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I should tell you about grandmother, my mother’s mother. I think she 
was a great woman, for the time she lived in. She was the oldest of six 
children when both her parents died. Now in those days women didn’t 
work to earn a living. There was no one to support her family, so she 
did the one thing that was not a disgrace. She became a dressmaker 
to support her younger sisters and brothers, rather than take charity 
from the town. She gave them an education and married them all off. 
By that time she was thirty years old, unmarried and no money. My 
grandfather Shevach (Saul) Bodenstein was just out of school, yeshiva, 
a Jewish college. He met grandmother and fell in love with her. He 
was six years younger than grandma. They were married. This was 
against all the rules of behavior in those days. Grandma had no dowry. 
And Grandpa had to go out and earn money right away. He became a 
sort of traveling salesman, going from town to town, taking orders for 
whatever people may want, then get the goods and deliver it. 

Their first two children were twins and they died at birth. Then grand-
ma took an oath that if God gave her other children she would deny 
herself the pleasure of kissing them. Don’t forget she was past thirty 
and in those days that was old. I can remember, even us kids, she would 
hug us, but we never got a kiss from her nor were we allowed to kiss 
her. Anyway the next child was a boy, then my mother. more daughters, 
Auntie Lipman was the third, then Uncle Bodenstein and the youngest 
Auntie Rice. In those days very few girls got an education, boys usu-
ally just a Hebrew education. But not my grandmother’s family. They 
all got a very good education in Hebrew, Polish and German. All the 
children were married, and as I understand they had a very good life. 

Then in 1904 when mother was giving birth to Maurice our house 
caught on fire. Grandpa went up on the roof to put out the fire. With 
father and others they did put out the fire so mother didn’t have to be 
moved out of the house. But Grandpa fell and broke his hip. He died 
shortly after that. He was seventy years old. Grandma died in 1912, 
aged eighty-four. 

Mother’s older brother Joseph was married (fixed up) to a very beauti-
ful girl. They had four sons. She was illiterate and uncle decided he 
couldn’t stand her any more so he ran away, went to America. From 
New York he sent his wife a divorce. A man could do this. If a woman 
wanted a divorce she had to get her husband to give her one, and if he 
refused she was out of luck. But a man could get a rabbi to give him a 
divorce and send it to his wife. He married a very nice woman in this 
country and they had a son and daughter. His wife never knew that 
he had been married before. I remember one year when I was in New 
York I decided to visit uncle in Brooklyn. He had a nice family. They 
knew his sons but were told they were his nephews, when they visited 
him. I remember when Doc (Reuben Bodenstein) went to visit uncle. 
He told everybody he was going to expose the old man and tell the 
family that Joseph Bodenstein was his grandfather. Mother and Auntie 
Lipman tried to talk him out of it, but he said no, it was time they 
knew the truth. So everybody waited for Doc to come back and tell 
what happened. When he came back he told us he didn’t say anything. 
The family was so nice that he just couldn’t spoil it for them, so he was 
just another nephew. Uncle died and it seemed all was well. Then came 
the war and all aliens had to register. One of the sons, Al, had never 
taken out citizens papers, so he wrote to uncle’s kids in New York to 
look at their father’s citizen papers to find out if his name was on the 
paper. The son who is a lawyer wrote back, that this was nonsense, that 
an uncle could not put his name on the papers, that only children of 
the person who were under age could become citizens when the father 
took out the papers. Al wrote back and told them the whole story. It 
didn’t do him any good, as his name was not on the papers, but the kids 
became so bitter that no one has heard from them since then. 

Our grandfather lived in Klinkivke. The back door opened toward the 
river. He had a double house, the front all covered with foliage. Grand-
father died the same year that my father did. Father was 54, grandfa-
ther was over 100. My father’s mother died when he was seven years 
old. He had one younger sister. There were ten children, nine girls. 
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Most of them were married, four girls were single. Incidentally, one of 
my father’s sisters died and Belle was named after her. When Grandpa 
married another woman from another town he told her he had only 
two children, Pa and Auntie Trachman. When he brought his new wife 
home the other daughters started coming home. They had been visit-
ing the married sisters. As each one came home my new grandmother 
called them (tzu kiminish) additions. Grandpa 
promptly sent two of his daughters to America 
to be with relatives (Auntie Rae Rieger and Aun-
tie Savislak). 

Auntie Geller had been engaged to a young boy. 
There must have been an epidemic of some kind; 
this boy and his mother died, so Grandpa mar-
ried Auntie Geller to the boy’s father who had 
a number of children much older than my aunt. 
Anyway, she promptly had five children and her 
husband died; she was left destitute. Her story 
is really something. She was 36 years old. Some 
relatives sent her a ticket to come to America. 
She took the three older children, left Gert and 
Lou in Europe and as I understand it she sent for 
these children a couple of years later. They tell 
how she worked. She used to clean office build-
ings at night and on the way home she would 
stop at a farm, pick up two large cans of milk 
that she carried on a pole over her shoulders, and 
in the morning she would sell this milk to the 
neighbors. There were streetcars but she walked to 
save the fare. She did this for many years, till she had enough money 
saved to buy a cow. Then she sold her own milk. Eventually with the 
help of her oldest son Harry they started a milk dairy. The Geller dairy 
was one of the first in Chicago. I can remember as a kid, and by that 
time Auntie was very well off, Harry, Mary and Fanny were married, 

the dairy was on Oakley Blvd. 

Auntie owned the property, a four flat building in the front and the 
dairy in the back. Anyway I used to go over there and many’s the time 
Auntie would be in the back washing the milk bottles in boiling hot 
water with her bare hands. She didn’t have to do this. Her son Lou and 
her son-in-law, Fannie’s husband, were in the business. The also had a 

number of other men employed there. Fannie’s 
husband, Isadore, died suddenly and left his 
widow, reputedly over $100,000, which she dis-
sipated, I think with the help of our dear cousin 
Lou Rieger. He was dabbling in real estate and 
during the depression, in 1933, she lost all her 
money but Lou Rieger came out wealthier than 
ever. The dairy however still made lots of money. 
AuntieGeller died in 1949 at the age of 97 years. 
After that Lou sold the dairy to Western United. 
He now sells oil in Florida. Fannie was support-
ed by her two daughters until she died. 

I also remember Grandpa Shlomo as an old 
man with a long white beard. I must have 
been about six years old and was visiting in his 
home. I remember so clearly Grandmother (Pa’s 
stepmother) baking bread. They were in that 
business. She had a long paddle, I think about 
six feet. She would set a lot of breads on this 
paddle and in one shove they would be in the 
oven. Oh, it smelled so good. After a while she 

would take them out the same way. Then her son 
would hitch up a horse and buggy and take these breads to the towns 
around for sale. Their house was like this: you came in to the first 
room, which was the bakery. Next to this was a room the same length 
but very narrow with a desk at one end and I remember grandpa sitting 
at this desk counting money. Next to this room was the parlor with the 

Shlomo Rieger �889
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same two beds at each end and table and chairs in the center just as all 
homes were then. Right next to this room was another flat just like it, 
occupied by their daughter, my step aunt. Grandpa used to go in the 
parlor and peek under the beds and if there was a little dust there, he 
would raise hell. He scared me so that after I was there, I think maybe 
two days, I cried so that uncle had to hitch up the horse and buggy and 
take me home. Whatever they say about my step grandma, I think she 
was a very fine person and I’m sure I loved her very much and Grandpa 
I think mostly I was afraid of him. 

They tell about the time when my father was about twenty-one, mar-
ried and two children. Grandpa decided he wanted to go to America to 
visit his daughters, so Pa went with him. Pa was deciding to stay here 
and sent tickets to Ma. She was supposed to leave in about a week, 
when all at once, he and Grandpa came home. It seems Grandpa didn’t 
want to stay and so insisted that my father go back with him. My own 
opinion (now) is that Grandpa knew he had a good thing. His wife 
was supporting him. Here he would have to work. His son, my father 
certainly didn’t take after his father. He is the one that worked hard. 
Maybe my mother was smart, all my life I never remember mother 
getting up in the morning to give us breakfast. Even in this country, Pa 
got up, made the coffee and gave us kids to eat. Even when I was sick, 
and that was often, Pa and Helen seemed to be watching over me. 

Pa’s real mother’s name was Miriam Alexander. Her father and most of 
the men in her family were Rabbis and quite famous, too. I remember 
when I was very young there was a story told many times, whether it 
was legend or the truth I don’t know. There was a great rabbi living in 
Poland, which was then under Austrian rule. He was Der Bal Shem 
Tov, supposed to have been the founder of the Hassidic movement. 
When Francis Joseph became emperor of Austria-Hungary, a great 
empire, he went to see the Bal Shem Tov to get his blessing. The rabbi 
told the King that he would be a great ruler and also that he would 
be the last king of the empire, that the messiah would take over when 
the king’s time was up. It’s ironic. Francis Joseph died during the First 

World War (I think in 1917). The great Austrian Hungarian empire 
was broken up; instead of the messiah taking over, it was chaos that 
took over.

As youngsters in Europe there was one game we played, with the bones 
of a chicken’s neck. We would scrub and dry the bones, five of them, 
then toss one in the air, pick up the others that were thrown like dice, 
and catch the one bone without letting it fall to the ground. More 
like Jacks and ball only we didn’t have any ball, and we made our own 
jacks. Another game we played with nuts, filberts. They seemed to be 
plentiful. We would put some in a dish then stand a few feet away and 
toss one nut into the dish. Any that would be knocked out were ours. 
Then another pastime would be to go hunting for wild strawberries. 
They were small, but very sweet and plentiful. We also gathered wild 
raspberries and goose berries. And after a rain we would gather mush-
rooms. In those days I could tell the good ones from the poisonous 
kind.

And, of course, it was always fun to go swimming in the river. We wore 
a sort of a long shirt for a bathing suit. We also used to take a big pot, 
put a little dough at the bottom, then put this in the river. Little fish 
would swim into the pot. We would then clean them and fry them 
on the stove; no pans, just the top of the stove that was just a flat iron 
cover. These were delicious, better than candy. We did the same with 
some of the mushrooms, the brown ones. We would fill the cup part 
with salt, fry them on the oven till the salt melted. Oh how good. 

I remember as a child in Europe I had a boil under the arm. This was 
the cure. I had to put on a white sort of a nightgown made of linen. 
Then I had to stand one foot on a hammer and the other on a broom-
stick, then they took red hot embers, pulled the gown away from 
my body then threw these embers right under my neck. They fell on 
the floor between me and my nightgown. I think I was cured. I also 
remember seeing big black leaches applied to the chest, back and arms 
on older people. These leaches would suck the blood til they got real fat 
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and fell off. 

I remember Succoth in Europe. Every Jew would build a Succoh. This 
was a room about 4 or 5 feet square, just plain boards, no roof but 
foliage over the top that would not keep out the rain. Our succoh was 
a little different since Pa was an expert builder. He make a roof that 
would slide off during meals so that the stars were visible, then slide on 
again to keep the rain out. About a week before the holidays we would 
make ornaments to decorate the succoh. We strung yards and yards of 
cranberries (this was their only use, they were never eaten) to decorate 
the walls, then we made birds to hang on the foliage ceiling. They re-
ally were quite beautiful. To make them we would take eggs, punch a 
little hole at the top and bottom, blow out the egg, then punch holes 
on each side of the egg to put in the wings. The wings were made of 
shiny satin paper, bright reds, greens, blues and purple. We would cut 
the paper in about five inch squares, pleat these, open one end, glue 
the other end. It would form sort of a fan. Then we would insert two 
of these, one on each side of the egg and seal it to the egg with seal-
ing wax. These would form the wings. Then we had a longer narrower 
folded paper and inserted this at the end of the egg, sealing it. It would 
be the tail. The head was made of red sealing wax. Then very carefully 
we would cover the egg with gold leaf. You can see this made an ex-
pensive ornament. We would make, perhaps, a dozen or more of these, 
attach strings on top of the eggs, then hang them from the ceiling. This 
was always a lot of fun. And even in later years when money was really 
in short supply there was always enough to buy materials for these or-
naments. I’m sure I couldn’t have been over six years old when I could 
make these birds and not break an egg. I don’t think I could do it now.

When I remember some of the things I have seen as a very young girl I 
like to put them down here. Perhaps you would be interested in know-
ing how people lived in the not too distant past, perhaps still do the 
same things. Jewish Weddings. I have described my sister’s wedding. I 
don’t remember any other, but imagine they were about the same. Now, 
when the peasants had a wedding and I have seen many, the whole 

town is invited. They get dressed up, skirts are full, pleated white with 
an all over pattern of rose buds, white shirred blouses and black (usu-
ally velvet) weskits with lacing in front. They all have beautiful long 
hair, hanging in braids with fresh flowers in the hair. It seems to me, or 
at least I think I remember, the men wear regular pants, but full white 
embroidered shirts with long sleeves. They get married in church, then 
the bride, groom and all the guests march thru the whole town, sing-
ing songs, always the same ones for the occasion. In Slavic they rhyme, 
of course, but I will try to give you the gist of them. Believe it or not, I 
still remember, also the Slavic words. 

Now the best man is called Drushba, maid of honor Drusha, matrons 
of honor Shwashke. The first song, walking we are walking up hill 
and down dale, we are walking to find a new family. The second song: 
Why doesn’t the Drushba have a horse, because he doesn’t know how 
to sit on a horse, let the 
Drushkas ride a cat and the 
Drushba can sit on a fence. 
The third song: Why don’t 
the Shwaskes sing, because 
their teeth are far apart. Let 
us make a paste of manure 
and fill their teeth in. These 
songs are repeated over and 
over again in the same or-
der, till they have marched 
through the whole town 
and stopped at every house. 
Imagine maybe a couple 
of hundred people color-
fully dressed, marching and 
singing. Quite a sight as I 
remember it. Incidentally 
the children wore exactly Aunt Belle
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the same clothes as their elders, and were also in this parade. Do you 
think it’s cute?

April 29th 1964

One year ago today, at 3:35 AM, my sister Belle died and took half 
of me with her. I really don’t know what I felt as I sat there watching 
her leave. Only about an hour earlier she told me not to worry that 
everything will be all right. She knew I was going to stay all night so 
she told me to put on a sweater, as it gets colder at night. She asked 
for a bedpan, but not the regular kind, she described a flat pan. I later 
learned it was called a crash pan. This is something I did not know of 
before. The nurse came in and gave her a shot (a tranquilizer), she fell 
asleep.

I sat there, I touched her arms and her legs. They were getting quite 
cold. She seemed to be resting quietly, but all the time she was getting 
colder. About 3:15 I heard a noise in her stomach like a klunk of water 
dropping. Then she became very restless, moving from side to side. I 
touched her face, it was cold and clammy, my hands actually got wet. 
She was trying to say something but the words came out all squeezed 
together. I couldn’t make it out. 

Then all at once she lay back opened her eyes, whispered something, 
I couldn’t hear, I only saw her lips move, then there was a silver mist 
around her face. All at once she looked young and beautiful. T thought 
this is her soul, leaving the body. I sat and watched her die. I have often 
thought about this mist coming from her nostrils and around her face. 

I suppose it was really the last warm breath coming against her damp 
cold face, made it look like fine silver threads, like a halo around her 
face. No matter how much I reason it out, I still like to think, maybe 
what I saw was really her soul leaving for eternity. 

I watched her die, I did not cry, I called the nurse. I asked them to be 
quiet, not to waken the woman in the other bed. They wheeled the bed 
out to the waiting room. The doctors came, yes she was gone, the silver 

mist was gone. They asked if they could perform an autopsy. I said, no. 
They called Dr. Weisberg. He wanted to know if I needed some tran-
quilizers. I said no, I was fine. I asked the nurse to call the undertakers. 
I gathered up my sister’s things. They called a cab for me. 

I was going thru all the proper motions, only I wasn’t feeling a thing. 
While I could talk and walk and make arrangements part of me was 
lying by my sister’s side, just as dead.

I wonder why I’m writing this? Perhaps some day the kids may want 
some questions answered. I know there were many times I wished I 
had asked certain questions, but it was too late, the people who could 
tell me were gone.

I remember the early years of this century. We lived in a small town in 
(Austria) called Losie in Galicia. This was really a beautiful spot. There 
was a mountain, foliage covered at one end, perhaps a hundred feet 
away a river ran thru the town. When the river was low one could cross 
it on the jutting rocks but in flood time it always carried the bridge 
away. It was a torrent across the river. 

Between two hills a dirt road ran thru the town. The main cross street 
further up was called the Kaiserweg (Kings row). On this dirt road was 
the village store owned by Reb Abba. A store was called a gevelb. Here 
you could buy imported fruits, bread, candy, simple drugs, all the way 
up to yard goods.

A little further up was the schul, where all Jewish life centered. At the 
corner was the church and graveyard. Next door was the school, two 
rooms, one for boys the other girls. Our teachers were a husband and 
wife team. We had to study three languages, Slavic which was spoken 
in our town, Polish for a town next to ours and German the national 
language. Across the street of the church was the Kretchma, a saloon 
operated by a Jewish woman whose husband was a scholar. I don’t 
believe he ever did anything but study Torah.

A little further up on the Kaiserweg was the priest’s home (Russian 
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Orthodox). The town went sort of up hill to the Kaiserweg then down 
hill on the other side and the dirt road continuing. On the right hand 

side were a few homes. We once lived in one of those, in fact my sister 
Rifke got married there. 

Satellite view of Losie and Klinkivka (Klimkowka) from Google Maps.
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The left side rose in a hill with homes; we also lived in one on top of 
the hill. Then there was a rivulet running along this hill that emptied 
into the river on one side and went into a deep ravine on the other 
and the other side of the rivulet were more hills and homes. The town 
tailor, a Jew, lived in one of those homes.

Then continuing from this center of the town were the farms and graz-
ing lands. There were some rolling meadows where we used to graze 
our cows: we usually had two. This was a beautiful green spot, the grass 
like velvet. As children we liked to come here and romp around. When 
we needed to pee, we usually did it in front of a cow and they would 
love to graze in this spot. This place was called the lonkes. One side 
of the lonkes was the deep ravine, past it was a road. I never did know 
where that led to. There were farms all around.

Between these farms was a fruit orchard, which we owned at one time. 
I remember a big tree at the entrance to the orchard. It sort of had a 
heavy trunk that divided in two. This was a fine place to sit in. I used to 
love to go there to read, when I got hold of a book, usually from school.

In front of the mountain was a sawmill and flourmill that my father 
owned. There was a canal that ran along side of the mountain for about 
a mile, at the head of which they built a dam. Where the river curved 
opposite the mountain was a very high cliff and where the mountain 
sloped down were the woods where my father got the logs to be cut at 
the sawmill. The water thru the canal supplied the power. 

After the river flooded the dam usually had to be rebuilt. Also, there 
were times when father and my brother Harold would shut off the dam 
at night and the next morning there would be enough big fish for the 
whole town.

The flourmill which stood next to the saw mill was a square room. In 
the center there was a big vat, a sort of wheel shaped concrete block on 
top of that and another vat on top of that. They poured the grain in the 
top vat, the wheel would go round and round grinding the grain and 
the flour would pour into the lower vat. This too was run by the water 

coming from the canal.

Our house was also at this spot. There were two rooms, the kitchen 
was a long, narrow room. At one end was built in the cook stove of 
concrete and the oven next to it, sort of a cave, rounded at the top and 
a door made to cover the front to keep the heat in. On top of the oven, 
which was squared off, it formed, a niche, was the babke and this was 
our favorite place to sit on when it was cold, for this was deliciously 
warm. The fuel was wood.

The other room was very large. In the center was a huge table and lots 
of chairs, all made by hand. On each side stood a very large bed. We all 
slept in these two beds. In the morning these beds were made up, the 
pillows against the wall and covered with very fancy bedspreads. This 
room was called the tzimmer, and used for company. The floors were 
wood and had to be scrubbed. The walls white washed. Every home 
you went to was furnished exactly the same way.

One day Pa went to Leipzig and brought back a machine to make con-
crete roofing shingles. Pa also built houses. He built a small shed and 
even we kids used to operate this machine. It was lots of fun. We had 
no toys, I never had a doll. We did have bows and arrows that Pa made 
for us. To make the shingles we mixed water with the cement, put it 
into a mold, put this mold in the machine, then pulled the top down, 
which formed grooves. 

We put these on the floor around the shed to dry and harden, then 
paint the shingles red or green. This was like playing with toys, but 
useful, too. Between our mills and the river we had a small farm where 
we raised potatoes and other vegetables. These were worked by some 
of the peasant women hired by mother. No Jewish girl was allowed to 
work away from home, at least not until she was married.

As I remember, the farmers, their wives and kids were a happy lot, they 
owned their land and must have been fairly well off. The women wore 
full pleated skirts made of a printed material, with either black or white 
background and small flowers in an all over pattern, white full blouses 
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and weskits that laced in the front. When they worked in the field they 
always sang.

In the wintertime they made linen thread out of the flax they grew, 
made this into cloth, yards and yards of it. Then in the summer they 
would stretch this cloth along the bank of the river opposite our mill. 
Then they would step into the water and splash the material. When 
it would dry they repeated the operation. This would bleach the linen 
down to a snowy white. Everybody washed their clothes at the river, 
too. They would wet the clothes put it on a rock then beat it with a 
paddle. This would really make it clean. 

The Jews in this town got along very well with their gentile neighbors. 
Of course, they had equal rights under a very benevolent king, Francis 
Joseph. They had the right to vote. I can remember Mother talking 
about voting for a certain goy to be the mayor and postmaster of the 
town. We used to go to his house for the mail. He had a nice house 
across the Kaiserweg.

One day I went for the mail and right on the front stoop was a soldier. 
There were some in our town, for even then, about 1912 they were 
preparing for war. Anyway this soldier was laying on top of the shiksie. I 
didn’t know what was happening but it bothered me for a long time.

In the next town, called Ropa, the story was different. This was a Pol-
ish town and many’s the time I heard them threaten that the Jews were 
only safe as long as Francis Joseph lived. How right they were. This was 
a very prosperous town. They had kerosene and tar wells. The derricks 
looked very impressive.

To go to school we had to cross the river, of course. The girls had the 
lady teacher and the man for the boys. At recess we went out. There 
was a shallow ditch a few feet away from the school; there on one side 
the girls would crouch down and pee. We wore no pants, just lifted 
our dresses and let go. The boys were on the other side; we couldn’t see 
them.

We wore no shoes except in the winter. No wonder all the kids had 
worms from time to time. They gave us small pink candies to eat so we 
could pass lots and lots of white worms. One day I went to school in 
the morning, crossed the bridge, all was fine. While we were at school 
it started to storm. When I got to the river to go back the bridge had 
washed away. A goy came along on a horse; he took me across. The 
horse had to swim, the waters got so high.

Incidentally, education was compulsory under the king’s edict. If par-
ents didn’t send their children to school, they were subject to arrest, and 
school, at least the lower grades were free. No wonder the Jews loved 
this king.

I don’t remember my mother too well when I was a child, she was away 
too much of the time. I remember people telling how when Francis 
Joseph was to appear in a public parade, my mother left two little 
children at home (at that time she had only Rifke and Helen) and went 
to this distant city to see the parade. Of course, in those days my family 
must have been well off as they always had a couple of shiksies in the 
house to do the work.

When we were very little I remember Maurice used to faint very often. 
If I cut my finger and he saw the blood, he would faint. They took him 
to a Rabbi, he gave him a small heart shaped amulet that Maurice wore 
around the neck and as long as he had it he never fainted. Then one 
day he lost it. I remember so well that night he fainted. I was the only 
one at home with Ma. I had to run to Reb Abba’s gevelb for oranges for 
him. I had to cross the bridge. It was very dark; I ran all the way to the 
store and back scared half to death, especially since there was a rumor 
that a crazy woman was running around our town.

We had chickens, ducks and geese. When a fowl was killed (by a 
shochet) we used to save the feathers and on winter nights we would 
take these feathers out, all the women and girls would sit around the 
big table and strip these feathers from the stems. These would make 
nice soft pillows and quilts called perenis. They would be nice and 



�0

warm in the cold winter nights. When a girl got married her family 
had to have a set of pillows and perenis for her, as part of her dowry.

One day there was a lot of excitement in our house. I remember a man 
came to talk to my parents. He was well dressed, a big fur collar on his 
coat and he wore a fur hat. It seems he had a business proposition for 
my parents that would make them very rich. I guess it worked just the 
opposite way, for we seemed to be getting poorer and just about then 
the house we lived in burnt down. We moved to the other side of the 
Kaiserweg. 

Then shortly after that Helen went to America. Things really went 
from bad to worse. Also, my parents had a problem. Rifke was of 
marriageable age. They had to go husband hunting and where was the 
money coming from for a dowry, as befitting the leading family of the 
town. Because even then I remember mother was sort of running the 
whole town, everybody came to her for advice.

Well, it seems when our parents were first married they lived next door 
to a family that had a boy my sister’s age and though they lived in a 
distant town they got together and this boy became my brother in law. 
Ma took Rifke to a city half way between our town and where these 
people lived. There my sister met her future husband for the first time 
since they had been babies together, and so they became engaged.

I remember my sister writing letters in code to her boy friend and he 
answered the same way. If we kids found these letters, we couldn’t read 
them. I wonder who made up their code. In the mean time prepara-
tions were started for the wedding. This house we lived in had an extra 
large room, usually used for storage. This was cleaned out and they 
imported wall paper to paper this room, something new for this town. 

Ma took Rifke to the big city to buy clothes. They really were beautiful 
dresses and lots of them. The Jewish women in our town wore dresses 
in the latest styles not like the peasants. Usually they would have 
pictures and the town dressmaker would make the dresses. But not for 
my sister’s wedding; they had to come from the big city and had to fit 

perfectly. In those days Rifke was very slim. I think she really had a 
beautiful figure. I thought she was the most beautiful person I ever saw 
in all her fine clothes. 

There was cooking and baking going on and lots of excitement and 
as the day for the wedding came close all the groom’s relatives started 
coming to our town. There were quite a lot of people and I just don’t 
remember where they were put up. I suppose some of our neighbors 
had to take some in; there was no hotel.

About a week before the wedding I got eczema all over my body, 
hands, face everywhere. I was a mess, especially my hands were com-
pletely covered by ugly dark sores. So Harold went to the city and 
bought me a pair of white lace gloves with the tips of the fingers cut 
out so I could wear these to cover the sores. That night I couldn’t 
remove the gloves; they were stuck to the sores. I think I still can feel 
the pain as I sat there with a pan of water, my hands in it to soften the 
gloves or sores so they could be taken off.

The next day there was a big ceremony as they cut off my sister’s hair 
and put a wig (shetel) on her. The wedding lasted about a week, on 
Saturday the bride and groom were escorted to shul. After that the out 
of town guests went home.

Now in those days, the bride’s people not only had to give a dowry and 
trousseau but they also had to supply the young couple with at least 
three years of room and board (called Kest). So, of course, my brother 
in law had to stay with us. I don’t know where the money came from. 
Of course, Helen used to send dollars from America, that must have 
been the biggest help. 

Also, about then it was discovered that our fur-collared friend was 
a crook. There was a lot to do with lawyers. In think in the end my 
parents were exonerated. But they also lost everything, including the 
sawmill. 

About the last splurge of luxury I can remember is when Harold 
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hitched up a horse and surrey and took us to Visover, a warm springs 
resort about a three hour ride from our home, and oh the wonders of 
this place. There was a large pavilion with globes filled with all differ-
ent colors of liquid all around the place. In the center were a number of 
small pools. We had colored pop and a good time was had by all.

About this time it became apparent that my brother in law had to go 
into some kind of business since there was no money. There was not 
going to be any three years of room and board. He and my sister went 
to Merish Austro. Helen sent tickets for my father and Frieda. They 
went to America. Then Rifke became pregnant so Belle was sent off to 
help her. She was only about twelve then. Mother put her on the train 
in the big city and Belle went all by her self. I think it was a two-day 
trip. When she got there my brother in law did not meet her at the 
train, he had gotten the wrong time for her arrival. But somehow she 
found her way to their home. And oh the glowing letters of the won-
ders of the big city. To get water all you had to do was turn a tap on the 
wall. We had water in our kitchen also, but that was because Pa put a 
pump in the kitchen that connected to the well outside. 

My grandmother (mother’s mother) lived with us. I think I must have 
loved her very much; I was always at her heels. She used to knit warm 
stockings for us that we wore in the winter. In the summer we went 
barefoot except on Saturday. It was winter, she became ill, she was in 
bed and of course I was there in the room with her.

She called me. I went over to the bed but she couldn’t talk, I must have 
screamed. The next thing I knew I was sent to the tailor’s house to stay 
there. Two days later as I was looking out of the window at the tailor’s 
house I saw Harold hitch up a horse and wagon. They put a box in the 
wagon and drove off to the cemetery, which was in the city. There was 
no Jewish cemetery in our town. I knew then that my grandmother was 
dead. Because once before I had seen this same procedure. About a year 
earlier we had a little brother Shevach and when he died Harold then 
took him to the cemetery.

It was early spring, things were a little better. Money was coming 
regularly from America and we had hopes of joining them soon. Rifke 
had the baby, a boy, Herman. I don’t think my brother in law did so 
well in his business because they came back to Losie. When Herman 
was about six months old, and he was adorable with blonde, curly hair. 
It was on a Friday, the candles were lit, mother was holding him at 
the table. All of a sudden he reached for a candle, went to put it in his 
mouth and burn’t the tip of his nose. It took a long time to heal. 

The year was 1913 when we were coming to America and had to stay 
in Bremen, Germany because Maurice and I had something wrong 
with our eyes. There was an older man and his two grown sons from 
Russia. The old man was crying and telling Ma that one of the sons 
had something wrong with his eyes and so they had to stay in Bremen 
for about a month. When Ma suggested that he and one of the sons go 
to America the other was old enough to follow by himself, the old man 
crying said we can’t do that “because we have only one address between 
us.” Needless to say I chimed in that if he will give me the address I 
will copy it for each of them. I wonder what would have happened if 
they lost that piece of paper. This is the twentieth century??? 

It must have been January. We got the tickets to come to America; 
Mother, Belle, Maurice and I. Rifke, Arye and Herman stayed in Losie 
to follow us later. Ma used to make a delicious syrup out of raspberries, 
so she made a gallon of it to take to America. I remember on the train, 
when we crossed the border into Germany, Ma made me sit on this 
gallon so my dress covered it because you were not supposed to take 
it to another country. We stopped in Berlin and stayed in a hotel over 
night, carrying this precious syrup. The next day we got on another 
train to go to Bremen, always so careful with it. In Bremen in the hotel, 
one day while we were out, it was broken and syrup was all over the 
floor.

I think when we got off the train in Berlin I skipped a hundred years. 
I had never seen a building over three stories. The new school in Losie 
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was a three story brick building that was just being finished so I had 
never been inside it. Of course, it was the first time I had ever been on 
a train, also. I had never seen a street car or electric light and inside 
toilets in the hotel. I’m sure I was awed.

When we got to Bremen we had to go thru a medical examination. 
It was found that Maurice and I had something wrong with our eyes, 
we had to stay in Bremen for a month. So Mother, Belle, Maurice and 
I stayed in Bremen in the Warsaw Hotel. We even got to ride on a 
street car. We went to the zoo and it was a thrill to see all the animals, 
especially exciting were the kangaroos with their pouches and the little 
ones heads sticking out. As I remember Bremen was a beautiful city. 
We used to love to look in the store windows, always something new 
to see. I remember seeing a bunch of bananas in one window, nobody 
knew what those things were. Ma bought me a new dress; it was black 
and white checks and had a big bow in the back. I just loved it. I also 
got a new pair of shoes, tan oxfords. Was I dressed up.

Then one day the doctor said our eyes were all right and we left at last 
to come to America. There must have been hundreds and hundreds 
of immigrants that got on that boat [Wetsavele ?] I think they called 
it; third class, it was below deck. There were bunks all along the walls, 
about three high and jammed full. Most of the time everybody was sea 
sick. Maurice and I were fine and we used to go up and get food. All 
I remember was boiled potatoes, there must have been other things, 
too. I think we got the food for everybody in our section of the boat. 
One day Ma took us to a different part of the boat where she paid for 
a bath for us. In Losie we used to go swimming in the river every day, 
so we didn’t need any baths. Of course in the winter we had to go to 
the mikveh to take a bath. I think by this time everybody smelled pretty 
badly. I don’t remember exactly, but this boat trip took about three 
weeks.

Our destination was Baltimore, but the ship made a stop in New York 
harbor to unload some cargo. When we stopped I went on deck and 

there for the first time I saw a negro. I had never been so scared in my 
life, I ran down to Ma screaming. I had heard of Indians but never of 
black men. We finally got to Baltimore on a Friday afternoon. We got 
on the train. Mother said it was permissible to ride on shabos as long as 
we got on before the sabbath. We got to Chicago Sunday and went to 
our new home on Division Street.

Helen, Pa and Frieda had furnished it. We had three bedrooms, dining 
room, kitchen and inside toilet, gas light, oh this was luxury. It wasn’t 
long before I discovered it was really a slum upstairs of a grocery store.

Monday morning Helen 
registered us at the 
Anderson school right 
across the street. Maurice, 
Belle and I had to start 
in the first grade, but as 
soon as we picked up the 
language we were moved 
up. Of course, Belle went 
the fastest. She finished 
grammar school in about 
three years. After the first 
year we moved about two 
blocks away on Lincoln 
Street on the first floor. 
We had a nice big yard 
where all the kids from 
the neighborhood came 
to play. Only I didn’t have time to play, after school I had to clean the 
house. Helen and Frieda worked, by this time Rifke came here and 
they opened a grocery store. Belle had to go there to help.

We lived in this house about a year when Ma decided we should have 
our own home so she managed to get the money together. She always 
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got everybody’s pay (like she said, since they were her children and 
husband, the money really belonged to her). She made a down pay-
ment on a cottage on 2025 Evergreen Avenue We kids transferred to 
Wicker Park School. Pa was a carpenter so he fixed up the attic into 
a flat and Ruth and her family moved in there. By this time there was 
Herman and Mary. 

Shirley was born in this flat, I remember so well the doctor and nurse 
coming to the house. I went upstairs and when I saw Rifke sitting up 
with her legs spread apart it scared the hell out of me. I really still did 

not know how babies were born. I remember when we were still in 
Losie not too many years earlier there was a shoemaker, a deaf mute. 
Once I took some shoes in to be repaired. He grabbed and kissed me 
for the longest time. I kept worrying and wondering when I’d have a 
baby.

Things seemed to go smoothly for a little while. Ma joined several 
organizations; she was very busy, always helping others, not us. Then 
Harold got sick, he had blood poisoning and was taken to the North 

Chicago Hospital. It took a long time and he was finally cured. The 
war was on in Europe and a draft law had been passed here. Harold 
was drafted and went to Camp Grant. I missed him terribly. He had 
promised to take me to the Hippodrome, a vaudeville house, but never 
got a chance. I think he was the sweetest guy that ever lived, and only 
such a short time. 

That summer I graduated from grammar school. At that time it was 
the style for a family to bring flowers to their girl graduates. I never 
said anything to the family but I was just sick because I just knew I 
would be the only one on that stage who didn’t get flowers. Imagine 
my extreme happiness when graduation night Belle brought me a large 
bouquet of flowers and I had my picture taken with them the next day. 
It’s one of the few times I remember being really happy up to that time. 
My graduation dress I made myself; this was a school project and we all 
had to wear the same uniform.

I wanted to be either a teacher or nurse. Of course, Jewish girls just 
didn’t go in for nursing. I begged mother to let me go to high school. 
At that time if you had two years of high school and two years of 
normal you could be a teacher. I think I had mother almost convinced. 
I promised her that I would complete the four years in three. I knew I 
could do it. Then Auntie Ray Rieger came over. She talked against my 
getting any further education. She had a daughter Sadie who was about 
a year older than me; she didn’t even graduate from grammar school. 
So my aunt argued if this was good enough for Sadie, and I had even 
gone farther, it was good enough for me. So, no high school for me. 
Instead I was allowed to go to business college to take up bookkeeping, 
a nine months course.

Let me digress a little. Sadie became a tramp, a cheap prostitute. She 
died in an insane asylum before she was thirty years old.

That summer Harold was sent home. He got a medical discharge. He 
seemed to be all right and he went back to work. By then he was work-
ing for the Chicago Title and Trust Company as a carpenter and engi-
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neer. He had a tremendous potential. I knew that somehow he would 
make things right for me. I wasn’t happy, I suppose because I didn’t get 
my way about school. Then I was terribly shy. For one thing I didn’t get 
much chance to make friends because I had to go home directly from 
school to clean, wash clothes and other household duties. I was the 
only one home, Belle too was working. 

Ma was busy with her clubs. She was the abso-
lute boss at home. She got everybody’s pay check 
and she doled out allowances. I remember once, 
on a Friday night, Harold had to send some one 
a check. It was after sun down. Ma had already 
lit the candles, so she couldn’t sign the check 
and Harold had to forge her signature. He said 
then he would open his own checking account 
and only give her part of his earnings. There was 
quite an argument. Harold never did get to open 
that checking account. He got very sick, terrible 
cramps and he stayed home a few days. I came 
home from school and saw him vomit. He had 
been home alone. He threw up a lot of blood. I got 
scared and when Ma came home, she saw me, she 
knew something was wrong. I was crying so she 
called the doctor. He said he didn’t see anything 
wrong, just an upset stomach. 

The next day I didn’t go to school, I wouldn’t leave 
Harold alone and Ma had a meeting. As long as I 
live I’ll never forget that day. Harold said to me, Florence, I’m going 
to die and Ma doesn’t care. By night time my brother was much worse. 
He was taken to the Swedish Deaconess Hospital. He was there some 
time, but they couldn’t find out what it was. Then he was moved to 
the North Chicago Hospital. Dr. Carl Beck who had cured Harold of 
blood poisoning three years earlier, performed an exploratory operation 
and my brother was full of cancer. He lived about three months. Then 

on Sunday, Dec. 17, 1917, early in the evening, he died, aged twenty-
three.

Monday morning he was buried. We came home from the cemetery, 
the Jews have a custom at a time like that, when you come home, some 
one has prepared hard boiled eggs and bagels and the mourners are 
supposed to eat this. We were all in a pretty bad state, especially Pa. He 

had been in the hospital more than at home during 
all this time.  After he ate this meal he got terribly 
sick, everyone got excited and called doctors. As 
I remember three different doctors came to the 
house. 

But Dr. Leviton was first so the others left, “such 
is fate.” Dr. Leviton decided that Pa needed an 
enema and he gave him one. By night time Pa was 
burning with fever, he was rushed to the hospital 
where they operated on him for an obstruction 
of the bowels, but it was too late, the enema had 
punctured the intestines and Pa died of peritonitis 
early Tuesday morning Dec. 19, 1917, aged 54. 
Wednesday we had another funeral.

I remember that winter, I think we had the biggest 
snows. Maurice was thirteen year old so he went to 
shul every morning before going to school to say 
Kaddish. Many’s the morning he carried a shovel 
with him to make a path to the shul.

Somehow summer came again, 1918, and with it 
the flu epidemic. People were dying like flies. The woman next door 
to us, a mother of five got sick one day and the next she was gone. The 
grocery lady across the street who had two beautiful daughters, one was 
a high school teacher, both died. She had one daughter retarded and a 
boy who wasn’t very smart, they lived.

Then one Sunday Belle went on a hike, the first time she had gone any 
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place since our tragedy. She came home, I was home alone, and she was 
burning up. I didn’t know what to do, so I kept giving her cold milk 
which was the worst thing I could do. Later when the family came 
home they called the doctor. She had the flu but luckily she recovered, 
only she lost all her hair. She had always been a dish water blonde, but 
the new hair came in a beautiful red. 

With all this going on I was out of school so much. The tuition had 
been paid so the school allowed me to come back and finish the course. 

By this time we all hated the house we lived in, so Ma sold it and we 
moved to Wicker Park Avenue Also, about this time Ma had decided 
to build a day nursery, her ladies and mostly she raised some money 
and bought what had been a mansion on Wicker Park Avenue where 
they opened the first Jewish day nursery. I have to laugh when I think 
of people accusing Ma of making money for herself. If we had the 
money that this project cost our family we would be quite wealthy and 
not have to worry about working for a living.

Then it was November 18, 1918, the war was over, maybe we too 
would have some peace. Helen was going around with a lot of different 
guys. I remember one, an artist, his name was Fromalsky. Our house 
was always full of flowers and candy that he sent, but he was very, very 
homely. Then Ma met Mr. Sprung, I think at the Jewish Courier, a 
newspaper, and brought him home. I think Helen thought he was good 
looking and she started going with him.

Ruth and Arye had a grocery store on Fowler Street; they lived up-
stairs. She was pregnant again and many times after I was through 
cleaning at home I’d go over there to clean up the house and one day 
when I was there Shirley got sick. She was a darling baby, a red head 
and oh so smart. She had a stomachache, the doctor thought it might 
be appendicitis. She was taken to the hospital and Dr. Breakstone 
refused to operate. He had to be paid in advance. Nobody had cash on 
hand. Then someone got hold of Gert Geller and she paid the doctor 
$50. Shirley died under the knife.

A few days later I got sick. The doctor decided I had to have my tonsils 
out. So I went to the hospital to have this done but that night I started 
to bleed. I guess they almost gave me up. Belle came and stayed all 
night, two nights in a row. After a week I came home.

Early in 1919 I graduated from business college and got a job at the 
American Railway Express Co. The starting wage was $70 a month. I 
was promised a raise by Christmas as a general raise was coming then. 
Helen and Belle opened a millinery shop on Lawrence Ave and I used 
to go to help them on Saturday afternoon and evening as I only worked 
a half day on Saturday.

I worked in the claim de-
partment where shipments 
with the markings torn off 
were sent. People would put 
in claims, the system was 
so poor they couldn’t locate 
the merchandise and so 
at least 90% of the claims 
had to be paid. Then I got 
an idea of cataloging the 
unmarked merchandise in 
a triple file system so it was 
easier to find the proper 
shipment when a claim 
came in. 

The raise came thru before 
Christmas. My new salary 
was supposed to be $90 a 
month. The highest salary 
paid women was $144 a 
month. They gave me the 
$144 plus back pay from 
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the time I started. I don’t remember how much I got but I do remem-
ber that I decided I wouldn’t give this money to Ma, instead I bought a 
big Victrola, just out then for $300 and a lot of new records.

I was the only Jewish girl in the place so I made friends with the shiks-
ies. I was still very shy and I was helped a lot by one of the girls. She 
told me the reason I was shy and afraid to talk was because I thought I 
was so important that people just hung on my words. She said nobody 
really cared what I said, that I was attracting more attention to myself 
by being so shy. Somehow this seemed to make sense and I was coming 
out of my shell. Also there was a shegetz, Tommy Walsh, that I started 
going around with a lot. 

Helen was scared that I would marry a shegetz and she started to talk to 
me to quit and come into the business with her and Belle. At this time 
Helen was married. Sprung didn’t really make enough so she stayed on 
in business. I helped out and kept on working at the Express Company. 
For the first time I felt I was a person on my own. My shiksie friends 
made double dates for me. This was prohibition time and it was smart 
to go to a cabaret and carry a bottle with 
you. This usually fell to me because I had a 
raccoon coat with big pockets. Several times 
we missed raids by just minutes.

One time I went on a double date with one 
of the girls. She said she knew the boys. I 
found out later she had flirted with one on 
the street and made a double date. Anyway 
we had gone to see a play then went to an 
Italian restaurant on Laflin Street, which 
didn’t look too good to me. I got into a fight 
with the guy I was with because he was try-
ing to get fresh and I walked out, took a cab 
and went home. A few days later I saw in the paper, this guy I had been 
with was taken for a ride on a country road and shot, he was a gangster. 

I got kind of scared and realized I was with wrong friends.

So when Helen became pregnant with Lou and she decided to open 
a store on 26th Street I quit my job and went to work with Belle. I 
knew absolutely nothing about the millinery business but I had a good 
teacher.

Ma decided that it was poor policy to pay rent so she bought another 
house on Sacramento Blvd. It was a two story residence and since there 
were six rooms upstairs she would remodel it into a two flat building. 
She got a second mortgage and did this. She went to an auction once 
and bought the biggest bathtub I ever saw which was installed in our 
apartment. You could sit in this tub and the water would be up to your 
chin. 

Frieda got married. The flat upstairs was rented. Then Ma decided 
since she had two business girls (she always introduced us as meine 
business girls, which used to make me so mad, but I could never stop 
her) we needed a car. So she bought a Westcott touring car with a Cali-
fornia top. This could be put down like a convertible, a seven passenger 
car. There were two seats that folded up. Once one of her friends sat on 
one of these seats, it broke and we could never use it again.

Our garage was in back of the house. To pull out we had to drive in the 
alley to Augusta Street. We were in the middle of the block. When we 
only had the car for a short time Maurice pulled out the car and when 
he turned into Augusta Street a guy was speeding, he caught the rear 
bumper of the car and turned it over. The top caved right in. It was just 
a miracle that Maurice wasn’t hurt. This guy’s name was Locki. He was 
president of a bank in Portage Park and a Republican. Ma gave the case 
to Louis Rieger, also a Republican. Anyway the case never came up, 
even though we had witnesses who saw this accident. One woman even 
said she heard Mrs Locki say, why didn’t you kill the Jew. This woman 
was not Jewish. I often wondered how much Louis got out of this. But 
Ma trusted him.

I remember an incident. We went to a funeral. Ma and Auntie Rieger 
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(I didn’t like her but that’s besides the point) were sitting together in 
front. Louis Rieger and his wife came in. He walked up to Ma and 
kissed her but not his mother.

The second time I drove the car I got caught between a street car and 
a milk wagon and dented three fenders. I took it into the shop to have 
it fixed before anyone saw it. The guy suggested that I should have a 
fence built around it. I never had any other accident and I drove a car 
for quite a few years.

Maurice finished high school, radios were just coming out. He made 
one that worked except it had to have big batteries. They started to 
leak and burned up quite a bit of the rugs. At any rate, since he was 
mechanically inclined, it seemed to run in the family, Pa was an expert 
carpenter, Harold had been on the way in mechanics, Belle and I 
decided that Maurice must go to college and be an engineer. We were 
making money so that was no problem. Maurice always worked dur-
ing the summer so things looked rosy for a change. The only trouble 
we had was with Ma. Se expected either Maurice or me to drive her 
around, pick her up at meetings at night, take all her lady friends home, 
and like fools we did it.  

The store was open three nights a week so I had very little time to 
myself. On top of that the only day we had a home cooked meal was 
Friday. Ma was too busy with meetings and couldn’t get home in time 
to cook. Many’s the meal Maurice prepared and he also helped with 
the house cleaning. That was one of the reasons we decided he must 
have a college education. So Maurice went to college, only after one 
year he changed his mind, or rather made up his own mind to be an 
architect, which was all right with us. We only wanted him to have an 
education. I suppose because we missed it so.

Albany Park had been mostly a Swedish neighborhood, it was chang-
ing to a Jewish section and as everybody knows Jewish women are the 
hardest hat customers. So we sold the store, paid Helen her share of 
the business. Belle and I opened a beautiful shop on Diversey called the 

Flo la Belle Shoppe. This was 1927. Lindy flew the Atlantic, business 
was good. We bought nice clothes. Maurice’s suits had to be custom 
made. Ma made many demands for money for her organizations, espe-
cially the children’s home. She got it, too.

Only Belle and I had to work pretty hard, the store was open three 
nights a week, the other nights we stayed to make the hats for our 
customers and we even worked on Sunday. At the time we didn’t mind. 
I don’t think we ever gave it a thought that we were wasting our lives. 
Oh, what fools we were. We bought beautiful clothes but didn’t go out 
enough to wear them. Just too busy making money. 

There was one thing at least, we got a hold of a schwartze, Bes-
sie, whom we could trust. She came once a week to clean the house 
thoroughly, so at least we were 
saved that chore. She had a 
key so she could come in and 
go, because Ma wouldn’t stay 
home even one day with her. 

Maurice was going around 
with a very pretty little girl, a 
feather brain. I used to collect 
good classical records (Red 
Seal). One day Maurice’s girl 
friend borrowed some of these 
records without asking one 
of us. She took them home 
and broke my prized one, 
Lo Hear the Gentle Lark, 
by Galli Curci. This burned 
me up, anyway this affair was 
getting too serious. When we 
drove to Benton Harbor to 
visit Ma (she went there every 
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summer for a couple of months) this girl had to come along. They were 
always together. 

So Belle and I decided we had to do something about it. A friend of 
ours was getting married so we decided we would make a party for 
them. I had been going out occasionally with Harry, a doctor, and we 
always ended in a fight because he was too fresh. We invited him to 
this party because we knew he couldn’t resist a pretty girl (I wasn’t 
pretty, he said he liked my brain). However we figured it right. Our 
success was better than we expected. Sometime during the party Mau-
rice missed his girl friend. When he went looking for her he found her 

in a darkened bedroom with 
Harry, smooching. That was 
the end of that.

After that Maurice was just 
moping around the house. 
He would buy a big box of 
candy for Ma, then stretch 
out on the chaise lounge 
and eat it himself. I had met 
Bessie Katz briefly some time 
back, so I kept urging him 
to call her. Then it was Rosh 
Hashana and Maurice got 
a new year card from Bessie 
and he started going with 
her. I remember it was the 
day before Christmas; Mau-
rice was going to Bessie’s for 
dinner. We asked him if he 
had a gift for his girl friend. 
He didn’t, he said he didn’t 
even know that it was proper 

for him to give her anything, 

so we convinced him that since he was going there for dinner he should 
certainly give her something. We carried very nice costume jewelry in 
the store so we picked out a necklace to give to his girl friend. I’m sure 
to this day Bessie doesn’t know that Maurice didn’t buy this himself.

Our upstairs flat had been empty and Ma got a tenant for the whole 
building. We were happy about this. For one thing we couldn’t get a 
janitor as there were only homes in our neighborhood and they all did 
their own work. So in the winter time Maurice had to get up very early 
to start the furnace. He rigged up a shovel of coal and an alarm clock 
that opened the furnace door, opened the dampers and dumped the 
coal in, at five o’clock in the morning but he still had to get up early to 
keep it going. So we moved to Logan Square where we could get a bus 
to the store and Maurice got the use of the car most of the time.

Business was good; we were still working like fools. Ma decided we 
should have a new car, so we said all right but neither of us could take 
the time to go look at one, so we begged her please not to buy a Cadil-
lac or one of the high priced cars. We were willing to go as high as a 
Buick. So Maurice and Ma went to buy the car. I almost fainted when 
they drove up to the store in a Stutz Bearcat, the second highest priced 
car on the market at that time. They bought it so all we could do is 
write a check. We had this car only about a month when it was stolen 
from the garage and used in a bank robbery.

Maurice was down state on that day taking his state board examina-
tion for architect. He could prove this, of course, so the police, after 
questioning him, absolved him. They thought he might be one of the 
robbers. Anyway, they had driven this car too fast for a new car. The 
bearings were burned out and even though the insurance company paid 
for fixing it, we always had trouble. Also, we used to get about seven 
miles to the gallon of gas. 

The two spare tires were mounted on each side of the car. One night 
we left the car in front of the house and the tires were stripped off. We 
got new tires and Maurice connected an alarm to them so if they were Bessie Katz
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taken off without disconnecting the alarm there would be a loud siren. 
Belle and I went to a dressmaker one night and when we came out one 
of our tires was flat. This was about 11p.m. We called the motor club to 
come and change the tire for us, but I had completely forgotten about 

the alarm. When they went to take off the tire the siren went off and 
we had the whole neighborhood out on the street.

It was 1929 Maurice was through with school. In June he got a very 
good , well paying job with an engineering, architectural firm. Then out 
of the blue he came home to announce that he and Bessie were going 
to be married in November. Up to that time none of use had even met 
the girl except that I met her once, when I think she was about sixteen. 

He brought her to the store, she used no lipstick or any kind  ...         
[Aunt Flo blocked out half a page; she didn’t want me to read what she 
wrote about Mama.] ...when he just got out of school and anyway 
the car was mine. Incidentally I was the only woman in the family who 
drove a car but then Suzie and some of the others decided if I could 
drive so could they. Belle and I made a party for Bessie that was really 
something; we had the women in the afternoon for a luncheon. We 
gave her a gorgeous negligee that I’m sure she never used. Then we had 
the men in the evening.

And so on November 17th they were married. George Katz got up 
and made a big speech about what they would have done if only their 
mother was alive. We expected them to give her at least a baby grand 
piano. I don’t know what they gave them, I’m sure it wasn’t much. Ma 
gave Maurice $300 that I heard George borrowed from him some time 
later. I never heard of him paying it back. The stock market crashed 
and nobody had money.

Our business was still going along pretty good but we had very high 
rent and had to work that much harder. The building industry went to 
hell and Maurice lost his job. Then he got a job designing refrigera-
tors which lasted a while but people had no money to buy refrigerators 
so that went out. In the meantime our tenants moved out, we couldn’t 
find new ones so we moved back to Sacramento Avenue Maurice 
opened a grocery store. They both worked very hard but it was no go.

Banks were closing all over the land, people lost all their money. Most 
banks finally paid off about 50% some more, some less. The bank 

Bessie Katz, Maurie Rieger
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that he was a compul-
sive gambler, however 
his brother had been 
a gambler, too, but he 
had given it all up when 
he got married and he 
certainly turned out to 
be a wonderful husband. 
So they kept encourag-
ing Belle and Sol to get 
married. Well, they were 
planning to do just that, 
when Sol would have 
a few thousand dollars 
saved up.

In the mean time Belle 
and I both got jobs and 
fairly good pay. Los An-
geles didn’t seem to be so 
hard hit by the depres-
sion. There was a mil-
linery shop on exclusive Wilshire Blvd that was going out of business 
and Joe, Sol’s brother wanted us to take it. He would back us. I was 
very much in favor of this; I knew that we would make good. We wrote 
home and told mother about this. I had an idea that if we would settle 
there eventually the whole family would join us. Ma wrote back that 
under no circumstances would she leave Chicago, Her work was here 
for the little children, and anyway, she had a $2000 insurance policy 
coming due the end of the year and she was going to go to Europe 
and Palestine. The letters kept going back and forth to no avail. In the 
meantime we were having a wonderful time. Belle was so happy; I had 
more dates than I could handle even one special boy friend. 

It was Pesach, I will never forget that Seder at the home of Sol’s broth-

we were in decided to close. They notified all depositors to get their 
money out 100% then they closed their doors. It was 1932, our lease 
was up in the store. We couldn’t sell the place, the rent was too high, 
$500 a month and the landlord wouldn’t come down so we just closed 
up, stored most of the fixtures in our basement.

Maurice and Bessie moved into the house with us. So Belle and I 
decided we would take a trip to California, since neither one of us had 
a vacation for such a long time, we were going to make up for lost time. 
We had over $2000 which was a lot of money at that time. We went 
by train; it took three days and two nights. In Los Angeles we found 
a beautiful furnished apartment with a balcony too, in the best part of 
town; the rent $35 a month. 

Then we started our sightseeing. We went to Mexico, San Francisco, 
Catalina Island, in fact we didn’t miss a thing from the famous Hun-
tington Library to the Japanese gardens, now gone. We met some very 
nice people, among them a wonderful couple who had a brother named 
Sol. He and Belle became very close friends. The only trouble was 



��

er. Oh, everything 
was coming up roses. 
Then we got a letter 
from Ma. She wrote, 
this is the last letter 
I’m writing you. If you 
want to see me again, 
you had better come 
home as I’m leaving 
for Palestine in May. 
I tried to convince 
Belle she should stay 
in California to keep 
Sol on the straight and 
narrow. He was doing 
very well and saving 
his money. I would go 
home, get Ma packed 
for her trip, then come 
back and we should 
go in business. Let 
the future take care of 
itself. 

Belle wouldn’t hear of it, the letter had disturbed her too much, so we 
went home. We did stop in Denver and Pikes Peak on the way back. 
Our upstairs flat had been rented. There was some money coming in. 
These people also used the basement, they were dealers in taffy apples 
that they made in the basement and oh the trouble we had later.

Ma went off on her trip. It was May 1933, we opened a shop in the 
Park Lane Hotel. Although business in general was bad, we managed 
to do fairly well. Ma came back from her trip in October. About a 
month later Sol’s mother and sister, they lived in Detroit, were com-
ing thru Chicago on their way to California, and of course, Belle had 

invited them to dinner. Bessie made the dinner, they were still living 
with us, and of all times this, I think, was the most unsuccessful meal 
she had ever made. 

I picked the Wolfs up at the station, to drive them home. Imagine our 
deep humiliation, we were all home and had to wait about an hour 
for Ma to get home which, of course, didn’t help the meal any. This, I 
think, was sort of a turning point from bad to worse. Belle got a letter 
from Sol telling her he was sorry he had gone to the race track and lost 
$1600, all he had saved up. She never answered it.

That winter, as usual, Ma went to Hot Springs. She wouldn’t miss this 
come hell or high water. Our tenants came in to tell us they were mov-
ing as there were insects in the place (we didn’t know they meant rats). 
Bessie and Maurice moved into their own flat. One night Belle and I 
were asleep when we heard a noise in the bedroom. We had a light over 
the bed with a string hanging down. One of us turned on the light and 
we saw this huge rat jump off the window sill. We made noises and 
after about an hour the rat ran out of the room. I closed the door. We 
just sat on the bed till morning then packed a few things and went to a 
hotel. 

We decided we would never go back to the house but we did hire an 
exterminator to come and clean the place up. We got an apartment 
in the Surf Shore Hotel and wrote Ma that we expected her to come 
and live there and we would try to rent the whole house for a rooming 
house. Then it could have been done but again we were crossed. Ma 
said she would rather live alone than move. So when she came home, 
we had Mary go and stay with her till we could change her mind.

About then the yearly interest on the mortgage was coming due. In 
those days when you had a mortgage it was a lump sum, ours was 
$8000. You paid 7% interest once a year. This was $560. Also, the 
mortgage was coming due the next year; you couldn’t get a new mort-
gage. So we decided not to pay the interest because we were going 
to lose the house anyway and we couldn’t get a tenant. It was about 
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$18,000 down the drain. 

Ma finally came to live with us. We had one bedroom which Ma 
used. Belle and I slept on an in-a-door bed. It was really a very nice 
apartment and the best was we had daily maid service. If I remember 
correctly we paid $135 a month rent. What a change. Ma used to brag 
about where she lived.

Then about a year later she was taking a shower and accidentally shut 
off the cold water. She was scalded from her neck down in front. She 
was too badly burnt to even be taken to a hospital. The doctor rigged 
up a tent over her bed. We had to keep two 300 watt lamps burning all 
the time to keep the temperature up. The doctor showed me how to 
remove the burned skin as it started to shed. For months she was very 
sick; she had pneumonia. I still don’t know how we did it. We had to be 
in the store. One of us always stayed up all night because it was touch 
and go.

The girls couldn’t help much, they had little children. Somehow we 
lived thru it but there was more money going out than coming in and 
our reserve was dwindling. I must say that Helen came over and left 
us money, even if we didn’t want to take any from her; she had a tough 
time, too. Ma got better, in fact so much so that she started gadding 
around again. The infants home had to be finished. 

We got a very nice apartment on Pine Grove Avenue for $35 a month, 
a saving of $100. Then we opened a shop in the Pittsfield Bldg. hoping 
to improve our business. One of us would be in the Park Lane and one 
in the new shop. The only trouble was that our same customers came 
downtown and the Park Lane did nothing so we gave that up. About 
this time Belle started going with Bernard. I had a boy friend, too, Sam 
M. He had been married before and had a six year old daughter. His 
wife died giving birth to this child. His mother was a friend of Ma’s; 
she was delighted. He had never seen his child; his in-laws had taken 
her and he said they had plenty of money so why shouldn’t they raise 
her. They also would not allow him to see this child.

He was planning on joining the Covenant Club. I said if he had 
enough money for that he should have enough to support his child. 
I told him I positively would not marry him unless he made a special 
effort to get his child back. I didn’t even know if he could, since he had 
never contributed one cent to her. He never even tried so I broke with 
him. 

His mother came to see me, she begged me to reconsider. I told her I 
had the feeling that if anything ever happened to me, he would turn 
me back to my family. I felt this was his character. She thought so, too, 
you see he wasn’t her son; he was her husband’s son. Many years later 
I met a woman in Waukesha. When she heard my name she said, Oh, 
you’re the one who ruined my cousin. He had lost his good job and was 
selling shoes in Carsons.

We decided since our same customers would follow us anywhere we 
didn’t have to pay the high rent in the Pittsfield Bldg. so when our 
lease was up we moved back to Diversey in a small shop. Belle and 
Bernard got married; they moved into a small apartment. Then the 
girls and Maurice got together and started to give Ma a monthly al-
lowance. I don’t remember what this was, but I do remember Belle and 
I used to give her $30 a week just for her expenses and I always bought 
all her clothes.

We rented a larger apartment on Waveland Avenue, two bedrooms. 
Ma used one and Belle and Bernard the other and I had the in-a-door 
bed. As I remember this was one of the times I was fairly happy. We all 
got along very well. If only Bernard could make more money. He was 
working for Albert Pick and not a very good outlook for the future.

Belle got an infection on all her fingers. The doctor thought it might be 
diabetes but after all the tests it proved to be an allergy to felts that we 
were blocking then, so all that season I had to do all the work myself. 
Then Meryl was born. Belle tried to get some one to take care of her so 
she could come back to work. She had a baby nurse for one month but 
that was too expensive and although she tried a number of others they 
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were not satisfactory. We just couldn’t trust the baby with them.

Since we were walking distance from the store, she would come with 
the baby for a little while in the afternoon and, of course, she came in 
most of the nights when we were open. Maurice was selling poultry 
and was doing very well. I think it was Ma who talked to him, about 
teaching Bernard to drive a truck and also go into this business. Then 
Belle became pregnant and it became apparent that she would not be 
able to help in the store. It just became too heavy a load for me to carry.

Our lease was up on the apartment. Helen talked Belle to come and 
live in an apartment of four rooms she had in back of hers, she also 
wanted Ma to come there. I was going to live in back of the store 
until the lease was up there in January. Ma refused to go to Helen, 
she only wanted me to take an apartment for the two of us. I pointed 
out I didn’t know what I was going to do after the lease was up in the 
store. Then she thought the others should pay the rent and I said no, I 
wouldn’t have this. 

Maurice invited her to come and live with them, she didn’t want to. 
Oct. 1940, Belle moved to the south side. I got a hotel room for Ma at 
the Commonwealth Hotel, right across from the store and I slept on a 
studio couch in back of the store. We had a large room in back and Ma 
had her meals with me.

This of course couldn’t go on. I couldn’t stand the expense of the hotel. 
I convinced Ma that when I closed the store I would take a long vaca-
tion and just couldn’t spare the money and I suppose I hurt her very 
much for this was the time she complained to me that her children 
didn’t love her. I agreed and told her that she didn’t seem to show much 
love for her children and that she was always very selfish. However, 
her children did a lot more for her than she ever did for them. And 
although this was true there were many times that I wish I had never 
said this to her. For truly, in spite of everything, I think her children 
loved her very much. She finally decided to move in with Maurice and 
Bessie and I bought her a nice bedroom set. I think she was content 

there. 

In the meantime Belle was very unhappy on the south side, she couldn’t 
stand Sprung for which I didn’t blame her. Apartments were very 
scarce, there had been no new building since 1929 and this was the 
end of 1940. I made up my mind I would find an apartment for them 
that they could afford. I saw an ad for a sublease in Albany Park and 
one Sunday in December in the deepest snow we had for a long time, I 
went over to see this place. It was four rooms for $45 a month. I rented 
it right then and in January, Belle, Bernard and Meryl were very happy 
to move in there. I sold the fixtures in the store, moved my studio 
couch to Belle’s and moved in with them January 1941.

I did take a two week vacation and went to New York. When I came 
back and was about to go job hunting and it was about a week before 
Hedda was to be born Belle, Bernard and Meryl went shopping on 
Lawrence Avenue, a Sunday morning. Belle slipped on the ice and 
broke her wrist. I still don’t know how Bernard got her back home. I 
called her O.B. man, he called the hospital, Michael Reese. She was 
taken to the hospital where they found she had indeed broken her wrist 
and had a cast put on her arm and a week later she went back to the 
hospital to have Hedda.

While she was in the hospital Bess fell down on the ice and broke 
her wrist the same way. Meryl was two years and four months old. 
Of course I stayed home with her. Then I decided to wash down the 
kitchen walls. Of course Meryl had to help so I gave her a pail of water 
and a cloth and she was busy washing the bottom of the wall. When I 
got thru with the rest of it I made a very big mistake and washed the 
bottom where Meryl had been working and she started to cry and said 
Auntie Flo, didn’t I do it good enough? I should have left this to do 
after she was asleep. Then Belle came home with the baby. She had 
a nurse for one week in spite of their small income and with each of 
the babies she had diaper service and, of course, the best doctor, Dr. 
Greenhill, who was then known as the most expensive man.
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I didn’t even look for a job. Belle had this cast on her arm for about two 
months. She insisted on bathing the baby herself but I sterilized the 
bottles and they had to be perfect. She stood there and watched while I 
rinsed each bottle sixteen times with boiling hot water.

One day while Belle was walking with the baby she saw a sign, apart-
ment for rent, on Wilson Avenue She called Bessie and they moved in 
there May, 1941. Ma, of course, moved with them. Helen and Frieda 
each gave Ma thirty dollars a month for spending money and I always 
bought all her clothes. 

These were still depression days but the country was slowly pulling 
out of it. Hitler in Germany was the big menace and our government 
started spending money to aid England and the allies and some for de-
fense. It was easier to get jobs and late in summer I got a job with Hat 
Land on Belmont and Central Avenue, at the magnificent salary of $40 
a week. Believe it or not this was a very good salary. Everything seemed 
to be going smoothly then came December 7th and the attack on Pearl 
Harbor. I’ll never forget that day, it was in the afternoon. I was taking 
a bath, Belle called in to tell me we were at war and although we knew 
we would get into it eventually it was still very shocking. 

Rifke had an operation three years before to have a breast removed 
and about now she became ill again. I worked two nights a week, the 
other nights I went to the hospital to see Rifke. In January 1942 she 
was taken home, there was nothing more they could do for her. The 
Schachters were having other troubles besides; the year before Herman 
had been very sick with some kind of a rash and it took a lot of money. 
Then Rifke’s illness. Herman had just gotten back to work, he couldn’t 
help any. The girls were doing very well, it still wasn’t enough. Many’s 
the time Helen went over there and left money, maybe under a mirror 
on the dresser and I must say Frieda did the same only not as much.

Belle started feeling poorly again, her blood pressure was very high and 
she had to be under the doctor’s care. February 1942 Rifke died. The 
day of the funeral when we got back to the Schachter home I phoned 

Belle (she couldn’t go to the funeral with two babies at home and not 
feeling too well). When she got to the phone she sounded terrible so I 
took a cab home. She was really quite sick. I stayed with her all week 
instead of sitting shiva with the others. Somehow after this week Belle 
started getting better and when my boss decided to sell his Chicago 
store and offered me a job out of town, I took it.

I moved to Davenport, Iowa where I managed a store for him and 
supervised one in Cedar Rapids, Iowa. Once a month I came into Chi-
cago for two days when I stayed with Belle. Our country was at war but 
still things looked brighter.

One time when I came home I found out Meryl had an appendicitis 
operation and was getting over it, another time Meryl had her tonsils 
out. This was pretty bad but I didn’t know about it. Still Belle weath-
ered it very nicely. I felt that the doctor had her blood pressure under 
control. I was transferred to St. Paul and didn’t get home quite as often.

For years I had been troubled with attacks of cramps about every two 
weeks. The doctors told me an operation was not necessary so when I’d 
get an attack I’d have a couple of drinks of whiskey. It would help. It 
got so that I would consume about a fifth every month and the attacks 
came closer each time. I went to see a doctor, he advised an immediate 
operation. I had fibroid tumors that pressed on a blood vessel. So in 
May 1945 I took a leave of absence to come home for the operation. I 
left there on V.E. Day, May 10, 1945, the war was over in Europe. 

I think the reason I remember this day so well is this. I took a cab to 
the rail road station. The driver asked me if I minded if he told me 
something. He was so mad he had to get this off his chest. He had just 
driven a woman; she told him she was so mad the war was over in Eu-
rope because if it lasted another year or so, they would have their farm 
paid for. This cab driver was a returned wounded soldier, no wonder he 
felt terrible.

I had made a reservation in the Garfield Park Hospital two in a room 
for the first week in June. I had no insurance however I had the money 
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to pay for everything. Maurice came over to take me to the hospital. 
When we got there I found out he had changed the reservation to a 
private room, the best, $10 a day. He also had paid for a week in ad-
vance. The next morning I was operated on. I had 37 stitches; I guess it 
was quite serious. There were no private nurses to be had. Mary stayed 
with me all night the first night and Louise stayed the second night. I 
had to lay flat on my back for two weeks. About the third day after the 
operation Ma came up with an idea, she would ask Frieda to contrib-
ute towards my bill. Of course, I objected and was so upset, this set me 
back and I was sicker than ever. 

When the doctor came in I asked him to send me the bill. He in-
formed me that Maurice had already paid it, $200, when I came down 
from the operation, even before I was awake. They had given me a spi-
nal but that only lasts about an hour, then they gave me gas. I under-
stand the operation took about three hours during which time Helen 
actually came in to the operating room to find out if I was still alive. 

When the first week was up Helen came to the hospital early in the 
morning to pay for another week in advance. She wanted to be sure 
to get ahead of Maurice. Believe me all this squabbling over my bills 
didn’t help any. I was informed later by Bessie that Maurice just felt he 
had to pay my bills, he was under obligation because we paid for his 
college education. We never, never made him feel under any obligation, 
after all, it was Belle and I that insisted on his going to college.

The only thing we ever made him feel, that since he could afford it, Ma 
should come and live with him. After all we took care of her, just Belle 
and I from 1922 to 1941. I must say Bessie always treated Ma very 
well. And it wasn’t in the deal that he should give Ma any money. She 
got $60 a month from the girls but I’m sure he gave her some money 
now and then, just as I gave her extra money every year when she went 
to Hot Springs.

Louis Sprung was on leave from the navy so on Sunday he came to the 
hospital to take me home, sure Helen, too. Bessie insisted that I come 

to her. I was there one week but couldn’t stand it longer, so I went 
home to Belle. I was so very sick for months and this time Belle was 
the strong one. I think without her I would have died, in fact I prayed 
for death. 

It was in about two months I decided to go out of the house to take a 
walk around the block. Hedda was four years old, she came along to 
watch me. I just got around the corner on Wilson Ave and couldn’t go 
farther. Hedda ran home to get her mother and she almost carried me 
back. She sure took good care of me. It wasn’t until spring that I felt 
well enough to get a job. This time I got a job in Chicago in a small 
shop and I lived with Belle.

This was 1946. That winter as usual Ma went to Hot Springs.  In 
January 1947 she got sick there. I went down there for two weeks, she 
had a bad cold and couldn’t get rid of it. Then Helen came down for a 
month and I went home. Helen brought Ma home the end of Febru-
ary. She went into the hospital, the verdict leukemia. The doctors told 
us it would be a matter of a year or a year and a half. 

Ma seemed to improve then, this is what they call a remission. She 
started again with her nursery, also, we had some cousins in Europe. 
She managed to get all the family to donate money and brought them 
to the United States. Then that summer she started failing again. She 
was just getting weaker all the time and had to be in bed a good deal of 
the time. We got a practical nurse but Ma wouldn’t let her do anything 
for her.

So I quit my job and went to live with Maurice. I slept in the same 
room with Ma, on a folding bed that we opened at night. I don’t know 
why we never thought of getting a hospital bed for Ma. I used to 
give her a bath in bed every day which was a back breaking job. Yom 
Kippur was in October that year. Ma insisted on getting out of bed to 
daven. She fasted all morning. I finally got her back in bed. She ate 
and seemed to be all right. The next day as she was having a bowel 
movement in bed the stool got stuck and couldn’t come out or back in. 
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Bessie called the doctor. He came at once and used a rubber glove and 
with his hands opened the rectum.

Mother was very weak but she did eat a little and fell asleep. By 
nightfall she went into a coma and it seemed like this was the last. I 
don’t remember exactly, it was either three or four days that she was in 
this coma. Then on Wednesday we had gotten a notice that one of the 
radio stations was going to dramatize a part of the Charna Rieger story 
that afternoon. About noon Ma opened her eyes. She was hungry, she 
wanted to see the papers and couldn’t understand how she lost those 
days. Anyway, she heard the broadcast and said I thank God that I 
lived to hear this. It was uncanny, she was much better after this. I tried 
to tell her that this was the crisis, that when she got better we would go 
to Hot Springs or Florida. She told me she knew she wouldn’t get bet-
ter but when things were all over I should go to Florida. She felt bad 
because I still had to bathe her in bed. Then she developed tremen-
dous bowel movements. I used to put a sort of a diaper around her and 
newspapers underneath. One day she said to me, when you were little I 
had to wipe your tushie so now you have to wipe mine. Only the way I 
heard it it was Rifke and Helen who raised me.

Every Sunday Helen and Frieda would come over and Louis (he was 
now out of the navy) would take me out for a ride. This was the only 
time I would leave the house, except one evening for Mary’s wedding 
on July 3rd and Ruthe took care of Ma. While we were gone Ma had 
to urinate. We had a commode next to the bed so Ruthe helped her to 
get on it. Then Ma got stuck and she had a terrible time pulling her 
off. When we got back she laughed so hard telling about this. 
February first, Arye died suddenly, just exactly six years after Rifke. I 
told Ma about it even though I was advised against telling her. After 
the kids got up from shiva they came over to see Grandma and I can 
still hear the lecture she gave them, how by the Jews the mourning 
period is 28 days. After that those that are living must go on as before. 
That is why we wear a cut ribbon to show they are separated from us 
and must not interfere with our lives after they are gone. To me this 

was a touch of greatness.

I almost forgot it was in the summer in 1947, a boy knocked Hedda 
down with his bicycle and she had a broken collar bone. Belle rushed 
her to the hospital where they taped her too tight and the kid was 
gasping for breath. She went back, this time to Michael Reese, and 
Hedda had developed a strep throat so Belle had to stay with her in the 
hospital three days. We didn’t tell mother so when Hedda would come 
over to see Grandma and it was ungodly hot, still Belle had put a high 
collared sweater on the kid so Grandma wouldn’t see the cast. 
Well, it was the middle of February 1948, Ma had a birthday, her 79th. 
Bessie made a cake and Ma got up and ate at the table. This was the 
last time she was up. I must tell this, too. Helen insisted on giving me 
$20 a week since I wasn’t earning any money. She just wouldn’t take 
no for an answer. I’m sure nobody knows about this. I don’t remember 
whether I ever told Belle.

Then one Friday night Ma asked me to sit her up. She then said send 
in Maurice. He came and sat on a chair facing her for a few minutes. 
The she said for him to leave and send in Bessie. The same thing hap-
pened, she said send in Ruthe, again the same then Arvin. Then she 
put both her hands on my face and said put me down. Again I think 
she showed greatness. She fell asleep. Saturday when I tried to feed her 
she wouldn’t take anything, nor would she open her eyes, she just lay 
there so quietly. Then on Sunday she went into a coma. 

Sunday night I opened the bed in the dining room and slept there. 
Monday, oh it was so quiet and Monday night Bessie wouldn’t let me 
sleep in the dining room, we put the bed in the living room. I think 
Tuesday morning we got up very early, Mother was gone. I held a 
mirror in front of her face, nothing. Bessie called the undertaker. They 
came, I didn’t see them take her out of the house but I looked out the 
window and saw them wheeling out a contraption upright. They most 
likely strapped Ma into this. If I didn’t faint then I never will, why 
don’t they take people out on a stretcher. This vision will stay with 
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me always, and the fact that I didn’t stay right close to her will always 
bother me, I guess. This was March 9, 1948. 

My regular weight was about 125 pounds. After this ordeal of 14 
months I was down to 105 pounds and a wreck. I had about $2000 so 
by the end of March I went to Miami and was there till June 15. When 
I came home Helen and Louis were driving to New York and wanted 
me to come along. It’s a good thing I went for when Louis hit 90 miles 
an hour on the turnpike Helen didn’t know. She sat in the back. When 
we told her later he drove that fast she wouldn’t believe us. What would 
have happened if she sat in front and actually saw this.

On July 6, 1948, I went to work for Mr. Smith. No one could ask for 
a better boss. Belle started feeling poorly again; the doctor said she 
needed an operation. So the next year I took off for the month of July 
and Belle went to the hospital. I stayed home with the children and a 
couple of nights I stayed in the hospital because it was impossible to 
get a nurse. We did get one for the third night. Belle was supposed to 
come home after two weeks but suddenly she developed a temperature 
and had to stay another week.

She came home on a Sunday. Tuesday morning she got very sick 
and couldn’t breathe. We called the fire department and a doctor. He 
thought it might be an embolism. We rushed her back to the hospital. I 
didn’t know if we could get there in time. I remember in the ambulance 
all the way to the hospital I prayed oh so hard that God should let her 
live to raise her children. She had many tests taken, then a specialist 
decided she had the gout and after three weeks sent her home. 

I had to get back to work, the month I took off stretched to two 
months. We got help one after another. They were all no good but at 
least there was someone in the house. Instead of getting better Belle 
got worse and she was so nervous and weak she couldn’t walk down 
five steps to go outside. She finally went to Dr. Trace, he took a basal 
metabolism test and decided she had an inside goiter, no gout or embo-
lism. 

In March she was again operated for the goiter. She then started get-
ting much better except all this left her with a terrible itch. She could 
never take a bath without taking aspirin about two hours ahead of 
time. She would also get attacks of belching that would sometimes last 
all night. Thinking back, I really believe that her final illness started 
then. However, in spite of all this she improved a lot and was able to do 
all her own work. 

Then late that summer Bessie had an operation. The first night they 
couldn’t get a nurse so I stayed with her. I remember it was about 11 
p.m., Bessie couldn’t sleep and she was so uncomfortable I asked the 
nurse if she couldn’t have a sleeping pill. The nurse said she would find 
out, by 12 Bessie fell asleep and I was sleeping in a chair by her bed. 
At 2 a.m. the nurse came in, woke Bessie up to give her a sleeping pill, 
neither one of us slept the rest of that night. I went to work the next 
morning straight form the hospital.

Everything went fairly smooth after that. Belle had a very dear friend, 
Celia Bell. She wasn’t feeling well; she went to Rochester for tests, the 
verdict: cancer of the bowel. I took off a week and went up there to be 
with her when she was operated on. After the operation in the hospital, 
they called me upstairs to the lab to show me what they had cut out 
and the cancer. I was terribly upset and asked them if it was neces-
sary to show me this. They told me they had a law and if I hadn’t been 
there, they would have shown this to Celia after she woke up. Celia 
was fine for about three months, exactly six months after the operation, 
she died. This was in December.

In January I went to California for a month’s vacation. I came back, 
for a change all was well. Belle moved into a larger apartment. In the 
meantime I had taken an apartment for myself and I think I was quite 
content. Then I met Alex G. He had been a widower for five years, 
he had three married daughters and very well-to-do. The only thing 
wrong was that he was such a tight wad, although I must say he took 
me to a lot of nice places for dinner. He was a member of the Elks and 



�8

we spent a lot of time there. He wanted to get married but I was afraid 
he was such a penny pincher and besides I didn’t care for him that 
much. So partly to get away from him, and maybe myself I decided to 
go to California and July 1953 I went to California and stayed there till 
the following March. I got too lonesome for the family and came back. 
I went back to work for Mr. Smith. I also saw Alex again but I only 
went out with him on Saturday nights and made him clearly under-
stand only as a friend. 

I suppose in every family things just can’t be real good for too long 
a time. Frieda got sick and she had a gall bladder operation. I was in 
the hospital when they brought her back from the recovery room. She 
seemed to be all right, then about an hour later she went into shock, 
the doctors and nurses worked very hard on her, her blood pressure 
went down to 40. I thought sure this was the end but they pulled her 
out of it. From the hospital she went to Belle’s house but somehow she 
didn’t improve. In a month she was back in the hospital.

After all the tests it was cancer of the bone. She finally went home, 
Abe had a woman to take care of her but she certainly didn’t do her 
job. I would go there every night after work. Many’s the time Frieda 
would say to me, “I wish I would pass away already.” 

During this time Belle bought a co-op and she moved. Frieda would 
say to me, is it a nice apartment, I wish I could see it. She never did.

Very tactfully, I think, I made Frieda understand that she should give 
her diamond to Florence so she could see her enjoy it. I don’t know but 
I surmise she got Abe to give it to Florence while she was still living. 
One day the woman who was supposed to take care of her somehow 
pulled her arm and broke it at the shoulder. Frieda was back in the hos-
pital. One night in one of her lucid moments she said to me, you know 
I think that woman wants to (yarshanan) inherit mine, only I’m still 
alive. The truth is this woman really made a play for Abe rather than 
take care of her patient. Most of the time Frieda was under sedation, 
then she would always call me Bella.

One afternoon she died. We sat shiva in Belle’s house. Oh, how my 
family was shrinking. First it was Harold, the Pa, then Rifke, next 
Mother, now Frieda. The human being is a wonderful animal; some-
how we always manage to bounce back. As mother once said, as long as 
your eyes are open you must keep on living.

The kids were growing up, Ruthe was married. Then one day Meryl 
called me she is going to get married and only eighteen years old but 
Allen was going to Germany and she wanted to go with him. So in 
April they got married and she was to join him in August. She became 
pregnant right away and when she was leaving to go to Germany I 
decided that Belle and I would go to New York to see her off. Hedda 
came too. We flew there, this was the first time Belle was in a plane and 
coming back the second time. I 
think of all the places I’ve been 
to, which in- cludes Cuba, before 
Castro, and of course I’d been 
to New York many times 
before, this trip to see Meryl 
off was the best money I’d ever 
spent. 

I remem- ber telling Meryl 
she should wear her maternity 
clothes on the plane, that she 
would get better service. What 
a laugh, she was the only one 
that didn’t have a bunch of 
kids. Most of the women were 
pregnant besides having from 
two to four little ones along. As 
it turned out I think Meryl had to help the others with their kids. 

On January 20th I was in Plainfield, N.J. when I got a telegram, “it’s a 
boy,” Neill was born. These were sort of exciting times, every time Belle 
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got a letter she was so happy. Then the pictures of the baby, she would 
say isn’t he sweet, her face would just glow. I thought back to the time 
when she almost died, her two were small and oh how I had prayed 
that she lived for this. I think I felt that it was all worth while.

Meryl, Allen and Neill came home and went to live with Belle for 
about a month. This was a terrible mistake, before this Belle loved her 

son-in-law like a son. Then she discovered what he really was like, 
rather selfish, and this hurt. The kids finally got an apartment and 
things were better. 

Hedda and Howie had decided to get married. This caused some 
excitement, then Meryl became pregnant. They bought a town house, 
Kenny was born one month after Hedda was married. 

The kids had an apartment of their 
own. Then Howie was called into ser-
vice, Hedda became pregnant. They had 
to give up the apartment and for a while 
Hedda went south to be with Howie 
but she came back to have the baby and 
she lived with Belle.

One Friday night (I used to go to Belle 
every Friday night for dinner) Helen 
came upstairs and she said to me, how 
would you like to go to Israel. I said, 
oh, I couldn’t afford it and besides I had 
never given such a possibility a thought. 
I went home never thinking of this 
again. When I awoke Saturday morn-
ing all at once it came to me, I’m going 
to Israel. We started getting informa-
tion and were making all preparations. 
I know I had decided to go because of 
Helen. She wanted to go, I knew she 
wouldn’t go alone and I wanted to do 
this for her.

I went down to Histadrut to make 
reservations, then Helen got sick with 
terrible arthritis. The doctor told her 
not to go on this trip and so I was going 
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to change my mind. But Helen talked to me, she said, Kid you’d better 
go now, otherwise you will never go. How prophetic. Belle thought I 
should go, in fact she was more excited about my going than I was. So 
on June 1st, 1962 I left. Hedda, Helen and Belle took me to the plane 
to go to New York. They were so happy to see me go. Mark was left 
with his other grandma.

One night while in Tel Aviv I had a very queer dream, I was standing 
up and Ma was coming towards me. All at once she just melted into 
my body. I was very upset but the next day I had mail from home and 
the dream sort of diminished. It had haunted me many times. Was this 
a warning of things to come, if not for me, was it for my sweet sister, 
Belle. 

I came back the end of June and a few days later, while at work, Helen 
called me to tell me Belle had gotten quite sick, she was bleeding badly. 
Hedda took her to the doctor, he told Hedda what to do and sent them 
home. Helen was worried. I came straight from work and one look at 
Belle just made me sick. She said she was better but I called the doctor 
and insisted she must go to the hospital. We got an ambulance and 
went to the hospital. She was immediately given blood transfusions. 

Everyone thought it might be ulcers; oh, how I wish it had been. The 
x-rays showed nothing, a chest puncture was inconclusive then they 
performed a biopsy. They cut into the hip bone; the verdict, chronic 
leukemia (Miole Fibrosis). Dr Weisberg told me it was not necessary to 
tell the rest of the family as one could live ten years with this condition. 
Oh, how I wanted to believe him. After three weeks Belle came home, 
she seemed to be much better.

Ruthe had a party for the whole family to show my Israel movies and 
all felt thankful for Belle’s recovery. Of course no one knew the real 
trouble except Bernard, Hedda and Howie. And I told them, as the 
doctor had said, tell no one else. In October Mary had a nice party for 
her visiting aunt from Israel, Hedda and Howie moved to their own 
apartment and I gave up my apartment and moved in with Belle, Nov. 

1st. 

For Thanksgiving we went to Hedda’s house and in January, Mary had 
another party in honor of Herman and Ann’s 25th anniversary.

Belle went to the doctor for her regular checkup. He called me and told 
me things had taken a turn for the worse and we were in trouble. He 
couldn’t say how much time we had. She still seemed to be in fair con-
dition and I remember every night when I came home she was serving 
dinner and I would think, a dead woman is serving me. How I was able 
to take this I will never know. 

About the end of February one night Belle woke me up, her nose was 
bleeding badly. I applied ice to the back of her neck, this went on all 
night. By morning the bleeding stopped. She went down the next day 
to a nose specialist and he cauterized it. In a short time the bleeding 
started again and again she went to the hospital. It seemed like this was 
the end and still no one knew the real condition. 

I had made up a story for Belle, that she was suffering from chronic 
hepatitis and they all believed me. But when Belle went to the hos-
pital this time Bessie called me up and said, tell the truth, it’s really 
leukemia. Yes, I admitted, that’s what it is and this time we are in real 
trouble. Then I had to tell Helen and Meryl. 

Belle was in the hospital three weeks. She wanted to go home for Pass-
over. We had made up with the doctor that he should tell her she can 
go home but would have to come back shortly for more transfusions 
and that she would have to stay in bed.

I went to work every day, Helen would come up in the morning, then 
most of the time Hedda would come for the rest of the day. When I 
would get home Belle would tell me all the cute things Mark would do. 
He was walking then, and how she enjoyed him. In a couple of weeks 
her nose started bleeding again and one morning the kids drove her 
back to the hospital, she wouldn’t go in an ambulance.

They gave her more transfusions and for a week she seemed better, 
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then her mind started wandering. She imagined the FBI were there 
and only she and Dr. Weisberg knew why. They would give her a trans-
fusion and all the blood would come out at the other end. 

Saturday night I stayed all night with her. Sunday morning at 7 a.m. 
Bessie and Maurice came. I went home and I told them I would again 
stay there that night. 

I know Bessie meant well. She didn’t want me to stay that night. She 
called the doctor and asked him to forbid my staying there. The doctor 
said it was perfectly all right for me to stay. She was mad and I guess 
we had some words. Of course everyone was under terrific tension, 
we were all dying a little. About eight o’clock the family left, then the 
doctor came. I went out in the hall to talk to him. He told me this is 
the worst it can get. Then he went in to talk to her a little. After he left 
she said to me, what was all the conversation in the hall. I told her I 
thought she had been asleep and didn’t want to wake her. The tele-
phone rang, it was Hedda. I told Belle, she looked at me as if she didn’t 
understand, then she fell asleep for a while. Those last hours her mind 
was absolutely clear. 

I wonder if she knew she was dying. I sat there and watched her die at 
3:35 a.m., April 29th 1963.

Now I have come full circle. I had been writing this on and off and 
today it is December 27, 1964. Everyone seems to have adjusted. My 
hurt is still there. It’s funny, although I am 2½ years younger than 
Belle, I always felt responsible for her. Maybe it goes back to that day 
in 1918 when I fed her cold milk. Most people would have died then, it 
seems she had to live to fulfill a duty. Perhaps that’s what life is, we are 
here for a certain span, there are certain things we must do and when 
the time is up, we are called back. 

I believe that we are born many times, the only thing our parents pro-
vide is our bodies (the house we live in), our true life belongs to eter-
nity. Just as every spring nature renews itself, so after death that spark 
of electricity which is our life starts a new cycle after death. Perhaps in 

time, with a man made invention, we will be able to trace this afterlife. 
Only a short time ago man didn’t know that he could get television 
thru this air, also radio, but someone’s invention made this possible. 
We cannot see the air channels so isn’t it possible that other things 
exist that we cannot see. But surely even this will one day be solved. I 
do not believe in a heaven or hell, I think you get this right here in the 
material world. Live by the golden rule; do unto others as you would 
have them do unto you, and you will have your heaven right here on 
earth. Of course, occasionally we err but if you rectify this error you will 
achieve happiness.

This short sketch is to be read by my family, no outsiders. You will see 
my life was not completely futile. I may have made mistakes, I never 
knowingly hurt anybody. If I had hurt anyone I hope they will forgive 
me. I have no legacy of wealth, only memories, and I hope, pleasant to 
some. [sentence unreadable, maybe erased]

If any of you should be-
come a writer (for instance, 
Ruthe) and you find merit 
in some of this, I give you 
permission to use it, only 
change names and places. 
To the best of my knowl-
edge, this is the whole 
truth as I remember it.     
Florence

As I walk down the path 
of my twilight years and 
I remember the jogs, the 
cares and yes the tears 
I think, oh if I had it to 
do over again. No mis-
takes would I make as I 
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did then. I need not kid myself, the things I did, I would repeat. For 
under certain circumstances, my actions were proper indeed. As is well 
known, hindsight is better than fore. So why not leave all that behind 
that proverbial closed door. I have known all the emotions humans are 
heir to. Love, hate, disappointment, bereavement and happiness, too. 
While I had no child of my own, is my one regret. By the same token, 
all children are mine, to love and pet. 

I have traveled and seen a bit of this beautiful earth and enjoyed read-
ing, conversation, laughter and [ ? ].As the years fly faster, and the time 
is getting so short I want you to know, no matter what, life is the great-
est sport. What do I have, a month, a year, perhaps a decade to ponder. 
No one has a contract on this life, before we are called yonder. This is 
a fate no one can escape, so don’t hold your breath. The verdict is in, 
from childhood on, the penalty of living is death. So if I may sound a 
bit morbid please don’t fret. I have had a full good life, with no regret. 
When I think of the loved ones who have gone before me what a great 
reunion and celebration there will be. As you know, I believe in reincar-
nation, if you please. So perhaps, the next time around, the world will 
really be at peace. In closing, there is not too much that I have missed. 
Goodby my darlings, I love all of you, consider yourself kissed. To all of 
my nieces and nephews, my sister, my brother, my sister in law.  Flor-
ence  1964

My great chance to marry a millionaire. Maurice and Bess thought I 
was a fool. Well maybe, but here is the truth. Dave Provus’ (Bessie’s 
cousin) first wife died the night Bessie and Maurice were married. I 
never knew her. He married shortly after that and I met her only once. 
She died, I think it was about June 1941. Dave had one poor brother, 
a barber (all the other brothers were millionaires). This barber gave me 
haircuts. Anyway, when Ruth Provus died this brother told Dave about 
me. He, in turn, asked Bessie to have me over so he could meet me 
again, I had only met him the one time before. His wife was dead two 
weeks. I went out with him for two, maybe three weeks. He used to 
pick me up early in the afternoon and I’d get home quite late at night. 

Even if it’s a short time, but you can get to know a person pretty well 
when you spend all that time with him. I even went out to his country 
home in Union Pier for a weekend with him. He boasted he could 
buy anything he wanted; only for me the price was too high. This man 
was illiterate but a genius with figures. He had a big filthy mouth and 
would tell the most intimate details of his life to any one that would 
listen. 

For instance, he told me that the night before Ruth went to the hos-
pital he had relations with her and two days later she was dead. I went 
to his apartment one day to write some checks for him. The balance in 
his account was over $100,000. On Ruth’s dresser were a lot of perfume 
bottles half filled. It looked like perfume but it wasn’t, it was just tea. 
He told me how Ruth would collect the bottles then fill them with tea, 
so if anyone came over they would think she had a lot of perfume. One 
day when he came home, Ruth asked him to sign a paper, and give her 
a check. She had taken out an insurance policy and she wanted him to 
sign it, to make sure the premiums were paid. Then he wanted to know 
who the beneficiary would be. She said her parents; they were very 
poor. He tore up the policy and wouldn’t let her have it. Another time 
Ruth and a brother got together and thought they should each give her 
parents $15.00 a week. He absolutely refused. He said he worked too 
hard for his money to squander it like that. There was another sister 
who was single and it was up to her to support her parents. There was 
another time when Ruth thought she was pregnant so he gave her 
$200 to have an abortion performed. It turned out she wasn’t pregnant, 
she never gave him the money back and he still would like to know 
what she did with it. 

One thing he was sorry for, he said. She had always wanted a marquee 
diamond. He shopped all over (at pawn brokers) but couldn’t get one 
at his price so she never got it. He was sorry because after all, it still 
would be his. They were married about ten years when he bought two 
small lots across his summer home and built cottages on them, worth 
about $6,000. To be nice to Ruth he had put them in her name and 
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now that she was dead her parents would be entitled to two thirds of 
this and he had a fit. So he went to see his lawyer to find out what he 
could do about this. They made a deal, this while I was seeing him. 
They gave Ruth’s parents $100 for which they signed their rights away 
to these cottages. Dave was twenty-four years older than me. I thought 
he should marry someone older, I actually met a couple of women who 
were trying to get him and one I thought would be just fine but he said 
no. Every day of his life he would have a cheese sandwich for lunch 
because that was the cheapest thing on the menu. I must say he took 
me to nice places for dinner, and purposely, I would order the most ex-
pensive things on the menu. Then he wanted to leave a fifteen-cent tip. 
These were the times we would argue till at least he would leave fifty 
cents. Then one day he announced that we should go to his lawyers to 
sign a prenuptial agreement that in case of his death I was to get ten 
thousand dollars. I told him I would not sign any agreement, that if I 
decided to marry him I would have to have one hundred thousand dol-
lars in my hand before marriage and no orders as to what I was to do 
with it. Then he wanted to know why I was so independent, after all, I 
wasn’t beautiful, I didn’t have any money and my arms were too skinny. 
So that was that. 

One of his tenants had a daughter who was just divorced, she was five 
years younger than me, she had a little girl. Anyway he met her, I think 
the day after his ultimatum to me, and in two weeks they were mar-
ried, about seven weeks after Ruth died. In 1948 when I was in Florida 
Dave found out I was there. He called me at the hotel and invited me 
to dinner; he was living there. He picked me up at the hotel and drove 
me to his house where I met his wife, Helen, for the first time. All the 
time he was driving he was complaining that Helen’s daughter, now 
eighteen, was living with them and he had to support her. Helen was 
getting twenty dollars a month from her ex husband for child sup-
port which she turned over to Dave, but of course that wasn’t enough. 
When I met Helen, she said, so you’re Florence. She told me that 
almost every day since she’d been married Dave taunted her with, he 

should have married Florence. The daughter said she couldn’t under-
stand how her mother could live with him. The kid was getting mar-
ried soon and she thought her mother should leave Dave. And I want 
you to know all this conversation was in front of Dave. I sure was glad 
to get away from that unhappy home.

I was back in Chicago about three months when Dave phoned me 
from Florida. First he had to call Bess to get my number. He told me 
Helen left him and he was glad. I should get on the next plane and 
come to Florida. I could have anything I wanted. I must have talked 
to him about an hour, must have made him a nice big bill. Anyway I 
wasn’t ready to go to the booby hatch, even if I could get money out 
of him, which I doubted. I heard later he married a Rabbi’s widow. In 
1953 when I was in California his relatives, the Katzes, told me they 
thought I made a mistake. It seems they knew all about that phone call. 
You see, as I said, he had a filthy big mouth. 

April 29, 1965

It’s two years since we lost you, Belle. Not a day has gone by that you 
haven’t been in my mind. I think of you constantly and the terribly 
lonely feeling is still there. To the outside world I seem to be well 
adjusted. I suppose I am to a certain extent. Your children and grand-
children, there is one more, Hedda named Barry Allen after you, that 
help a lot. Howie and Hedda bought a home in Skokie that you would 
have liked a lot. Bernard lives with them and I try to see them at least 
once a week.

Alex Glickauf died a couple of weeks ago. You remember he was my 
Saturday dinner date. Maybe I should have married him, I would now 
be a wealthy widow. Only I’m not at all sorry that I didn’t. You re-
member I told you he had three daughters. And because he didn’t like 
what two of them were doing, one was married to a gentile boy and 
the other lived beyond her means, he didn’t talk to them. For years he 
only saw one of his daughters. To me that was unforgivable and even to 
please me, he wouldn’t make up with his daughters, so that was that.



��

April 29, 1968

It’s five years, well things have changed some. I am now working for 
Howie. He and his partner Sherwin are in the jewelry manufacturing 
business and, thank God, are doing very nicely and I feel that I’m really 
a help. Hedda and Howie have another little boy, Stevie, born Feb. 20, 
1967. Meryl and Allen bought a very nice home and are in the process 
of fixing it up.

As for me, I think I blew my last chance to put a Mrs. in front of my 
name. Lou Ellison’s wife died four years ago. I’ve been seeing him on 
and off. He wants to go to Israel and take me along, of course that 
would mean marrying him. When I met him, about 25 years ago I 
liked him. I remember Belle liked him, too. He was so alive, so en-
ergetic, good company. Now he is a very old man, he is 71 years old 
but seems older and all he does is talk about himself. He used to be so 
interested in outside affairs. He worked for the government, for Indian 
affairs. He was flying all over the country. Now he is completely self-
centered. 

I suppose I’ve changed too, one of the things I always asked myself was, 
could I sit across the breakfast table every day of my life opposite that 
man. Maybe I’m nuts but the answer always was no. The same with 
Lou. I guess I like my own company. I sure like living alone; I can do 
what I like. If I don’t want to eat at a certain time, that’s OK, if I want 
to sleep in my birthday suit I can, I don’t have to get dressed if I don’t 
feel like it. I wouldn’t be able to do that with a man around the house. 
I enjoy going down to work every day, it makes me feel alive. If I got 
married I probably would have to give that up. 

Lou said, while he is not a wealthy man, he gets a very good pension 
from the government and it’s enough to support me (a blond, he said). 
Maybe if he had a lot of money it would help. I’m not sure, money 
doesn’t seem to be that important to me. I think I have enough to bury 
me, or other expenses and I do get social security. I have Medicare, so 
I don’t think I should be too much of a burden to any one. Also, deep 

down in my heart, I feel the kids wouldn’t let me down. I hope I don’t 
become too much of a bore. Of course we don’t see ourselves as we re-
ally are.

Oh, one more thing. Aug. 24, 1967 I had a mastectomy. The doctor 
said the tumor was benign. I think there was more to it than that but I 
really don’t care. If my arm would only loosen up a bit, it wouldn’t be so 
bad. And whatever time I have left, I hope and pray should not be too 
painful, not only to me but to those I love.

I don’t know if I’ll ever write here again. And again I must say, this is to 
be read only by my immediate family, it’s not any outsiders business.

April, 29, 1971

Tonight I lit a yarzeit lamp for Belle, it’s eight years, it doesn’t seem 
that long. A lot of things did happen, Bernard died two and a half years 
ago and Abe Schliselfeld and Abe Sprung died within twenty five days 
of each other almost a year and a half ago.

Maurice is in the hospital with a coronary but, thank God, he is get-
ting much better. Today is Bessie’s birthday, she is sixty five years old. 
Where does the time go.

Hedda is expecting another baby. I hope she, he is as adorable as Mark, 
Barry and Stevie. Neill was bar mitzvah, they had a very nice party on 
Jan. 30, 1971. Allen’s folks now live in Florida, they came in for the 
party, expenses no object. Hah!

Helen has a woman living with her on Rockwell street, for which I am 
very grateful because it allows me to live alone in a new apartment at 
1340 W. Morse, air conditioned, which I do enjoy. 

I think that’s all. My love to all of you. Aunt Flo

Tuesday July 9, 1974
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Today I went to visit Helen at the Birchwood. She looked marvelous. I 
gave her a copy of some of my memoirs, she was so delighted and when 
she started reading she asked if I wanted to have them back as she 
would like to give them to the boys to read. 

Anyway there was something I forgot to write and I think it’s impor-
tant. When Pa and Harold died there was a girl, Fanny Goldberg, who 
was a friend of Helen’s and Frieda’s. A very happy person, she was al-
ways singing and dancing. She gave up her job and came to take care of 
all of us, no pay, just a good friend. She lived with us I think about six 
months, later she got married and moved to Detroit. We lost complete 
track of her. One doesn’t find many friends like that any more.

While I’m at it, I may as well tell you something else. When we were 
quite young my parents hired a young man to come and live in our 
house to teach us to read Hebrew (not translate), to read and write 
Jewish. I guess in those days we still had money. I remember we kids 
gave this guy a hard time. We used to call him mashlinki (butter milk) 
because he was so pale. He had come to us right from the yeshiva.

Later we went to Hebrew School at the town shul every day after 
school, and we even gave this young man a hard time. He used to teach 
a girls class and when we went out of school all the girls got together, 
I’m sure there was less than ten and we’d start calling him all sorts of 
names. We even had a little poem that we’d yell at him, it went like 
this; elfer belfer shieser kneidlach zie a kapura for alle maidlach. Trans-
lation: elfer meant nothing just to go with belfer (teacher) sheiser (to 
shoot) kneidlach (dumplings) zie (be) a kapura (victim) for alle (for all) 
maidlach (girls).

I think this was rather amusing at the time, although I was terribly 
annoyed. It was around 1940 we had the store on Diversey, there was 
a woman who lived near Frieda, she had a boarding house. One day 
Frieda called me. She told me about this woman and she said the lady 
had a young Jewish boy staying at her place, a newcomer to Chicago, 
who was very lonely and would like to meet a nice Jewish girl, could 

she bring him to the store and introduce him to me. I said OK.

They drove up in an expensive yellow convertible and he was absolutely 
handsome, tall, dark and slim. My first thought was this is some kind 
of a joke. They stayed for a while and we talked. I must tell you we had 
a beautiful store and it looked impressive. Anyway some customers 
came in and they left.  A short time later I get a telephone call from 
this guy, could he take me out to dinner that night. I said I was sorry 
but I was busy. It didn’t take fifteen minutes he called again. When can 
he see me, again I made some excuse and hung up.

I’m sure he must have called at least five times, every few minutes the 
phone would ring. He said he fell desperately in love with me; his life 
would be useless without me. I told him not to call again but he did 
so. At last I said to him, you are wasting your time, if you think I have 
a lot of money, you are wrong because I have none for you and if you 
call, I will get in touch with the police. They may find this episode very 
interesting. Needless to say, that was the last call.

Another thing happened to me. I think I was lucky, I think today in 
our present atmosphere the end would have been different. This was in 
1948, I was working at the Board of Trade Bldg in a hat store on the 
first floor. We were open a half day on Saturday. The street was very 
quiet and sometimes we would get some queer people in, never any real 
trouble. This particular Saturday a big black man walked in. I went to 
the front door to find out what he wanted and also carried a big scis-
sors in my hand. He looked like he was all doped up.

He said he wanted a job. In the meantime the girl who worked with 
me ran out the back door, she said she was scared. Anyway I told this 
man I had no job for him. He pleaded for a while, I stood my ground. 
Then he said can I suck your puss. I said you get out of here this in-
stant, I was very angry. Surprisingly he left. Then I asked Mabel if she 
was going for help. She said no, she just waited outside till she saw this 
man leave.

Hedda reminded me that I didn’t put down the chronology of our 
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family, so here goes: my mother was fifteen, my father twenty one, 
when they got married. The first child died at birth then Rifke was 
born. Grandma was eighteen. I don’t know whether Helen was second 
or third, she says the second baby also died at birth and she was third. 
Then Harold was born, then Frieda, then Belle, then me Florence, then 
Maurice. After that we had a little brother Shevach who died, I think, 
about three years of age after a bout with scarlet fever. All together 
Grandma had ten children, three died, that left seven of us. Down from 
Harold we were two and a half years apart. Half of us had birthdays in 
the summer and half in winter. 

I made a mistake when I said Helen said she was third. That was my 
understanding and I could be wrong. She said she was second and the 
baby that died was third, between her and Harold. That would make 
her older than I thought; I always figured she was ten years older than 
me. And her birthday would be in the winter, which she claims is right. 
After Helen was born my father and grandfather went to the United 
States so even if Helen was third it still would make her more than two 
and a half years older than Harold since my father was away. She may 
be right when she claims to be older. It would make her at least eleven 
and a half years older than me.

I must tell you of a very amusing incident. Grandma had a friend, a 
Dr. Anis, she was from Russia. She had an accent you could cut with 
a knife and a very high pitched voice, a very odd person. One Sunday 
morning she came over, it was summer. She wore a cotton dress with 
marabou feathers starting at her neck and round and round all the 
way down to her hem. I said, Dr. Anis, where did you get that dress. 
She said, you got to know how to buy. Anyway the dress was plain, the 
feathers were her own idea. Much later she disappeared. Someone said 
she went to Canada, she was an abortionist and had to leave. 

Now here is the amazing part. She seemed to have an in with one 
of the unions. They were having a convention in the Coliseum and 
she got permission for some of us to tag in the lobby. It was a cold 

day in January, about zero I think. Anyway six of us girls, including 
your mother [Belle] and me were to go to her apartment, then her 
nephew would drive us to the Coliseum. We were all dressed for the 
cold weather; we all wore boots because there was a lot of snow on the 
ground. 

Now here it comes. We got to her apartment, about a block from the 
El station. She had a very large apartment, four bedrooms. She told 
us some patients had to stay over night (abortions, as we later found 
out). Dr. Anis wore a white, all beaded dress, sleeveless. She had a short 
rabbit fur jacket. We all got shopping bags for our artificial carnations 
to tag with. She had a very fancy small reed woven basket with real 
flowers. 

The entrance to the apartment was into the dining room, in one corner 
was an upright piano with a scarf across the top and many, many small 
plastic animals, farm and wild animals, the kind you bought in the 
dime store for one dime. In the other corner right across was a large 
Victrola on four small legs, on each of the legs was a pink satin ribbon 
bow. Also on the knob that opened to the record cabinet a large pink 
satin bow, also regular dining room set. 

But, oh, the living room, it was so jammed you could hardly find space 
to stand. As you walked in you saw a large six foot cornucopia, woven 
reed, with a big bunch of artificial flowers in the top. There was French 
furniture and on all the legs and arms pink satin ribbon bows, but the 
piece de resistance was a large oil painting of a man on a big easel at 
the head of the room with a blue drape with stars on one side and a 
black flag draped on the other side. In front was about a six foot box 
with legs and the pink satin bows on the four legs, also a lot of artificial 
flowers in the box. She told us the man was her brother who was killed 
in the First World War. 

Now there is more. Her nephew couldn’t get the car started, so we 
had to take the el. At that time the el seats faced each other, two and 
two. When we got in the car the other girls grabbed seats so I had to 
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sit with Dr. Anis, two men facing us. I can still see the expression on 
their faces. One had a newspaper; he would slip it down, then quickly 
up. There I was in a racoon coat and she in her white dress, with the 
little basket of flowers. When we stopped at a station, people would 
come right up to the window and look in. Then she said to me, look 
everybody is admiring me. Anyway, the tagging was a huge success, we 
collected several thousand dollars. It was only a couple of months later 
that Dr. Anis disappeared.

April 29, 1975

I did not think I’d write again. So many things happened, it makes my 
heart bleed to think I had to live to see it all. Helen is now in an old 
people’s home (Northwest). She only wants to die. I don’t blame her, 
we can’t write our own ticket. Then the biggest hit in the solar plexus, 
on August 31, 1974, Howie was killed in Puerto Rico, thirty four years 
old. He was my friend; I loved him like a son. The only consolation is 
that my dear Hedda is such a great lady and I’m sure she has the guts 
to bring up her darling four boys, Mark, Barry, Stevie, Benjie. 

I must interject something here. About two weeks ago Hedda, Benjie 
and I were sitting in the kitchen. Benjie said, Mommy, even though 
Daddy died is he still boss of this house? Hedda said, we will try to do 
all the things he would want us to do, but when it comes to decisions 
I’m the boss. Then Benjie said, well if we do what he wants us to do, 
then he still is the boss. I can still feel the knife turning in my heart.

To get back to my tale of woe. About three months after Howie died, 
his father died of a heart attack. Hedda said he was the lucky one. Of 
course I’m sure if Howie was alive, Art [Archie] would still be alive. 
His heart or his spirit just couldn’t take it. He wanted to join his son. 
Then earlier this month Mary died, her body was shipped to Israel for 
burial. Her troubles, her aches and pains are over.

I don’t know why, but I just happened to remember an incident, I was 
about fifteen years old. We had a distant relative, I think a third cousin 
of my father’s, a Mr. Friend. He was a very old man. He and his wife 

had about ten children, the youngest being much younger than the 
others. I guess a change of life girl; all her sisters and brothers were 
married and had children older than this girl. Anyway one of her nieces 
was this girl’s niece. She was pretty and popular but the aunt was kind 
of plain and never had a date. When the niece got engaged to be mar-
ried the aunt, whose name I don’t even remember, committed suicide. 
The lights in their house were gas, not electricity. That night when 
she went to bed she turned on the gas jet but didn’t light it. The next 
morning she was dead.

The reason I’m writing this is because I will never forget her father at 
the funeral. This old man gave the sermon, he stood up there and said, 
my daughter you are at perfect peace, no more will you know jealousy 
and envy. He said a lot more but those are the three words that stand 
out in my memory. Incidentally this man and his wife celebrated their 
69th wedding anniversary many years later, he must have been over 100 
years old when he died.

Yes we are born in pain. Maybe we don’t remember the pain but our 
mothers do. We go thru life in pain and agony and to balance it, I’m 
sure much joy and happiness and in the end comes the perfect peace.

April 29, 1975. It’s twelve years since Belle died. Are you in perfect 
peace, my dear. Till we meet again. 

Much love to all those I leave behind. Aunt Flo 
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Right: Herman 
Schachter
Below: Arye 
Schachter with 
grandchildren, David 
and Leon

Standing: Marilyn Sprung, Maxine Sprung, Louis Sprung, Irving 
Alexander 
Seated: Aaron Sprung, Herman Schachter, Lou Belle, Mary 
Schachter Belle, Ann Schachter, Louise Schachter Alexander

Clockwise from left: Abe Schliselfeld, Maurie, Bessie, Belle, Ber-
nard Seitler, Helen, Abe Sprung, Annie Lipman, Sadie, Nathan 
Bodenstein 
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Merle’s wedding: from left, second row: Maurie, Hedda, Howard Block, Abe Sprung, Alan 
Sachs. First row: Bessie, Florence, Bernard Seitler, Belle, Helen Sprung, Merle Seitler Sachs.
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From left: Bernard Seitler, Belle, Bessie, Maurie, Florence, Frieda
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Schliselfeld: Louis, Frieda, Abe, Florence

Louis, Aaron Sprung
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Hedda, Merle Seitler
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Below: Helen, Florence, Belle, Bessie, 
Maurie

Above, Standing: Paul, Florence 
Seligman
Seated: Florence, Louis Schliselfeld, 
Belle, Bernard Seitler, Abe Schliselfeld, 
Abe Sprung, Helen
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