory with Gerhardt. He is on the 
loading dock and doing some of the cleaning in the bakery. We are sitting 
again in his kitchen and talking about his day. He and Eva now have a 
daughter. They give her the name, Billie-Jean. The mother is now in the 
house living also. 

“You can joke all you want, but you would have done the same thing,” 
Gerhardt is telling Helmut. “She could have a big bruiser of a husband and it 
was getting late in the day.” 

“How do you know she even had a husband, and was she really good looking 
or are you feeding us a line?” replied Helmut. 

“She was a real nice-looking redhead,” recalled Gerhardt. “Maybe a little bit 
plump, but not very old. Believe me, it was very tempting.” 

“You do the right thing,” I tell him. “You do not want to get in the middle of 
family problems.” 

“Oh, hell Pop,” Helmut said, “the milk man and postman are always having 
all the fun. You never hear of the bread delivery guy getting propositioned. 
Gerry just missed out on a good chance.” 

“This is not something you want to do by chance,” I tell them. 
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“You need to be speaking in English,” the momma of Eva tells us as she 
comes into the kitchen carrying the new baby. “The baby needs to grow up in 
a house that is American, where English is spoken.” 

I am glad I am thinking, that we are speaking in German. She does not need 
to know some things from work, especially about what we are talking. She is 
too nosey anyway. And she has too many opinions. 

“Come let Papa see the baby,” my son tells her.  

 

Postscript 
U.S. Reaction to the depression: Hoover's first measures to combat the 
depression were based on voluntarism by businesses not to reduce their 
workforce or cut wages. But businesses had little choice and wages were 
reduced, workers were laid off, and investments postponed. In June 1930 
Congress approved the Smoot–Hawley Tariff Act which raised tariffs on 
thousands of imported items. The intent of the Act was to encourage the 
purchase of American-made products by increasing the cost of imported 
goods, while raising revenue for the federal government and protecting 
farmers. In retaliation, other nations increased tariffs on American-made 
goods reducing international trade. The tariff did not work and worsened the 
Depression. 
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Chapter 34 
Franz – New York City, 1932 

Down to Earth 
 
..."Then the bubble burst... 'Brother, Can You Spare A Dime?'... The 
sidewalks are ripped out and used for fuel... With no one buying, farmers are 
forced to destroy their own produce…  I pledge you, I pledge myself, to a 
new deal for the American people." 

From a 1932 nomination speech by Franklin Delano Roosevelt 
 
December 1931 Headline: New York's Bank of the United States collapses. 
The bank had more than $200 million in deposits at the time, making it the 
largest single bank failure in American history. 

New York Times Headline 
 
“I will stay here until they tell me to get out,” Pop tells me. 

“Then they have not told you who will be the owner? Which bank will take 
over the property? Surely someone will start to ask for money.” I am full of 
questions. 

“I have only notification that the loan for the building is finished. This is all I 
am having so far.” He tells me. “I think this is meaning I am not having the 
agreement for buying the building anymore. I am asking Herr Mueler and he 
is telling me I cannot ask legally the tenants now for payment. He thinks I 
can sometime get another loan from the new bank that will be owning the 
property, but nothing that I am having make so far in payment will be 
counting. That is what is happening to him. So for now, no one is asking me 
for paying.” 

“I think that old man Hofmann who owns our apartments also has some sort 
of loan problem, but he is instead looking to raise our rent. I wonder how he 
can do this.” I reply, not expecting an answer. “I need to find a new place 
that I can afford. They are cutting salaries at our shop. The union is doing 
nothing. I think everyone is feeling the pinch.” 

“Not everybody,” Pop comments. “Look at Matty. He is living still high now 
on 62nd Street. They are still making clothing for those rich guys at the Ritz. 
The Mayor is still looking like he has a good paycheck.” 
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“But Hilla lost her job at Schraffts,” I reply. “The candy business is also not 
so hot right now. But, I guess they do not need her salary with Matty doing 
so well with his tailoring.” 

My brother Matty was doing 
pretty good for the time being, 
but the economy was going 
crazy, and things were changing 
very quickly. All my savings 
from the US bank was now gone 
and Pop had not only lost his 
money, but his loan for the 
apartment building was 
liquidated. He is still quite lucky 
because he has a good stash of 
money in a bank in Holland and 
there is still a movie business 
providing him with profit. He is 
now also back to work and 
making a decent wage, especially 
when you consider he does not 
have to pay for the apartment 
where he lives because nothing 
has been decided yet by the 
banks. He avoids banks now like 
the plague and will not keep any money there. It all goes in a hiding place in 
his apartment. I am praying that no one comes to rob mom while he is away 
at work. 

 ________________________________________________ 

 

Anna and I still keep our money in a bank. We have to. It is a different bank 
from the US bank where we lost everything. I would hide my money like 
Pop, but we are not in such a good neighborhood. We had to move to 
Brooklyn where rents are cheaper. For now, I still have a job and we can still 
afford food and rent. 

Pop is not happy with me working in a non-union shop, but you got to work 
where you can find it. Strikes don’t work anymore with money so scarce and 
with so many people out of a job. Half the guys I know that were in the union 
have quit just so they can keep working. Pop is not in that position yet. I am 

 

!932 – Franz and Matty along the Hudson 
River. Franz ready to leave NYC. 
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not sure what he will do if he loses his job because he holds on to his union 
affiliation. He is already boiling mad because they are asking him for rent 
now that is ten dollars more than was being asked before in his building. I 
don’t know what these landlords are thinking.  Isn’t it better to have some 
rent money than to chase people away with high rent? Not a lot of things are 
making sense these days. 

“Your friend the mayor seems to be in pretty deep trouble,” I remark to my 
brother. He and Hilla have stopped by. Anna is coming from the kitchen with 
some sandwiches. 

“Some of his past is catching up with him,” I continue. “Are you going to fit 
him for a prison suit anytime soon?” 

“Right now I have been fitting him for courtroom appearances. He needs to 
look his best. If you ask him, it is all a big show. He seems to be enjoying the 
limelight. We have more work than ever with him and his police and his 
gangster friends. Just being around him for the last four years, I have to 
believe he will slip out of this somehow.” 

“He is certainly an embarrassment to Roosevelt about now,” I suggest. 

“Everybody knows he is a big shyster,” adds Anna. 

“But, still very popular,” contributes Hilla. 

“But maybe not so popular with the Catholics now. The Arch Bishop has 
been making some pretty condemning statements regarding Walker’s 
morals.” I tell them. “I don’t think he approves of the English mistress and 
that they are openly living together. He is also hitting pretty hard on the 
prostitution in the city and the Police involvement. Walker’s Police 
commissioner is pretty corrupt.” 

“I had no idea that the hearings could go on for such a long time,” Matty 
provides. “You have to think that they just can’t convict him, even though we 
all know he is guilty. Everybody still is pulling for him. He really is a nice 
fellow, and things are really pretty good in New York, for the most part.” 

“Good…. if you still have a job,” I remind them. 

 _________________________________________________ 

 

It is near Christmas time and my Christmas present has not been a raise like 
it was two years ago, but it has instead been to lose a job. The painting shop 
is officially closed, so everybody there is out of work. Merry Christmas 
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everyone! Ever since the big bank failure last December where we lost all of 
our savings… that was another depressing Christmas time… it has been a 
struggle. I am ready to leave the big city. Anna has relatives in Buffalo and 
Tony and Bertha Dekins are living there as well. At least we would have 
some place to stay if we go there. Pop and Mom will soon be out their 
apartment and looking for someplace to stay as well. The new bank has sold 
out to a realty corporation who will manage a number of apartments that 
were liquidated from the US Bank collapse. This probably means another 
hike in the rent. Pop is fed up with all the monkey business and he is 
seriously talking now about going back to Holland. 

Matty is the only one who is still doing well. He even had his money in a 
different bank from us, so he did not lose his savings. Who would have 
thought that a tailor would be making a better living than a painter? I thought 
he was foolish to quit working for Western Electric in Kansas City. That 
seemed to me to be a really good job. But it can’t last for him in the tailor 
business. All those fancy people. Pretty soon the way things are going, no 
one will want a nice suit. Maybe we will all need to go to Holland. 

  

Postscripts 
 
1932 and ‘33, are the worst years of the Great Depression. In 1932, the GNP 
falls a record 13.4%, and unemployment rises to a high of 23.6%, while 
industrial stocks lose 80% of their value since the stock market collapse. 
Since 1929, over 10,000 banks have failed, and about $2 billion in deposits 
have been lost. In this time, over 13 million Americans had lost their jobs 
and capital growth investments had dropped from $16.2 billion to $0.3 
billion. Farm prices had fallen 53 percent and international trade fell by 
two-thirds since 1929. 

Since the depression began in 1929, the union that Franz and his father, 
Anton belonged to, the Brotherhood of Painters and Decorators of America, 
had a drop in membership from approximately 115,000 to 60,000. A loss of 
50% was typical for union affiliation nationwide. Business could not afford 
union labor and the rank-and-file needed jobs.  

To stem the tide, Congress finally acted to create the Reconstruction Finance 
Corporation. It also passed the Federal Home Loan Bank Act and the Glass-
Steagall Act. The Federal Government makes its’ first major expansion of 
money supply since February 1930, but popular opinion considers Hoover's 
measures too little too late. Franklin Roosevelt easily defeats Hoover in the 
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fall election of ‘32 and Democrats win control of Congress. At his 
Democratic presidential nomination, Roosevelt pledges a new deal for the 
American people. 

After months of epic battles on the stand, where Mayor Walker had eluded 
hot-button questions about his personal bank accounts, and had delayed 
appearances until after Roosevelt's nomination for president was assured, 
the embattled mayor would fight no longer. With Roosevelt mere months 
from his national election, he needed to be rid of Walker. Walker obliged in 
the classiest way possible: he resigned on September 1, 1932, and went on a 
grand tour of Europe with his Ziegfeld girl, Betty Compton. 
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Chapter 35 
Anton – 1933 

Back to the Old Country 
 
By virtue of the authority vested in me by Section 5 (b) of the Act of October 
6, 1917, as amended by Section 2 of the Act of March 9, 1933, entitled "An 
Act to provide relief in the existing national emergency in banking, and for 
other purposes," in which amendatory Act Congress declared that a serious 
emergency exists, I, Franklin D. Roosevelt, President of the United States of 
America, do declare that said national emergency still continues to exist and 
pursuant to said section do hereby prohibit the hoarding of gold coin, gold 
bullion, and gold certificates within the continental United States by 
individuals, partnerships, associations and corporations and hereby 
prescribe the following regulations for carrying out the purposes of this 
order…. 

….All persons are hereby required to deliver on or before May 1, 1933, to a 
Federal Reserve Bank or a branch or agency thereof or to any member bank 
of the Federal Reserve System all gold coin, gold bullion and gold 
certificates now owned by them or coming into their ownership on or before 
April 28, 1933…. 

Executive Order 6102  
 
“We are going back to live in Holland,” I tell everyone. “It is not so good in 
America anymore and I think it is going to be more worse. Look now what 
Roosevelt is doing with the gold. Our money will be worth nothing.” 

“That is really not so,” says Matty. “All governments are devaluating their 
money and going off the gold standard. Roosevelt is just making it so there 
will be no more bank failures.” 

“So when are you such a financial expert,” Franz protests. “It does not look 
like either Switzerland or Holland will remove their gold standard. And 
Holland is only just now beginning to feel a depressed economy. Things 
seem to be more stable in Holland than the rest of Europe. It is a mess in 
France, England, and Germany. Especially Germany with Adolf Hitler and 
the Nazi state. Holland seems to me to be in pretty good shape compared to 
the rest of the world.” 
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“Hitler is a little bit of a military fanatical, but he has some pretty good 
socialistic ideas,” I tell them. “It will be much better than those do-nothings 
that were in the Reighstag. That government was worthless.” 

“So, are you and Anna going to move to Holland also?” Matty askes Franz. 

“No,” he replies. “The old country has old ideas and the future is still here in 
America. Maybe if I could sit back and not have to work like Pop, it might be 
OK, but even then there is so much more to offer here in the States. But we 
are intending to leave the city.”  

“You go to Buffalo?” I ask. 

“Yes,” Franz answers. “We have just enough money for a couple more 
weeks of rent. We will pack up the car and go stay with the Dekins. They 
will put us up until I find a job. Tony already has a couple of leads for work.” 

“Roosevelt will be a good president.” Hilla speaks up. “I think Franz is right 
that the future is here in America. Roosevelt has the heart for the people. You 
can ask Matty. He has spoken to him. He is a strong man even if he cannot 
stand by himself because of his polio. And, America is an open country. It is 
not confined by all the old customs and hatred that is in Europe. I think you 
are making a mistake to go to Holland, Papa.” 

“We are leaving New York,” I tell her. “We are going to Holland,” I tell all 
of them. “I can still make up my mind when we are there if we will stay. I 
also and Momma have a place to stay when we get there. Joseph will have a 
place for us just like the last time. I am thinking we may then go to Den Haag 
nearby Henri. He is still missing Gerti and it will be good to see him. He will 
be enjoying our company. It is a very nice city, Den Haag.”  

 ________________________________________________ 

 

We leave from New York Harbor on May 2 on the steamship Rotterdam for 
Holland. Franz and Anna already being gone for Buffalo. They are leaving in 
April. We give them some small things from our apartment. Matty and Hilla 
are still living in New York. They are now at the 62nd Street address. We 
give them a couple of furniture things. We are giving away most other things 
to friends and some neighbors because people do not have money for buying. 
Matty and Hilla are saving for us, things that Momma is wanting to keep. 

Momma and I are living in an apartment in Den Haag. It is not so bad here in 
Holland as in America, but it is not so good either. People have more work 
but the wages are low. People are not starving, but there are a lot of poor 
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people. Even so, it seems the Dutch are getting on pretty good. Everyone is 
still having a bike for transportation and at the weekend they are in the parks 
or out on the beach, or on a canal or a zee. It is still a clean place to live and a 
happy one. The politics is crazy and the politicians are dirty just like in any 
country. But I think, not so crazy or dirty like New York City. 

For us, it is pleasant. We are living from the money we get from my brother 
Franz and from the movie house business with Henri. People are poor, but 
they are going still to the movie theaters, so the money is coming. Henri is 
dropping prices for them.  I am helping Henri with some redecorating of two 
old theaters. He is giving me a commission for this. This is also helping with 
the financial. It is good work. Fancy painting and plaster work. One of the 
theaters is in Maastricht, so we are staying with my brother Joseph. He is 
having a large family with seven children and many grandchildren, but they 
are not living with him. Joseph is still working for the St. Peter Church. He is 
playing the organ and is doing the choir directing. 

“What you think Joseph? When we go back to Den Haag, will you come for 
a little time on the beach at Scheveningen?” I ask him. “Matty and Hilla will 

 
1933 – Maastricht. Visiting with brother, Joseph and some of his family. 

Anton in center and Virginie center-right, Joseph and wife, Elisabeth to right. 
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be for a visit in August. He is now doing tailor work in a fancy place in the 
rich part of New York City.” 

“Matty has to come to the church to play the organ. They need to come to 
Maastricht. He will enjoy this better than a cold swim on the beach,” replies 
my brother. 

 ________________________________________________ 

 

Matty and Hilla come in August to visit us and find out if we are staying in 
Holland for good. 

“I am working for Henri now, and the work is good,” I tell them. “Momma is 
having a chance to visit with her brothers in Belgium also.” 

“You would like what Roosevelt is doing as the president,” my son tells me. 
He is giving America a new deal. He made it so banks cannot fail by insuring 
them through the US Treasury. He has also made the businesses set fair 
prices and set fair wages and standards for the worker. He is a socialist. The 
Dutch government has a long way to go to give rights to the people like he is 
doing.” 

“He is also on the radio speaking to us,” Hilla is telling us. “They call them 
‘fireside talks,’ and he speaks to us like a father and lets us know what he is 
thinking and what he wants to do. It is quite amazing.” 

“I listen to Hitler also,” I tell them. “His speeches are pretty good, and he 
gets the Germans very excited.” 

“Papa!” Hilla exclaims. “That is not the same at all. Hitler is a crazy person.” 

“Ya, well,” I make return, “Roosevelt is a smart politician and not your papa. 
We need to see if the American congress will let him be a socialist. I don’t 
think so! Everybody is making deals now because the economy is down, 
even the big business is making the deals.” 

“The economy is better in Holland. The money is better on the gold standard. 
Momma and I will stay living here in Den Haag,” I explain to them again.  

“Come, we go to Antwerp. We go to see your cousin Gustaf,” I tell them. 
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Postscripts 
 
In the United States, the Crash of 1929 is understood as the start of the Great 
Depression, but in the Netherlands the depression started more gradually. 
From 1929-1931, the Dutch economy began a slow decline lasting until 
1936. In the Netherlands and Switzerland the depression was not as deep, 
but significantly longer than in most countries because of the refusal to drop 
the gold standard, which they eventually did in 1935. The Depression in the 
Netherlands, however, led to political instability and riots, and can be linked 
to the rise of the Dutch fascists, the NSB, Nationaal-Socialistische Beweging. 
The depression lessened by the end of 1936, but as in virtually all countries 
worldwide, real economic stability did not return until after World War II. 

Adolf Hitler was appointed as chancellor of Germany on January 30, 1933. 
The Nazi state, also referred to as the Third Reich, quickly became a regime 
in which citizens had no guaranteed basic rights. After a suspicious fire in 
the Reichstag (German Parliament) in late February, the government issued 
a decree which suspended constitutional civil rights and created a state of 
emergency in which official decrees could be enacted without parliamentary 
confirmation. In the first months of Hitler's chancellorship, the Nazis 
instituted a policy of "coordination" which aligned individuals and 
institutions with Nazi goals. The culture, the economy, education, and law all 
came under Nazi control. 

In 1933 under the New Deal: During a "bank holiday" that lasted five days, 
the Emergency Banking Act was signed into law, providing a system for 
reopening sound banks under Treasury supervision, with federal loans 
available if needed. The Securities Act of 1933 comprehensively regulated 
the securities industry. This was followed by the Securities Exchange Act of 
1934 which created the Securities and Exchange Commission. Although 
amended, key provisions of both Acts are still in force today. Federal 
insurance of bank deposits was provided by the FDIC, and the Glass–
Steagall Act. The Agricultural Adjustment Act provided incentives to cut farm 
production in order to raise farming prices. The National Recovery 
Administration (NRA) made a number of sweeping changes to the American 
economy: It forced businesses to work with government to set price codes 
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through the NRA to fight deflationary "cut-throat competition" by the setting 
of minimum prices and wages, labor standards, and competitive conditions 
in all industries. It encouraged unions to raise wages, to increase the 
purchasing power of the working class. The NRA was deemed 
unconstitutional by the Supreme Court of the United States in 1935. 

On March 12, 1933, Roosevelt gave the first of what would become known as 
the “fireside chats,” or speeches broadcast over the radio in which he 
addressed the American people directly. In that first fireside chat, Roosevelt 
spoke of the bank crisis, explaining the logic behind his closing of all banks 
(a bank holiday for 5-days) and stating that “Your government does not 
intend that the history of the past few years shall be repeated. We do not 
want and will not have another epidemic of bank failures.” He reassured the 
nation that banks would be secure when they reopened, and that people 
could trust that they could use their money as they saw fit at any time. “I can 
assure you, my friends,” Roosevelt intoned, “that it is safer to keep your 
money in a reopened bank than it is to keep it under the mattress.” 
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Chapter 36 
Hilla – Manhattan, 1934 

Life without Papa 
 

We managed. No need for the heroic. 
There were the usual celebrations, the usual sorrows. 
I don't remember all the particulars. 
Across the fence, the neighbors were our chorus. 

Pantoum of the Great Depression by Donald Justice 

 
Matty and I are living now in a small apartment on 62nd, in an artist district 
of Manhattan. We had to sell the piano because it would not fit up the stairs. 
But Matty is so busy at work he would not have the time to play it anyway. I 
have come in from my walk to Central Park. It has been a cool walk just after 
a night of rain. It is always such changeable weather in March. 

On the nearby streets, 
there were lines of 
desperate -looking 
people. People waiting 
for bread, people in line 
for soup. The Salvation 
Army serving from large 
pots out on the street, 
and men lined up to enter 
the kitchen at St. Peter’s 
Catholic Church. In my 
mind, I was back in 
Berlin. It was 1917 all 
over again…. but not 
really. Not everyone is 
destitute or hungry. 
People are not scraping 

out garbage cans for food like they were in Germany. There are still plenty of 
people working and there are programs to help those out of work. Yet…. it 
has become a hard scrabble life for many people.  

1934 – Soup at the Salvation Army kitchen.
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Back in the apartment, I have turned on the radio: “The little red barn, has 
doors all rotted. Its big red roof is dirty and spotted. There is no hay in the 
stalls, no farmers in bright overalls. There are no animals to cheer things up, 
not even a dog with a little pup. There is no place for a tramp to rest, for the 
poor old farmer was dispossessed.” I am listening to the Between the 
Bookends, a poetry program. The poems this afternoon have all been so very 
depressing. They come from people all around the USA. 

The farmers I think, are suffering the most in this depression. The crop and 
livestock prices are way, way down, and farms that had been in families for 
generations have been lost to the banks, and there is also a devastating 
drought that has continued now for two years. The heartland of our America 
seems to be disintegrating. The radio news is always bad. In the cities, it is 
bad also, but there is more help. We are reading in the papers that farmers are 
having to leave everything. The farmland is a dust bowl. All over, 
unemployment is the highest ever. Families are living together again because 
they have lost jobs or the banks have taken their homes, and they are 
watching every penny spent. 

Matty has still a good job, but Franz had to leave for Buffalo in search of 
work, and Papa has left for Holland. He is working there for Gertie’s 
husband Henri. My papa, Karl is still working at the Otis Company and 
Herbert still has his painting job, but both Helmut and Gerhardt are out of 
work. Helmut is living with our Onkle Herbert Scholtz in Los Angeles; he 
and his wife Eva and their two girls. In Buffalo, Gerhardt is living with my 
papa and momma at West Brinkman Street.  

Frieda, Herbert’s wife is my communication with the family. She writes to 
me almost monthly to tell me what is happening. She and Herbert were the 
witnesses to our wedding, and we have remained close. I hear nothing from 
my momma. She is still mad at me for marrying Matty. 

I miss having the Laenen family close. We were always together for diner or 
for walks. Matty works so late and sometimes I have to eat alone. I also miss 
my job at the candy store. Sometimes I take the subway to the Bronx and I 
visit Ethel at the store. We have a soda together and I help her with some of 
the work. Her husband Fred works here in Manhattan at the store on 54th. 
John, the manager decided that they only needed one person at the store in 
the Bronx. So Ethel is by herself also. The times are not so happy as they 
were just a few years ago with everybody now going separate ways. 

“What are you doing to keep busy at home?” Ethel asks me. “You have just a 
small apartment. You can only clean it up just so many times.” 
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“I still go for a regular walk in the park almost every day in the morning, 
even if it is snowing or raining, and I listen more to the radio now,” I answer. 

“Is the park still safe for you to walk,” she is worried. “It has become so 
shabby with dead trees, weeds and broken walkways. Our park here in the 
Bronx looks so much nicer. It is so much cleaner and without vandals. I hear 
Central Park is a very scary place at night and there are many vagrants there 
during the day. I haven’t been into it for ages because it has gotten such a bad 
reputation.” 

“There have been city workers starting to really clean up the park,” I remark. 
“They have started some major projects by direction of the mayor. 
LaGuardia, I think will be a much better mayor than that playboy Walker. 
Walker was good for Matty’s business, but I never did like him. He was just 
too slick. Anyway…. the new mayor is interested in getting the park in order 
again and has hired new city employees for the work. There is also a 
different park commissioner, Robert Moses.” 

“I think the park needs a Moses to save it,” Ethel joked. 

“We need a Moses to help feed the people,” I counter. “On my walks I see so 
many in line for food. There just seem to be so many people that need help. It 
does not look to be getting any better even if the politicians tell us it is. We 
listen on the radio to our president and he tells us there will be improvement 
with the laws that have been passed, but the poor seem to be just as poor.” 

“Even so, I like the way Roosevelt is on the radio and how he speaks to us,” 
said Ethel. “It was a pretty big mess that he inherited from Hoover, and he 
has got our congress working together again to actually pass some laws. That 
is amazing by itself. Hoover was just standing on his hands. But politics will 
give us indigestion if we talk about it. Has Matty made you any new clothes? 
Are you going to any new plays or the opera?” 

“You know how I love opera,” I tell her. “We have tickets to see Parsifal 
next Saturday. Matty likes the German operas because he understands the 
language, although I don’t know how. I am German and I can only 
understand about a third of it when they sing it in an opera. I usually read 
through the libretto before going and I know he does not. It will be a good 
opera though because Lauritz Melchoir and Kirsten Flagstad will be singing. 
They are absolutely the best for German operas. I do like the Italian operas 
better even though I cannot understand much Italian. Wagner is just too 
German.” 
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“Opera was on the radio all Saturday afternoon,” Ethel observed. “I don’t 
usually listen, but it was raining and Fred was working, and the living room 
chair was sooo very comfortable. I listened to parts and slept through some. 
It was Rigoletto, wasn’t it?” 

“Yes, it was! It was beautiful, wasn’t it?” I answer, probably with too much 
enthusiasm. “De Lucia sang Rigoletto with Lily Pons as Gilda. The quartet 
with the Duke and Sparafucile was absolutely very well done, and De Lucia 
sang La donna e mobile with such deep, rich power. Were you awake for 
that? He is a baritone you know. You always think of Caruso singing 
Rigoletto and it is for a tenor. It is wonderful the way De Lucia does it.” 

“You are really crazy about the opera, aren’t you?” she laughs. “I can’t get 
too enthused, but I was awake for the Caruso aria thing and the guy did do a 
pretty good job. I’d much rather be listening to Teddy Wilson singing with 
the Duke Ellington band. They were on that Saturday evening and Fred and I 
did some dancing to the radio in our flat. We tripped the light pretty 
fantastic.” 

 ________________________________________________ 

 

We have taken a small vacation to Buffalo and are staying with Franz and 
Anna in their house on Rose Street. They want to take us to Crystal Beach in 
Canada, and we are driving to the ferry dock downtown. Matty and I have 
never been. It is so nice to be with Franz and Anna again. I have really 
missed them. Matty and I have not been back to Buffalo since we were 
married here. We plan also to see Herbert and Frieda and Gerhardt while we 
are here. Maybe too, I will be able to see Papa, but it will be difficult getting 
around Momma. 

The ferry Canadiana is quite a large ship, and it is a pleasant ride on Lake 
Erie to the amusement park dock. It takes about an hour for the waiting and 
another for the ride to the Canadian side and dock. We get a pass for the day 
at the custom’s gate. We head to the bathhouse first to store our clothes and 
picnic lunch in a locker, and then we are off to the midway for some of the 
rides before they get too busy.  

“We should do some of the more tame rides before we tackle the Cyclone,” 
suggests Franz. “But we need to get into the line before ten o’clock, so we 
don’t do it on a full stomach. How about, let’s start on the Ferris Wheel?” 
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And so we were off for the morning. Of course the big thrill was the Cyclone. 
It was also hard on your body. More than several times the coaster car climbs 
up probably 100 feet and then comes straight down into sharp curves. Your 
body slams into the side of the car or the person next to you, and your head 
explodes from the gravity. It was more frightening than fun. 

Matty and Franz went on it for a second time while Anna and I ate some ice 
cream and watched. Once was more than enough for the two of us. The ride 
is so dangerous that they have a nurse waiting as people get off! It is 
supposed to be the most vicious roller-coaster ever made. Anna and I agree 
that we are all done with rides for today.  

There are many, many people at the park. It is hard to believe that all these 
people have money for amusement. In Buffalo, just as in New York City, 
there are still people lined up for meals and food. Maybe Roosevelt is right. 
Maybe things are getting better. I guess too, that people always find a way to 
have some fun…. and if you don’t go on the big rides it probably doesn’t 
cost too much to take a little holiday at the park. 

After our picnic, we walk back to the bathhouse to change for swimming. 
Anna has made a couple of outfits for over our swim suits. The beach is full 
of people playing in the sand and wading off shore, and there are many 
canoes and rafts in the water also. You have to be careful while swimming. It 
is better just to sit on the beach and take it all in. Anna and I walk along the 
promenade while the men try to swim in the crowded water. We get quite a 
few looks wearing the bright outfits with matching bonnets that Anna has 
made. We are now finally having fun. 

1930 – The Cyclone roller-coaster at Crystal Beach Amusement Park, Ontario, 
Canada. The Crystal Ballroom is on the right of the photo. 
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After the beach, we try and convince 
the men that we should go to the 
Crystal Ballroom. They want to ride 
the Cyclone one more time. We 
compromise by taking a ride on the 
smaller, less-thrilling Giant roller-
coaster. Believe me, it was thrilling 
enough! 

“It is time to listen to Guy Lumbardo 
and the Royal Canadians,” I tell 
everyone. “The ballroom is over by 
the Cyclone. We can have something 
more to eat and drink there and listen 
to the music.” Anna and I eventually 
persuade our husbands into dancing 
with us, but we are all pretty tired and 
just listen mostly. The band is very 
good. 

 _____________________ 

 

“Gerhardt is working at some construction at the Zoo,” Franz tells us. “We 
can drive by the entrance on Parkside to see what they are doing on our way 
to Herbert’s. He is working under some sort of Federal program. They are 
rebuilding the entrance and rebuilding some of the animal pens. It is part of 
Roosevelt’s New Deal to get people working.”  

It is a wonderful reunion. We are at Herbert’s place in Cheektowaga. I have 
not seen my two brothers or Frieda for 12 years now. There was no reason to 
come to Buffalo. Sonny is Herbert and Frieda’s boy and he is ten now. This 
is our first meeting. He is such a nice quiet boy. I am so happy to see Frieda. 
She has been so good in writing to me all these years; my only connection 
with the family.  

“I got hired by the city,” Gerhardt is telling us. “There were plenty of guys in 
the line, but I got there early and got up front. I was lucky to find out. The 
receptionist at Wonder Bread told me about it because she has a secretary 
friend at City Hall. There were only about 150 guys that got jobs, but there 
are more projects they are lining up with federal relief money.” 

 

1934 – Beach outfits, on the 
boardwalk at Lake Erie. 
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“It is not that great a deal,” says my other brother Herbert. “They feed you 
and give you a place to stay, and that’s about it.” 

“Hey, I get $19 a month, and I can stay in one of their tents if I want,” 
Gerhardt responds, “But I stay at home at Brinkman Street. Having work is 
better than sitting at home.” 

“Not much,” supplied Herbert. “But, not much to choose from either. You 
have to work hard and put a lot of hours in to make a living right now. 
Helmut is struggling in Los Angeles with his wife and two girls, and no job. 
He is living with our Cousin William. His mother is watching the girls 
sometimes.” 

“Papa told Helmut not to leave Buffalo,” adds Gerhardt. “His wife, Eva and 
her mother talked him into going back to LA after he lost his job at Wonder 
Bread. That was not so easy a move. It’s a long way to LA, especially with 
two little girls, and no job prospect to boot. I think Cousin Bill will give them 
the boot if Helmut cannot come up with work soon.” 

Talk of Papa makes me sad. It does not look like I will get to see him this 
trip, but maybe the next time we come for a visit. 

 

 

Postscripts 
 
For several decades, authorities did little or nothing to prevent the 
vandalism and littering of Central Park. All of this changed in 1934, when 
Republican Fiorello La Guardia was elected mayor of New York City and 
unified park-related departments. He gave Robert Moses the task of cleaning 
up Central Park. As a City Planner, Moses took over what was essentially, a 
relic, a leftover from a bygone era and made it beautiful again. His future 
decisions favoring highways over public transit helped create the modern 
suburbs of Long Island and influenced a generation of engineers, architects, 
and urban planners who spread his philosophies across the nation. 

Complete broadcasts of the Saturday matinee started with the 1933-34 
Metropolitan Opera season. Milton Cross was the announcer who broadcast 
over the NBC Red Network, WEAF. Because of lengthy intermissions 
between acts, the radio broadcasts also included informative and 
entertaining opera-related intermission features. Opera continued to thrive 
in New York City. The Wagner pairing of the Norwegian soprano Kirsten 
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Flagstad with the great heldentenor Lauritz Melchior proved irresistible to 
audiences even in such troubled times as the depression.  

Amusement parks were also irresistible during the depression. Crystal Beach 
Amusement Park in Ontario, Canada first opened in 1888. The park was 
famous for the Cyclone roller coaster, which was built in 1927. The Cyclone 
was an intense experience with a full-time nurse on-hand to revive 
passengers who had passed out during the ride. Plummeting from a height of 
24 meters at a steep angle, the coaster entered a banked spiral with riders 
held horizontal. Exiting this element, riders were led to an intense `figure 8' 
element. The ride saw more than 30,000 riders in 1934. 

1934-35 is the depth of the depression in the U.S. with unemployment 
reaching over 26%. By 1935, the "Second New Deal" added Social Security 
(which was later considerably expanded through the Fair Deal), a jobs 
program for the unemployed (the Works Progress Administration, WPA) and, 
through the National Labor Relations Board, a strong stimulus to the growth 
of labor unions. Work that began on the Buffalo Zoo entrance and animal 
enclosures in 1934 with federal relief funding, was finished in 1938 under the 
WPA program. 
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Chapter 37 
Matty – Manhattan, 1935 

Change is coming 
 
The worst thing that happens to you may be the best thing for you, if you 
don't let it get the best of you. 

Will Rogers 
 

 

“Did you have a good trip?” I ask Momma and Papa. “You look well.” 

We are all giving each other hugs. Momma and Papa have just arrived from 
Rotterdam, and Hilla and I have met them at the New York harbor. 

“Ya, it was good on the boat, but we had to stay inside most of the time. Too 
cold to be out on the decks except for a quick walk,” he tells us. “It is just the 
beginning of April, so it is not so warm yet.” 

“Come, let’s get to our apartment, and then you can tell us about what has 
been happening to you,” I remark and pick up one of their travel suitcases. 
“We will take the taxi.” 

Settled in the apartment, we begin to exchange the experiences of the past 
two years since Papa and Momma have been living in Holland. 

“You come back with us to live in Holland,” is the first thing out of Papa’s 
mouth. 

“We are doing just fine here, Papa,” I reply. “The money is not as good as it 
was before the beginning of this depression, but the work is steady. We like 
it here in Manhattan.” 

“It is true, we miss that you are not here and that Franz and Anna are also far 
from us,” Hilla contributes, “but there is still much to do here when we have 
the time. The problem is time. Matty has so much work now that the time is 
not there for us like it was before. There are only the two tailors at the shop 
now.” 

“The money situation is much better in Holland,” Papa insists. “You could 
get away from all these crooks and gangsters here in New York.” 
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“There are not so many, at least not in our shop, since Jimmy Walker has quit 
being one of our customers,” I tell him. “I think there has been a turnover in 
crime. The old crooks have turned to something more respectable-looking so 
that they can’t get caught, and the new crooks don’t wear suits. We still do a 
lot of work for businessmen and entertainers that come to us for custom suits 
and coats. But Hilla is right, things have definitely changed. It is not so good 
a situation as it was.”  

“I think you would find a better work situation in Den Haag,” Papa asserts. 
“The money takes you further there. It is a smaller city and you could make 
suits for the politicians. It is a central place for them from all around Europe. 
What do you pay for rent here with your apartment?” 

“The apartment rent is not so bad. We pay $32 for the month,” I tell him.  

“It is the shop rent that is so expensive. Jeann and I have to come up with 
$326 each month now. We have had to cut down on a lot of expenses to 
make profit. We are both using savings sometimes to make the payment.” I 
admit. 

It is the following Tuesday, and Papa and Momma leave for Buffalo to visit 
with Franz and Anna. It is an unusual day as we see them off on the train. 
The sky is black, but not because it will be raining. The radio tells us it is 
from the dust of the mid-west. Papa of course, tells us that this is not 
happening in Holland, “it is so wonderful there,” he cannot help but tell us.  
We have had other days with dust falling, but not quite as bad as this. It is 
almost ten in the morning and it is dark like evening. There is a fine, rusty-
looking dust covering the city. This past winter we have also had red-tinted 
snow falling on the city because of the dust, but the sky has never been so 
dark as today. It is very ominous and very depressing. I have not been feeling 
so good either. Pain in my lower back. I hope it is not another kidney stone. 

 ________________________________________________ 

 

This is my first day back to work. I have not been able to work now for 
almost a month because of my kidney problems. I am feeling pretty weak. 
We have had to hire a tailor to help with the work, and I have had to pay for 
the rent and tailor helper’s salary out of our savings. This has really set us 
back. 

“You need to pace yourself,” says Jeann. “We can keep the new guy for a 
couple more weeks until you are stronger.” 

“Maybe a week longer, but I can’t afford more,” I tell him. 
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Back at home in the apartment, we are getting ready to send Papa and 
Momma back to Holland. Papa is worried about me and wants us to return 
with them. 

“We will think about coming,” I tell them. “But right now I am better and 
things are back on track. The economy is improving slowly and I think the 

‘New Deal’ is beginning to work for our country.” 

“Today we will ride the ferry to Staten Island so we can look back at the city 
view and the Statue of Liberty,” says Hilla. “It will be a nice day for such an 
excursion and a good memory for Momma and Papa before they go. We will 
walk along the boardwalk on the east shore. This morning paper says there is 
a new section walkway that is just built by the Work Progress Authority, the 
WPA. That is part of the ‘New Deal’ program.” 

“Gerhart is working for the WPA,” she continues to tell my parents. “He was 
at the Zoo in Buffalo, but he got a job now out in Attica. They are building a 
new post office there for the city. I have no idea how he heard about the 
work. He has found a place to stay on a nearby farm. My other brother, 
Helmut has also found work, but it is not quite so good. He is driving a milk 
delivery truck in Los Angeles. His little girls are still living with our Tante. It 
has been a very difficult time for him.” 

 ________________________________________________ 

1935 Postcard – New York skyline from the Staten Island Ferry. Ferry terminal in 
the foreground. 
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I have recovered pretty well from my kidney episode. I passed a large stone 
and also two smaller ones. But a good part of our financial reserves are now 
used up. Things seem to be recovering with the business though. With 
difficulty, we have kept our additional tailor. The business has picked up 
enough to be paying for him. A different group of customers though. A lot of 
new clients with less expensive tastes, much more conservative. We still 
have some from the Tower and from the nearby hotels that require more 
fancy attire, but not so much. Times are changing, I reflect. In August, we 
lost one of our greatest Americans. Will Rogers was killed in a plane crash 
up in Alaska. He brought a lot of humor and common sense to this country. 
There was certainly no one else like him. Hilla has made a big collection of 
his sayings. We got a chance to see him on Broadway one time. He sure 
could hit the mark with his humor…. he caught the times really good. 

I better get back to work instead of standing here thinking about things. I see 
a familiar customer that has just walked in. 

“Mayor Walker, it is so good to see you,” I am surprised. 

“It’s good to be back home in New York. I’ve been away too long,” said 
Walker. “Since I was going to lunch at Rumplemeyer’s, I thought I would 
drop by to see my favorite tailors.” 

Jeann heard us talking and came from the back room. “We thought you were 
gone to Europe for good,” he said as he shook the hand of our ex-mayor. 

“Some folks were making it a little too hot for me to stick around town,” 
remarked Walker with a smile. “The fire has burned itself out now, and I am 
ready to make Manhattan my isle of joy again.” 

“Are you going back into politics?” asked Jeann 

“I don’t think right away,” he replied. “I saw LaGuardia and we are on good 
terms, and Roosevelt has asked Betty and me to the White House, but I am in 
semi-retirement right now.”  

Semi-retirement from politics with an unsolved murder, bribery, and tax 
evasion still hanging over your head, I thought, but instead I said, “Are you 
living close by?” 

“Something temporary in my old neighborhood in Greenwich Village, until 
Betty and I can find something close to this neighborhood,” he volunteered. 
“Betty has her eye on a little shop space down the way on Madison Avenue. 
She wants to start a flower shop.” 
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“I must go now, but I will be back to see about some new duds.” And with a 
tip of his gold-handled cane to his neat, light-tan fedora, he was off. 

“Still looks good, doesn’t he,” remarked Jeann. 

“His exile in London, Paris, and Berlin didn’t hurt him any,” I answer. He 
must have walked away from New York with a bundle of money.” 

“Can’t have too much left after 3-years on a European vacation,” Suggested 
Jeann. 

Yeah, I thought. He is out of work just like twenty-percent of Americans 
right now. I wonder, who will give him a job? 

 ________________________________________________ 

 

It was a difficult Christmas. I was still not feeling that good. I just couldn’t 
shake the cold I had. My body was still hurting from the Kidney stones. And 
work was busy and crazy. Jimmy Walker was back and so were some of his 
crony’s. His gangster friend Grashoff came in the other day. He was indicted 
on the same murder case that Walker was involved with. Though, no 
hoodlums with tommy guns yet, thank goodness! The work is bringing in 
pretty good money, even though it is tiring. Yet….  

Hilla and I are talking more about moving. It really might be time for a 
change.  

Maybe a return to Holland?... Not for good, but for an extended stay with 
Momma and Papa?  

Maybe moving to Buffalo?... It’s a pretty nice city. 

 
 
 
Postscripts 
 
By 1933, the Great Plains was in a severe drought, resulting in an erosion 
and loss of topsoil because of farming practices of the time. The turned-over, 
cultivated soils without native grasses in place, were picked up by the high 
winds that occur regularly on the plains. This dry, dusty topsoil and wind 
created massive dirt storms that marked the “Dust Bowl” period in the U.S. 
During the winter of 1934–1935, red snow fell on the Eastern Seaboard. On 
April 14, 1935, a massive dust storm known as Black Sunday covered the 



 

290 

panhandles of Oklahoma and Texas. Two days later, the same storm 
darkened cities to the east; Cleveland, Buffalo, Boston, New York City, and 
Washington. This brought the nation to attention. Late in 1935, the Roosevelt 
administration introduced programs to try and help alleviate the farming 
crisis and the dust. Among these conservation initiatives was the 
establishment of the Soil Conservation Service (SCS) in the Department of 
Agriculture. 

In addition to performing on Broadway and in movies, Will Rogers was a 
nationally known writer. He wrote a column for the Saturday Evening Post 
that ran in newspapers across the country. His humor dealt with 
contemporary issues from the perspective of small town morality, 
emphasizing the integrity of working people. Many of his books, including 
‘The Cowboy Philosopher on Prohibition’ and ‘There's Not a Bathing Suit in 
Russia,’ achieved best-seller status. On August 15, 1935, Rogers and aviator 
Wiley Post were killed when Post's plane crashed shortly after takeoff near 
Barrow, Alaska. 

On November 4, 1935 Jimmy Walker returned back to USA with his new wife 
Betty. He was never charged with any crime. He was, in fact barely held 
accountable for anything! In Europe, he divorced his wife and married his 
mistress. They adopted two children. Back in New York, he is eventually 
named chairman of the National Cloak and Suit Industry in 1940 by Mayor 
LaGuardia; he later becomes the president of Majestic Records. 

By 1935, war clouds were gathering as Germany began to rearm and passed 
the Nuremburg laws to strip Jews of their civil rights. Mussolini's Italian 
army also attacks Ethiopia. 
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Chapter 38 
Hilla – Den Haag, 1936 

The Dutch Home 
“Although I wasn’t invited to shake hands with Hitler, I wasn’t invited to the 
White House to shake hands with the President either.”  

― Jesse Owens, returning home from the 1936 Berlin Olympics 
 

Papa had found us a nice place to stay near his apartment in The Hague on 
Hilversumsche Straat. Before coming to Holland, Matty had sold his part of 
the lease of the Tailor shop to the new tailor helping Jeann Freidman. It 
wasn’t much money. We decided that even though we would probably not 
stay in Holland, we were at least going to move on from New York City. We 
packed all our things and settled the rent on the apartment.  We brought a 
few things that we were keeping for Momma and Papa across with us on the 
steamship and most of our personal belongings. Matty brought along his 
accordion.  

“What you think? We go to the beach for a holiday?” asked Papa. “The 
weather is good now.” 

“Everybody?” asks Matty. “Will Momma come too?” 

“Ya,” said Papa. “We will get two more bikes from our friends the Rijghards. 
The beach at Kijkduin is only 5 kilometers from here.” 

“How far to the Oostduin?” asks Matty. 

“It is just a little bit more,” said Papa, “But it is more in the sand dunes and 
more up and down for Momma if we go that way. We go tomorrow to the 
Kijkduin. Momma can do the flat biking.” 

“Do you think we can go to the Amrâth Kurhaus Hotel this week in the 
evening sometime?” I ask. “It is by the Kijkduin. I have never been. We see 
it from the beach and when we walk along the boardwalk.” 

“You want something to eat there?” asks Papa. 

“No, no, there is some good music all this week,” I answer. “The Budapest 
String Quartet is playing. I would like to go to a concert.” 
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The ride to the beach is easy even for Momma. Matty and Papa pack our 
lunches and swimming clothes on their bikes. At the beach we rent one of the 
tents and change into swimming suits. The tent has a sun-cover and some 
folding chairs. There are many tents for rent on this beach. It is a good 
protection from the wind and sun. It is nice thing being so close to the beach 
from Papa’s apartment. 

Even though the air temperature is warm, the North Sea is still very cold. We 
see only a few brave swimmers. Matty and Papa are the only ones from our 
group that go swimming today. I get wet up to my waistline but mostly 
Momma and I are satisfied to watch. Matty gets a pretty good sunburn from 
the day’s outing. 

We have made arrangements to go to the concert tonight. Anny Rijghard is 
coming with us. She has become a good friend to me and is a couple of years 
younger.  

“There are no longer any Jewish people in any of the orchestras in 
Germany,” Anny tells us. “Sasha Schneider was with the Berlin Symphony 
and they expelled him. Then he became leader of the String Quartet, and they 
could be back in Germany because they were from Budapest, and then the 
Quartet got expelled.” 

“Hitler is always coming up with disturbing ideas about making a nation with 
only Arian people, whatever that is,” said Matty. “According to the Nazis 
they are definitely not Jews, Gypsies, or Negros. I sure don’t know why Papa 
has anything good to 
say about Hitler.” 

“Papa is always 
looking only at the 
economy and 
especially the 
worker,” I remind 
him. “Before Hitler, 
the economy was 
broken in Germany 
and half of its 
people were not at 
work. Now, there is 
almost no 
unemployment in 
Germany and this is 

1936 – Ballroom of the Amrâth Kurhaus Hotel. The 
Budapest String Quartet performed here. 
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what Papa sees, although we do not hear where all these workers are 
employed. I think probably making tanks and airplanes.” 

“We are here now at the Kurhaus,” I change subjects. “Let’s talk about 
music.” 

We listen to more than two hours of music in the ballroom. The audience is 
placed at tables set around a raised platform where the Quartet performs and 
also at tables in the balcony that encircles the ballroom. There are short 
intermissions between music when we are served; light food, desert, and 
drink. The food and drinks are quite expensive, so we share two deserts and 
have only water to drink. The Quartet plays quite a bit of Mozart and 
Beethoven, and there is a nice piece by Ravel that is really good; more 
modern, with a lot of string plucking. I believe I remember it right: It was the 
Ravel quartet in F major. They played only the third movement. 

“I can’t believe the Germans expelled these wonderful musicians,” I offer as 
we begin our walk home. 

“They were truly great musicians,” added Anny. “And that piece by Ravel 
made me cry, it was so beautiful.” 

 ________________________________________________ 

 

“We will make a trip to Maastricht to see Joseph, and then go to Antwerp 
and Brussels on the way to see the Falise family in Herenthals,” said Matty. 
“We would rather stay away from Germany and any trouble.” 

“But, the Olympics will be going on,” objected Papa. “Don’t you want to see 
the bike races? The Dutch have some good riders.” 

“We can listen to the events over the radio,” I tell Papa. “There may be 
problems anyway. Many counties are doing a boycott if the Jews are not 
included. So far, Germany is not going to accept them.” 

“They will make an agreement,” countered Papa. “Too much money spent by 
the Germans already. You would have a good time there. When will you ever 
see an Olympics?” 

“There are plenty of sports in New York City,” Matty tells Papa. “You know 
this, you have attended lots of bike races, wrestling, and boxing. We will 
listen to the Olympics when we are around the radio like Hilla says.” 

We all have a nice visit with Papa’s brother Joseph, and Matty gets to play 
the organ in his church. He was out of practice, but by the time we were 
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leaving his playing had improved greatly. We then travelled the short 
distance into Belgium, to Herenthals to visit with Momma’s two brothers and 
their families. Gustaf, one of their sons was gone on a sea voyage to Africa. 
He is an officer on a merchant ship. We get cards from him quite often from 
all around the world. I wished that he were there for this trip. He is our age 
and such a nice man. He has a wife with two small boys. We did get to see 
him in the summer of 1933, when we last visited. 

We all returned to The Hague from Belgium with the Olympics already 
started, and the bike races already begun. When we finally turned on the 
radio set, the sports announcer was covering the road race which was about 
to begin. Before the race started he was speaking of the sprint races that were 
two days ago, and he was very upset: 

“You remember in the match sprint finals, the German Merkens deliberately 
fouled Arie van Vliet of the Netherlands, and the jury had not come to a 
decision before the final race?  Well, the jury has finally decided. We learned 
today that the Dutch team protest was denied. Instead of disqualification, 
Merkens is fined 100 marks and he will kept his gold medal. Van Vliet will 
remain the silver medalist. Such a sham, and such a disgrace in Olympic 
judgement! At least we all know van Vliet is faster than Merkens.  He won 
the 1000m time trials, and the judges can’t take away his gold medal for 
that!” 

We listen off and on to the Olympic broadcasts. The overall winner of 
medals is Germany. The Americans come in second because they are so 
strong in track and field. A lot was said about Jessie Owens who is a Negro 

athlete. He won four 
gold medals for the 
US. It was a slap in the 
face for the Nazis 
because of their 
attitude toward the 
Negro being so 
inferior. Here in the 
Netherlands, they also 
made a big fuss over 
the seventeen-year-old 
swimmer Rie 
Mastenbroek, who 
wins three gold and 
one silver medal. Quite 

1936 – Momma and Papa’s apartment in The Hague.
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a wonderful achievement for such a young girl. After listening the one day to 
the road race that was won by the French, we also listened to the rowing 
races for a day. Germany won most of these races, but the Americans won 
with eight people rowing. Papa listened by himself to some of the boxing and 
wrestling matches when he was not at work. He was spending time 
decorating another theater for his brother-in-law, Henri. 

We spend many of our days walking and biking around the city, and in the 
evening going to a concert or listening to the music in the city square. We 
were at the Stadsgehoorzaal Hall several times for a piano recital and for 
chamber music. One evening we also go to Amsterdam, to the Nieuwe Kerk 
to hear an organ recital. We spend time at the apartment with Momma and 
Papa and with the parrot that they have brought with them from New York. 
We call him Papa-Guy. The parrot and I seem always to have a 
disagreement. When out of its cage, it will always fly down to try to peck at 
my feet. In New York, I would dance to music while it was in the cage. 
Maybe it remembers it did not like the music? Maybe it just wants to dance 
with me? We just do not get along. 

Papa speaks to us many times about us staying here in Holland. He is 
wanting us to stay but we feel it is still better in the U.S. It was a good 
vacation but it is time now to return to America. We will go now to Buffalo. 

________________________________________________ 

 
The voyage back to New York is not so great. I experience another 
miscarriage. I had no idea I was pregnant. There were no early symptoms. 
No morning sickness or cramping. Since my operations, my period had been 
very irregular anyway. I just started to feel bad all of a sudden on the second 
day of our crossing and began to have stomach cramps. Then there was the 
heavy bleeding. The doctor aboard the ship was very good. The sea air and 
having Matty close by without having to go to work, also helped with my 
healing. 
 
 
Postscripts 
Recovery from the depression in Holland did not start until 1936, when the 
country abandoned the gold standard. While the Netherlands had been so 
reluctant to drop the Gold Standard, this action quickly brought an economic 
boost after years of decline. Finally the country could profit from the 
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ongoing economic recovery that had been taking place in other 
industrialized countries. 

By 1934, Jews had been expelled from all German orchestras but the 
Budapest String Quartet, as 'Hungarian' visitors, had been spared. However, 
one night they received death threats from a Nazi group. Overnight, they 
switched headquarters from Berlin to Paris, never to return to Germany. At 
this time the German, Alexander (Sasha) Schneider as first violinist, becomes 
their leader.  

Reich Chancellor Adolf Hitler saw the Olympic Games as an opportunity to 
promote his government and the Nazi ideals of racial supremacy. The official 
Nazi policy was that Jews should not be allowed to participate in the Games; 
however, when threatened with a boycott of the Games by other nations, 
Hitler relented and allowed all ethnicities to participate. Playing politics in 
the other direction, Avery Brundage, Chairman of the American Olympic 
Committee and Dean Cromwell, Coach of the American sprinters, cut two 
Jewish runners from the men’s 4x100m relay to avoid a controversy with 
their Nazi hosts. 

In the Olympic games Germany did well in the equestrian events, winning 
individual and team gold in all three disciplines, as well as individual silver 
in dressage. They also swept the gold medals in men’s gymnastics. In total, 
German athletes garnered 89 medals, 33 gold, with America its closest rival 
winning 56 total, 24 gold. Dutch athletes won 17 metals, 6 gold. In the first 
bicycle race of the sprint final, Toni Merkens led on the last curve, but Arie 
van Vliet was about to pass him, when Merkens rode him up the bank in a 
blatant foul. In an unusual ruling, Merkens was not disqualified in the first 
race, but instead was fined 100 Reichsmarks. While this not uncommon in 
professional racing, it was unheard of in amateur racing. Later in 1936 Van 
Vliet won the amateur World Championships, and would later win three 
professional world sprint titles in 1938, 1948, and 1953. 
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Chapter 39 
Matty – Buffalo, 1937 

Beau Fleuve 
 
Uncommon knowledge has it that Buffalo is the anglicized form of the 
French name Beau Fleuve (beautiful river), which was supposedly an 
exclamation uttered by Louis Hennepin when he first saw the Niagara River. 
And, if you believe this unlikely explanation then you have just been 
‘buffaloed.’ Ironically, there appears no reasonable explanation for the city, 
or the creek after which it was named, to be called Buffalo. The nearest 
indigenous relative to a buffalo is a bison, and no native bison has ever been 
seen in New York State or nearby. The creek known as Buffalo did; however, 
have a lot of beavers swimming about! How does Beaver, NY sound to you? 
– the name, Buffalo does have a better ‘ring’ to it. 

excerpts from Wikipedia 
 

 
Buffalo is a cold place in 
winter. The wind is most 
always blowing from off 
Lake Erie. It is an icy wind 
and brings a lot of snow with 
it. We had to make a big 
adjustment coming from New 
York City because the 
weather is so much colder in 
Buffalo. Getting to work also 
can sometimes be a challenge 
because of the snow and ice. 
The streetcar system is good 
here, but not nearly as nice as 
the subway in New York. It 
is all above the ground and it 
is always cold and drafty 
inside the streetcar, and with 

ice the streetcar does not always run. The electric lines freeze over and short 
out.  

1937 – Home on Spruce Street in Buffalo, NY. 
Matty and Hilla with Franz and his car, a 1929 

Model-A Ford Town Sedan. 
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We live on Spruce Street now, which is near the downtown, and Franz and 
Anna live on Riley Street in the Masten Park area, not too far away from us. 
We live with an older couple that own the house. We have the rooms in the 
back and we have a separate bathroom. Franz and Anna live upstairs in their 
house on Riley Street. It is a big house and they have a lot of room. I have 
found a tailor job in a big clothing company not too far away from our house. 
It is the Wiley Clothing Company over on Ellicott Street, and I am one of the 
clothing cutters. I believe I have a chance to work my way into the design 
operation, but I am still a new employee. It is a different world from the old 
shops that I used to work in in the Garment District of Manhattan. In the 
‘20’s so much sewing was done by hand by and by women. Everything now 
is done by machines, and all the machines are specialized. At our factory 
there are at least a dozen different sewing machines; multiple-needle 
machines, machines with trimmers, automatic tucking, hemstitching, 
smocking, and button-hole stitchers. Different pressing machines for collars, 
sleeves, and regular work; and in our shop, about six or eight different 
cutting machines from power shears, to power knives, to bed cutters. Not that 
there isn’t still hand work done, but not very much. Custom tailoring is 
quickly becoming a thing of the past. 

I have joined a union, the Amalgamated Clothing Workers of America. I had 
to, so I could get a job in the factory. It is a union shop. Because of the 
Roosevelt administration, unions are becoming much stronger in this 
country. Papa is pleased that I am now a union man. He now has two boys in 
unions. Frank has been with the Brotherhood of Painters and Decorators of 
America since he moved to Buffalo. The painters have a good union, but it is 
not quite as strong as the clothing workers. They have yet to get a pension. 
Although it cuts down on my paycheck, I pay into a pension fund. I will be 
eligible when I am 65. It wasn’t so long ago when only those men working 
for the railroads got a pension. We also have a 40-hour work week, and we 
get overtime pay for any time over the 40-hours. I remember the long, 
unhealthy hours we had to work for with so little pay back in those cramped 
Jewish sweat shops in Manhattan. It is still hard work that we do here, but 
nothing like it was. 

Hilla has not found a job, but my pay is good enough so she really does not 
need to work. This has given her time to visit with Frieda and Anna. Her 
momma has also let her come back into the house, but that situation still 
remains very bad. At least she has been able to visit some with her papa. We 
have been to Herbert’s for a dinner with Papa and Momma, and her momma 
will still not talk to me. We often see Franz and Anna and have our dinner 
either here, or there at their place. Anna is not working either and Hilla and 
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she go shopping together often. I think it is only about 5-miles between our 
two houses, and the Jefferson Street trolley is convenient between our places. 
They go together to the Farmer’s Market on Clinton and Baily Street often 
for food shopping. We are also close from our house to the movie theaters on 
Main Street. The Shea Theater is the big one. They have an old Wurlitzer 
organ there that I would love to play one of these days. 
 ________________________________________________ 

 

It is July now and Franz has gone with Anna to meet Papa and Momma at the 
harbor in New York. They are coming back from Holland. They are not just 
coming for a visit, but actually moving to Buffalo. This is a surprise. I think 
maybe Papa has decided that the economy really is better here in the USA. 
He was also having to work more, and I think he did not like how weak the 
labor unions are in Holland. I think also he was missing his family. Before 
coming, Momma and Papa visited Paris and also spent some time in London. 
This is a sign that maybe Papa does not plan to go back to Europe for a 
while. 

“The Germans have 
the biggest and 
tallest building. It is 
opposite the 
building from the 
Soviets. This is over 
by the Eiffel Tower 
and a large 
reflecting pool. The 
Russians have a 
better looking statue 
on top of their 
building. The 
German statue is 
very raw and brutal-
looking. The 
Germans now are flying the flag of the Nazi party for the national flag. It is 
the German red flag with the swastika on one side of the plaza and the 
Russian red flag with the hammer and sickle on the other side.  The things 
inside the two buildings are interesting about industry equipment and art, but 
it is more nice to go walking around the French part of the exposition. The 
French know how to make a good time.” 

 
1937 – Exposition Internationale des Arts et Techniques 

dans la Vie Moderne in Paris.  German and Soviet 
Pavilions are across from each other. 
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Papa was telling us about their trip and their time in Paris. He had not been in 
France since the time our family came to the USA from Bordeaux in 1917. 
As a young man, he had been to Paris in 1896 and again in 1912 when he 
was organizing unions, but Momma had never seen the famous city until 
now. They spent five days there with three days at the exposition. 

“You walk into a part 
of the exposition 
where they make the 
streets like they are in 
different parts of 
France. One building 
and the street is from 
Loraine, another from 
Flanders, another from 
de l'Auvergne, and I 
think maybe ten 
different provinces. 
You can get food and 
buy the things they 
make local. There are 
many samples for 

eating and drinking. This is a very good place for looking around. They also 
have the areas for the colonies. The French, they own almost all of Africa 
except for the south part. And they have the colonies by India and in the 
Indies near by the Dutch. This is also an interesting place to walk around. 
Many different carvings and animal skins from the Congo and many carpets 
from Morocco. They also have the people from all the different colonies in 
costumes. It is very colorful.” 

“We have a place on the South Bank near the Rue du Bac,” continued Papa. 
So we are not so far from everything. It is a little expensive, but we do not 
have to walk from the hotel so far. We are maybe, a ten-minute walk from 
the exposition. We get to see the Notre Dame church and some art museums 
that is close by. The French modern art is interesting and sometimes it is 
colorful, but it is most-of-the-time strange. I like better the painting by 
Rembrandt and other Dutch artists. We also take a day for the Louvre. It is a 
nice situation for walking, but we still do much. It is too much to see. It is 
good though, we speak French. They are funny people these French here in 
Paris. Many know some German and English, but they will not use even a 
word.” 

1937 – Paris Exposition. Exhibit of one of the French-
African Colonies
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“We over everything, have a good trip. It is raining in London, so we are not 
going out much, but the weather is pretty good on the boat. Also, we spend 
enough, so now I need to find a job,” Papa concludes.  

 _______________________________________________ 

 

Hilla’s brother Gerhard has been living now on a farm near Bennington since 
1935 when he first left Buffalo to go to work for the WPA. One of his WPA 
jobs was construction of the post office in Attica. He was now working for 
the farmer. We go with Franz one weekend to visit with him. Franz wants to 
see the buggy races at the County Fair. 

“I’ll be able to get the pick-up truck from Mr. Fuest,” says Gerhart. “He lets 
me use it when I need to go to town. It is not much, but it gets you where you 
want to go. It is a truck we use for hauling things on the farm.” 

Franz’s coupe is way too small to get another person into it, so it is good that 
Gerhardt has some transportation. It is about 20-miles from the farm to the 
Fairgrounds just outside of Hamburg. Hilla rides there with her brother. 

The race track is off to one side of the fairgrounds, and has its own separate 
parking. There are many people at the race track and we find a place in the 
stands not too far from the finish line. There is no starting gate. For harness 
racing they use a starting car with two arms that stretch across the width of 
the track and then swing forward as the race is started and the car exits the 
track. 

We watch the horses warm up and then race. Between ourselves, we make a 
game of picking a winner for the first races. Franz shows us how to find the 
horse from the racing program, and what some of the names and numbers 
mean.  

“The program has the explanations about the horse and the driver on the 
back,” instructs Franz. “There is more information than anyone needs to 
know. All sorts of odds and times, and even the sire and the mother of the 
horse. There is also information about the driver. His statistics can be more 
important than the horse’s.” 

“How do you know so much about horse racing,” asks Hilla.  

“You remember Pop’s wrestling buddy Ivan?” replies Franz. “He showed me 
some of the tricks. He would bet on the harness races all the time. He said he 
could make money off them most of the time. Better than the thoroughbred 
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horse races. He said you picked the drivers. He took Pop and me a couple of 
times to Meadowlands in New Jersey. You remember Matty?” 

“I remember Ivan did a lot of betting on many different sports,” I tell Franz. 
“He never bet on wrestling though.” 

“No one ever bet on wrestling,” countered Franz. “Everyone knew it was a 
big fake.” 

“I think a race is beginning,” interrupted Anna as the starting car passed the 
stands with the horses and drivers lined up behind. 

We watched the races all afternoon and actually bet on a couple of them. 
Hilla picked ‘Flora Temple’ because she liked the name and because it was a 
“girl” horse, and she won money on the race. Franz said it was because the 
horse had a good driver. Franz also won a little bit. He bet the most also, so 
he lost some too. Anna, Gerhardt, and I were the big losers. Well, not so big. 
We did not bet much. 

Before driving back to the farm and then on home, we spent time at the fair 
looking at the livestock, having farm food to eat, and then going on some of 
the rides. Gerhardt really looked good. Farm life seemed to fit well with him. 
He did not earn much, but he earned a room and good meals along with his 
meager salary. He didn’t say, but it was probably a lot better than being at 
home with his momma. 

The fair was in August. By September, we moved to a house at 16 Maple 
Street. We were living now with Papa and Momma. Papa had also purchased 
an automobile for us to travel around in. He and Momma could not fit into 
the back of Franz’s Ford coupe. The car he purchased was an older 1934 
Dodge Sedan. The US economy had taken another dip and Papa had been 
able to find the Dodge for a very good price. I was the designated driver. It 
was the first time ever that I had to get a driver’s license. Franz had always 
been the driver before. 

On a Sunday, the 19th, I drove Papa’s car to Cheektowaga. Hilla and I were 
visiting with Herbert and his family. It was for the 13th birthday of his son, 
Herbert junior, and for his confirmation. He was to receive confirmation at 
the Lutheran Church and then have a party. Frieda had asked me to play the 
piano in the reception hall at the church, and then bring my accordion so we 
could have music at their house after.  
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Postscripts 
 
Upon the completion of the Erie Canal in 1825, Buffalo became the western 
end of the 524-mile waterway starting at New York City. At the time, Buffalo 
had a population of about 2,400 people. With the increased commerce of the 
canal, the population boomed and Buffalo was incorporated as a city in 
1832. The population increased rapidly to over 500,000 by 1920 with 
immigrants from Ireland, Italy, Germany, and Poland arriving to work in the 
steel and grain mills which had taken advantage of the city's critical location 
at the junction of the Great Lakes and the Erie Canal, and the nearby 
hydroelectric power created by the diversion from the Niagara River. 

The International Exposition dedicated to Art and Technology in Modern 
Life was held from 25 May to 25 November 1937 in Paris, France. Buildings 
that still exist from the exposition in Paris are the Musée de l'Homme and the 
Musée d'Art Moderne. The Canadian pavilion included a renowned 28-foot 
sculpture of a “buffalo” (really a bison) by Joseph-Émile Brunet. The 
Spanish pavilion attracted attention because Spain was in a Civil War. The 
pavilion, set up by the Republican government, included Pablo Picasso's 
famous painting Guernica, a depiction of the horrors of war and Joan Miró's 
painting of the Catalan peasants in revolt. Two of the most imposing 
pavilions were those of Nazi Germany and the Soviet Union. They were 
placed directly across from each other. 

Harness racing is a form of horse racing in which the horses race at a 
specific gait – a trot or a pace. They usually pull a two-wheeled cart called a 
sulky. The sulky, informally known as a "bike," is a light, two-wheeled cart 
equipped with bicycle wheels. The driver, not a "jockey", as in thoroughbred 
racing, carries a light whip chiefly used to signal the horse by tapping and to 
make noise by striking the sulky shaft. In North America harness races are 
restricted to Standardbred horses. In the early years of the official stud book, 
only horses who could trot or pace a mile in a ‘standard’ time (less than 2 
minutes, 30 seconds) were logged into the book. Today, most harness races 
are won by Standardbreds who post times of 2 minutes or less. 
Standardbreds have proportionally shorter legs than Thoroughbreds, and 
longer bodies. They also generally have a more placid disposition, due to the 
admixture of non-Thoroughbred blood in the breed. The champion, 
Hambletonian (1849–1876) gained a wide following for his racing prowess, 
but it is his breed line for which he is most remembered. The lineage of 
virtually all North American Standardbred race horses can be traced from 
four of Hambletonian 10 sons.  
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In harness racing, many people bet the horses on their drivers, because of 
their skill. Drivers and their records are listed in the racing program. The 
"Universal Driver Rating," is a number calculated like a batting average. 
Any number over .300 is considered excellent. Consistency is probably the 
most outstanding characteristic of the harness horse. Good horses are able 
to perform well week after week.  

In June 1937, the Roosevelt administration cut spending and increased 
taxation in an attempt to balance the federal budget. The American economy 
then took a sharp downturn, lasting for 13 months through most of 1938. 
Between 1933 and 1939, federal expenditure tripled, and Roosevelt's critics 
charged that he was turning America into a socialist state. 

Roosevelt addresses the nation in his second inaugural address, January 
1936 , stating: “I see one-third of the nation ill-housed, ill-clad, ill-
nourished… the test of our progress is not whether we add more to the 
abundance of those who have much; it is whether we provide enough for 
those who have too little.” 
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Chapter 40 
Gerhardt – Bennington, NY, 1938 

Down on the Farm 
 
 

 
Do the best you can, and don't take life too serious. 

Will Rogers 
 

“Those papers are for the chicken coops, not for you to be reading,” griped 
Henry. 

“I’m just catchin up on the funnies,” I tell the boss. “I must have missed 
these. I don’t care much for the rest of the paper.” 

“You need to get water for the animals,” he tells me. “While you’re down at 
the creek, get enough for the house too. You’ll probably need to make three 
or four trips. The tank is pretty low.” 

“Hokey-dokey, will do” I reply bringing back memories of names from 
school. It was always some version of the Hoche name; dopey-hokey, hokey-
pokey, or something. I gave back my share of name-calling too.  

Henry Fuest is my boss and owns bout twenty-acres of apple orchard and 
woods here in East Bennington. He also owns another twenty-acres of 
farmland over by his brother Frank, and leases twenty more to grow food for 
the animals. That’s where I’ll go for the water, in Akron Creek over by his 
brother. It is only ‘bout a mile-and-a-half away. I’ve been Henry’s hired hand 
now since 1935. Julie, his wife cooks for us and keeps up with all the 

1938 Blondie and Dagwood cartoon by Murat Bernard (Chic) Young 
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household chores, and the two of us handle all the rest of the farm work. 
They never had any kids. It’s a lot of hard work and long hours, but it’s 
pretty rewarding to be able to eat the things you grow, and to work with the 
animals. It’s not that diggin’ ditches for the WPA wasn’t hard work, but it 
was kind of boring and the meals and bunk were really, pretty bad. Julie 
now…. she’s a great cook, and I sure would rather sleep indoors ‘stead of in 
a tent. And besides, the Fuests are really great people. 

I sleep in their house, in a small 
room next to the kitchen.  I have 
company in my small room. There 
is always a mouse or two. I have 
tried to catch them but they are 
pretty smart and fast. They have 
got away with most of the food I 
have used for bait, so I have taken 
to feeding them instead; peanut 
butter mostly. They seem to let me 
sleep by myself. They also eat 
spiders, and I like spiders a lot less 
than mice. 

We’re goin’ to get some electricity 
to the house and to the farm pretty 
soon. Some of the farms close to 
Attica already got it. I helped our 
neighbor, Charlie Geise dig some 
holes along the road in front of our 
two houses last week. The power 
company laid the poles along the 
road where they wanted ‘em put. 
We had to dig ‘em at least four 
feet deep. It sure brought back 
those digging memories of the 
WPA. It was all pick and shovel 

work. There were fifteen holes we had to punch. The power company will 
eventually be setting the poles up and then riggin’ ‘em. This is all part of the 
REA set up by Roosevelt and the congress for the farmers. It still may be 
several months or maybe even a year before we see it, but both Henry and 
Julie are really looking forward to getting electricity. It’s going to make this 
farm life much easier and pleasant. 

1938 Gerhardt. in front of parent’s house 
in Buffalo at Zelmer Street. 
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Diggin’ or no diggin’, there was still the farm chores to do; haulin’ the water, 
gathering the eggs, and tending to the vegtible garden by the house. Two 
cows need to be fed and milked (the other is dry and out in the pasture), and 
the pigs need their slop, and chickens their feed. Henry did the most of this 
while I was digging, but the milkin’ and the slops needed to be done twice, 
so I did it in the morning before digging with Charlie. Henry was off plowin’ 
the field most of the day with the tractor. 

On the weekend, we all went to a farm auction. This depression has been 
pretty bad on farmers. There are not so may auctions lately, but back a 
couple of years, you hear of one somewhere about every week. Julie found 
some mixing bowls and Henry picked up a real good harrow at this one. I am 
not sure who got the farm property, but probably one of the big dairies. It 
was fun to go see, but I sure don’t have much to spend, even at an auction. 

Today, I was pruning the apple trees on the back of the home property when 
I met our next-door neighbor, John Dersam. He lives on the property right 
behind us. He came from West Kansas last year with his family; from a farm 
near the town called Liberal. They are leasing the house and the land. They 
had to leave their farm back in Kansas because of the dust. John said his 
farmland just blew away. There was no rain to keep it down. Anyway, he is a 
pretty nice guy and a hard worker. He goes to the Baptist church over in 
Attica and his kids go to the public school over by the church. Kind of funny. 
He’s got a school right dead cross the road from him. It’s the school from the 
Lady Help Catholic Church. But I don’t suppose a Baptist would want to 
send his kids to a Catholic school!  

“I’ve been goin o’er to Orcherd Grove to ‘elp with the mornin milkin,” he 
tells me. “Cain’t just make a livin on this little bit o’ land I got myself here. 
The wife’s been takin in some extry work too, makin butter fer the dairy and 
fer the cheese fact’ry down the road.apiece” 

“I spell the Lipholds to help with the milkin’ and give them a day off every 
once in a while.” I tell him. “Their dairy farm is up our road about a mile. It’s 
the Grand View Dairy. It’s a good way to make a little extra alright. He gets 
a hold of me for the days he would like for me to help him out and it usually 
works for me and Henry. He’d have me work full time, if I could get the time 
off to do it from Henry. They got a lot of cows. All these dairies ‘round here, 
they’re sending at lot of milk up to Buffalo. They’re doing a pretty good 
business now-a-days, so there is a lot of extra work. More than what a single 
family can do by themselves.” 

 _________________________________________________ 
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My boss Henry and Julie go to the Lady Help Catholic Church, and so does 
his brother Frank and his family. I go with them every once in a while, but all 
that Latin is usually a little too much for me. Anyway, my only real reason 
for going is so I might get to talk with Bertha, one of Frank’s daughters. 

“Have you ever been to the carnival in Alexander?” I ask her one Sunday 
after church. 

“Our family goes all the time,” she answers. “Leona and I are going on 
Friday after I get off from work.” 

“Would you mind if I come with you?” I inquire. “How will you go? I mean 
will you have a car to drive? I can get your Uncle Henry’s truck.” I am a 
little too anxious and not letting her answer. 

“My father was going to drive us there,” she responds. “But maybe….” 

I take that maybe as maybe a yes, and interrupt “I could pick you up from 
work and drive you home to pick up your sister? I think they have food at the 
Carnival. I would treat.” 

“I think all this is possible,” she replies, “But let’s ask Dad and Leona what 
they have planned. We just need to see what’s going on for them that day.” 

We turn to get Leona and her dad involved. Dad is more than willing not to 
go to the Carnival. “I’m just as glad not to drive and hang around that dang 
carnival waitin’ on the kids to finish off all those rides. I don’t have the 
cravin’ to go on the rides anymore, or necessarily to hang out there.” 

And then Leona suggests we can leave from Attica. She says she doesn’t 
really need to go home from school. She can hang out in town after school 
until Bertha is finished with work. “If Dad doesn’t mind, I don’t get a chance 
to go walking through the stores very often. That way I don’t have to walk 
home, and I can still get my Friday chores done on Saturday.” 

It was a full day and I got an earlier-than-usual start, so by early Friday 
afternoon all my chores were done. Later that afternoon, I picked up both the 
girls at the Bacon and Co. Basket Factory. That’s where Bertha works. They 
make all sorts of baskets there from holdin’ farm produce to fancy baskets 
for table use and for picnics. Bertha has told me that she has been at the 
factory for about five years now and has worked on just about every sort of 
basket that they make.   

I had Henry’s pick-up truck for the trip to the carnival, so Leona sat in the 
middle by the gear shift. Alexander is a pretty small town just to the north of 
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Attica; maybe about nine-miles away. It may be small, but the rural fire 
department puts on quite a shindig. There are lots of rides and lots of food, 
especially hot dogs and deserts. I got to sit next to Bertha on the Ferris wheel 
and a couple other rides, and the girls rode a few together while I watched. I 
won a stuffed bear for Leona at the milk bottle throw.  

“This is good fun,” said Leona, “but the rides here are pretty small and a lot 
of them are for the really little kids. The Erie County Fair that runs in August 
is much better. Have you ever been?” she asks me. 

“I was there last year with my sister,” I tell them. “We were there for the 
harness races because my sister’s husband and his brother wanted to go 
betting. We did a couple of rides, but didn’t have time to do very much.” 

“You missed the best part,” Leona tells me. 

“You are such an expert at carnival rides,” Bertha jokes at Leona. “You were 
afraid to ride with me in the rocket-ride last year at the Fair.” 

“It got stuck the year before and people hung upside-down for hours,” Leona 
objects. “The roller-coaster is better anyway.” 

“It sounds like we need to check things out in August when the Fair opens. 
What do you think?” I ask. 

“I think that’s a wonderful idea,” replies Bertha, and Leona readily agrees. 

August and September were busy with digging potatoes and apple picking, 
but there was time for the fair as well. There was time for a summer evening 
or two in Attica also. I admit that it was very pleasant to just walk around the 
town with Bertha without her kid sister tagging along. 

Leona can be a real stinker sometimes. I bought Bertha a box of chocolates, 
and what do you think that kid sister of hers’ does? Well, she takes a knitting 
needle to every chocolate to check what’s inside, and swipes the one’s she 
likes the best. I guess it was better than taking a bite out of all of them to 
check the insides. At least Bertha got a few. It’s pretty nice when Leona is 
not around. 

This year, we dug almost twenty-thousand pounds of field potatoes, and 
picked over two-hundred and forty bushels of apples from the orchard. A real 
good crop. Julie made more than 50-quarts of apple sauce from the early 
apples and later from the fallen ones. Earlier in the spring, she also cooked 
up just over 250 jars of maple syrup for sale. She is such a hard worker! 
Slaving over that hot wood stove even in the hottest of summer days…. 
making soap from bacon fat, baking bread, and canning everything from our 
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own pork to green beans and tomatoes from the vegetable garden, spending 
hours and hours over the hot stove. Then on top of it all, mending and 
washing all our clothes by hand. I can tell you, she is really, really, looking 
forward to that electricity. She sees some of them farm wives nearby already 
using wash machines and electric stoves. Henry says that electricity is about 
to change everything. That they even already got electric machines for 
milkin’ cows! I can’t hardly believe that.  

 
 
Postscripts 
 
By 1930, 58 percent of farms in the U.S. had cars and 34 percent had 
telephones, but only 13 percent of farms had electricity. Even by the early 
1940s, only 33 percent of farms had electricity. The Roosevelt Administration 
believed that if private enterprise could not supply electric power to the 
people, then it was the duty of the government to do so. Most of the court 
cases involving the Tennessee Valley Authority; the TVA during the 1930s 
concerned the government's involvement in the public utilities industry. In 
1935 the Rural Electric Administration (REA) was created to bring 
electricity to rural areas like the Tennessee Valley. The REA reached western 
rural New York State in 1938. 
 
The Catholic Church, ‘Our Lady Help of Christians’ in East Bennington was 
built in 1855. Attached was a small parochial school. Both Frank Fuest a 
Catholic, and his neighbor John Dersam, a Baptist chose to send their 
children to public schools. Several elementary schools were scattered in 
rural area of the township, but the high school was located in Attica. Leona 
Fuest attended Attica high school. Elementary School No. 5 was located on 
Steadman Road about three-miles away from the Fuest house. Bertha 
attended this school up to the eighth grade. 
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Chapter 41 
Helmut – Los Angeles, 1938 
No Way to Raise a Family 

Who is my neighbor? 
The man in the street  
 or the stranger you meet? 
The cripple on the sidewalk 
 or the beggar on the street? 
The child in the park 
or the stranger in the dark? 
The postman,  
the milkman, 
the hobo,  
the cop ? 
Who is my neighbor, 
would you like to know? 
All of God's creatures, 
 for He loves them so. 

Poetry from the Depression, Margaret Okubo 
 

In the summer of ’37, 
we drove from Buffalo 
to LA…. again. This 
was our third time 
since we were married. 
Eva did not like it in 
Buffalo and I just 
could not earn very 
much money in LA. 
We were off to try LA 
once more. We had a 
pretty new car this 
time. It was a ’34 
Willys sedan. A little 
beat-up, but it ran real 
good. We had the car 
packed full of clothes 

1931 – Los Angeles. A happy family. Billie-Jean is on 
Helmut’s shoulder. Eva looks on. 
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and household stuff, with the camping gear on top. Our two girls, Billie-Jean 
and Carol rode in back on top of everything. They had to lay down, cause 
there was no room to sit up. We hit a bump, and they would hit on both their 
backs and their bellies. They had a real good time. There were lots of cars 
and trucks on the road filled to the brim and overflowing. The folks from 
Arkansas and Oklahoma were still leaving their farms because of the drought 
and the depression. We had plenty of company at all of the camp sites. They 
were mostly good company, those Okies and Arkies. Always ready to help a 
fellow traveler. On our second trip back in ’34 we had a real old clunker of a 
car. The farmers we met along the way helped us to patch it up every time it 
broke, all the way to California. That’s as far as that old car got! To the 
bottom of the hill of Laurel Canyon! We had no problems this time with the 
Willys. It just hummed along.  These farmers though, were the same…. a 
handy bunch with big hearts. 

In LA, we found a place to live on 23rd Street, and I got some temporary 
work delivering stuff for my Cousin Bill. He married Eva’s older sister 
Zelda, so we were kinda related twice around, because Bill is my aunt’s boy 
on my mother’s side. Eva was real close to Zelda cause she sort-a raised her, 
with her mom being older and all. Sort of like how my sister Hilla took care 
of Gerhardt and me. Anyhow, pretty soon, in November we had another girl. 
It was good to have Zelda around to help when Darlene was born. It was just 
about then, I finally got a permanent job.  

Working as a milk 
delivery man is really a 
pretty good job, 
especially in LA because 
the weather is so good. 
Well, the pay is not that 
great, but jobs are still 
pretty hard to find. I 
work for the Adohr 
Farms Dairy, that’s 
Rhoda spelled backward, 
after the owner’s wife. 
My day begins pretty 
early because I need to 
drive a distance, about 9-
miles on Washington 
Boulevard out to Culver City to the dairy warehouse, and then don’t you 
know, people are also wanting their milk and eggs before breakfast. After I 

 

Milk delivery in 1939 in Los Angeles. 
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get the ice and the milk and cream bottles, and butter and eggs loaded, I 
finally start my route in the suburbs at about six. I have a route that begins 
with small bungalows in the flatlands of West LA, and goes up to some of 
the big mansions in Beverly Hills. I see other drivers out delivering the mail, 
the newspaper, or milk, eggs, or bread; milk trucks from Swan and 
Carnation, and the Helms Bakery truck. Some homes have small doors for 
milk delivery, other homes we leave the delivery on the porch, but for quite a 
few homes, the door is unlocked and we just walk into the kitchen and put 
things in the refrigerator or ice box.... and then of course, we pick up the 
empty bottles. In the high-class neighborhood, a service person comes to the 
back door to get the delivery. I’m usually done with my deliveries close to 
one, or at least by two. Back at the warehouse, I wash out the truck and get it 
gassed up and ready before leaving for home. It’s a six-day a week job. We 
get Sundays off. 

I leave home for work at 3:30 so I can get a 4:00 start away from the 
warehouse. I usually get home sometime after 3:00, after our little girls, 
Billie and Carol, are already home from school. We eat around 4:00 -4:30. 
Sometimes in the evening, I still have time to make a few deliveries for 
Cousin Bill. A little extra helps pay the bills.  

Here on 23rd Street, we live in pretty small quarters. We share the house 
with four other families. Not exactly share, because the house is divided into 
four units. I suppose you could call it a four-plex, except it was originally 
just one house. We have one-half of the lower floor. There are three other 
couples; one with a small child.  

Things aren’t getting along too well right about now. Eva has been real 
moody ever since the baby was born. It’s been about a year, and she is still 
grumping about….and she seems a bit too familiar with the guy upstairs, so I 
need to watch out. He is out of work and his wife is currently providing the 
paycheck. So he is home most of the time. She works at the local soda 
fountain. She might be playing around too. I wouldn’t put it past. My little 
Billie tells me her momma sends her and Carol to play out front when she 
sits with him in back, and then has them go in the back when they are sitting 
out in front. I think we may have some problems. 

 _________________________________________________ 

 

Well…. Eva is not at home when the girls come home from school today. I 
give her sister Zelda a call when I get home, but Zelda has no answer. She 
doesn’t know where Eva might be.  
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Eva has gone off before, but it has always been to Zelda’s or her Aunt Ida 
Mae, and she has stayed for a while too. Is this one of those times? What do I 
do with the girls? Well, it is time for supper. Billie and me will cook up 
something tonight. Eggs are always pretty easy.   

It is morning and time for me to go to work, and still no word from Eva. It is 
early, but I give Zelda another call. No luck there. Where the hell is she? 

I have to work, so I go back to the bedroom to let my nine-year old know that 
nobody will be home when she wakes. 

“Bill, wake up honey,” I shake her lightly. 

“What is it Daddy?” she responds real sleepy. “Is it time to get ready for 
school?” 

“Not yet honey, but I need to go to work,” I tell her. “I just wanted to let you 
know you’re in charge. Your momma hasn’t got home yet. She may be at 
your Auntie-Grandma’s house, but I don’t know. I want you to fix something 
to eat for you and your sister in the morning. There is stuff in the icebox. 
You don’t need to go to school if you oversleep. I will see you when I get 
home after work. Do you understand?” 

“Yes Daddy,” she responds. “I will fix something for me and Carol.” 

“Good,” I say as I leave. “I will call or have someone call a little later when I 
think you are awake.”  

This is a first for not knowing. Eva has always been pretty flighty, but what 
has gotten into her? … I am pretty worried. I will call her sister again later 
today 

At 9:00, I talk to Zelda and find out from her that Eva has finally given her a 
call. She has had enough with me and is not going to come back home. 
Darlene is with her. “Is it that damned guy from upstairs?” I ask Zelda. 

“I have no idea what my sister is up to,” Zelda responds. “She just talked to 
me for a few minutes to let me know she was ok, and to tell me to let you 
know, you are on your own.” 

“On my own!” Now, that really pissed me off. “What do I do with the girls?” 

“Let me help you there,” Zelda responds. “I will come over today, soon, and 
when you get home tonight we will think of something.” 

 _________________________________________________ 

 



 

   315 

Well, I find out, it wasn’t the guy upstairs! I don’t know who the hell she ran 
off with. But that was it! That was the end of our marriage. On Sunday I take 
the girls over to their great aunt, Cousin Bill’s mother, Ida Mae. She is my 
momma’s younger sister.  She will be watching over them, and all of us will 
be staying at her boarding house in a small room. It wasn’t great, but it was 
the best we could do for now. Ida Mae could watch them when they were not 
at school. The girls call her Aunt Grandma. 

I still needed to find Darlene. I wasn’t going to trust her with Eva now, and 
whoever Eva ran off with. It took several months until Eva finally relented to 
see her girls, and Zelda gave me the address. It was not pretty, but Eva let me 
take Darlene at that time. I took the baby to stay with friends, the Keplers 
who would be able to watch her more carefully that Aunt Ida Mae. They 
were a young couple, and she did not work. I usually picked Darlene up a 
few times during the week, and the three girls and I would go out for a dinner 
together, or we would stay at the Keplers for dinner. 

I also tried to have the kids see their mom when we could, but Eva did not 
make herself available often. When she did, it was often traumatizing for the 
girls. For Mother’s Day, Billie made a macaroni belt for her mom as a craft 
thing at school. She was excited to give it to her. We had not seen Eva for 
some time…. Wouldn’t you know, the belt would not fit! Eva was 
pregnant…. Bill was sure a disappointed little girl. Eva would give the girls 
big hugs and everything, but she was not wanting to have them back. 

 _______________________________________________ 

  

Aunt Grandma was not the best person to watch two lively little girls…. girls 
that had both an ornery and a stubborn streak from their father. Number one: 
at almost 60, she was not very quick on her feet. Second: she sure reminded 
me of my momma. She was strict when the girls were around, but she paid 
little attention to them when they were out of her sight, and they were that…. 
a lot. She did not go out of her way to look for them…. not good!! 

Auntie’s borders and neighbors complained, and then some busybody got the 
social department involved. They found out about our situation and about 
Eva, and they were going to take the kids away. It was time for a quick 
change. 

I would send the girls to live with my parents for a while. Just long enough 
for me to get enough money for someplace nice in Buffalo. I barely had 
enough to keep the car running right now. I bought Greyhound bus tickets for 
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the girls through to Buffalo. It was a long way and it would take almost five 
days, but I was sure my Billie Jean would be able to do it. 

“It’s going to be a long bus ride,” I tell the girls. 

“That’s OK Daddy,” answers my oldest, Billie Jean. “We have made the trip 
before. This will be five times for me now won’t it Daddy. It will be only 
number three for Carol.” 

“Yeah, we have traveled back and forth a lot, alright,” I answer, “but, this 
time you girls will be on your own. You’ll need to be careful where you are, 
in what city, and change buses when you get there.” 

“Bill, you’re the oldest and you are in charge. I am depending on you.” I 
hand Billie Jean the envelope with the bus tickets. “See, I have put in big 
letters the name of your destination: BUFALLO! Under, I have written 
where you will make bus changes: Las Vegas, Denver, Chicago, and 
Cleveland. You need to ask the 
bus drivers along the way to 
help you. The ticket man told 
me that the drivers will keep 
watch for you.” 

“Now also…. here is money 
for your food. I want you to 
stick it in your purse and be 
careful with it. You know that 
a hot dog or a hamburger is 15-
cents and a soda pop costs a 
dime. Don’t let anyone cheat 
you out of your money. I have 
given you a bunch of quarters 
and some dollar bills. You have 
seven dollars in all. If you 
spend money for candy, you 
won’t have any left for dinner.” 

“Come on let’s get on the bus 
now and talk to the driver.” 

It was difficult to see my little 
girls off by themselves to 
Buffalo. It was one step ahead 
of social services. It would not 

 
1940 Billie-Jean (10) and Carol (7) with their 
Grandpa Hoche just after their bus trip to 

Buffalo. 
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be so easy for them living with their grandma, but Papa would watch over 
them. I hoped it would not take me too long to get back to Buffalo. I was 
ready to leave LA right now. 

 
Postscripts 
 
The Dust Bowl exodus was the largest migration in American history. Within 
a short period of time, 1930-1940, approximately 3.5 million people moved 
out of the Plains states; of those, it is unknown how many moved to 
California; however, it is estimated that about one-eighth of California's 
current 38-million population is of Midwestern, dust-bowl (Okie/Arkie) 
heritage. Only about 40-percent of the dust-bowl migrants were formerly 
doing farm work. Nearly one-third of them were professional or white-collar 
workers. Because of this migration, unemployment in California, and 
especially in Los Angeles was the highest in the nation. The Los Angeles 
police chief went so far as to send 125 policemen to act as bouncers at the 
state border, turning away “undesirables”. Called “the bum brigade” by the 
press and the object of a lawsuit by the American Civil Liberties Union, the 
LAPD posse was recalled only when the use of city funds for this work was 
questioned. 

In 1916, Merritt Adamson and his heiress wife, Rhoda Rindge Adamson, 
whose parents were the last owners of a vast Spanish land grant in Malibu, 
founded a state-of-the-art dairy in Tarzana called Adohr Farms. During the 
Depression, the Adamsons were forced to sell most of their land to pay 
creditors. However, the milk farm kept the family solvent. In the ‘30s and 
‘40s there were milkmen from dozens of dairies--Swan, Supreme, Excelsior, 
Crown City, Carnation, Driftwood and Alta Dena--blanketing Southern 
California, trailing puddles of water from blocks of ice that kept their farm-
fresh products cold. Despite rain, dogs and thieves, clean-cut milkmen 
delivered fresh dairy products daily to customers who left doors unlocked for 
delivery. 

On September 12, 1940 an article in the Buffalo Evening News reported that 
“Two Youngsters Make 2700-Mile Bus Trip – Girls of 7 and 10 unescorted 
on journey to Buffalo…. Grabbing their dolls, they rushed into the 
Greyhound Bus Station searching for a familiar face. There was no one there 
to greet them. There was only 27-cents left in the little white purse tied 
around the neck of 10-year old Billie-Jean Hoche. Then their eyes 
brightened; there were Grandma and Grandpa waiting to take them home.” 
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Chapter 42 
Marie – Los Angeles, 1939 

The Sanatorium 
 

Where huge rock buttresses bear up the clouds, 
With all their floating reservoirs of rain; 
Where the wide winding sheet of snow enshrouds 
The glacier's sapphire clefts and glittering plain, 
This flow'r is found – the well-nam'd Edelweiss. 
Of frozen beds of foam and fields of ice, 
Soft downy blossom – type of purity, 
Of courage high and low humility, 
Fast-rooted Love clinging to dire mischance. 
Faith fixed as Fate defying circumstance, 
O'er the unstable seas thee do I send, 
Star of the steadfast mountains, to the friend 
In whom thy loftiest, lowliest graces meet. 
Bloom, Edelweiss, at her beloved feet! 

Frances Anne Kemble 

 
It is unsettling to be confined to 
an institution. Because I am 
Swiss, I am used to going for 
long walks whether in the city or 
in the countryside. Climbing the 
mountains to pick the Edelweiss 
flower.  

I have been diagnosed with 
tuberculosis and the county of 
Los Angeles requires that an 
infected person be placed in 
quarantine in a hospital until they 
are either cured or they die. I do 
not plan on dying anytime soon, 
I can tell you! The treatment that 
I am receiving has been helping, 

 
1941 Marie Louise Frey
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but it has been slow. At least to me it has been a slow process. Though, the 
nurse tells me I am recovering pretty quickly. I have been here at the Los 
Angeles Sanatorium for almost three months. My coughing is now gone, and 
my stamina is returning. According to the doctors, it should now be no more 
than a week or two before I can be released. Thank heaven! I feel healthy and 
I want to be gone from this prison. 

I arrived in the United States in March. Leaving from my home in 
Switzerland, I took the passenger ship, Queen Mary from Cherbourg, France 
to New York City. I did not have the TB then because I was quickly passed 
through customs. I think I must have contracted the germ sometime on the 
long train ride from New York to Los Angeles. It was a wonderful ride 
seeing the great American countryside, but the evenings were long and it was 
very tiring sleeping in a passenger seat. It was close quarters to some 
passengers that were not so healthy and were coughing. Soon after my arrival 
here in LA, I also started to have this awful cough. My Tante Scholtz had me 
see a doctor and that is how I am here at the sanatorium. It is not really such 
a bad place, but I certainly wish for more exercise. They discourage activity 
here. Most of the time they have you sit in the sunshine during the day and 
eat healthy food. Their idea of healthy food is a lot of fruits and 
vegetables…. and, to get plenty of rest with afternoon naps and an early 
bedtime. When they see me walking around, they have a fit. At least they 
have not tied me down to the bed yet. There are no visitors at this hospital, 
only patients and the nurses and doctors. I have only been able to wave to 
Tante from one of the windows since my arrival. It is really like being in 
prison. 

In Switzerland, I would often go for extended walks. It is called wandering 
and it is a combination of walking and taking the local transportation. 
Sometimes the local transportation would only be a mule cart or bus, 
sometimes it would be a tram or a cable car up to the top of a mountain. 
From our house in the valley, I would wander to nearby villages, or go to the 
city of St. Gallen near the Bodensee. The Bodensee is the very large lake 
between Switzerland and Austria. There would be boats on the lake to take 
you to the different cities on the lake. I would take small holidays and 
wander off into the mountains to the west towards Zurich and Lucerne or to 
the south towards Liechtenstein. So you see I am not very used to be staying 
in one confined spot. 

It would really be bad here at the sanatorium if I could not communicate with 
others, but there are a number of people here that speak German and many of 
the staff speak Yiddish, which has many German words. Hermann, who is 
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German and is one of the older staff members here, has told me about some 
of the cures for TB that the hospital was using until they have found this new 
Sulfa drug. The Sulfa does not work for everyone, but it has really helped 
me, thank goodness! Some people have the allergy to it. Hermann said that in 
the old days they actually tied people down in their beds and put heavy 
weights on their chests to expel all the air out, or they would use pumps to 
get the air out and collapse the lungs. He was very serious about this, and I 
think he was telling me the truth. I would have escaped if they tried 
something like that on me.  

These three months of confinement have been hard for me, but they have 
been of some advantage. It has given me the time to learn English better. 
There is a German-English conversation book available in the hospital 
library, and I have taken time to practice with some of the nurses and the 
patients. 

 _______________________________________________ 

 
“You look very pretty,” my Tante Scholtz remarked. “Is that a new dress? 
Are you going out?” 

I had been out of the sanatorium for some weeks now and had been saying in 
Tante’s boarding house. In the meantime I had found a job in a German 
store. There is a large German community here and they have helped me. 

“Some of the people that I work with at the store are going to the German 
picnic today at Echo Lake,” I tell her. “They are coming by to pick me up.” 

“This is a good picnic. I have been before. It is good German food and good 
dancing. You will have a wonderful time I think. I am too old for all the 
excitement there, otherwise I would come,” she laughs. 

“Maybe you can come if there is room in the automobile,” I suggest. 

“No, no, it is too much trouble,” she reacts, but I can see in her eyes she 
would really like to come along. 

My friends come with two cars, there is room for Tante, and everyone wants 
her to come along. 

We can hear the music playing as we drive into the parking area. It is good 
German music as Tante had predicted. We find a good place by the lake and 
spread our blankets. Two of our party find a beach chair nearby and bring it 
over for Tante to sit under the shade of a palm tree.  
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“Ach, das ist wunderbar,” she exclaimes, “by the water, near the band, and a 
comfortable chair. I could not ask for better. You go off to the dancing. I will 
be fine here.” 

We did as Tante asked and leave for the tent with the band. About an hour 
and a half later I return with some wurst and kraut for Tante. I had enough 
polka for a while. She is waving as I arrive. 

“Come meet your cousins,” she exclaimes. “They are here at the picnic also. 
They have been keeping me company. It is so good you have brought me. I 
am having such a good time.” 

“So, this is your cousin William and his wife Zelda, and your cousin Helmut 
and his little girl Darlene,” she continues. “They are both related through my 
Herbert’s papa. William is direct cousin from Herbert’s brother Ludwig, and 
Helmut is through his sister Cathrine’s family, the Dehmelt side.” 

I knew I had other relations here, but Tante had not taken the time to fill in 
the blanks. There were others back east in Buffalo also, but Tante Ida Scholtz 
was my closest relative in the U.S.  

After some small introductions, Helmut and William (he wanted to be called 
Bill) took off to get some food and drink for us. We girls are left to play with 
Darlene. It is a beautiful day and a relaxing time. After we had more to eat 
and some more German beer, Helmut asks if I would like a walk around the 
lake. He sure got to this Swiss girl’s heart by asking that secret word, “walk.” 
Lifting Darlene up onto his shoulders, off we went. It was fun talking to him. 
He had been back and forth across the U.S. six times and had two other girls 
that were with his parents back in Buffalo.  

 ________________________________________________ 

 

Helmut is a little rough around the edges, but he is a nice man and we get 
along well. His wife has left him and he is now left to raise three girls. He is 
good with his little girl Darlene. This is attractive to me. I have been told by 
the doctor that I will not be able have children.  

 
 
Postscripts 
Tuberculosis once killed 100,000 Americans a year. The public-health policy 
in the 1930’s consisted of an all-out war against tuberculosis, a war in which 
state legislators, local police, doctors and the public all lined up to do their 
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bit. Los Angeles County led the nation in its aggressive stance toward 
tuberculosis. The county was among the first jurisdictions to start locking up 
patients. 

Sulfonamide (Sulfa) drugs were the first antibiotics to be used systemically 
for tuberculosis, and paved the way for the antibiotic revolution in medicine. 
In the late ‘30s and early ‘40s until penicillin was discovered, sulfa was used 
regularly in the treatment of TB and had a central role in preventing wound 
infections during the Second World War. American soldiers were issued a 
first-aid kit containing sulfa pills and powder, and were told to sprinkle the 
powder liberally on any open wound.  

The Los Angeles Sanatorium was located in Duarte, a small town in the more 
arid San Gabriel Valley, approximately 16 miles west from LA. The 
sanatorium would later (in the ‘40s) be nicknamed "the city of hope." 

German-American and other ethnic organizations were much more involved 
in community business and social life than they are today, with social and 
financial support; finding jobs and financing businesses. The German picnic 
was the largest social event of the year for most German Americans. 
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Chapter 43 
Hilla – SS Statendam, 1939 

There and Back Again 
 

The Road goes ever on and on 
Down from the door where it began. 
Now far ahead the Road has gone, 
And I must follow, if I can, 
Pursuing it with eager feet, 
Until it joins some larger way, 
Where many paths and errands meet. 

J.R.R. Tolkien, The Lord of the Rings 
 

We have decided to go back to Holland with Momma and Papa. Papa wants 
to go and to stay for good this time. He is satisfied that he will be financially 
secure in Holland and he will be able to find retirement there. I am not sure if 
Matty and I will want to stay because we feel that we have really become 
Americans. Not like Papa who has never actually accepted the country and 
its politics. He has seen too many of his finances recently slip away during 
the depression in the United States and has become disillusioned. He has still 
good banking and business interests in Holland. 

There is a singular reason I wish to go back to Europe at this time. I am 
pregnant and I am pretty far along now…. about five months. This is the 
longest pregnancy I have ever had so far. All is well and I am praying to God 
that I will not have another miscarriage. I think it is meant for the baby to be 
born in Europe and not the United States. I have just had so many problems 
here. The baby is just not meant to be born in the USA. I will be 39 years old 
this December. My time for having a baby is coming close. This is probably 
my last chance. It is a miracle that I have become pregnant again and that 
things have remained good so far.  

We are leaving for Europe in mid-August. Before our departure, Matty and I 
want to tour the World’s Fair in New York. Momma and Papa are not 
interested and will come later, just before the boat departs. Franz and Anna 
are with us. 
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1939 Post Card – New York World’s Fair, Trylon and Perisphere. 

“We can take the Lexington Avenue subway down to 59th and then get on 
the Queens line to Flushing Meadows,” suggested Matty. “It’s going to be 
too busy and crowded to drive there.” 

He is talking to Franz. We are sharing an apartment in the Bronx near where 
we used to live with Franz and Anna ten years ago. This location is close so 
we can commute easily by subway or car. Today will be our first day there. 

“Do you know where the entrance will be?” asks Anna. “Will we have to 
walk far?” 

“The Newspaper says that there will be excursion buses from the subway 
station,” I speak up. “And there will also be shuttles at the fair to take people 
from place to place. The fairgrounds are 1,200 acres. I think we will still do a 
lot of walking.” 

We find we are actually able to take the subway right to one of the entrance 
gates. At the entrance we each pay 75-cents to get into the fair and then take 
time on the path around Fountain Lake to look over the guide book and map 
which has cost us a dollar. There are many, many things to see. We decide to 
start in the United States zone and see how much we will be able to do today. 
Matty and I will only have three days before we will meet Papa and Momma 
at the boat. Franz and Anna will have more time at the Fair. 
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Our day goes very quickly and we are weary and footsore by 2:00 in the 
afternoon. We go back to where there are many refreshment stands by 
Constitution Mall and sit along the reflection pool to eat a 10-cent hotdog 
and drink a nickel soda. We decide to go to the transportation zone next for a 
few hours and then come back to a sit-down restaurant before going home for 
the day. 

“What did you think about the General Motor’s ride and pavilion?” asks 
Franz as we finally sit down at one of the restaurants in the Government 
zone. We have decided to have a meal of brochettes at the Swiss pavilion 
restaurant. 

“It is all so much to take in,” replies Matty. “Just walking up the long ramp 
to the Perisphere to view the entire fairground and going into the sphere to 
observe the ‘Democracy’ and ‘City of the Future’ displays was so interesting. 
But the GM display was a really good one I think. It felt like you were flying 
in the chair ride looking down at the future city they created. It was very 
real.” 

“I liked the Niagara Falls that we got to walk through,” I told our little group. 
“I think we need to go back when it is dark to see how the water will be lit 
up.” 

“Also the Perisphere and Trylon,” said Anna. “Do you think our camera can 
take a night picture?”  

“It is only good for 
daytime pictures,” 
said Franz, “but we 
can pick up a few post 
cards. They sell 
nighttime pictures of 
the fair.”  

On our third day at the 
fair, we arrive later in 
the day. We wanted to 
take more time to 
view the lights and 
take in the fireworks 
display in the evening. 
We also wanted to 
have a diner at one of 
the better restaurants. 

 
1939 New York World’s Fair – Anna and Hilla by the 
Spirit of the Wheel statue in the Transportation Zone 
of the Fair. They are dressed up to go to a restaurant in 
the Belgian Pavilion. 



 

328 

We got ourselves dressed up and took time for a few better photographs now 
that we knew where to go. 

The Belgium pavilion had a large outdoor cafe area overlooking the Lagoon 
of Nations. The sun was low in the west and we would soon see the sunset 
while we had our diner.  We were served Chicken au Champagne and 
Chateaubriand. Franz had Belgian beer and Matty, Anna, and I shared a 
bottle of French wine. 

 ___________________________________________________ 

 

We said our goodbyes to Franz and Anna at the ship dock. They have come 
to see our departure. It will probably be some time before they will see 
Momma and Papa again. Matty and I had not anticipated returning to 
Holland again so soon. We had just been back two years previous. Matty is 
not so thrilled about this trip with all the unrest in Germany and Austria 
caused by Adolf Hitler. Papa, on the other hand, thinks the changes will be 
good for the German people. 

“Ever since they have annexed Czechoslovakia, Hitler has wanted Danzig 
back for Germany,” Matty is arguing as we sit in Momma and Papa’s cabin 
on the ship. We are just underway and the ship is being maneuvered by the 
tug boats. We will soon be sailing out of New York Harbor. 

“Danzig is nough a German city,” replies Papa. “There are more Germans 
there living than Poles. It is being German since the German Knights come 
bringing the churches.” 

“So you think Poland should be split up again between the Russians, 
Austrians, and Germans?” Matty snaps back. “Danzig was Gdansk first. It 
still is. You are just using the German name.” 

“It is what the papers are using. I think many people are thinking it is a 
German city,” argues Papa.  

“There are more Germans in Pennsylvania than other populations also,” 
Matty counters. “Does that mean Hitler should annex Pennsylvania?” 

“I am not crazy for Hitler having a piece of Poland. It is something that the 
governments need to work out,” Papa relents. “Poland has always been a 
problem.” 

“This Polish problem could begin a fight between Germany and Russia. That 
would mean you might want to come back to the USA,” Matty puts forward. 
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“You are too much worried,” said Papa. “It will not come to that.” 

“OK, we need to go for a walk on the promenade to watch the New York 
skyline disappear from view.” I tell Matty. “Like Momma is always telling 
us ‘too much politics spoils the digestion. We will be back before it is time 
for dinner so we can all find a place to sit together,” I say to Momma and 
Papa and pull Matty away from his argument. 

“The rule is ‘No politics when we are eating, this argument was before 
dinner,” Matty smiles at me as we walk down the passageway. 

There are only a few people walking the promenade. It is early yet in the 
voyage and people are getting settled into their cabins. The lounge is full 
with people watching and drinking, even in the morning – though some are 
having tea and coffee. Matty and I make our way to the stern and stand by 
the railing. There are only a few passengers standing here. A slim, attractive 
lady in a plain dress next to us starts a conversation.  

“The skyline of New York always impresses. As many times as I have seen it 
from the New Jersey shore, or the Hudson ferries, or from an ocean liner 
such as this, it is still a remarkable sight,” she begins. 

“It is especially meaningful when you come as an immigrant,” I reply. “My 
husband and I – he was just an acquaintance then, watched the skyline 

1939 – Painting of the Statendam steaming past the New York skyline. The 
Staten Island Ferry is in the foreground. 
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together for the first time from the Rotterdam in 1920. I was coming from 
Germany and he was coming from Holland.” 

“You had a shipboard romance?” she inquired.  

Matty and I then turn to smile at one another. 

“Please, tell me about it” she prompts, “if you would not mind?” 

So, we did – and I had the feeling that a shipboard friendship had begun. She 
seemed to much enjoy the story we told and had lots of questions. We found 
out, as we continued the conversation beyond our little story, that Gracie was 
very interested in the opera and had been to many Metropolitan opera 
performances. This pleased me greatly as we seemed to know many of the 
same operas and singers. She was very well versed about music in general. 
She mentioned that she played the piano for enjoyment and liked to sing. 
This part pleased Matty and he joined in on more of the conversation. As it 
became colder on deck, we parted company and said that we would watch for 
one another and continue our conversation sometime during the voyage. 

Some days later, we were passing through the small lounge. Gracie saw us 
and waved us over to join her. I did not recognize her with her dark glasses 
on, we would likely have walked right on by. 

“Before I left New York,” she began the conversation, “I got to see a special 
preview of the new film with Judy Garland and Ray Bolger. It’s been well 
advertised already, so you should know about it. It is in color! A first time 
using color film. And it is just excellent. The music and the costumes…. and 
the story!” 

“We have seen ads in the New York papers for the Strand movie theater,” 
said Matty. “The Wizard of Oz.” 

“I think you would really enjoy it. It will be in the Dutch theaters soon, I am 
sure,” she remarked. 

We told her of the theater chain that Uncle Henri owned and of Papa’s 
business interest. It did not always get the first run pictures we told her, and 
we did not know if the projectors he had would be able to show color. 

“It would not take a special projector,” she said. “The film has the color, the 
same projector bulb that shows black and white will show color.” 

“Are you sure of this?” Matty ask her. 
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“All movie theaters use 35mm film and sound equipment,” she continued. “It 
is a standard. The color is on the film and is color because of the type of film 
used and in the development.” 

“How do you know about film? Do you do photography?” I ask her. 

“Oh… Well…. I have to confess something to you,” Gracie began. “When I 
travel on my own, I usually go second or tourist class, I don’t do my hair up 
fancy, and I wear nice clothes, but they are plain. My dark glasses help a lot 
also…. to make me look different. People don’t tend recognize plain 
people…. You see, I entertain for a living, and I rather not be recognized so 
much. I know opera because I sing opera. I sing at the Met and I will be 
singing at the Paris Opera this month and next. I have been in movies, 
actually, quite a few movies now, so I know a little bit about film production. 
You might have seen my name on screen or on an opera program; it’s Grace 
Moore, and I think you may possibly recognize me as Manon, for I have 
sung that role many times at the Met.” 

“Oh, my,” I began and Matty said “I thought your clothes were quite well 
made.” 

“Please don’t give my little secret away,” she asked us. 

“We won’t,” I told her. “You really surprised us. We had no idea. We have 
met many show people before. In Matty’s business at the Ritz and around 
New York. They have always been so…. so….” 

“So into themselves?” she completed my thought. “Well, I can be that way 
too, but usually with other performers, directors, conductors. They have been 
known to get to me sometimes,” and she laughed. 

We met several times after that before our voyage ended and had some very 
nice conversations. I admit she was a very good listener as we told her about 
our families and our little adventures. She in turn spoke of the opera because 
I prompted her about it. She also spoke of her husband who was Spanish and 
who she would be meeting in Cannes, in France. She wished him to come 
back to the USA with her, for she was frightened for his life. He would often 
be in Spain to be with family. She felt it was still too dangerous there. 

“Valentin and his family are…. were Republicans. So many have been killed 
and are imprisoned by Franco and his fanatics. His parents have found some 
measure of safety in the mountains near Barcelona, and he visits with them 
secretly. They refuse to leave Spain. Maybe they will be safe, but maybe not. 
But, crossing the border as Val does so often, is bound to get him caught. 
The Civil war is over and the Fascist control becomes stronger. To hear Val 
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speak of the country is sad. It is still in turmoil. Germany and Italy had a big 
role in the Fascist victory, and continue to give Franco the power to dictate. 
There is a shadow that is creeping over the European continent; a shadow of 
Nazi and Fascist domination. Valentin needs to come home with me.” 

“I have been telling Papa that it will not be so safe living next to Hitler,” said 
Matty. “But he is a stubborn Dutchman. Hitler is taking back what he thinks 
belongs to Germany. It is a scary business. Who knows what border he will 
cross next?” 

Gracie departed the Statendam at Boulogne-sur-Mer in France. We see her 
down the gangplank and then walk around the port for the morning. I take the 
time this day of August 11th to mail a postcard to my papa and momma. 
Momma had finally broken her silence and was at least talking to Matty, at 
minimum a few words. I was happy that we could at least visit with Papa 
now in their home, and to send letters that she would not throw away.  

Our time with Gracie had 
made the seven-day trip 
pass quickly. We were in 
Rotterdam that evening and 
Den Hague an hour later. 
On September 1, Germany 
invaded Poland. Much was 
said by the other European 
countries, but nothing was 
done. Polish forces were 
overcome quickly by the 
German and Russian armies. 
Matty began again to talk 

about returning home soon. I told him our child was first to be born. The 
baby was beginning to swell in my belly and I was feeling very healthy. Papa 
continued to argue that Hitler would recognize Dutch neutrality as was done 
in the last war. 

 

Postscripts 
The World's Fair was organized by a team of retired NYC policemen as a 
way of lifting the country's spirits after the Great Depression. The effort was 
spearheaded by former Police Commissioner Grover Whalen, who served as 
the president of the New York World's Fair Corporation. After four years of 
planning, the fair opened on April 30, 1939 on a plot of land in Queens that 

1939 – Postcard sent from France. 
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was formerly used as an ash dump. Pavilions in the fair were not only 
intended to display art and portray customs from around the world and to get 
people to buy products, they were also intended to educate and inform the 
public about basic materials and processes that were then very new and not 
well known. Many experimental product concepts and new materials were 
shown that were not currently available for purchase, but would become 
household items and the American way of life in various ways over the next 
few years. The fair pavilions resembled more a modern-day government-
sponsored science fair exhibit than the usual corporate advertising or sales 
promotions. 

With its vast area and prominent location just south of the Theme Center, the 
Transportation Zone pavilions attracted widespread attention. Perhaps the 
most popular of the Transportation pavilions was  built for General Motors. 
There, the 36,000 square feet of Futurama exhibit, designed by famed 
industrial designer and theater set designer Norman Bel Geddes, transported 
fair visitors over a huge diorama of a fictional section of the United States 
that was designed with an array of miniature highways, towns, 500,000 
individually designed homes, 50,000 miniature vehicles, waterways, and a 
million miniature trees of diverse species. These elements of the diorama 
gradually became larger as the visitors, seated in chairs overhead, moved 
through the exhibit, until the cars and other elements of the exhibit became 
life-size. At the Borden's Dairyland exhibit next to the Transportation exhibit, 
Hilla and Matty would get to see new technology that showcased the latest 
electric cow-milking machine and to eventually mention this new, exciting 
innovation to her brother Gerhardt. 

Grace Moore was a well-known singer of Broadway, movies, and the opera. 
She was from a small town in Tennessee and was the same age as Hilla and 
Matty. She was traveling to France to meet with her husband in Cannes, and 
for a singing engagement at the Paris opera. She had just come from 
Hollywood, performing in the film version of the opera “Louise.” Previously, 
she had received an Academy Award nomination for “One Night of Love” 
(1934), a film that featured pioneering operatic works with full orchestra. 
Receiving vocal training in France, Moore made her operatic debut at the 
Metropolitan Opera in New York City in 1928, singing the role of Mimì in 
Giacomo Puccini's La bohème. During her sixteen seasons with the 
Metropolitan Opera, she sang Italian and French opera as well as the title 
roles in Tosca, Manon, and Louise. Her autobiography, “You’re Only 
Human Once”, appeared in 1944. Moore's life story was made into a movie, 
“So This Is Love” (1953). During World War II, Moore was active in the 
USO, flying to many locations to entertain American troops abroad. She died 
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just after the war in a plane crash near the Copenhagen airport in January 
1947. 

Hitler demanded a solution to the so-called 'Danzig Problem' just after the 
German invasion of Czechoslovakia of March 1939. He was bound by an 
agreement he signed with Poland in January 1934, guaranteeing not to alter 
the Danzig position nor threaten the Polish corridor for a period of ten 
years. Britain and France had pledged their support to Poland should she be 
threatened by another country. By this time, the Warsaw government was 
already preparing for war. Trenches were dug, power stations sandbagged 
and people were carrying gas masks around with them. After signing an 
unexpected pact (unexpected to the rest of Europe and the U.S.) with Russia 
German armies rolled into Poland on September 1, and Russian armies 
attacked from the east on September 17, 1939. Warsaw surrendered on 
September 27th. Britain and France did not intervene. Germany and Russia 
divided Poland between them. 
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Chapter 44 
Franz – Buffalo, 1939-40 

Europe at war – American concerns 
 

‘Vernichtungsschlacht’ – Ger. a battle of annihilation. A military strategy 
in which an attacking army seeks to destroy the military capacity of the 
opposing army in a single planned pivotal battle. This is achieved through 
the use of tactical surprise; the application of overwhelming force at a key 
point; a ‘blitzkrieg.’ 

Webster’s Unabridged Dictionary 
 

“Oh boy, it’s not 
looking too good,” I 
begin, looking up 
from the paper. The 
paper is dated 
September 21, 1939. 
Anna and I are back 
in Buffalo from our 
trip to New York and 
New England. We had 
been to the World’s 
Fair and had seen 
Papa, Momma, Matty 
and Hilla off on a 
Steamship to Holland 
in mid-August.  

“The Germans are making a real war again with their army going into 
Poland. And now Russia is in the battle. Papa needs to turn around and come 
right back to the USA. I hope Matty is pushing for this,” I continue. 

“It is not a war,” Anna responds. “Poland is really not a country. It has 
always been a part of some other country. You told me before that it was 
even part of Sweden in history. And, everybody knows that Danzig is 
German. It has been so for hundreds of years. It was Germany before the Big 

1939 – Franz and Anna with their new Plymouth in 
New Hampshire, on the way back from the NY 

World’s Fair. 
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War and the French and the British took it away. Now Germany is just 
wanting it back.” 

“Well,” I answer, “it is not right to just march in with the army and blow up 
everything. That is called aggression. And, what about the Russians? They 
are making war now against Poland also. Italy has also been stirring up the 
pot. Remember, their army marched into Ethiopia three years ago and they 
still have an army in Spain along with the Germans. It is a real mess in 
Europe now.” 

“Papa is always telling us that the Dutch are tricky in politics and will keep 
Holland a neutral country. They will find ways to make the deals if there is a 
war, and they will also make the money from both sides, just like all the 
other wars that were in Europe,” she argues. “Besides, they can blow up the 
dikes and make floods so no army can come in. My brother told me this. 
They have a good protection plan.” 

“Ya, well, deals and floods maybe were good for the past, but I think Hitler 
is a little more crazy and horrible even than Napoleon,” I conclude. 

 _________________________________________________ 

 
Anna and I have been very worried about everyone in Holland for several 
months now. We have not heard from anyone since the German invasion in 
May. Absolutely nothing…. nothing from Papa or Matty or any of our 
relatives or friends there. We know only what the papers tell us. And it is 
very bad news. The Nazis and the Fascists are in control of almost all Europe 
now, and it happened so quickly. 

“You have to look back,” Al, my boss is explaining to me. “It was really not 
so quick. It goes back to ’22 when Mussolini took over in Italy.” 

Alphonse is Italian, and he is the painting contractor that I work for. He is 
Italian-American. He was born right here in New York state in the Bronx, but 
he is very Italian, and he hates Mussolini. And Mussolini is in with Hitler, so 
he is always damning the two of them. 

“Then in ’33, the same year we elect Roosevelt which is a very good thing, 
that bastard Hitler becomes the leader of Germany, which is a very bad 
thing,” he continues. “And look at what now! The Nazis, they have Spain, 
France, Austria, Hungary, Poland, Czhek, Holland, Denmark, Scandinavia…. 
they will have all of Europe pretty soon. Only the English are still hiding 
over on their island. Well, we are also hiding here on our side of the Atlantic 
Ocean.” 
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“Are you thinking we should go to war?” I ask in surprise. “Most everyone I 
know always says that we need to stay away from the politics of Europe…. 
Just let them settle their own problems, they say…. Just let them kill 
themselves over there. We are safe here. There is no need for us to be 
involved.” 

“What do you think?” he asks. 

“Until Hitler took Norway and Denmark, I thought maybe he was doing the 
Germans some good,” I begin to answer. 

“But he blew up Holland and Belgium and they are now a part of Germany,” 
Al interrupted. “So now your relatives are in danger, maybe even some of 
them killed. And maybe you change your mind?” 

“I think England needs some help,” I consider, “more help, probably that the 
lend-lease destroyers and airplanes we are going to be sending them. Yes, I 
have changed my mind about the war. I think, mostly because the Nazis have 
Holland. But also, I think we are too late.  This country is not prepared to 
fight. I think not. We just do not really have an army, and our navy, I also 
think is too small. Hitler now will attack England with his blitzkrieg and it 
will be all over.” 

“Well, we still need to go to work,” he tells me. “Let’s go and see how they 
are making these airplanes for England. At least for this week, we have 
offices to paint over at Curtiss-Wright, at the plant in Tonawanda.” 

On a break Al and I 
walk over to the 
main plant to see 
what we might see. It 
is quite a sight…. a 
huge operation. It is 
difficult to tell, but it 
looks like from 
where we are 
standing at the plant 
entrance, there are 
probably more than a 
hundred planes under 
construction. We ask 
a passing worker 
about the planes and 

are told that they are building a fighter plane, the P-40 Warhawk. I wonder 

1940 – Production of P-40 Warhawk fighter planes at 
the Curtiss-Wright plant in Tonawanda, NY. 
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how many will be going to England…. I wonder when the United States will 
start to send soldiers. 

 _________________________________________________ 

 

“You are now working over at the new construction for the Curtiss-Wright 
plant on Genesee Street by the airport?” my good friend, Tony asks. 

“They are using a lot of wood for the plant building and it needs to be 
painted. It all will be sprayed. Too much surface and not enough time for 
hand painting,” I tell him. Bertha and Tony and little Bertha are over for 
dinner.  

“They have used some steel in the building for the roof trusses, but steel is 
becoming scarce, even for the factories that make planes for the war. So they 
are using more wood. Much of the steel I think is now is going into making 
trucks and tanks to send to the English.” 

“I see the Chevy factory is making airplane engines now,” remarks Tony. “I 
wonder if they will stop making cars altogether? Some things are getting 
hard to come by. Have you tried to get an automobile tire lately?” 

“Roosevelt is sure sending a lot of supplies to England,” I continue. “I hope 
they will be able to hold out. The photos in the paper almost every day and 
the movie newsreels show so much destruction from the bombing in 
England…. I am almost glad that things were so quick in Holland.” 

“I am not sure it is so good there either,” he replies. “Have you heard 
anything yet?” 

“Nothing,” I tell him. 

“Don’t be discouraged,” he tells me. “Your Papa will find a way to keep 
everyone safe.” 

“We just have to wait and see. Nothing we can do,” I reply. “Except we can 
support the war effort.” 

“But we are not at war,” Tony reminds me. 

“Maybe not, but there are sure a lot of war planes being manufactured,” I tell 
him. 

“Are you quitting your job now to go to work at building airplanes,” Tony 
jokes. 
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“In a way,” I answer. “We have a contract to paint some of the new planes 
that they will be building at the Genesee plant when it goes into operation. 
They want them to be camouflaged. Alphonse has purchased new spray 
equipment for application on aluminum. So, yes,” I tell him, “I am not 
quitting my work, but I will be involved in making war planes.”  

“They have not converted any work at our furniture factory yet,” returns 
Tony to joking. “I wonder if I will be upholstering any tank or airplane seats 
in the near future.” 

“Maybe they will change the draft upward to include 40-year olds,” I 
suggest, “and then we can both be very directly involved in the war effort….  
as soldiers.” 

“That’s not a joke,” replies Tony. 

 

Postscripts 
 
On September 16, 1940, President Franklin D. Roosevelt signs the Selective 
Service and Training Act, which requires all male citizens between the ages 
of 26 and 35 to register for the military draft, beginning on October 16. The 
act had been passed by Congress 10 days earlier. America was not yet 
involved in the Second World War, but Roosevelt considered it a prudent step 
to train American men for military service in case the U.S. would have to 
defend itself against the growing threat of fascist and militarist regimes in 
Europe and Japan.  

On October 1940, both Helmut and Gerhardt had to register for the draft. 
First time in American history for a peacetime draft. Helmut was 32 and 
Gerhardt was 28. Franz was 36 and was not required to register. 

In September 1939, after Germany invades Poland, Great Britain and 
France declare war on Germany. The Soviet Union invades Poland from the 
east. Britain and France make protests but do not declare war on the Soviets. 
Warsaw surrenders on September 27. Germany and the Soviet Union divide 
Poland between them.  

On April 9, 1940, Germany invades Denmark and Norway. Denmark 
surrenders on the day of the attack; Norway holds out until June 9. On May 
10, 1940, Germany attacks Western Europe – France and the neutral Low 
Countries. Luxembourg is occupied on May 10; the Netherlands surrenders 
on May 14; and Belgium surrenders on May 28.  Italy declares war on 
France and Britain on June 10 and invades southern France on June 21. On 
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June 22, France capitulates and signs an armistice agreement by which the 
Germans occupy the northern half of the country and the entire Atlantic 
coastline. In southern France, a Fascist regimeis established with its capital 
in Vichy. In June, 1940 the Soviet Union cedes the eastern province of 
Bessarabia and the northern half of Bukovina to the Soviet Ukraine. The 
Soviets occupy the Baltic States of Estonia, Latvia, and Lithuania, 
engineering Communist coup d’états in each of them, and then annexing 
them as Soviet Republics in August. In October, Italy invades Greece, and in 
November, the Soviet Union invades Finland.  

By June 1940, Britain is forced to retreat from the European continent in the 
battle of Dunkirk. In July, 1940, the air war known as the Battle of Britain 
begins. London and much of England is bombed.  Britain retaliates with air 
raids on Berlin. By the end of the year Britain is still holding off Germany. 
Britain has not declared war on the Soviet Union, and neither have the 
Soviets declared against Britain. The United States will not enter the war 
until December 7, 1941; however, Roosevelt had initiated a peace-time draft 
and a lend-lease program for arms to Great Britain, both barely approved by 
a very reluctant congress. 
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Chapter 45 
Matty – Lisbon, 1941 
Waiting for the Boat 

 
…And no matter what the progress 
Or what may yet be proved 
The simple facts of life are such 
They cannot be removed 
You must remember this 
 
A kiss is still a kiss, 
A sigh is just a sigh 
The fundamental things apply 
As time goes by 

music and words by Herman Hupfeld (1931) 
 

“How did you even manage to get out?” asks Clyde. Clyde is someone I met 
at the nightclub here in Lisbon. It was not an evening when I met him, it was 
one morning. The nightclub is just around the corner from where we are 
staying. The door was left open and I saw the piano. I cannot resist a piano. 
The nightclub is the Boate Artis, and Clyde is the piano player there. He is an 
American from New York City. Well, not born there. Actually, he is from the 
south like many of the Negros in New York. But he plays jazz and knows all 
the show tunes. It was very easy to make friends with him because of 
knowing the same music. 

“Some information just dropped in my lap,” I tell him, and I begin to relate 
the following story: 

“I was working in my tailor shop making uniforms for the German officers. 
In a uniform pocket from a head SS general, there was a medal and a letter of 
commendation. The letter had a signature from Himmler and an SS seal. 
There was no one in my shop when I found these things. I quickly closed the 
shop and I traced the signature and seal on pattern paper. Later Papa and I 
took this to a printer that used the tracings to forge travel papers. Papa was 
also making at this time, some connections with the NSB, the Dutch Nazis. 
This was dangerous because he was also helping with some of the raids by 
the Dutch resistance. Anyway, he was able to get permission to leave 
Holland for Belgium on NSB business. This is how we managed to leave 
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from The Hague. By the time we were in Paris, we were fugitives with 
forged papers and we could not go further because the Germans controlled 
all the gates out of Paris. But then Papa also found a way to get out by 
getting work in the town of Vichy. We had a couple of close calls in Paris, 
but when we got to the border with Spain, the Vichy French almost had us on 
a train to the work camps. This was our worse situation. Then we come 
through Spain to Portugal,” I conclude. 

“Well don’t leave me hanging, man,” Clyde protests. “How did you get away 
from those Vichy bastards?” 

 “Papa got us out by his fighting,” I begin telling more of the story, “and then 
we were lucky to find some Basque people to help us cross the border.” 

“Our train was stopped in Perpignan, some miles yet from the Spanish 
border, and we were ordered by the Vichy soldiers to exit for interrogation. 
The soldier in charge was not willing to accept our travel papers or our 
American visas, and was about to separate us, men from women and 
children, to go to the labor camps. Papa was beside himself and ready to 
begin a fight right then…. with soldiers with guns! But I pulled him aside to 
suggest we bribe the soldiers, and he agreed. When we were being taken by 
two soldiers to the holding place for the men, I told them about our suitcase 
full of cigarettes and chocolate. They agree to let us show them where it was. 
In the baggage room, Papa used my accordion case…. with the accordion in 
it, to hit one of the soldiers. This knocked him out and then in the same 
motion, he jumps on the other to wrestle his gun away. Papa is quite strong 
and has good wrestling skills. I helped to knock this soldier out by kicking 
him in the head. He did try to shoot us and he fired his rifle, but no one got 
hurt and no one heard the shot because the train station was so noisy. We 
then put the two soldiers into the corner of the room and stacked many 
suitcases on top of them. Then we found Momma, Hilla, and little Tony and 
left the train station by taxi. Although we had problems with check-points 
before while on our travel from Holland, this was the most serious time. We 
may have badly hurt one or both of the soldiers. I am not sure. We did not 
want to, but we had to do something. It was a very bad situation.” 

“The taxi driver took us to the French coastal town of Banalyus and to a 
small cottage where he introduced us to some Basque people. They helped us 
to cross over into Spain. We walked two days over the pass across the 
Pyrenees Mountains. It was not a high pass, but it was raining and cold, and 
the path was slippery. It was difficult for Momma. We all had to sleep in a 
small mountain shelter overnight. We stayed another night with a Spanish 
family. A young Basque girl helped us get to the train in Barcelona. Her 
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name was Rosie. She had lost all of her family in the Civil War. All of Spain 
is a mess. The war has left it devastated. Without Rosie to help us, we would 
not have got through Spain, I think. The people are so very desperate. It 
would have been easy to be robbed of everything we had. But, as you see, we 
have made it here!” I conclude. 

“That is quite a story. Your Papa is really a tough guy,” Clyde comments. 
“So now you are stuck here in Lisbon.” 

“Papa has found a ship,” I tell him. “We will soon be back in New York City. 
It is an export liner, so it is not as big as the regular passenger ships. There 
are not many passenger ships leaving from Europe now, so we are lucky to 
even find a ship going to America.” 

“The German Navy is sinking many ships,” relates Clyde. “I hope you will 
lucky on your voyage.”  

“I know. We were this close,” I show with my fingers, “from leaving 
Rotterdam in May last year when the Germans invaded. They bombed the 
harbor and sunk the ship, Statendam. We were on our way to board her when 
the Luftwaffe attacked.  We probably should have left in April, but my health 
was not so good then. I guess we could also have been on board the 
steamship when it was bombed. It was fortunate that we were not.” 

“Before you go, why don’t you come to the club one evening?” Clyde asks. 
“You should bring your wife. Then you can hear me play and you can listen 
our singer, Giselle. She is pretty good.” 

We agree that tomorrow night would be good time. 

Our family stays at the 
Misericordia. It is a 
small hotel not far from 
the train station in the 
neighborhood of Alto.  

“Clyde has asked if we 
might enjoy an evening 
at his club,” I inform 
Hilla. “What do you 
think? It would be fun to 
get out and to listen to 
some music and have a 
glass of wine. Momma 
can watch Tony.” 

 

1940 Lisbon Portugal. View from near the 
Misericordia (Mercy Hotel.)
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“But I have nothing to wear for such an occasion,” replied my wife. 

“You have a very good dress,” I tell her. “It is not so fancy, but you look 
beautiful in it.” 

“Well that may be so, but all the shoes I have are worn out, and I have no 
dress shoes.” 

“We will look for something nearby,” I tell her. Then we will make plans for 
tomorrow evening.” 

We arrive early in the evening because we do not intend to stay late. Clyde is 
happy to see us and I introduce Hilla. He then introduces both of us to the 
club owner, Rick. 

“Clyde tells me that you are a master tailor,” Rick begins. “You would do 
well with a business here in the city. There are many English and Germans 
looking for fine clothes. The city is quite cosmopolitan. It could provide a 
very nice profit. I could provide you with some initial financing.” 

“We have made plans. We are on our way back to the United States,” I tell 
him. “We have found a ship that will be leaving soon.” 

“Well, the waters of the Atlantic are pretty dangerous now,” Rick comments, 
echoing Clyde’s earlier remarks to me. “Lisbon is really a pretty safe place. 
You should consider my offer.” 

“You must now excuse me,” Rick has turned to greet some new arrivals to 
the club. “I need to tend to business. I will try to come by again to see how 
you are doing later this evening. Enjoy yourselves. ” 

Clyde escorts us to a table next to the dance floor near his piano. Before we 
sit down, Hilla pulls me close and whispers, “You see how these men and 
women are dressed. And, here we are…. we will be sitting in front of 
everyone! I told you this would be a fancy place – I feel like a poor kitchen 
maid in this dress.” 

“You look just fine,” I tell her, “and anyway, these people will never see us 
again. We are here to listen to the singer and the music for a while, and then 
we will go. Let’s just watch the people and see what happens in the evenings 
here in Lisbon. Clyde tells me that this is an interesting and exciting place.” 

So we observe those around us and we listen to Clyde on the piano. He is 
playing As time goes by, a song I know very well. This is yet another reversal 
of our six-week trek from Holland. From rags to riches…. how would these 
finely dressed people fit in with the poor and shabby in the dirty train stations 
of Madrid and Barcelona? In the bombed cities of Belgium? Here we are in 
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nightclub, of all places, in relative safety listening to music about kisses and 
sighs, while just a week ago we were nearly sent off to a prison camp! What 
a crazy world…. what a wild journey we have had from our start in Den 
Haag.  

Club patrons are coming up to the piano and requesting songs. It is quite a 
show because of all the different languages and dress. Clyde had a wide 
repertory and for the most part complies with the many varied requests of the 
patrons. The evening is well past early now, and Giselle had still not made 
her appearance. 

A group of German business men who have been drinking heavily are 
becoming quite boisterous. One of the group comes up to Clyde and asks him 
to play the German anthem, “Deutschland uber alles.” 

Clyde politely advises the German that the club policy is not to stir up 
national sentiment. Cursing on his way back to his friends, he leaves Clyde 
shouting in German that the Negro race is nothing but a tribe of monkeys. 

The table of Germans soon gets to their feet and with their drinks in one hand 
they raise their arms shouting “Heil Hitler.” At yet another table, Frenchmen 
collect. Soon, a shouting match begins with curses in French, German, and a 
variety of other languages. All may have turned into a brawl, had not the 
Lisboa Policia arrived so promptly. Both Germans and French are escorted 
from the club. The police captain remains to talk with Rick. It appears as 
though they might be good friends or that this may happen often, and that 
Rick had the situation covered from the start. 

This activity is quickly followed by the long lost Giselle who begins to sing a 
melancholy ballad – probably some more good strategy by Rick. By this 
time, we have been at the club for a few hours and are quite tired. We bid 
Clyde adieu and head for our bedroom. 

 _________________________________________________ 

 

Our trip aboard the steamship Escambion is both enjoyable and exhilarating. 
First, I have to say that the ship is not really an ocean liner; it is an export 
liner that has room for more cargo than passengers – only 87 passengers 
total, and is really quite a bit smaller than most passenger ships. It is maybe 
only one-quarter the size. The first part of our trip was smooth sailing and we 
enjoyed outside decks and the inside fine dining. We made some good 
acquaintances, and I got to entertain with my accordion. The last part of the 
trip was very rough, especially near Bermuda. We travelled through a 
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hurricane. Over the ship’s intercom, the captain told us that the winds were 
well over 100-knots. That is 115 miles per hour, we are told. Because the 
ship rolled and bucked, there was some minor damage and there was much 
water to be pumped out. This is why we had to stay over in St. George 
Harbor to ride out the hurricane. Many people got sick because of all the 
motion, and we all have a few bruises from bumping into things. Only our 
little boy seemed to enjoy the whole adventure. He was the only one that 
could stay on his feet! 

Because of the storm, it took 11-days for the crossing. We have finally made 
it to New York Harbor. 

“You and your son will have to go to Ellis Island,” the customs official tells 
us. “He is over the age of one and he needs a separate visa.” 

“We started this trip a year ago when he was 5-months old, but the Germans 
bombed our steamship and then we could not get out.” I tell him. 

“It should not take you long,” he answers. “I’m sure they will pass you 
through, but I cannot. I will call for a launch to take you over there. You will 
have to wait on the ship.” 

Papa and Momma are behind us in line. Papa is irritated at what we have 
been told, but there is not much that can be done about it. The customs 
officer then looks over Papa and Momma’s visa. 

“It looks like you will have to stay as well,” he tells Papa. “Your visa shows 
you have lived in Holland since 1933.” 

“We were living there for a while, but we have lived in America from 1937 
to 1939,” Papa replies. 

“You can come through if you have an American citizen to vouch for you,” 
the official tells us. “But, your visa will be held and we will look into your 
background.” 

“My son is waiting for us, just there,” Papa responds pointing to the dock. 
“He has his citizen papers. We are going to his home in Buffalo.” 

“You can both wait on the ship until I process through the other passengers,” 
he tells us. “Then we will look for your son. 

We say our goodbyes to Papa and Momma as we get directed to the launch 
for Ellis Island. Papa’s temper is steaming. I tell him to try to be patient. I 
also tell him we will see everyone in Buffalo. Franz and Anna do not have to 
wait for us. There is no room in the car for all of us and we would have to 
take the train anyway.  
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On the Island, we are directed to wait in the great hall. It brings back vivid 
memories for Hilla. She was so worried back in 1920 about the medical 
testing because of her poor eyesight. She thought that they would send her 
back to Germany because of trachoma. I told her she didn’t need to worry, 
because there was no way she had an eye disease. She only had poor 
eyesight. She just needed better glasses. But when they separated her from 
the family because of her eyes, well…. 

“I was sure they were going to send me back to Germany,” she continues. 
“But then, the doctor tells me to see a good eye doctor and passes me 
through.” 

The hall is almost empty 
except for a few Marine 
guards. Our little Tony is 
running around the long rows 
of benches and having a good 
time.  

We are left in the hall for a 
couple of hours before 
someone finally comes back. 
“Nothing will happen today,” 
says the woman official. “You 
will have to come back 
tomorrow for a hearing before 
a special board of inquiry. You 
can leave by boat and stay in 
New Jersey but your son will 
have to spend the night 
because it is illegal for him to 
be in the U.S.” 

“That’s crazy,” says Hilla. 
“We will stay with our son.” 

“We do not have much 
available in the way of accommodations,” says the official, “and regulations 
do not permit us to detain those people that have legal entry.” 

The official then reaches down to try to make friends with little Tony, but he 
begins to cry and does not want anything to do with the woman. She 
reconsiders. “I think maybe I can ask my supervisor if we can make an 
exception.” 

1941 News article from the Buffalo Express.
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The accommodations were not much just as the woman official had claimed: 
two small spring beds with thin mattresses and a couple of blankets in a room 
with a steam radiator. Better than what they had in Madrid and Barcelona. 
“They have their quotas on immigration, but they surely will let a baby come 
in with his parents,” I say.  

At the hearing, our 14-month old was paroled without bond into our custody 
by a special board of inquiry. We take the train from New York City to 
Buffalo to rejoin Papa and Momma and begin our lives again. 

 
 
Postscripts 
 
Germany invaded Holland on May 10, 1940 with armor rolling across the 
Maas River and the bombing and paratrooper invasion of Rotterdam. Within 
a week, Holland capitulates. The Dutch army was totally unprepared.  The 
Nazis and the Dutch National Socialist Bund take control of the government. 
Belgium is next and then France. The French sign an armistice on June 22, 
1940. Northern France which included Paris and the Atlantic coast comes 
under direct Nazi military control. Southern France is left under a puppet 
fascist state with the government in Vichy under Field Marshal Pétain.  It is 
a time of fear and conscription. Soldiers come into homes to confiscate 
anything and everything. They will take away men for work in their factories. 
They are always on the lookout for Jews and even if they think a person 
resembles a Jew, that person is sent off to one of their labor camps. 
Resistance efforts exist but they are generally ineffective. Nazi military 
control is cruel and inescapable. 

Portugal and England have been allies since the Treaty of Windsor signed in 
1385. For centuries marriages and alliances have been made between the 
two royal houses against both the Spanish and French – it had become one 
of the longest alliances of major countries in world history. Even with a war 
going on many British were still seen in Lisbon, as well as people from many 
other countries. Both French patriot and German Nazi mingled freely in the 
city. Cafés were crowded with refugees, many of them women and children, 
and many Jewish. Swank bars and restaurants buzzed with spies. Head for 
the Bairro Alto, people said. That's where the British and Germans go and sit 
in cafes and nightclubs and watch each other. On one hand, the country still 
maintained treaty links with Great Brittan even lending them air bases in the 
Azores, and on the other hand, Dictator Salazar’s sympathies were clearly 
with Germany providing important raw materials such as copper and 
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tungsten for the Nazi war effort. Sintra airport north of the city was the only 
one in Europe with scheduled flights to both London and Berlin. Portugal 
and its major city, Lisbon, had settled into uneasy neutrality. 

At one time Ellis Island functioned as the primary port of entry and 
processing station for immigration to the United States – this was from 1892 
until 1924. The Immigration Act passed by Congress in 1924 altered the 
process. After that time, visas were issued by U.S. Consuls abroad and the 
island functioned primarily as a deportation and detention facility. It is 
estimated that between 12 and 16 million immigrants passed through the 
facilities at Ellis Island. In 1920, when Hilla and her family arrived, about 
335-thousand immigrants were admitted through the island's facilities. Now 
it was 1941 and most of the world, except for the United States was at war 
with Germany again (and Japan as well). As in World War I, few people had 
the opportunity to immigrate. At the start of World War II, Ellis Island began 
serving as a station for the Coast Guard. The Navy also had a small 
contingent of personnel on the Island as a prerequisite for future training so 
that armed Marines were posted there. In June of 1940, Congress passed the 
Alien Registration Act and the Facility was being used to register and 
fingerprint non-citizens. In the section where immigrants were temporarily 
housed there were now aliens waiting for deportation. The 1940 Act also 
transferred control of immigration from the Department of Labor to the 
Department of Justice.  
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Chapter 46 
Marie – Buffalo, 1942 

Taking on a family during war time 
 

All the day long whether rain or shine 
She’s a part of the assembly line 
She’s making history,  
working for victory 
Rosie the Riveter 
Keeps a sharp lookout for sabotage 
Sitting up there on the fuselage 
That little frail can do more than a  
male will do 
Rosie the Riveter 

Song by Redd Evans and John Jacob Loeb, 1942 
 

Well, I am now the mother of three 
girls. It is a very good feeling. Helmut 
and I were married in November last 
year, here in Buffalo. To get ahead, so 
we can buy a house, we both have 
jobs. When we got to Buffalo, Helmut 
quickly found a job working as a floor 
layer. I now also have a night-shift job 
at Curtiss-Wright doing riveting on 
airplane fuselages. Helmut works 
during the day, and my shift begins at 
4:00. I have been at work now at the 
plant for only a few weeks. The 
Curtiss-Wright plant goes day and 
night making airplanes for the war. 
Our two different jobs are not a 
conflict for watching the girls. If 
something does come up, Billie-Jean is 
12, and old enough to watch for a 
while, or the girls can stay at Grandma 
and Grandpa Hoche’s house if there is 

 
1941 Helmut and Marie wedding. 
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a real problem with our schedule. Although the girls would not be happy to 
go over there. 

So far, Helmut is not called for the draft because he is way down on the list. 
He is the “supporting” father of three girls. The draft board does not know he 
is married yet. And he now also volunteers with the fire department. He is 
anyway almost near the cutoff age of 35, but, I am sure this limit can change 
depending on how the war goes. The U.S. is fighting two wars. It looks like 
maybe for right now though, since he is not called yet, he probably is safe. 
Not like so many young men that we know. We will cross our fingers. 

No one in our family has had to enlist so far. Gerhardt tried to join the army, 
but his head injury prevented it. Last year he had a car accident and had to 
have a metal plate put in his scull for protection where it was broken.  It was 
not good, but he is fine. It has not prevented him from doing any work, yet he 
is not good enough for the army. That’s a good thing, I think. Now, Herbert’s 
boy Sonny will be eligible by the end of this year, and probably he will have 
to enlist. 

We will have the down-payment money for a house very soon because both 
our jobs pay well. We will probably move out of Buffalo to nearby 
Eggertsville. It will be nice to live more out in the country, and to have a 
house instead of an apartment. 

You might think that 
riveting would be boring, 
but it is not. I really like 
my job and it is quite 
challenging and exciting. 
We work on the C-46 
transport plane at the 
plant. There are crews 
working on P-40 fighter 
planes also, but our 
section just works on the 
C-46’s. I mostly work 
with another girl. It 
normally takes two to put 
a rivet in; one to rivet and 
one to buck. Sometimes, 
I am paired up with one 
of the guys, but mostly I 

work with Martha. They call us the two M’s. Martha is just out of high 

 
1942 – Wartime production of aircraft. It takes two 

to put in a rivet, one to rivet and one to buck. 
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school, maybe about a year. She is not married and is not serious about 
anyone. We get along really well. She is a good, hard worker and is very 
smart. About every hour we trade jobs, she rivets and I buck, and then the 
opposite. There are 14 in our crew. Six of us do mostly riveting, the others 
assemble structural parts and Jim Waygant is our crew foreman. He 
organizes what we will be doing each evening and helps when we need it. 
There are eight girls and six men in our crew. There are also other crews that 
install the fuel tanks and the fuel lines, and the electric motors and cables. 
Engines go on last and this is done outside most of the time. Each C-46 takes 
on the order of about 200,000 rivets and about 100,000 screws, bolts and 
other fasteners. Not all rivets are the same. You need different rivets for the 
fuselage than you do for the wings, and different ones when you set them in 
the ribs or the spars or when you attach the windows, or many other things. It 
is complicated and interesting, and it is exciting to watch the plane grow as 
you work on it. We sometimes also get to watch the planes when they take 
off and leave if the flights are during the early evening. It’s kind of like 
watching a son go off to war. You worry that everything will be OK and you 
wonder about where the destination will be. Many of the pilots that ferry the 
planes to their new locations are women because men pilots are off to the 
war. I am very proud to be a woman working to build these planes. 

 ________________________________________________ 
 
Jerry and Jim are holding the aluminum panel against the fuselage stringers 
now while I drill six guide holes to hold the panel in place. Martha follows to 
insert screw clamps and tightens them down to hold it securely for riveting. 
We set two panels this way, and I then begin to drill the holes for the rivets. 
Martha and Jerry move to another section of the fuselage to set some other 
smaller panels. I drill holes about an inch apart along the stringers and the 
bulkhead sections for the rivets. Once you get the hang of it you no longer 
need a guide for spacing. The panel I am drilling is about six feet by two feet 
and follows between two of the stringers. Hole-drilling goes quickly through 
the aluminum. With Martha back, she begins to place the rivets. Finished 
with drilling, I move inside to hold the bucking tool. “Ready when you are,” 
I signal Martha and she begins to drive rivets. We are using countersunk 
rivets with flat heads, driving them flush with the outside surface. The gun 
stops automatically when the rivet is flush. As we work on, Jim and Jerry 
keep the panels coming in the order they need to be placed. In doing these 
large panels we will get quite a large section of skin secured to the aircraft 
tonight. Some of the other of our crew are busy assembling the tail structure, 
and the other rivet team is working on the nose section. Cables are being run 
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for the rudder and elevator controls before the skin will be added to the 
rudder. Martha and I work our way along the topside of the fuselage riveting 
from mid fuselage towards the tail of the aircraft, moving the scaffolding as 
we progress. 

“Have you heard from your husband?” I ask Anna at our mid-shift break. 
Anna is one of the other rivet girls in our crew. She and Teddi had been 
riveting panels towards the nose of the fuselage. 

“Not since two weeks ago,” she replies. “They keep moving him all around 
North Africa. He writes that it is really super-hot there and that sand gets into 
everything. It is hard to keep the trucks and tanks running because the sand 
clogs the carburetors and gets into the wheel bearings.” 

“You and the baby doing OK?” I continue. “How are you holding up at 
home? 

“Mom is really loving it,” she answers. “Working second shift is the greatest! 
Mom is up with the baby in the morning. I get to be with her all day and give 
mom a break, and then mom gets to put her to bed. I just don’t get to see dad 
very much. But I think everything is OK with him too.” 

“Second shift works really well for us too,” I tell her. “But I don’t get to see 
my husband very often either.” 

As the night progresses, we get a lot of the topside of the aircraft covered. 

I am up in the morning to see Helmut off to work and the older girls off to 
school. We have some cereal together, and some toast. Helmut fixes the 
lunches. After they all leave, I read a book to Darlene on the couch and then 
fall asleep for a while. She is happy with her doll. 

Anna is right. If you have to work, second shift is pretty good way to still fit 
in family life. A little hectic at times, but…. I can’t imagine having the girls 
going to grandma’s if I had to work a day shift. Living with the girls would 
be horrible. It will be summer vacation for Billie-Jean and Carol soon. I’m 
going to have to think about what they are to do during the day. 

At 3:30, just after Jean and Carol come home from school, I catch the 
Genesee bus to work. Helmut has the car. He will be home soon. He works at 
many different locations doing his floor laying so he needs to drive. I have 
only one destination…. the Curtiss-Wright plant next to the Municipal 
Airport. A Woman bus driver takes us to work. The bus is full with workers 
going to Curtiss Wright for the second shift. More than half on the bus are 
women. They work in all sections of the plant, from the offices, to the paint 
shop, and out on the flight line. So many of the Buffalo businesses are now 
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doing work for the military, and they are all employing women! It is amazing 
how many women are now in the work force. Young women just out of 
school, women with families, even older women that have sons off to the 
war.   

It is also amazing, some the family connections at the plant. Gerhardt works 
for General Riveters in West Seneca, where we get our pneumatic rivet guns 
and some of our rivets. Otis Elevator where Papa Hoche works, has built the 
lifts that are used for moving and installing the big airplane engines. And 
Frank Laenen, Hilla’s brother-in-law works in our plant in the paint shop. 

We work on Saturday and have Sunday for a day off. Back at home on 
Saturday morning, Billie-Jean and Carol are telling me about their school 
day. 

“We had an assembly yesterday, the Friday assembly,” said Carol excitedly. 
“We got to sing songs and watch a movie. I like to see movies. Do you think 
we can go again sometime to the theater?” 

“Let’s talk about that when we have summer vacation,” I answer. “What kind 
of movie did you watch?” 

“It was a history story about the pioneers,” she answered. “They were 
travelling in wagons with horses and they got stuck on the bad roads and had 
to go across rivers and stuff. And then they had to cut down trees. And they 
lived in houses that had grass on the roof. It was all pretty interesting.” 

“They also had a newsreel about how we are making airplanes and tanks and 
trucks here in Buffalo for the war,” added Jean. “They showed the airplanes 
from the Curtiss plant where you work, momma.” 

“They fly very fast, too,” supplied Carol. 

“They were the fighter planes,” said Jean. “It was really a good day. We did 
not have to do much school work. The assembly was long because the 
principal talked about the new drills we would have. There will be a siren 
and we will practice for air raid in case the German bombers will come like 
they do in England. They had the siren go off for us. It was pretty loud.” 

“We have a drill like that at work also,” I tell them. 

“I like it better when we have the fire drill,” said Carol. “We get to go 
outside.” 

“For the air raid, we only get to go under our desks,” replied Jean. “It isn’t 
much fun when it takes a long time before the all-clear siren sounds. I always 
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wonder how long we need to stay on our knees scrunched up like that! There 
was a demonstration on the stage, momma.” 

“Momma, where do you hide when you have your drill?” asked Carol. “Do 
you have desks?” 

“There is an underground shelter where we go,” I tell them. “It is not so 
much fun either. It is dark and damp there, and very close with many people. 
I think I would rather be under a desk.” 

 _________________________________________________ 

 

We had just begun to 
rivet a wing panel 
when the plane 
crashed.  There was a 
great noise of 
explosion and then 
we could feel the 
heat on our backs. I 
thought first we were 
under attack, that it 
was a bomb that was 
dropped. We were 
not sure where the 
explosion had 
happened, but there 
was a hole in the 
ceiling above. I heard 
someone then yell 
"FIRE" and men were heading towards the direction of the tool crib with fire 
hoses and blankets. We did not yet know it was an airplane of our own that 
had crashed, and I thought maybe something in the crib had exploded, blown 
the roof off and had caught fire. The sprinkler system had turned on. We 
could see the fire now, it was maybe about two- or three-hundred feet away 
from us. There was a disaster unit trained to fight a fire and it looked like 
they were already at the scene. In case of fire, we were supposed to file out 
of the building in an orderly fashion. Our foreman Jim told us to get going. 

Outside, we stood in the open area between the plant and the office, and 
learned that it was one of our own planes that had come down and crashed 
into the plant. One of the girls from the office was telling about the pilot. “I 
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saw him coming down in his parachute. He was on fire. He was not far away. 
It looked like he was going to land down on Genesee Street back towards 
town.”  

As we milled around, ambulances came. We watched as they carried out the 
injured on stretchers. There were not enough ambulances and some of the 
company station-wagons were being used to transport the burned victims to 
the hospital. Fire trucks then arrived, but I think the fire was already put out. 
It seemed like everything was happening in a very orderly manner. After 
about an hour, maybe more, we were let back in to our work area. It was 
quarter past seven. There was a lot of water on the floor. Jim told us that 
management had decided to let us go home for the evening while a cleanup 
was done. We would be back at work tomorrow, Saturday, he thought. 

It was a P-40 test plane. The plane had dived nose down, crashing through 
the steel and concrete roof of the plant.  We were being told nearly all the 
injured were burned by the gasoline from the plane's tank. Nothing else 
inside the factory burned because everything in the plant is fireproof. Some 
ambulances had to make return trips because at least 50 people were injured. 
Six people had been killed. No one had been injured from our crew. The pilot 
was alive but seriously injured with burns and broken bones. Doctors from 
the plant were able to give the injured immediate first aid before they were 
taken to the hospital, which probably saved some of their lives. Our entire 
Disaster Unit was called into action. They functioned very efficiently.  The 
plane’s engine buried itself in the concrete floor. The remaining fuselage 
skidded some distance along the floor, disintegrating and scattering parts as it 
went.  Gas, from the fuel tank ignited and this turned on the automatic 
sprinkler system for the entire plant. Men from the disaster unit grabbed 
blankets from where they were stored on the walls to wrap around 
themselves and entered into the fire to pull out those that were hurt.  "That 
was what I thought it was at first too…. a bombing,” said Jerry.  He was one 
of our heroes from the Disaster Unit. “But there really wasn't time to think 
much of anything, was there?  Everything happened so fast.  First there was 
the crash of the plane through the roof and then, almost at once it seemed, a 
huge flash of light as the plane exploded... Bits of plane and metal went 
shooting in all directions. I just grabbed a blanket like I was supposed to do 
and started to help.”  
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Postscripts 
During World War II, Curtiss-Wright produced 142,840 aircraft engines, 
146,468 electric propellers and 29,269 airplanes. Curtiss-Wright employed 
180,000 workers, and ranked second among United States corporations in 
the value of wartime production contracts (behind only General Motors). It’s 
most visible success came with the P-40 fighter plane, variously known as the 
Tomahawk, Kittyhawk, and Warhawk, which were built between 1940 and 
1944 at the main production facility in Buffalo, New York. Also produced at 
the Buffalo facility were 3,200 C-46s. The C-46 Commando cargo plane was 
fitted with two powerful radial engines, and could carry more cargo at 
higher altitudes than any other Allied aircraft of the time. It was used 
extensively in the China-Burma-India Theater. 

Chevy traded car engines for plane engines. Wurlitzer traded jukeboxes for 
bomb fuses. Trico wiper blade works churned out 20- and 50-caliber bullets. 
Otis Elevator built elevators for Navy Carriers and Battleships. With almost 
$8 billion in defense work from 1940 to 1945, Buffalo’s status as the sixth-
largest war industrial center also made the city “the third most likely target 
for foreign attackers.” Air raid drills became a part of life. Buffalo’s all-time 
manufacturing employment record was achieved at the height of wartime 
production in March 1943; just shy of 300,000 Western New Yorkers were 
employed in war-time factories.  President Franklin Roosevelt visited Buffalo 
to tour the vast engine that was Buffalo manufacturing. As thousands of 
Buffalo’s men were sent to battlefields in Europe and Asia, there to pick up 
the slack were the 185,000 women in the workforce by 1945 — double the 
number from only three years earlier. Half of the female population older 
than 14 in Western New York was working. One in five Buffalo bus drivers 
was a woman. 

Friday, September 11, 1942, Buffalo, NY: Six workers were killed and 43 
others were injured shortly after 5 p.m. when an airplane, crippled at a high 
altitude by fire, fell nose first through the roof of the Curtiss-Wright 
Corporation Airplane division plant at the Municipal Airport. The plane, a 
P-40, was being flown by test pilot J. Bertrand Purnell, when it took fire. He 
parachuted to earth, some two miles away at Union Road and Walden Ave. 
near the Cheektowaga Town Hall. The entire Air Raid Precaution Disaster 
Unit of the Curtiss Plant was called into service, and functioned efficiently.  
Men assigned to the disaster unit under the leadership of Roscoe S. Harmon, 
sprang into action, snatching blankets from the walls wrapping them around 
their heads and plunging into the densest smoke to save fellow workers.  
Several thousand second shift workers were on duty when the crash 
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occurred, and despite the confusion of smoke, fire, and water, there was no 
panic. Fortunately, the falling plane had not seriously damaged the sprinkler 
piping, although a 174-inch long sprinkler pipe with a 6-inch commercial 
water service line suspended from the ceiling were ruptured. The remaining 
sprinklers released considerable quantities of water, which flooded a large 
area. The prompt application of the foam and carbon dioxide was helpful in 
preventing the gasoline from burning on the surface of the water and 
spreading the fire. It is estimated that the fire was under control in 15 
minutes and was completely out in 30 minutes. 
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Chapter 47 
Herbert – Cheektowaga, NY 1943 

The Shortwave Radio 
 
….Late last night airborne troops in parachutes and gliders - many of whom 
fought in North Africa - were dropped over the island of Sicily. American 
paratroops were the first to land at 21:10-hours under the command of 
Colonel John Cerny, who said a whole battalion had been dropped in one 
area alone. They were followed by British airborne troops two hours later. 
There is little news about them at the moment but all the aircraft carrying 
them returned to base in North Africa safely. Meanwhile hundreds of ships of 
all sizes sailed across from North Africa carrying thousands of troops, 
weapons, armored vehicles and heavy artillery. The invasion fleet was 
described by one pilot as stretching across 40 miles of water consisting of 
huge barges and merchant ships escorted by destroyers…. 

BBC News broadcast, July 10, 1943 
 
Our boy Sonny has gone into the Army. We are not happy to see our only 
child be put in such danger, but it seems to be that there is always war in this 
world. Maybe it will be over before he is put on the battlefield just as it was 
with me. It could happen…. twice in one family? Nicht wahr? Except he is 
already at a station in Africa and they fight against the Germans there. He is 
working on an air field somewhere in the offices where they schedule the 
flying and the maintenance and they get the supplies. He is a private clerk, 
quartermaster. He is not yet on a battlefield that we know about. He is at an 
air station with support people, but the Germans are still often bombing 
them. It is a desperate time. 

We wonder where he is now, Frieda and I. This is because there is an 
invasion of Italy that we hear on the radio and read in the newspapers. I think 
the airplanes he is making support with, will be in the fighting for this 
invasion. There will sure to be heavy fighting presently now that the war is 
going back to Europe. He is in the north of Africa last we hear from him. He 
is not with the paratroopers in the invasion we are pretty sure, but maybe he 
will fly into Italy with his airplane group for supporting them.  

He is so young, too young. He graduated last year from high school in June 
and then he becomes 18 in September. He registered in the draft when he 
makes 18 and goes to the army to see if he can be in airplanes. In March, he 
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is drafted. By the end of April he is finishing his training and they are 
sending him to Africa. He has some disappointment because he will not be 
flying in an airplane crew. As a papa, I think this is good that it happens this 
way. I tell him to keep his job as a clerk. It is more safe. We have a star in 
our window for him. It is something we get from the blue star group. Frieda 
believes this is a good luck thing to have. 

We are living at home still with Frieda’s parents. I work painting houses. It is 
a good trade and I have a good business. I have good contract work and I get 
good commissions. Her parents are now becoming old. They are both over 
seventy. Papa cannot work anymore. He has too much arthritis. Momma is 
still doing well and helps at home with Frieda. I go help with my papa and 
momma sometimes also. They are living on Zelmer Street in Buffalo, not too 
far away from where we live in Cheektowaga. They are both coming close to 
seventy also, but my papa is still good with his work at Otis. My momma 
always is in need of something, so I help to make things easier for him. 
Gerhardt is back living with them, so it is now making it easier for me. I 
think he moved back from the farm because his girlfriend now lives in 
Buffalo. He works with Otis as a tool and die maker like Papa, but he is on 
the second shift. There is lots of wartime work today. 

 _________________________________________________ 

 

“I told Momma I will take that damned radio away from her if she cannot 
turn down the volume,” I tell Gerhardt. “She will get in trouble. The 
neighbors are complaining, and I am just as sick of it too.” 

“If you got rid of her radio, she would just make life difficult for Papa, and 
nag until he brings her home another one,” he replies. 

“Maybe we should get her a radio that does not have a short wave,” I 
suggest. 

“Nope,” says Gerhardt, “her main thing is listening to the German 
broadcasts. She just wants to know what is going on there. I think also she 
believes in what Hitler is saying, because she is listening to the official Nazi 
station…. the Deutschlandsender! And besides this, her hearing is not so 
good anymore so she always plays it on loud.” 

“She will be put in jail, if she cannot be better about it. Mine Gott is she 
stubborn! And so unreasonable! She knows that our Sonny is in the war 
fighting the Germans, and she does not even think to turn that damned thing 
off when Frieda and I come to visit.” 
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Gerhardt just shrugs his shoulders. 

“I am going to have a talk with the police,” I tell him. “If I can have them 
take the radio when Papa is home, He will see the sense in it.” 

“Maybe so, or maybe not…. you know Papa, he won’t argue with her…. Do 
you think the police would really do this?” asked my brother. 

I am determined to get that radio out of the house. It is just not right for 
Momma to be doing this. It is not only against my Sonny, but it is against 
America.  

I find in talking with them, that the police have had several complaints 
already from the neighbors against the radio broadcasting, and they are 
happy to be helping out. I find out that it is convenient for them to make a 
visit later this same day. I will have a good reason to be at the house also. 

“Ich werde sehen, wer an der Tür ist,” I tell Papa I will see who is at the door 
when I hear the doorbell.  

I meet with the officer outside. “Will you take the radio?” I ask. 

“I will come inside and let your Papa know about the complaints. If you wish 
me to take the radio at this time you will have to bring it yourself to our 
police car.” He tells me. “We have a form you can fill out so that you will be 
donating the radio to the Police Fund.” 

“I think that will be a really good resolution,” I tell him and let him into the 
house. 

Momma complains like hell, but Papa does not give in. He does after a few 
days, get her a new Victrola and some German records, but the radio is gone. 

 __________________________________________________ 

 

We are having a family party time. It will be a German picnic. With the war 
going on, it is not so good being German. The usual German picnic is not 
going on this year because of the bad public feeling. Frieda thought it still 
would be a good thing to do just as a family. So, we will have a family picnic 
at Humboldt Park. My two brothers and sister and their families will come. 
Gerhardt is bringing his girlfriend, Bertha. Frieda’s parents and my momma 
and papa will be there also. With everything being rationed, this will not be a 
typical German picnic, but everybody is bringing something. It is also not so 
easy to get together for travelling because of gas rationing and with no one 
having good tires on their cars. But we are close by one another. Sonny will 
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not be here for his birthday. He is in Italy now with the Army. But Frieda 
thought we could make some photos together and put something in a package 
for him. Matty will bring his accordion and we will have a time for a little 
singing….but maybe not German songs. 

 
Postscripts 
 
Even in the depths of the Depression, there was enough to eat, if only you 
could afford to buy it. But as soon as the U.S. entered the war in the winter of 
1941–42, shortages began. It had become every citizen's duty to cut back on 
meat, sugar, coffee, canned foods, fuel, shoes, and consumer goods. 

Most of the world's supply of natural rubber came from plantations in 
Southeast Asia, which were quickly occupied by the Japanese in the first 
months of 1942. Factories converting to military production needed every 
scrap of rubber they could find, and citizens were asked to turn in old tires, 
raincoats, gloves, garden hoses, and rubber shoes for recycling. New tires 
became impossible to buy. Gasoline was rationed, not so much to save fuel 
as to save tires and the rubber they were made of. A nationwide speed limit 
of 35 mph was enforced. The military needed huge quantities of fuel for 
ships, tanks, and planes, and Americans at home had to make do with less. 

To build tanks, ships, planes, and weapons required massive amounts of 
metal. A single tank needed 18 tons of metal, and one of the navy's biggest 
ships took 900 tons. Anything using metal, from chicken wire to farm 

equipment was 
rationed. Americans 
were urged to turn in 
scrap metal for 
recycling, and 
schools and 
community groups 
across the country 
held scrap metal 
drives. 

Sugar was the first 
food to be rationed, 
in the spring of 1942. 
Because of Japanese 
control, the nation's 
supply of sugar was 

 

1943 Ration Book.
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quickly reduced by more than a third. To prevent hoarding and skyrocketing 
prices, the Office of Price Administration issued 123 million copies of War 
Ration Book One, which contained stamps that could be used to purchase 
sugar. No sugar could legally be bought without stamps, and sugar rationing 
continued until supply returned to normal in 1947. Grocery stores started 
rationing canned goods to customers to prevent hoarding. Meat was in 
especially short supply. New ration books covered all the foods now 
rationed, which included sugar, coffee, red meat, dairy products, and fats. 
Ration books were issued to individuals and could not be used by others. To 
make sure it was not borrowed or sold, each book included the name, age, 
sex, weight, and height of the person to whom it was issued. And to prevent 
hoarding, ration stamps had expiration dates. 

Home-canned goods were exempted from the limits imposed by rationing, 
and victory gardeners were urged to grow enough fruits and vegetables to 
put aside for winter. Government pamphlets and agents of state agricultural 
extension services taught them how to can produce at home. But canning 
required sugar, and sugar was rationed. Women who canned could receive 
some additional sugar, but they had to complete a special application. 

Major purchases such as automobiles, bicycles, and kitchen appliances 
required special certificates and proof of need. Because the military needed 
so many typewriters for communication, even they were rationed. Soldiers 
needed shoes, too, and with rubber for soles in short supply, shoes were 
rationed beginning in early 1943. 
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Chapter 48 
Sonny – Italy, 1944 

The Italian Campaign 
 
We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that 
they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that 
among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness….  

The unanimous Declaration of the thirteen united States of America 

 

The sirens are screaming. Germans bombers are incoming again. They have 
been much less successful than at first. When we first arrived and our 
engineers began rebuilding the airbase after the Eighth Army had captured it, 
the Germans were able to hit us pretty hard. But now that we have an entire 
fighter group, the 57th, and we have set up several good early-warning 
outposts, the Thunderbolt fighters usually make pretty quick work of the 
German bombers. Occasionally a dive bomber does get through. Some weeks 
ago one of their planes got lucky and hit the supply depot down by the Navy 
docks. There was some mustard gas stored there in anticipation of the 
Germans starting to use gas again. The explosion and release of gas killed 
and hurt quite a few sailors and marines. I heard it was a couple thousand 
hurt. So far, this has been our most serious disaster here at the base. 

The airbase here at Foggia is important for the support of our troops in Italy 
and important to the bombing raids done into France, Germany, and Austria. 
The officers tell us this base is one of the Luftwaffe’s prime targets next to 
London, but since their airplanes are coming from deep in France or 
Germany, they are low on fuel when they get here, so it is usually hit and run 
for them. There is little fuel for them to hang around and fight.  

I hear bombs dropping around us now and see some explosions in the air as 
the sirens still sound. It is not completely safe with our fighter crews aloft. 
No one gets to hide in a shelter around here. There are none. Crews are out 
manning anti-aircraft guns waiting for those bombers that do make it past our 
fighters. Ground crews are sitting in wooden maintenance sheds and tents 
waiting for their fighters to return. Even though I am a supply worker, I am 
also part of an emergency fire-control crew. We sit by the side of the runway 
waiting for the planes to return and to put out fires or help the crew if the 
airplane is in trouble. Just now, we see one of our Thunderbolts is coming 
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back and it does look in trouble. There is smoke coming from the fuselage. 
We watch as the pilot touch down on the runway. It is a good landing. Before 
he is even stopped, we are rushing out with our siren blaring. Sliding his 
cockpit back, he scrambles out on the wing and jumps onto the grassy 
runway, running. We are there and we quickly foam the plane and the fire is 
out. Thank God the pilot was able to land safely and he appears to be 
uninjured. We pull the plane off to the side of the runway. There are wrecks 
of other planes, mostly Italian and German sitting along the runway. They 
are still there from our initial bombing of the airbase. The Thunderbolt looks 
as though it will be salvageable. Ground crews will come to get it later. More 
planes are returning now.  The landing strip is clear and we get ourselves out 
of the way. 

The pilot is taken back to the infirmary for a checkup. Standard procedure. 
This was a good outcome. Pilots and crews don’t always come back, 
especially the bomber crews. It is a big sacrifice, giving your life for your 
country. On the bombing runs into Germany only about three out of every 
four airplanes make it back. Then the crews have to assemble and go back 
out again. Twenty-five missions is a tour of duty for a bomber crew. Not all 
missions are deep into Germany, some are in support of our advancing army, 
but they all have a high risk of death. That’s why I sometimes find it hard to 
put my mind around why we are here. Why are we in a foreign country 
fighting a war? Why are we being asked to give up our lives? I am in not 
nearly the danger as all of these flyers, but I still wonder. I wonder how they 
can go out mission after mission, knowing that the odds are so stacked 
against them. It is hard enough just waiting for them to return each time. 

I have had conversations with some of them, the enlisted men…. the gunners, 
when we all sit around the club tent where drinking goes on. They are proud 
of their crew and about shooting down the enemy and blowing up enemy 
factories. They talk to us about the shooting but not the danger. We are 
outsiders. It is a taboo. Only to themselves, it seems, do they whisper about 
their losses. They fly these dangerous missions because it’s for the United 
States of America…. up to a point. A few of them crack mentally before their 
tour is over. Most count missions off like a prisoner counts the days of his 
sentence. Yet, they are proud of what they are asked to do. They are proud to 
be Americans.   

It is for this that I have to consider the reason why the United States of 
America was founded, and I think I know why we are here…. why we are 
proud to be Americans. We are here to uphold that document that was signed 
so many years ago…. the one that says we are born to be free and equal with 
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a right to life, liberty, and happiness. We are here to defend against 
governments set to destroy the ideals that were given to us and that should be 
there also for others. There is a real sense of comradery. Just a little over a 
year ago when I was in high school, the United States entered the war. I 
knew I would probably be drafted and I wondered where I would be and 
what I would be asked to do. I knew then I wanted to fight for our country 
and when I became eligible to join, I tried to volunteer for a flight crew. But, 
I learned when you join, the army ultimately chooses what you do and where 
you go. 

The all clear siren has sounded now and most of the fighter planes have 
returned. A few stragglers have yet to land. Two squadrons scrambled for the 
fight; 47 aircraft were sent aloft, most have returned. Now I need to stow my 
fire-fighting gear and get back to that regular duty the Army has assigned 
me. 

Here at the base, there 
are three runways, 
one of them is grass 
for the fighter planes 
and the other two are 
pierced-steel planking 
construction for the 
bombers. The parking 
and dispersal areas 
are mostly grass. 
Most of our support 
structures are rough 
wooden buildings and 
tents, but there are 
some bombed out 
buildings that have 
been reconstructed. Each airfield runway has a portable steel control tower, 
and there are tents used for billeting. The tents are lined up in rows with an 
orderly room and mess hall at one end. I work in a supply support building 
on the 97th Bombardment Group Airfield. 

Obtaining supplies to keep the airplanes up is not so easy. The Thunderbolt 
has eight 50-caliber machine guns and goes through ammunition like an 
Italian eating spaghetti. We also have a squadron of ground-attack ‘Bolts and 
need to keep them supplied with bombs and rockets. Engine and landing gear 
parts are another story. A lot of spare parts come from planes that are no 

 
1944, Foggia Air Base, Italy. P-47 Thunderbolt of the 

Li’l Abner squadron, 57th Fighter Group, configured as 
an attack bomber. 
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longer serviceable. Pretty much the same is true for the B-17’s, except the 
17G takes 12.7 mm ammunition. Each bomber has ten guns. They also carry 
a payload of 4,800 pounds of bombs, and those vary in size depending on the 
mission. So, there is a lot of ammunition and bombs to transport. It usually 
comes via the Navy. Special orders come in by C-47 transport. Supplies are 
always in demand, and something is always on backlog. It is almost relaxing 
to get away from supply duties and be on the fire detail even though it is 
probably more dangerous. 

Evenings, I head for a tent that I share with five other men. We have 
decorated it with German and Italian plane parts from out on the runway. 
Between our bunks we have set a part of a rudder from a dive-bomber. It is 
decorated with a German swastika insignia. The tent has a single dim 
lightbulb for reading, that is, if you have something to read, and for writing 
letters home. There is also the enlisted men’s tent, where we can have a few 
drinks and hang out. But, we can’t get too comfortable. The front lines keep 
moving north, and the 97th will probably be asked to locate closer to 
German/Austrian border. We wouldn’t be fighting here in Italy if it weren’t 
for the German Army. The Italians gave up quick enough. 

 

Postscripts 
Air base at Foggia, Italy: In September, 1943 these airfields were seized 
from the Italian Army by the German Luftwaffe. While under Axis control, 
the airfields were heavily bombed by the United States Army Air Force and 
Royal Air Force from bases in North Africa. In late 1943, during the invasion 
of Italy, they were seized by the British Eighth Army. The Foggia Airfield 
Complex for strategic bombing missions under the 15th Air Force, allowed 
for Allied heavy bombers to attack targets in France, Germany, Austria and 
the Balkans which were inaccessible targets from England. In addition to the 
air forces, Foggia was a major Allied command center for ground forces in 
southern Italy and naval forces operating in the Adriatic Sea, with numerous 
headquarters being assigned. The following air groups were assigned there: 

57th Fighter Group, (P-47 Thunderbolt), 27 October 1943 t o1 March 1944. 
321st Bombardment Group, (B-25 Mitchell), 20 November 1943 to 14 
January 1944. 
97th Bombardment Group, (B-17 Flying Fortress), 16 January 1944 to 1 
October 1945. 
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Chapter 49 
Attica, NY, October 20, 1945 

Gerhardt’s Wedding – Hopes and Dreams 
 

You've got to accentuate the positive 
eliminate the negative 
Latch on to the affirmative 
But don't mess with mister inbetween 
 
You've got to spread joy up to the maximum 
Bring gloom down to the minimum 
have faith, a pandemonium 
Libel to walk up on the scene 

lyrics by Johnny Mercer, 
1945 

 

“In nòmine Patris, et Fìlii, 
et Spìritus Sancti…. I now 
pronounce you man and 
wife….” the Priest is 
concluding the cerimony. 
“You may kiss the bride,” 
he continues, and then,  
“Gràtia Dòmini nostri Jesu 
Christi, et communicàtio 
Sancti Spìritus sit cum 
òmnibus vobis…. Pax 
Dòmini sit semper 
vobìscum,.”  

Most of us have no idea of 
what was being said. We all 
rise on someone’s cue. The 
organ begins a familiar 
wedding march and the 
bride and groom turn to 
walk down the aisle 
together. There is applause 

October 1945. Gerhardt and Bertha 
wedding picture. 
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as they travel the course and exit the church. Rice and streamers await them 
outside.  

As the young couple drive off, the wedding party departs from St. Vincent 
church in Attica to go to a reception to be held at the nearby Fireman’s Hall 
in Alexander……….. 

 

 

“You look very nice in your uniform, Sonny.” 

“Thank you Tante Hilla. I am just home from the Army. It has been over two 
years since I have been home and I have outgrown most of my high school 
things, so these were the best clothes I had.” 

“They are very appropriate clothes,” Hilla remarks. “We are all very proud to 
see the soldiers back. We are so very thankful that the war is over. I really 
like the way your uniform looks on you, it makes you look so very grown up. 
But if you have no other clothes, I will tell Matty and he can get a suit for 
you from his work and do the fitting.” 

“I don’t think I will need a suit for a while yet,” replies Sonny. “I am still in 
the Army for another two years. I am on leave just now. I need to report back 
next week.” 

“Will you go back to Italy?” Hilla asked 

“I am not sure, but I don’t think so,” answered Sonny. “They probably have a 
billet for me here in the USA. They are sending new troops over for the 
occupation and gradually relieving those that have seen action. But then you 
never know with the Army, I could be on my way back. They always have 
their own crazy objectives.” 

“I see the bride and groom have just arrived,” observed Hilla. “You need to 
get around to see everybody now and go over to give your Uncle Gerry a big 
hug, and maybe get a kiss from his new bride. Remember to come see Matty 
if you need a suit.” 

“It is good to have him back home, even if it was just for a couple of weeks,” 
says Herbert as he comes over to hug his sister. “Well, Mutter finally got 
invited to a wedding from one of her children, and Papa too,” he jokes. 

“You mean she finally decided not to disapprove of a wedding,” Hilla 
returns. “Gerhardt was the only one that had the patience to put up with her, 
and she is here because of him. I am not sure she approves of the bride.” 
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“Are you going to move now that Frieda’s papa is passed away?” Hilla 
redirects the conversation. 

“We will be off to California,” replies Herbert. “I think maybe in about a 
year. I am too tired of all the snow here. I would have gone earlier had it not 
been for Papa Steinhurst. Frieda’s momma is good with the move. She would 
not mind warmer weather also.” 

“Sonny is talking about college now also, after the Army,” continues 
Herbert, “and there are some very good state-sponsored schools in 
California. It looks too like the government will pass a bill for education of 
the soldiers.” 

“Sonny looks good in his uniform,” interruptes Helmut as he and his 
daughter Billie-Jean walk over. “Bill is really sweet on the military men, 
especially sailors in their funny little hats.” 

“Oh, Dad,” Billie-Jean responds, “Quit pulling people’s legs. You are terrible 
at joking anyway.” 

“We were talking about Herbert moving to California,” said Hilla to Helmut. 
You’ve had lots of experiences there.” 

“Too much experience,” replies Helmut. “Too much bad experience, but the 
weather is good.” 

“Dad, I’m going over to see Leona,” said Billie-Jean. “Carol and Darlene are 
there.” 

“I see there is a soldier over there,” her dad continuing to give her a hard 
time. “You’re just going over to see him,” he jokes as Billie-Jean rolls her 
eyes and moves off. 

“There is always much new building construction in LA, and the rich are 
always wanting their housed fixed up,” Helmut continues. “Herbert should 
find lots of work there. He should be able to retire there after only a few 
years…. and besides, we now have this government security program started 
by the Roosevelt. We all should be doing pretty good by the time retirement 
comes.” 

 

 

“I am happy to see you and Anna at the wedding,” says Gerhardt as he 
shakes hands with Franz. “Your papa and momma have come also. I see they 
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are over with my momma and papa. I think this may be the very first time 
they have met.” 

“I am sure that it is,” Franz responds. “It has been a long time in coming. I 
have had only one occasion to meet with your parents before this time 
also…. you might remember, when we came to pick you up for the trip to the 
Erie Fair Grounds that one time. Otherwise, there has been no occasion for 
us. I don’t think Hilla and Matty have ever had them over to their house.” 

“And now I get a big hug from your wife Anna,” said Gerhardt as Anna 
moves on to greet him in the reception line.  

“You have all the luck in the word,” she says. “You have plenty of people yet 
to shake hands with. Are you moving to Eggertsville near to your brother 
Helmut? We see Helmut and Marie all the time because we now live close by 
one another.” 

“We will have a place on Riley Street nearby Hilla and Matty,” replies 
Gerhardt. There is nothing to rent in Eggertsville, only houses to buy. We 
cannot afford that yet.” And Anna moves on. 

“You see that soldier over there,” whispers Bertha in my ear. “Not Sonny, 
the other one by Leona. That’s her new boyfriend. He is from Carolina.” 

“You think it will take him as long as it did me to pop the question?” I joke 
and Bertha pops me in the ribs. The reception line moves on. 

“Congratulations young man,” says Charily Geise, my old Bennington 
neighbor and next in line. “I see you finally caught that young gal you’re 
always galavanten’ round after. Good fer you. You have yerselves a 
wunderful life….. and the reception line continues….. 

 

 

“Let’s watch the band get set up,” says Matty to his little son Tony. “Let’s 
see what kind of instruments they have.” 

“There is a trumpet, and a saxophone, and a long flute,” says his little boy. 

“That would be a clarinet,” corrects Matty, “and look at the drum set!... 
Wow!…. at the tom-tom and all the cymbals. Looks like they have quite a 
professional band. Let’s ask what they call themselves.”  

“Pandemonium,” responds the piano player to our question. “It’s our new 
name.” 
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“That sounds familiar. What does it mean?” I ask.  

“It’s from Mercer’s latest hit, Accentuate the Positive. It means something 
like total mayhem, a lot of noise, a big racket,” he tells us. 

“What kind of racket are you going to make today?” I ask “Are you going to 
play some of Mercer? The Chattanooga Choo-Choo? That’s a good one, 
isn’t it Tony,” I ask my little boy. 

“Daddy plays it on the piano,” my son responds. “He plays the accordion too. 
I am learning, but I like the drums better.” 

“We will play some pop music today,” says the piano player, “but we have 
been asked to mix it up with a lot of polkas and waltzes for the old folks. We 
are a little rusty, but most of us have German or Polish roots. We dug up 
some of the old music.” 

“Does your little boy want to sit at the drums before we start?” asks the piano 
player. Our drummer likes to see young people that are interested.” 

“I am hoping for him to learn the piano,” I respond, “he has never played 
drums, but I sure he would enjoy the experience. If you really want a racket, 
you might want to have him play. I’m sure he could make a lot of noise.” 

 

 

“I see Matty over by the orchestra talking to the piano player,” observes 
Marie. “He is incurable, isn’t he?” 

“Yes, if there is a piano anywhere nearby he will find it,” Hilla answers, “and 
he will find a way to play it. You wait and see, even if he is not part of the 
band.” 

“But, you have a piano at home. Isn’t that enough for him?” asks Marie. 

“We have moved upstairs because it is too hard for Momma to climb the 
stairs,” she answers. “The piano is too big to move to the upstairs and 
Matty’s playing time is limited. He practices mostly on the accordion now. 
So, no if he finds a piano, he will try to play it.” 

“Well, he is a good player, and we all enjoy it,” says Marie. “Maybe I will 
ask him to play some Swiss music. He remembers quite a bit of folk music 
from his youth.” 
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“That might sound better on the accordion,” Hilla answers. “He’ll probably 
will want to play some pop music on the piano, and then maybe he will not 
even get the opportunity. He cannot always schmooze his way in.” 

“Are you still working at Curtiss-Wright?” Hilla asks Marie. “Have they 
stopped making the military airplanes?” 

“Yes and No,” Marie answers. “There has been no stop in production at the 
Genesee plant. They still need the C-46 for commercial transport and I still 
have a job. I think I will probably be working for at least a year until more of 
the men come back from the war.” 

“Do you like what you do?” asks Hilla. “Isn’t it too hard? Don’t you need to 
be at home with the girls?” 

“I might quit if they put me on the day shift,” replies Marie. “The work has 
sure helped with the house payments though, and we would sure miss the 
extra cash without it. If this work stops, I will probably have to find some 
sort of job now anyhow with the house payments we have. I really do enjoy 
the riveting and being able to build something, so I hope it keeps on for a 
while. Working the swing as I do, still gives me plenty of time at home with 
the girls.” 

 

“Haben Sie irgendwelche Gedanken über alles, was passiert ist,?” Anton 
askes Karl in German. What do you think about all that has happened? He is 
not referring to the wedding. He is asking about the end of the war, about all 
that has happened in the last half-century. 

“When you come to America, what did you think?” he asks. 

“I wanted a good living to make,” says Karl. “I want for my family to have 
food on the table. But my family is left behind in Germany.” 

“The worker back then does not make good wage for living,” Anton replies, 
“not in Europe. In America if you have trade, then you can have a good life, 
except for when it was the depression.” 

“I think the depression is not so bad for me. There is always work. My son 
Helmut is having a hard time, but he makes himself the problems. And 
Gerhardt has tough time finding the jobs,” answers Karl. “This wartime I 
think, is more hard because the food ration, and many things for the house 
and for the automobile are hard for finding.” 

“Still, is better than being in Germany or Holland in the war,” counters 
Anton. “I think first, Hitler would be good for the worker and for Germany, 
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but then I change my mind. He is just Scheißedreck. You know my family 
makes the mistake of going back before the war is starting and we almost not 
get back. The German SS are mean moffen. They would easy shoot you for 
no reason.”  

“The Germans are always being mean,” says Karl. “The Kaiser and his 
government is bad before Hitler. This is why I leave Germany. Yes, there is 
no food to eat for my family, but I would be in the Kaiser’s army conscripted 
and would for sure be dead in the First War.” 

“Ya, well the conscription was happening here in America also,” replies 
Anton. “My son Matty and I have to sign in the draft register in 1918. We 
leave Europe because of war. Then America wants to send us back to fight 
for them. I make sure they do not find us.” 

“This war I think is different,” says Karl. “It brings plenty new jobs all over. 
We are making many new and different things at my work, and the wages are 
plenty good also.” 

“War makes the wrong kind of work,” says Anton. “And, the rich get even 
more rich. We are surviving two wars and we are needing to be happy for 
this. The economy is now is pretty good.” 

“The war is over and we need to be making happy, everybody is needing to 
be happy” declares Karl. “I think maybe now will be end to war. America is 
very strong and peace will be coming all over.” 

“That would be a good thing,” Anton replies. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 
1947 post-war portrait of Laenen Family.
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Postscripts 
 
In 1945, Anton Laenen is 67 and Karl Hoche is 69. They both will work for 
another 10 years before they will retire. Karl works for Otis Elevator 
Company his entire working life in the USA. The economy is good, but the 
depression and war losses have been great. 

1945 was the end of the two wars:  

The war in Europe ended (VE-Day) on May 8 after the occupation of Berlin 
by the Russian and American Armies. On 30 April 1945, Adolf Hitler 
committed suicide during the Battle of Berlin. Germany's surrender was 
authorized by his successor Reichspräsident Karl Dönitz. The act of military 
surrender was signed on 7 May in Reims, France and on 8 May in Berlin, 
Germany. 

The war in the Pacific ended (VJ-Day) on August 14 after the dropping of 
atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. On September 2, 1945, a formal 
surrender ceremony was performed in Tokyo Bay, Japan, aboard the 
battleship USS Missouri. In Japan, August 15 usually is known as the 
"memorial day for the end of the war." 
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Historic References 
Ship Manifests, Census, Registries, etc. 

 
Karl Hoche immigration 1914: Karl departed from Bremen, Germany on the 
steamship Kaiser Wilhelm der Grosse and arrived at Ellis Island, New York on July 
15, 1914 (manifest no. 0021, name: Karl Hochs). Karl was a tool and dye-maker, 
and worked for many years for the Otis Elevator Company in Buffalo. 
 
Laenen Family immigration 1917: On January 27, 1917, Matheus, his father 
Antonius, mother Maria Virginie Sophia, and brother Franciscus emigrated to the 
U.S.A. from Basel, Switzerland through Hoboken, New Jersey aboard the steamship 
LaTuraine out of Bordeaux, France. 
Manifest: SS La Touraine, Arrival in NY Harbor Jan 25, 1917: 

First Name:      Antonios 
Last Name:     Laenen 
Ethnicity:      Holland, Dutch 
Last Place of Residence:    Bale, Switzerland 
Date of Arrival:     Jan 25, 1917 
Age at Arrival: 39y   Gender: M   Marital Status: M 
Ship of Travel:     La Touraine 
Port of Departure:     Bordeaux 
Manifest Line Number:    0011 
0012 Laenen, Virginie    F    36y    M    Holland, Dutch    Bale, Switzerland 
0013 Laenen, Matheus   M   17y    S     “ 
0014 Laenen, Franciscus   M   11y    S    “ 
Contact:  Meeting Charles Shaw 209 E. 60th St. NYC 

 
Draft Registration – A.F. Laenen 1918 

World War 1 Draft Registration Card for Antonius F. Laenen.  Dated 
September 12, 1918.  He was listed as a janitor/decorator/painter for the 
L.D.S. Church, and he and his wife Virginia, were living at 101 Bowen 
Street, Independence, Missouri. 

 
Draft Registration – S.M. Laenen 1918 

1)  Registration Card A2049 
2) Serial #28 
3) Stephens Matthew Laenen 
4) Lived at 101Bowen Street, Independence, Jackson County, Missouri 
5) 19 years of age 
6) Date of Birth, May 6, 1899 
7) White 
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8) Alien    Non-declarant 
9) Listed as a citizen or subject of Holland 
10) Occupation/Telephone electrician for Western Electric Co., 6th and 
Wyandotte 
11) Nearest Relative   Virginia Falise Laenen 101 Bowen Sr. Independence 
12) He signed it Matthew Laenen 
13) Description of Registrant 
       Height-Medium   Build-Medium    Eyes-Brown   Hair-Brown 
       J. E. Bridges, Registrar 
14) September 12, 1918 

 
Kansas City Directory – 1918 
 Laenen, Frank, clerk, Long Bell Lumber Co. Independence, MO 
 
Draft Registration – Karl Hoche 1918 

1)  Registration Card A2839 
2) Serial #2980 
3) Karl Albert August Hoche 
4) Lived at 31 Springer Street, Buffalo, Erie County, NY 
5) 41 years of age 
6) Date of Birth, November 22, 1876 
7) White 
8) Alien    Declarant 
9) Listed as a citizen or subject of Germany (Breslau) 
10) Occupation/Toolmaker for Otis Elevator Co., 162 Grider St. 
11) Nearest Relative: Wife, Clara Dechmelt Hoche, 42 Berlin, Berlin, Ger.  
12) He signed it Karl Albert August Hoche 
13) Description of Registrant 
       Height-Medium   Build-Medium    Eyes-Brown   Hair-Brown 
       Emma Theresa Smith, Registrar 
14) September 12, 1918 

 
1920 Census – Carl Hoche was 43 years of age, living in Buffalo, New York as the 
head of household, at 92 Fay Street with his nephew, Herbert Shultz (Scholz?), age 
16.  He indicated he was married. He was listed as a machinist and was renting. He 
indicated both his father and mother were born in Germany. Herbert Shultz was also 
listed on the census report as a machinist, and he was born in NY State. 1905 Census 
shows a Herbert Scholz born 7/12/05, and brother William(5), sister Lucy(8) living 
with father, Robert(42) and mother Ida (Dehmelt) (36) in Buffalo, NY. Parents are 
from Germany. 
 
1920 Census - No Laenen listed anywhere in the United States (They are all back in 
Holland) 
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1920 Census – Eva E. Pender was 8-years old, living on Date Street in Somerton, 
Yuma, AZ with father James E.(38), Mother Mollie E.(36) and six other siblings 
including Zelda N. Pender (18) who married William Allen Scholz (a nephew of 
Clara Dehmelt-Hoche) on 6/16/25. The Penders came from Texas  
 
Hoche Family immigration 1920: Hildegard departed Europe from Rotterdam, NE 
on the steamship Rotterdam with her mother and three brothers and arrived at Ellis 
Island on September 25, 1920. She traveled with her mother Clara and brothers, 
Herbert, Helmut, and Gerhardt to meet her father Karl at 92 Fifth St. in Buffalo, NY. 
SS Rotterdam Manifest: 

First Name:  Hilezard (Hildegard) 
Last Name:  Hoche 
Ethnicity:  Germany, German 
Last Place of Residence: Berlin, Germany 
Date of Arrival: Sep 25, 1920 
Age at Arrival:  18y   Gender:  F   Marital Status:  S 
Ship of Travel:  Rotterdam 
Port of Departure:  Rotterdam, Holland 
Manifest Line Number: 0022, page 113 
0020. Hoche, Clara   F   41y   M   Germany, German   Berlin, Germany 
0021. Hoche, Herbert   M   20y   S    “ 
0022. Hoche, Hildezard    “ 
0023. Hoche, Hellemut   M   12y   S    “ 
0024. Hoche, Gerald   M   8y   S    “ 
Contact:  Father, 5th St. Buffalo, NY 

 
Laenen return voyage on SS Rotterdam 1920: 

The September 1920 passenger list Antonius (43), Maria V. (42), Francise 
(15), and Matheus (21).  They arrived from Holland on the Rotterdam.  
Antonius listed as a painter and Matheus as an electrician.  They listed 
Brooklyn as their destination.  Antonius listed a cousin he last lived with as 
FR. Lainen, Heerderweg 102 A, Maastricht. 

Manifest: SS Rotterdam, Arrival in NY Harbor Sep 25, 1920 
First Name:      Antonius Fr. 
Last Name:      Laenen 
Ethnicity:      Holland, Dutch 
Last Place of Residence:    Maastricht, Holland 
Date of Arrival:     Sep 25, 1920 
Age at Arrival: 43y    Gender: M    Marital Status: M 
Ship of Travel:    Rotterdam 
Port of Departure:    Rotterdam, Holland 
Manifest Line Number:   0021 
0022 Laenen, Maria V    F    42y    M    Holland, Dutch    Maastricht, 
Holland 
0023 Laenen, Francise    M    15y    S     “ 
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0029 Laenen, Matheus    M    21y    S 
Contact:  Laenen, Antonius Fr. meeting Mr. Wolf 223 E 17th St. 
NYC 
Contact:  Laenen, Matheus meeting L.W. Sharp 197 Fulton St. 
Brooklyn, NY 

 
1920 Los Angeles City Registry  
 F. Laenen, 1130 S. Hope St. – old town Los Angeles 
 
1924 Kansas City registry 
 Laenen, Major(Mathew), Taylor, 2446 Benton Blvd, Kansas City, MO 
 
1925 New York State Census: Gerhardt Hoche, age 13, living at 279 Brinkman 
Street, Buffalo, NY. Son of Carl and Clara Hoche. Born about 1912 in Germany. 
Household members: Carl, 48 Clara, 46 Henneth(Helmut) 17. 
  
Manifest: SS Statendam, from Rotterdam, arrival in NY Harbor Oct 5, 1929 
 Visas issued on May 8, 1929 in NYC 

Antonius listed as painter, Maria V. listed as housewife 
Address listed as NYC          
 

1930 Census - Antonius Laenen was 52 years of age, living in the Bronx, New York 
on Valentine Avenue with his wife Virginia, age 51.  He was listed as a painter and 
their rent was $50.00 a month.  Living in the same home was Matthew (31), a 
tailor, and his wife Hilda (28).  Living on the same street at 2363 Valentine Ave. was 
Frank (28), a painter, and his wife, Anna (28).  They paid $38.00 a month for rent. 
 
1930 Census – Herbert Carl Hoche was 29 years, living at 33 Adlon Place, 
Cheektowaga, NY, with his wife Frieda (28) and son Herbert (5). He was listed as a 
painter. He is born in Germany but is naturalized. They live with their in-laws, 
Albert Steinhurst (58) and Emily Steinhurst (59). 
 
1930 Census – Helmut Erich Hoche was 22 years, living at 301 Masten Street, 
Buffalo, NY with his wife, Eva E.(Pender), age 18. He was listed as a machinist 
helper at Otis Elevator Company. He and his wife were roomers with two others in 
the home of Minnie M. Wolff (56) and her mother Lola M. Pratt (76). 
 
NY City Directory, 1933. Frank Laenen (spouse, Anna Hessels), 131 Rose, Buffalo, 
NY. 
 
Buffalo City Directory, 1933. Clara Hoche, Female (Spouse Karl A. Hoche), 279 
Brinkman W., Buffalo, NY, USA 
 
Manifest: SS Rotterdam, from Rotterdam arrival in NY Harbor Sep 2, 1933 

Visas issued on Apr 22, 1933 in NYC 
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Matheus listed as tailor and Hildegard listed as housewife 
Address listed as NYC 

 
Manifest: SS Statendam, from Rotterdam arrival in NY Harbor April 8, 1935 

Visas issued Dec 29, 1934 in Rotterdam, Holland 
Antonius F. listed as painter, Maria V. listed as housewife 
Address is listed as Den Hague 

 
Naturalization – Frank Laenen, 13 Jan. 1936, NY, NY, pet. 25739 134-179 
 
Manifest: SS Statendam, from Rotterdam arrival in NY Harbor July 17, 1937 

Visas issued July 30 in Washington DC 
Antonius listed as decorator, Maria V. listed as housewife 
Address listed as Buffalo NY 
 

Buffalo Directory 1938 - Antonius (painter), Virginia, Matthew (tailor), and Helen 
(sp?) were living at 16 Maple Street, Buffalo, New York.  Frank (painter) and Anna 
were also living in Buffalo at 255 Riley Street. 
 
Citizenship: Hoche, Karl Albert August. Pet. 29042 Jan. 21, 1938 145-182 
 
Emigration: Marie Louise Frey, from Switzerland, aboard the Queen Mary from 
Cherbourg, France, arrived in New York on 23 March, 1939. Marie married Helmut 
Hoche on 15 November 1941 in Buffalo, NY. 
  
Laenen outbound voyage August 1939 on SS Volendam, Arrive in Rotterdam in 
September. 
 
1940 Census, Antonius Laenen and family was not listed anywhere in the United 
States.  Frank (36) and Anna (39) were living in Buffalo, New York and were renting 
a home at 255 Riley for $32.00 a month. Same residence in 1935. He earned 
approximately $1800.00 annually. He claimed naturalization and high school 
graduation. 
 
1940 Census – Karl Hoche was 63 years of age, living in Buffalo, New York at 20 
Zelmer Street with his wife Clara, age 60.  Same residence in 1935. He was listed as 
a tool grinder and they owned a home valued at $2,000. He worked a 40-hr week 
and worked 52 weeks in 1939. His income was $1,700.  
 
1940 Census – Herbert Hoche was 39 years, renting at 86 Andrew Place, 
Cheektowaga, NY with his wife Frieda (40) and son Herbert Jr. (15). Same residence 
in 1935. He was listed as a painter with 8th grade education. In-laws, Albert and 
Emily Steinhurst living with them. Income listed as $780. 
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1940 Census – Gerhardt W. Hoche was 28 years of age, living in Bennington, New 
York on Guest Road. Same residence in 1935. He was listed as a single, hired man, 
farm laborer with a high school education to the 3rd year. Head of household was 
listed as Henry J. Fuest (55) and wife Julia M. Fuest (52). Income listed as $156. 
Naturalized citizenship. 
 
1940 Census – Bertha Fuest(21) was living at 138 Church Road in Bennington, NY. 
Same residence in 1935. She was listed as single, working as a cover maker, 8th 
grade education. Head of household was Frank J. Fuest(62), wife Clara(54) with 
children, Leon(30), Ella(27), Frances(25), and Leona(13). 33-weeks worked, Income 
$396.  
 
1941 – Naturalization: Helmut E. Hoche, 24 Jan. 1941, pet. 74217 Residence: 1330 
S. Union Ave. Los Angeles, CA. 
 
1941 Buffalo Directory – Helmut E. Hoche, 05 E. Utica Street, occupation: riveter, 
spouse: Marie Hoche. 
 
1941 Manifest: SS Excambion, from Lisbon, Portugal arrival in NY Harbor March 
18, 1941:  

First Name:      Antonius Franciscus 
Last Name:      Laenen 
Birth date:  abt. 1879 
Birth location:      Holland, Netherlands 
Last Place of Residence:     
Date of Arrival:     March 18, 1941 
Age at Arrival:   62y    Gender: M    Marital Status: M 
Ship of Travel:     Excambion 
Port of Departure:    Lisbon, Portugal 
Manifest Line Number:    
Laenen, Virginia     F     61 y    M     Belgian, Flemish     
Laenen, Matheus     M    41y    M      Holland, Dutch 
Laenen, Hildegard     F     39y    M     Germany, German 
Laenen, Antonius    M     1y     S     Holland, Dutch 
Contact: Frank Laenen 

According to the Records of Aliens held for special Inquiry, Antonius was detained 
due to lack of a visa. 
 
Buffalo Directory 1941 - All three Laenen families were living at 275 Riley, Buffalo, 
New York. 
 
Buffalo Directory 1941 – Gerhardt W. Hoche, 20 Zelmer Street, apprentice tool and 
dye-maker. 
  
Buffalo Directory 1941 – Bertha R. Fuest, 86 Grove Street, occupation: inspr. 
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Buffalo Directory 1942 - Antonius, Mathew, and spouses were listed at 275 Riley 
Street. Frank and Anna at 255 Riley Street. 
  
U.S. Naturalization Record - Matheus Stephanus Laenen 
Pet.  46943    September 24, 1946    205-83 
 
1950 Census- In 1950, 1951, and 1953, Antonius, Virginia, Matthew, and 
Hildagarde were still living at 275 Riley, Buffalo, New York. Frank and Anna were 
living in Eggertsville, NY. 
 
1950 Buffalo Directory – Karl A. Hoche, 127 Erb Street, Tool and Dye-Maker, wife 
Clara D. Hoche. 
 
Buffalo Directory 1956 – Gerhardt W. Hoche, 212 Riley Street, Mill Machinist, wife 
Bertha R. Hoche. 
  
U. S. Social Security Death Index: Antonius Laenen, died in Fort Pierce, St. Lucie 
County, Florida, December, 1964.  His SSN was: 122-10-0799. 
 
 


