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Living the Dream
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A true story of an escape from Nazi

Germany, immigration to the United States by way of South America

and service in the United States Marine Corps,

including combat in Vietnam with the First Marine

Division.




THE JOURNEY TO

FREEDOM


February 27, 1939, to August 30, 1940
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Iron Cross, First Class, awarded to Louis

Beck in World War I. It was the key to obtaining timely exit visas

from Nazi Germany in 1939.
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From Berlin, Germany, to Genoa, Italy, by

Lufthansa airplane. February 27, 1939
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From Genoa, Italy, to Guayaquil, Ecuador,

South America, on the Italian Motor Ship Orazio. March 1, 1939, to

March 18, 1939
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From Guayaquil, Ecuador, to New York City,

on the Chilean ship Aconcagua. August 20, 1940, to August 30,

1940




Living the dream as a U.S. Marine


1956 - 1978


1956


Syracuse, N.Y. to Quantico, Va. and The

Basic School


1957


Quantico, Va. to Camp Fuji, Japan, and 3rd

Marine Division


Camp Fuji, Japan, to Luzon, Philippines
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1963
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Vieques, Puerto Rico


San Juan, Puerto Rico


1964


Camp Lejune to Spain for Operation Steel

Pike


Gibraltar
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Bilbao, Spain


San Sebastian, Spain


1965


Camp Lejune to Guantanamo Bay, Cuba, and

Marine Barracks, Naval Station


1966


Guantanamo to Quantico, Va. and Amphibious

Warfare School


1966


Quantico to Washington, D. C., to Supply

Dept., HQMC


1968


To Vietnam via Okinawa, and combat with 1st

Marine Division


1969


Vietnam to Sydney, Australia, for R&R

and return


1969


Vietnam to San Diego, Calif. and duty with

MCRD


1972


San Diego to Honolulu, Hawaii, and duty with

CINCPAC


1975


Honolulu to Okinawa, Japan, and 3rd Marine

Division


1976


Okinawa to Washington, D. C, and HQMC; The

Last Hurrah!


1978


Washington, D. C. to Retirement in the San

Francisco Area


* * *
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FOREWORD


​This book is being written

because I have a story to tell, and the time to tell it is getting

shorter since I celebrated my 77th birthday in June 2012. I have

led a full life, and I have seen much of the world. The highlights

of my life are still the escape from Nazi Germany, and the

twenty-two years I spent on active duty in the United States Marine

Corps. My Marine Corps was a totally different organization from

the Marine Corps of today. When I joined the Corps in 1955, America

had finished a World War just 10 years before and the Korean War

had ended in a stalemate in 1953. Political pressures centered on

homegrown issues, and the military strength of the country was

considered one of our largest assets. Americans were expected to

serve their country, and a national draft was in place requiring

men 18 years and older to register for the draft and to be prepared

to be called up to serve their country when the need arose.


Born in Berlin, Germany, my journey to the

United States and my assimilation into the American culture is the

basis for this book. Influences from many different places somehow

pointed me in the direction of the United States Marine Corps. This

book deals with those influences, and then, once inside the Corps,

this book relates my personal experiences. It could be called a

trip through time because some of the things I write about hardly

exist anymore. The Corps and our Country have undergone significant

changes; however, the essential Corps values imbued in my

heart and my mind remain unchanged and could probably be traced

back to Tun Tavern in Philadelphia in the year 1775, which is when

the Continental Marines, the forerunner of the United States Marine

Corps, were established before we became an independent nation.


The incidents related in this book are all

true, and the facts discussed in this memoir are as accurate as I

can make them, relying on my memories, records, letters uncovered

in recent years, which date back to 1914, and the surviving

photographs which have traveled with me and my family from Berlin,

Germany, to the present day. If there are errors, they are caused

by the long years between happening and writing and a 77 year old

brain (and perhaps too many Birdbath Martinis).


Our escape from Germany was very traumatic

for my family, and my father never discussed the details of it.

Growing up, I knew very little about our personal exodus. My father

told very few stories, and it is only because he spent an evening

with my wife, Cathie, on the front porch of his house in Yorktown

Heights in Westchester County, New York, that I know the exact

details of our eventual successful escape from Nazi Germany in

1939.


This dearth of information about my past

remained until April 2007 when I received a package from Tom

Selldorff of Weston, Massachusetts. Tom is my stepbrother, the son

of my father’s third wife, Dorothy Hertenried. While replacing the

air conditioning system in his attic, a packet of papers from

Germany dating back to 1914 was found. The papers dealt with my

father and they were a treasure trove of information not previously

known to me. Through these papers, other photographs, which I

already had in my possession, and a few other documents,

I was able to piece together the early history of

my family.


Living The Dream is a current Marine Corps

saying, usually uttered in a tongue and cheek manner, when a group

of Marines begin telling each other how tough they have it in the

Corps. During recruit training, a Drill Instructor once informed

his recruits that they were “living the dream” of becoming Marines.

The irony stuck, and whenever a Marine may be feeling sorry for

himself, some other Marine simply reminds him that he is Living the

Dream. For those Marines, past or present, we are all living the

dream because we have served our country in the Green Machine. In

my case, my dreams encompassed more than simply being a Marine.


My dreams were of freedom, opportunity,

choices, and most important of all, the right to live my life free

of oppression in a country composed of citizens who originally came

from every corner of the earth. I was accepted in America based

solely on my accomplishments, and there were no restrictions on how

high I could climb.


The important point throughout this book is

that my service in the Marine Corps was the high point of my life.

During that career, I met and kept three lifelong friends and

comrades in arms. The contributions to my life made by Skeet Von

Harten, Chuck Davis and Barney Chen/Schenn enhanced my experiences

and improved the quality of my life immeasurably.


I hope the chapters that follow will share my

love of Corps and Country with the reader. You will discover that,

in America, I was living my dreams and the Corps gave shape and

substance to those dreams.


Peter S. Beck


10 November 2012
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All profits from the sale of this book will be donated to

the Injured Marine Semper Fi Fund located at the Wounded Warrior

Center, Building H49, Camp Pendleton, CA 92055


The wars in Iraq and Afghanistan have

seriously wounded thousands of America’s young men and women, some

with lifetime disabilities, and our government, while paying for an

initial two weeks of family visits, has made no provisions for the

families of these brave warriors to stay near them for longer

periods of time during their months and sometimes years of

recuperation. The Injured Marine Semper Fi Fund underwrites the

expenses of these families and also funds special equipment for the

wounded warriors, often not covered by any other source, once they

are released from their recuperation and/or hospitalization.


As of this writing, the Injured Marine

Semper Fi Fund has issued more than 50,000 grants to more than

8,500 of our wounded and critically ill service members providing

over $67 million in assistance to those who need it most.


As medevacs continue to arrive stateside

from Afghanistan carrying wounded warriors with multiple

amputations and shrapnel injuries and as more service members are

diagnosed with the “invisible injuries of war”- Post Traumatic

Stress Disorder (PTSD) and Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI), the

caseload of this phenomenal fund continues to grow.


Readers desiring to make a donation to the

Injured Marine Semper Fi Fund can do so by sending a donation

to:


The Injured Marine Semper Fi Fund


825 College Boulevard, Suite 102


PMB 609


Oceanside, CA 92057


All donations to the fund are fully

tax-deductible and the Fund has the highest rating as a

charity.


To do anything less would not uphold the

sacred motto of our Corps:


Semper Fidelis — Always Faithful.




CHAPTER 1


​

THE JOURNEY TO FREEDOM


I was born in

Berlin, Germany, on the third day of June 1935, at the Landhaus

Klinik, a hospital in the Wilmersdorf section of Berlin. The

hospital survived World War II and is now a Red Cross facility

serving the needs of Berliners. This was my beginning, and this

book tells of my exodus from Germany where my family escaped the

clutches of the Nazi regime. I am a survivor of the country of my

birth, and I honorably served my adopted country in time of war as

a United States Marine. What follows is my story.


In 1935, the Jews of Berlin predominantly

inhabited the Wilmersdorf and the Charlottenburg sections. In June

1935, I joined that group. My father, who was born in Berlin to a

seventh generation Berlin family, was named Ludwig Adolf Helmuth

Beck. He was born on December 3, 1899, which made him 35 years old

at the time of my birth. My mother, Margarete Herzberg Beck, was

also born in Berlin on January 27, 1906, which made her 29 years

old when I was born. My parents were married in Berlin on March 22,

1934, after a courtship of several years.


My father worked for his father, Adolf Beck,

who owned a textile mill and a costume jewelry manufacturing

business. My father’s brother, Kurt Beck, also worked in this

business. The two brothers were salesmen and traveled throughout

Europe selling the products my grandfather manufactured. My

grandmother was named Emma Rudolph. She was not Jewish and,

therefore, in the strictest interpretation of Talmudic Law, my

father was considered a non-Jew, because it is the mother that

passes the religion to her children and not the father. Whatever

the case, my father considered himself Jewish, and documents

relating to him since 1914 classified him as a Jew. Later, the fact

that he married a Jewish woman made him a Jew in the eyes of the

Nazi regime anyway.


My mother was a fashion model in Berlin and

was closely associated with manufacturers of expensive women’s

clothing. This provided an opportunity for my parents to meet,

since my father was selling textiles to several clothing

manufacturers in Berlin. They met, and a two-year courtship evolved

which culminated in their marriage.


While serving in the German Army in World

War I, my father was severely wounded fighting the French. He

sustained four machine gun bullet holes in his left arm, shrapnel

in both knees (some of which remained for the rest of his life),

and damaged vision in his left eye from an explosion near his face.

At one time, he served as the company commander of his unit because

all officers had been killed or wounded and evacuated.


After being wounded, he was evacuated to a

field hospital where the surgeons decided they had to amputate his

arm. He pleaded with them to save his arm, and he finally found a

surgeon who was willing to try. The operation was a success, and

for the rest of his life, his left arm was shorter than his right

arm, and his left hand had reduced mobility. This infirmity

required that he always wear custom made suits and shirts, a

condition I think he rather liked, since he always enjoyed wearing

good clothing. His rank while in the German Army was Muskatier in

the 30th Infantry Regiment.


For his actions in combat, he was awarded

the Iron Cross, First Class; the Iron Cross, Second Class; the

Honor Cross of the World War with Swords (commonly called the

Hindenburg Cross); and the Wound Badge. The Iron Cross, First

Class, was always worn on the left breast of the uniform and was

the highest award for valor that Germany could bestow. Recipients

were issued a card, which stipulated that the bearer could always

get immediate service from any government agency in Germany. This

card would be invaluable to him many years later.


After spending almost two years in a

hospital recovering from his wounds, my father was declared 65

percent disabled and granted a lifelong pension. Throughout his

life, this pension was paid to him by the German Government, and it

is only through the documents relating to his pension payments that

I have been able to piece together the fabric of his early

life. This was because, to receive his disability pension payments,

he was required to inform the authorities in writing every time he

changed addresses, got married, and when he had children.

Throughout his life, this pension was paid to him by the German

Government. During Hitler’s regime the pension was suspended,

however, after the war the new German Government paid him all his

back pension payments with interest, and continued to send him

monthly payments until he died.


One of the few war stories he told me was

that when he was finally released from the hospital in 1920, he was

wearing his uniform with all his medals when he went to a train

station to catch a train to Berlin. On the station platform, a

group of hooligans assaulted him for losing the war! Luckily, a

policeman broke up the altercation and escorted my father onto the

train. He never wore his uniform again, and rarely spoke of his

military service unless it was with other veterans.


My father continued to live in Berlin and

work for his father, and from the pictures I have of his younger

days, I see a very good looking and healthy appearing successful

businessman who drove a Mercedes convertible and wore custom made

clothing. One photograph I have shows him wearing a derby with a

very stylish suit and carrying a walking stick while standing in,

what appears to be, a very well manicured park. It is my favorite

picture of him.


If you could pick the place where you were

to be born, a Jewish baby would never have selected Berlin,

Germany, in 1935! What was happening at the time, and how did those

events affect our family? To understand fully, we need to

review German history. How could Adolf Hitler, an Austrian, be

elected Chancellor and Reich’s President of Germany in 1933, just

two short years before my birth?


Germany entered the First World War from a

position of strength, empowered by tremendous growth, both

economically and socially. In many historical works, the period

leading up to the First World War was called the Imperial Period.

This period began in 1871, which is when Kaiser Wilhelm ascended to

the throne in Germany, and ended in 1918 when Germany was defeated

by the Allied powers of that time. The lengthy period of Kaiser

Wilhelm’s reign was considered one of Germany’s most prosperous and

successful periods. It was a period much longed for after the

debacle of defeat, inflation, and depression that followed

Germany’s loss of the First World War.


During the years of prosperity, many changes

took place inside the country, which provided a better life for the

average German. A limited form of religious freedom developed in a

country that was predominantly Protestant, as Catholicism, long on

the periphery of German society, became an accepted religion.

Catholics began to join political parties and formed a voting bloc

courted by politicians who previously had ignored them. Besides the

Catholics, Germany’s Jews enjoyed a far greater degree of freedom

and were accepted within German society. With these changes came

increased commerce with the rest of the world, and through this

flourishing economy, a standard of living developed that made

Germany the most prosperous society in Europe.


By the year 1910, statistics of the time

show that 24 percent of all German Jews lived in Berlin. When the

Kaiser declared war on August 4, 1914, he granted a general amnesty

to all Germans, regardless of religious affiliation, social

standing, or ethnic background, urging his people to rise as “one

folk” to attain the common goal of victory for Germany.


For the first time in the long military

history of Germany, Jews were recruited for military service and

were even allowed to become officers. German Jews viewed this as an

opportunity to prove their love for Germany and to eventually

become accepted as full-fledged Germans. The census of Berlin in

1914 revealed that approximately 50,000 Jews were eligible for

military service, and during the four year course of the war, over

18 percent of all German Jews served in the German Army. Of these,

4,000 Jews were promoted to officer rank, and a total of 1,500 Jews

of all ranks were awarded the Iron Cross, First Class, for valorous

combat actions. My father was one of those so decorated. Over

12,000 Jews died in combat during World War I, of which 1,917 were

Berlin Jews.


In tracing the genealogy of the Beck family,

I visited the huge Jewish cemetery in the Weissensee section of

Berlin, and while I found the graves of all eight generations of

Becks, I also discovered a large memorial park in the center of the

cemetery dedicated to those 1,900 plus Berlin Jews who had lost

their lives in World War I. The irony was not lost on me!


When Germany was defeated in 1918, odious

fines and punishments were levied on the German people by the

victors. These fines severely affected German society, and soon

horrendous economic consequences ensued as the mark became almost

worthless on the international exchanges. A nationwide depression

followed which led to political unrest and general distrust of the

German monarchy.


The German people demanded an end to the

monarchy, and called for a general election to select a Reich’s

President (President of Germany) and Chancellor. Heated political

activities began in earnest during 1932, a full year before the

general election of 1933. Three viable candidates emerged: Paul Von

Hindenburg, the revered old man with the flowing mustache; Ernst

Thaelmann, the urbane statesman; and Adolf Hitler, the relative

political newcomer and head of the Nationalist-Socialist German

Workers (Nazi) Party. Each of the candidates promised to renew

Germany’s former strengths.


Adolf Hitler and his Nazi Party won the

election, and in 1933, just two years before my birth, he became

the Chancellor and Reich’s President of Germany. Shortly after

taking office, Hitler began a plan to develop and improve the

German/Aryan race. He quickly found a scapegoat upon which he could

blame almost all the faults of the current German society, and he

decided that the Jews of Germany were the ideal targets. While he

blamed Jews in general, he was very careful to exclude Jews who had

been decorated for valor in combat or who had fought on the front

lines during World War I. My father qualified on both counts and

experienced no problems.


Almost immediately after his election,

Hitler and his representatives began issuing decrees against Jews,

which would begin his “cleansing” of the Aryan race. In 1933, the

following decrees became law:


• All non-Aryan civil servants in any branch

of the government were to be retired, and only front line

combatants from World War I were exempted.


• No Jew could participate in or be a member

of governmental councils.


• Jews could not have any positions of

authority in the National Labor Front.


• Jews could no longer take examinations to

become doctors, dentists, pharmacists or lawyers.


• All university professors had to prove

their Aryan backgrounds which immediately eliminated all Jews from

any university position.


After my birth, my grandfather urged his two

sons to leave Germany as quickly as possible. He did not see a

bright future for Berlin Jews, even though most of them felt that

Hitler would not be taken seriously and would soon be defeated in

an election. My father, because of his war hero status, felt that

he was not threatened at all and, with a new baby at home, did not

feel he needed to leave.


While my father elected to remain in

Germany, my Uncle Kurt immigrated to Australia in 1935, changed his

first name to Ken, and served in the Australian Army during World

War II. Although he was married, he never had any children, and he

died in 1989 of Alzheimer’s disease. My cousin, Steffi Beck,

immigrated to London in 1936 and married a Jewish businessman named

Michael Borchard. She had one son who had two sons of his own,

Jonathan and Terrence. Jonathan Borchard lives in London and runs a

machinery parts business, and Terrence Borchard now lives in New

Jersey, where he is a sales representative for a European machinery

manufacturing company. My mother’s brother, Hans Herzberg, had

already immigrated to Argentina in 1922. He never left Argentina,

and I know nothing about him. Thus, the Beck clan departed Germany

on the advice of my grandfather, except for my father, who

continued his life in Berlin with no interference from the new Nazi

regime.


I am amazed that the legislation coming from

the Nazi’s did not wave a red flag in front of my father. Many of

these directives were published in 1933 or 1934 before I was born.

My father, because he was a war hero, was exempt from these

directives, however, the rest of his family was not, nor were any

of his Jewish friends. Because my father’s friends and family

members had money, they quickly left the country, and those that

could, immigrated to the United States, England or Australia.

Entrance requirements became more difficult after thousands applied

for immigration between 1933 and 1937 and the countries tried to

stem the already large influx of potential immigrants.


One of the most famous Berlin Jews to leave

in 1935 was the Director of the Berlin Institute of Applied

Physics. He had been the Director of the Institute for over 20

years when he departed for the United States and Princeton

University. His name was Dr. Albert Einstein. What irony, because

it was his Theory of Relativity that led to the development of the

atomic bomb which eventually ended World War II in 1945.


In 1935, more directives concerning Jews were

issued by the Nazi regime. For example:


• No Jew could become a citizen of

Germany.


• No Jew could obtain a doctoral degree from

any German university.


• Jewish doctors, lawyers and pharmacists

lost their licenses to practice in Germany.


• No Jew could own either property or a

business.


• No Jew could marry a Christian, or even

have any kind of sexual relations with a Christian, under any

circumstances.


Finally, on August 17, 1938, a decree was

issued that required every Jewish male in Germany to take the

middle name of Israel, and every Jewish female was required to take

the middle name of Sara. This allowed the Nazi authorities

to identify immediately that the person with this middle

name was Jewish. I have documents that verify this decree and show

me as Peter Israel Beck, my father as Ludwig Israel Beck, and my

mother as Margarete Sara Beck. On October 5, 1938, all German Jews

were required to have the letter “J” stamped in red ink on their

passports.


While hindsight is always 20/20, I can’t

understand how any Jew living in Germany would even consider

remaining in that country. That may be easier to say now, looking

back on what eventually happened there. As far as my father was

concerned, I honestly believe he always considered himself to be a

German first and then a Jew. Also, since we were all redheaded with

a fair complexion and blue eyes, we were exactly what Hitler’s

description of the perfect “Aryan” was, therefore, I am sure we

were able to pass as Germans. Besides that, our surname was Beck,

one of the most common and popular surnames in Germany.


Despite the decrees written since Hitler had

taken power, and the constant harassment of the Jews in Germany, by

1937 only 48,000 of the 160,000 Jews living in Berlin had

decided to leave Germany. Sadly, my father was a part of this

startling statistic. This meant that 70 percent of the Jewish

population in Berlin thought that things could not get any worse

and decided to see it through to the end. The end, however, was too

horrendous for any of them to imagine.


The pictures I have of that period show my

family living a very good and prosperous life in Berlin. We took

vacations to the seashore in Holland and to the Black Forest in

Bavaria, and we enjoyed living in one of the most vibrant cities of

the time. Obviously, my father had been lulled into a false sense

of security because of his heroism in World War I, and the fact

that he did not have a Jewish name. The Chief of Staff of the

German Army under Adolf Hitler was named Ludwig Beck, the same name

as my father. He was listed, along with my father, in the Berlin

telephone book of 1937 and 1938. My father told me that he

would occasionally get telephone calls for General Beck by

mistake.


The night of November 9, 1938,

Kristallnacht, or “The Night of Broken Glass,” changed the lives of

Jews all over Germany forever. Any German Jew who clung to the

notion “things will get better” and that Hitler would not be taken

seriously was proven to be disastrously wrong! It is beyond my

abilities to understand what sobering thoughts went through the

minds of the Jews of Berlin when they saw all of their businesses

destroyed, every storefront window broken, and their shops looted.

Every synagogue in Berlin suffered damage. Through all these

events, the police ignored the perpetrators and watched as

destruction rained down on every Jewish property.


The Jews remaining in Berlin were astounded

that, by 1938, Hitler had already been in power for over five

years. The events of Kristallnacht ended any illusions they might

have had about continuing a normal life in

Germany. With the realization that they were no longer safe in

Germany came panic and chaos, as Jews began to look for any escape.

Foreign embassies in Berlin and consulates throughout Germany began

to see a daily influx of German Jews desperately attempting to

leave Germany.


The three countries that seemed to be

choices for most Berlin Jews were Palestine, England and the United

States, all of whom had been fairly liberal in their entrance

policies before Kristallnacht. With greater demand for entry came

more restrictions, and fewer applicants were accepted. Compounding

the problem was that the Nazi’s required the presentation of a

valid entry visa from a country before issuing an exit visa to that

country. This made obtaining an entry visa from another country

critical for any Jew. Each foreign government immediately

established quotas for Jewish immigration, and Palestine even went

so far as to restrict further entry by allowing only

people who had specific skills to obtain the valued entry

visa. Even with these barriers in place, records show that over

50,000 German Jews immigrated to Palestine during these times.


For the Jews remaining in Berlin, life

became progressively harder as Jews were arrested for the slightest

“offenses” and sent to concentration camps where they would serve

their sentences and then be released. Later on, release from a

concentration camp would only be by death! The handwriting was on

the wall, and the walls were closing in on the Jews who remained in

Germany. My father finally recognized the peril he and his family

were in, and he tried desperately to obtain entry visas from any

country. Unfortunately, he was unable to get any country to provide

such visas. He was on the verge of accepting his fate when he

received a telephone call from a friend who worked in the

Argentinean Embassy.


The call came on Friday, February 24, 1939.

My father’s friend told him that the Argentinean ambassador was

leaving Berlin for the weekend and that he (the friend) could

provide him with three legitimate entry visas for Argentina, but

they would only be valid for the weekend while he (the friend) had

authority to verify the entry visas in the absence of the

ambassador. Since the ambassador was scheduled to return to Berlin

on Monday, February 27, my father had a very small window in which

to act, so he rushed to the embassy on Friday evening and picked

them up. The escape from Germany had just begun!


The next morning my father went to the

district headquarters of the Nazi government to obtain his three

exit visas since he now had “valid” entry visas to Argentina. When

he arrived, there was a long line of Jews waiting to be processed.

A Schutzstaffel (SS) Major was sitting at a desk in front of the

line with several other SS personnel. They were taking their time

and were in no hurry to issue exit visas to the desperate people

waiting. As the hours passed, it became very clear to my father

that unless he took some kind of instant action, there was no way

he would get his exit visas that day, and there was no other

opportunity for him to do so, since the office would be closed on

Sunday and on Monday the Argentinean ambassador would return to

Berlin.


Since drastic times required drastic action,

my father stepped out of the line and walked to the front where the

SS Major was sitting. He took out the card he had received when he

was awarded the Iron Cross, First Class, and placed it in front of

the Major. As he laid the card on the desk he said to the Major,

“Based on my war record, I am entitled to immediate service, and I

demand three exit visas according to the terms of this card.” The

Major was startled; however, he picked up the card, read it,

saluted my father, and instructed his personnel to issue three exit

visas to my father immediately. Again, my father’s heroism in the

face of overwhelming odds saved his life and the life of his

family.


The year 1939 was very late in the game to

be able to get out of Germany. Only 50,000 Jews were able to escape

in that year and luckily we were three of them. The fate

of the remaining 90,000 Jews is well known to anyone who is

familiar with history. The saddest statistic of all is that in

1933, there were 160,564 Jews living in Berlin, and on November 1,

1946, only 7,274 Jews had survived.


It was imperative that we leave Germany

immediately. My father had heard there was an organization in

Genoa, Italy, which was assisting Jews in obtaining passage to

South America, so he decided to go there. On Monday morning,

February 27, 1939, we flew out of Berlin to Genoa, Italy. I don’t

remember very much about the trip except that my ears began to hurt

terribly, and I started to cry. The same thing happened when we

landed in Genoa. Looking back on that day, instead of crying, I

should have been laughing, because through my father’s bravery, we

had been spared the wrath of Hitler and we were now on our way to a

new life.


We arrived in Genoa late in the afternoon on

Monday, February 27, 1939. At that time, the Italian-Jewish

Humanitarian Agency was helping Jews obtain legal entry visas and

boat passage to Chile, Argentina, and Ecuador. These countries had

agreed to lessen their entry requirements, and had instructed their

consuls in Genoa to issue entry visas to whomever could present

proof of sufficient funds.


Apparently, my father left Berlin with a

considerable amount of money, because, in just a few days, he had

obtained three valid entry visas to Ecuador and three passenger

tickets on the Italian ship, M.S. Orazio. On March 1, 1939, we

boarded Orazio for the Ecuadorian port city of Guayaquil. Orazio

was one of two ships regularly taking Jewish refugees to South

America. The other ship was the Virgillio, and each ship had

accommodations for 423 passengers. The ships belonged to the

Associates Italia di Navigazione Company in Genoa, and they always

departed with a full passenger load.


There is an interesting follow-on story

about what became Orazio’s last trip. Orazio and her sister ship,

Virgillio, continued taking Jews to South America despite warnings

from the Nazi government that this activity had to stop. On the

afternoon of January 20, 1940, a powerful explosion rocked the

engine room of Orazio. The ship had departed Genoa the previous day

and was still in the Mediterranean Sea near Toulon, France, headed

for Valparaiso, Chile. Fire spread throughout the ship very

rapidly, and the captain transmitted an SOS. Four French Navy ships

responded, but by the time they arrived, Orazio was well on its way

to destruction. The Navy ships were able to save most of the

passengers and crew, but the final report showed that 48 passengers

and 60 crewmembers had lost their lives.


The official maritime report concluded that

the cause of the explosion and fire was probably sabotage. Italian

authorities have always maintained that the cause of the explosion

was an act of sabotage by the Nazi’s in retribution for not ending

the ferry service of Jews to South America. Orazio was towed back

to Genoa where she was demolished for scrap metal and never

replaced. This act of sabotage had reduced the Jewish ferry program

to South America by 50 percent in one day. The survivors erected a

monument to Marconi, the Italian inventor of the radio, because it

was a radio transmission that summoned the French rescue ships to

the site of the tragedy. The monument still stands in Genoa today

in the Piazza Marconi.


We arrived in Guayaquil on March 18, 1939.

Guayaquil is located at the mouth of the River Guayas, which flows

into the Golfo de Guayaquil and the Pacific Ocean. The Spanish

built a shipyard there to build the large ships that transported

the gold and silver they had plundered from the New World back to

Europe. The ships returned, loaded with material the Spanish needed

to colonize the cities they had captured. Guayaquil was always the

most progressive city in Ecuador. The most revered man in

Ecuadorian history is Simon Bolivar, El Liberador (The Liberator),

who overthrew the Spanish and returned Ecuador to local rule. Every

year, the biggest holiday is Simon Bolivar Day, which commemorates

this historic event.


My father rented an apartment, and we began

our new life. He started a small neckwear manufacturing company,

and my mother worked for him as the sewing machine operator and

operations manager. In very little time, we spoke only Spanish, and

while I was only four years old at the time, I remember speaking

Spanish while we lived there.


I attended kindergarten and made friends

with the children in the school. On Simon Bolivar Day, the school

presented a military pageant. One lucky boy was selected to play

Simon Bolivar, and I was selected to be the drum major of the

troops as they marched in to the auditorium. I have a photograph of

that day, and it shows the entire pageant on the stage of the

school. Simon Bolivar is dying on the top of a large platform

behind the Ecuadorian flag, and I am standing on the left side of

the picture at the head of a line of troops. We are all in uniform,

and it looks like it was a grand pageant.


Life was good for us in Guayaquil. The

neckwear factory grew, and more workers were employed. The weather

was always hot and humid, and we were always wet or damp, but after

a while you became accustomed to your environment. Around March or

April of 1940, I developed a cough that would not go away. At

first, it was ascribed to the weather and the humidity, but when

the cough became persistent, my parents took me to a doctor who

immediately ordered X-rays of my chest. What the X-rays revealed

was a shock to my parents, because it confirmed that I had

tuberculosis. At that time, there was little that could be done for

my condition, and the doctor recommended that we leave the tropical

climate and go where there was a more moderate climate with better

medical facilities. Thus, just before I was to turn five years old,

my parents were faced with a major new problem -- my health.


My mother had an uncle, Julius Hesslein, who

had left Germany before 1930, and was now a naturalized citizen

living in New York City. Besides Uncle Julius, our family doctor

from Berlin, Dr. Fritz Riesenfeld, had left Germany immediately

after Adolf Hitler was elected in 1933, and immigrated to the

United States. He changed his name from Fritz to Fred, took the

medical licensing exams, and was licensed to practice medicine in

the United States. My mother wrote to her Uncle Julius, and my

father wrote to Dr. Riesenfeld and told them about my illness and

requested assistance.


Because there were thousands of refugees

trying to get into the United States in 1940, the only way anyone

could immigrate without being part of an assigned quota was to have

a sponsor who was an American citizen, and who would guarantee

complete support for one full year after arrival. This meant

providing not only the money necessary for living expenses, but

they were also required to provide a place for the family to live.

Finding a sponsor to commit to these conditions was very difficult.

At first, my mother’s uncle refused, but when she informed him that

if he did not agree to sponsor us, it was a certainty that I would

perish from my disease, Uncle Julius relented. He signed the

necessary papers which provided our family with the much sought

after entry visas into the United States.


On the morning of August 20, 1940, our

family departed Guayaquil in a ship from Valparaiso, Chile, named

Aconcagua. The ship made regular voyages from Valparaiso to New

York City through the Panama Canal, stopping at Guayaquil,

Cristobal in the Canal Zone, and Havana, before arriving in New

York. After making the two stops in the Caribbean, we arrived in

the United States of America on Friday, August 30, 1940.


As our ship sailed past the Statue of

Liberty on our way to the commercial piers of Manhattan, the true

significance of this arrival did not register in my five year old

brain. It was not until many years later that I realized the good

fortune my family had just experienced. By the time of our arrival

in America, Hitler had invaded and captured Poland, Denmark,

Norway, France, Belgium, the Netherlands and Luxembourg. Both the

Battle of the Atlantic and the Battle of Britain were in

progress. The city of my birth was being bombed, and Hitler had

begun the extermination of the German Jewish population. Over 95

percent of the Jews of Berlin did not survive World War II. While

war were raging in Europe, my family stood at the rail of the ship

as we sailed up the Hudson River, viewing the skyline of New York

City and looking forward to our new and unknown life in

America.




CHAPTER 2


​

EARLY YEARS IN AMERICA


Our sponsor, Uncle

Julius, came from a family of accountants in Berlin. He arrived in

New York in the winter of 1930, shortly after the Great Depression

of 1929, and landed an entry level accounting job at J.P. Morgan.

While his fellow countrymen were struggling in Europe, Uncle Julius

climbed the corporate ladder fairly quickly, and in 1936, he left

J.P. Morgan and opened his own accounting office in the Empire

State Building. When my mother contacted him, he was living on the

upper west side of Manhattan on West 79th Street in a very upscale

apartment house.


Uncle Julius had no children, and was

married to a German Jew he had met in New York. They enjoyed a very

good life. While he was certainly not thrilled over our extended

stay, he did agree to sponsor us and guarantee our livelihood, as

well as our accommodations for one year. This probably saved my

life and allowed my parents to gain a foothold in our newly adopted

country.


The second person my parents contacted

shortly after our arrival was Doctor Riesenfeld, our family

physician from Berlin. In 1940, he had a thriving practice in

internal medicine in Manhattan and was on the staff of Mt. Sinai

Hospital. Mt. Sinai Hospital is one of the oldest and largest

teaching hospitals in the country. It is internationally acclaimed

for excellence in clinical care, education and scientific research

in almost every aspect of medicine. Dr. Riesenfeld had arranged to

get me admitted to Mt. Sinai Hospital as a charity case for

treatment of my tuberculosis. How lucky for me to be able to be

treated at this outstanding hospital upon my arrival in the United

States.


My father found employment at the R. H. Macy

flagship store at 34th Street and Herald Square as a shipping

clerk. My mother worked as a sewing machine operator in a neckwear

manufacturing plant. This was the classic “sweatshop,” but it

provided the money our family needed, and there was no hesitation

for two educated and highly skilled people to take the most menial

jobs to survive in their new country.


My parents shared a bedroom in Uncle Julius’

apartment, and when I was released from the hospital, I also slept

in the same bedroom. Since my parents were working, they enrolled

me in a rather unique day care center, called Children’s Colony,

which was located almost around the corner from Uncle Julius’

apartment. Children were required to wear a uniform, and I remember

the uniform being dark trousers, a white shirt and a dark blue

cardigan sweater with the school logo on it. There was strict

discipline, daily classes, closely supervised physical activity,

and mandatory naps on folding cots. I have no bad memories from

Children’s Colony.


After work, my parents would pick me up at

school, take me home to Uncle Julius’ apartment, and then go to the

local public school where they took English lessons. This is a

noteworthy fact: Immigrants arriving in the United States then

wanted to assimilate into the American culture and knowledge of

English was required to become a naturalized citizen. While they

retained their ethnicity, their primary desire was to become an

American. This was aided by the United States, which insisted that

all documents, examinations, ballots and any other official

documents required for any purpose, were to be published only in

English. If you could not read English, you were out of luck

because you needed the English language skill to move forward in

your newly adopted country. Quite a difference from the way things

are today. In San Francisco alone, official city documents are now

printed in 17 different languages, and that includes voting

ballots.


One day, while my mother was at work, the

production manager of the neckwear manufacturing plant died of a

sudden heart attack. My mother went to the owner of the company and

told him her husband was a university trained, textile engineer (my

father had a degree from the University of Berlin in textile

engineering). The owner of the plant told my mother to bring my

father in the next day, and after a brief interview, he

was hired. This new job paid much better than the job at Macy’s,

and it also made it possible for my mother and my father to work

together in the same place.


Uncle Julius was getting very impatient for

us to find a place of our own. By the first of January 1941, we

moved into our own apartment located in Washington Heights in upper

Manhattan. The neighborhood was a cultural mix of German Jews,

Irish, Italians, Puerto Ricans, Greeks, Poles and Czechoslovakians.

Our new home was right on the corner of Broadway and 170th

Street.


In less than four months, we had our own

apartment. I continued attending Children’s Colony where my parents

would leave me on the way to work. I was still going to Mt.

Sinai Hospital for outpatient treatment. On days I needed

treatment, my parents took me to the bus stop to wait for a

double-decker bus, because those busses had a single seat over the

right front wheel, and this seat was directly across from the

driver. My parents would put me in this seat, ask the driver to

tell me when he got to Mt. Sinai Hospital, and then I would get out

and go to the area where I received treatment. After treatment was

completed, I would wait for another double-decker bus and go home

the same way, getting off at the end of the line. Imagine having a

five-year old child doing something like that today!


I remember these times as being very good,

and while I did not see much of my parents, my days at Children’s

Colony kept me busy and safe. On the day after Labor Day in 1941, I

began elementary school at Public School (PS) 173, which was

located on Fort Washington Drive and 173rd Street, about four

blocks from my apartment and within easy walking distance. PS

173, like all other public elementary schools of the time, used one

teacher to teach the initial grades, which encompassed arithmetic,

spelling, penmanship and geography. My teacher was a strict Irish

woman who ran a taut ship and brooked no wayward behavior of any

kind. A strict disciplinarian, she was also a very good teacher who

cared deeply for her students. After all this time, I still

remember her name; it was Mrs. Sophie Claire Conroy who signed her

correspondence using her initials. I remember that you never wanted

to take home a note to your parents that bore the signature of S.

C. Conroy! I enjoyed my first year of school.


One Sunday in December, I was on the street

playing with my friends when someone came running down the street

yelling, “The Japs bombed Pearl Harbor, the Japs bombed Pearl

Harbor.” It was Sunday morning in Honolulu, Hawaii, on December 7,

1941. I think everyone who was alive then remembers exactly where

they were when they heard the news for the first time. The streets

seemed to fill up with people pouring out of their apartments. I

ran home to our apartment. My parents were sitting in the living

room listening to the radio and trying to figure out what to do

next.


The next morning, Monday, December 8, men

from all over the United States rushed to recruiting offices as

President Franklin Delano Roosevelt declared war, stating that

December 7, 1941, would be, “A date that would live in infamy,” at

least for the next few years! Among the hundreds of thousands of

volunteers was my father who rushed to the recruiting office to

volunteer for service. He was told that, while they appreciated his

patriotism, a 41 year old, severely wounded, World War 1 veteran

who was not a citizen of the United States, was not eligible to

serve. My father was devastated, but immediately volunteered to be

our area air raid warden when the program was instituted several

months after the war started.


With the declaration of war, things began to

change immediately, and all of us became participants in the war

effort. Critical materials were rationed and hard to obtain.

Gasoline, the most critical of all materials, was rationed first.

Vehicles were classified as either being Category A, B or C. Every

vehicle was required to have a sticker on its’ windshield that

displayed the A, B or C classification, and this sticker dictated

how much and how often you could buy gasoline. This rationing began

almost at once, and lasted for quite some time after victory was

attained in 1945.


Shortly thereafter, all materials began to

be rationed. Food was the first item after gasoline that was needed

for the war effort, and a point system was instituted for all

civilians. You could only buy a certain quantity of meat, and you

always had to use points, besides money. Points were issued monthly

as a ration book containing pages of tear off square coupons, each

coupon being one point, so that you could save your points for

special occasions; otherwise you ate canned meats such as SPAM,

which was an acronym for spiced ham. Coffee was scarce, so a form

of “fake” coffee was manufactured from vegetables that tasted

somewhat like coffee. For women, all forms of silk and nylon were

no longer used in the manufacture of clothing, as this material was

essential in the manufacture of parachutes and other war equipment.

Tires and all other things made of rubber became almost impossible

to obtain.


Everyone on the home front, as it was

called, made sacrifices for our men in uniform and small flags,

which had a white background and a red border with a blue star in

the center, began appearing in the windows across America. Each

family that had a member serving displayed this flag in the

window of their homes, and if more than one person was

serving, there would be another blue star for every member of the

family serving. One family in America had a flag with five blue

stars for the O’Sullivan boys, all serving together on the same

ship. If you saw this flag with a gold star, it meant that someone

in that family had lost their life fighting for our country. It was

a sad thing to see, and there were many of these flags as

time passed. Unfortunately, the O’Sullivan family flag became

a flag with five gold stars, as all five brothers lost their lives

when their ship, USS Juneau, was sunk in the Pacific.


In New York City, a very aggressive air raid

preparedness policy was put into place. Since New York City was one

of the most important cities of the world, there was always the

thought that it would be attacked by bombers or rockets in much the

same way that London was being bombed. All neighborhoods in New

York City had air raid wardens. My father proudly served as an air

raid warden, and he felt that in this small way he was doing his

share to fight the war. I remember that he was very conscientious

about his duties, and, eventually, he was promoted to the chief

warden for our neighborhood. This meant that besides his armband,

he also wore a badge identifying him as the chief warden. He was

extremely proud of that badge.


The years 1941 and 1942 were memorable

times. The country was on a war footing, and everyone was doing

their share to help the war effort. In the age before television,

live pictures of combat footage were shown in the movie theaters by

means of the newsreels that preceded every main feature. These

newsreels were updated constantly and served as the only moving

picture link between the home front and the war front. Newspapers

published daily war maps to keep troop movements current, and

reporters filed stories from the front lines that were published in

all newspapers and read religiously every day.


On the home front, we were encouraged to

conserve all kinds of materials for the war effort, and schools

regularly had drives to collect essential materials like scrap

metal, rubber, silk, and even cooking oils and fats. People started

growing vegetables in their window boxes and these small gardening

efforts were called “victory gardens.”


I started second grade at PS 173 in

September 1942, and shortly after school started our class held a

scrap drive to collect as much metal as possible. I went home and

told my father about the scrap drive and asked him to help me

collect tin cans and other metals for the drive. One morning, as I

left for school, my father gave me an envelope and told me to take

it to the scrap drive. When I got to school, I gave the envelope to

the teacher who opened the envelope and out fell my father’s medals

from World War I. This included his coveted Iron Cross, First

Class, and his Wound Badge. The teacher was dumbfounded, but there

was a note in the envelope that said my father could not think of a

better thing to do than to have his old German medals help fight

the Nazis. The significance of this gesture was lost on me at the

time, but what a tremendous sacrifice it must have been for my

father, and what a singular act of patriotism his contribution

represented.


I never forgot that day, and many years

later after I became an officer in the Marine Corps, I asked him to

request a new set of medals from the German Government. They

complied, and sent him an entirely new set of medals, which he gave

to me. I still have those medals framed and displayed on my wall at

home. They are a part of our family legacy, and I have placed them

next to my own medals from Vietnam. I hope someday in the future,

the sacrifices we made for our country prove to be worthwhile.


As the war progressed, more patriotic

activities occurred on a daily basis. In grammar school, boys were

learning to tell the difference between American and enemy aircraft

by studying the silhouettes. Posters appeared to tell us to buy war

bonds and to keep our mouths shut because, Loose lips sink ships,

or The slip of a lip could sink a ship! Almost no pleasure vehicles

were seen anywhere, and food, clothing and almost all items

manufactured for civilians were scarce. This included medicines,

which were being sent to the front lines for our combat troops. If

you traveled downtown in New York City, you saw only men in

uniform. Times Square, known as The Great White Way because it was

always lit up with so many neon signs, was blacked out as the signs

had been shut off for the war effort.


In September of 1943, I began the third

grade. The country was still engaged in the war, both in Europe

and the Pacific Theater. Newsreels depicted our efforts in

both areas, and the patriotic wave that swept across America

continued to build and grow as more money and materials were needed

to fight our two front war.


In February 1944, my mother suddenly became

seriously ill. She went to see Dr. Riesenfeld, and nothing seemed

to be able to ease her discomfort and her unusually high fever. It

was necessary to take her to Mt. Sinai hospital in March, and

because I had no one to look after me, my father’s friends from

Berlin, Emil and Trudy Kamp, agreed to have me live with them while

my mother was in the hospital. My mother was diagnosed with spinal

meningitis, a highly infectious disease. My father spent his every

waking minute with her when he wasn’t working. Because my mother

had such an infectious disease, I was not allowed to visit her, but

I spoke with her on the telephone from time to time. I remember I

made her a plastic necklace in one of my craft classes at school

which Emil Kamp took to my father to give to my mother.


One Friday in early May, the Kamp’s were

getting their apartment ready for a party that was going to be on

the following day. I remember that everything was set up early on

Saturday morning, and then the Kamp’s left and I remained with a

local girl who was staying in the apartment with me until the

Kamp’s returned. Early in the afternoon the Kamp’s returned, and my

father, along with many other people, was with them. I remember

that almost all the people were Germans, and they seemed to know

each other.


My father took me into the Kamp’s bedroom

and told me my mother had died on Thursday, May 4, from her

disease. She had made the ultimate sacrifice because, if the

antibiotics that could have saved her life had been available to

civilians, she might have survived her illness. He told me that the

people present had just come back from mother’s funeral and that,

for the time being, I would stay with the Kamp’s until he could

figure out what to do with me. I remember I was very hungry, but my

father was extremely upset and he was crying. I don’t think I fully

understood that I had lost my mother forever. If I had, I’m sure

that I would have joined my father in his vale of tears.


After we left the bedroom, many of the

people at what was obviously a wake for my mother, came over to me

to tell me how sorry they were that my mother had died. The only

feelings I can remember from that time were of being numb and very

hungry. In a way, because of the unavailability of the antibiotics

required to treat my mother’s spinal meningitis, my mother also

became a victim of World War II, and I lost my mother at the age of

eight.


My mother’s illness, medical bills and

hospital stay had totally exhausted my father’s savings. There was

no money available to take care of me, so my father began

contacting charitable organizations to see if he could find one

that would be willing to take care of me for a year. He felt that

if he could do this at their expense, he could get back on his feet

financially and take care of me properly.


All Jewish agencies refused his request

since Jews were suffering in Europe, and all monies being raised

were going to help the poor Jews caught in Hitler’s holocaust.

Finally, he received a letter from Father Flanagan of Boy’s Town,

informing him that Boy’s Town would take care of me for one year.

It looked like I was going to be going to Omaha, Nebraska, for a

year when, at the last minute just a few days before my departure

for Boy’s Town, my father received a letter from the Quakers.


The Quakers stated they would care for me

for one year, and that they would do so by sending me to a private

school called Mohonk School for Boys, located in the Mohonk

Mountain House in New Paltz, New York. Since this was only ninety

miles from New York City, my father decided to accept the offer

from the Quakers. He sent Father Flanagan a letter telling him that

an offer closer to home had come at the last minute, and he had

accepted it.


MOHONK SCHOOL FOR BOYS


In June 1944, I completed third grade at PS

174. After the July 4 holiday, I departed the Kamp’s apartment with

my father and took a train to New Paltz in Westchester County. We

were met there by a Mr. Milbut, who identified himself as one of

the Master’s of the Mohonk School for Boys. He drove us up a long

winding road into the mountains. Near the crest of one mountain, we

came upon a magnificent lake called Lake Mohonk, and there, on the

side of the lake, was a massive stone building that looked like a

castle to me. This was the Mohonk Mountain House where I would be

spending the next year of my life.


The Mountain House was opened as a resort

hotel in 1877 by brothers Alfred and Albert Smiley, who were Quaker

schoolmasters from Massachusetts. It stands today as a world class

hotel and resort, and the building you see today is quite similar

to the one my father and I saw for the first time in July 1944. At

that time, Mountain House was open only in the summer and the

resort was closed after Labor Day. The Mohonk School for Boys was

located in a wooden building attached to the east side of the stone

hotel. Mr. Milbut showed my father the room I would be living in

alone until around September 1 when my roommate would report to

school. He was an “old boy,” having already completed two years at

the school, and the staff thought it would help me to room with

someone who already knew the ropes.


Mr. Milbut also said he lived at the school

and would begin teaching me several subjects from July to September

to prepare me for the arrival of the regular students. While I did

not know it at the time, he turned out to be one of the finest

teachers I have ever had, for he was well versed in the classics,

mathematics, geography, Latin, Spanish, German, and world history.

He was a Princeton graduate and a strong believer in the Quaker

faith, with a sincere mission to teach and educate his charges,

academically, socially and morally.


Tomorrow we would travel to New Paltz where

Mr. Milbut would buy me appropriate clothing for my one year at

Mohonk. From what he saw of my belongings, apparently I did not

have clothing suitable for Mohonk School year round. Since I had no

money and I was a Quaker charity case, everything bought for me

would be gifts from the Quakers. The next morning, we bought

complete outfits for the one year’s stay at the school. I had never

owned so many clothes in my life, and all the clothes were top of

the line brands.


On the drive to New Paltz and back, Mr.

Milbut explained some things about the school and what would be

expected of me. To begin with, Mohonk was not an ordinary school.

It had been founded by Mabel Smiley in 1920 with the express

intention of having a special kind of school that concentrated on

educating young boys intellectually, socially, and with high

integrity and moral standards. The entire course of instruction and

the day-to-day activities would reflect the Quaker traditions of

hard work and strong moral fiber.


According to the school brochure, Mohonk

emphasized three things: personal health, a sound curriculum, and

individual attention for each boy. A 1921 school bulletin pointed

out that the school differs from the average school in that there

are no fixed classes. Boys were advanced as rapidly as their

abilities warranted. They were required to ride horses daily,

look after and clean their own room’s, and perform daily physical

chores for the good of the entire school community. These chores

were as much a part of the school educational process as their

individual classes.


All meals were eaten in a formal dining room

with the boys required to dress in coat and tie. A Master sat at

the head of each table for discipline, table conversation and to

enforce proper table manners. After dinner, which was the noon

meal, a half hour rest period was required. After the afternoon

nap, outdoor physical activities began in earnest. Vigorous

physical activity was always required and took many forms. Boys

would build log cabins in which they would spend nights sleeping,

once the cabins were completed. In the winter, they would saw large

ice blocks from the frozen lake, which were then transported to a

large icehouse where the ice was stored until it was used in the

main house for refrigeration and food preservation.


Ice hockey was played by all boys, and there

were competitions in both downhill and cross-country skiing. In the

warm months, there was baseball, football, tennis as well as boat

racing, swimming and diving. Horseback riding was mandatory, and it

was done in both winter and summer. A large part of the riding

curriculum was the care and feeding of the horses and maintenance

of the stables. The boys performing all of these activities ranged

from 10 to 14 years of age.


Discipline was strict. The Masters assigned

“demerits” for any infractions of the rules, and when a boy

attained an unacceptable number of demerits, he was required to

walk them off for the number of hours assigned to the total number

of demerits attained. The walking was always done outdoors, either

around the small golf course or the entire lake. During July,

I became familiar with all of these things.


Since the hotel was open in the summer, I

ate at a staff table with Mr. Milbut, the house nurse, and the

Headmaster of the school and his wife. We dressed for each meal,

and while I remained fairly quiet during meals, I listened to the

conversations and always answered when spoken to by any of the

adults. I learned that Quakers respected their food and that you

were required to eat everything you put on your plate. If you

wanted it, you ate it; there were no leftovers. I guess this was a

precursor to the adage, “Take all you want but eat all you

take.”


In the mornings, Mr. Milbut began testing me

to see where I would fit. Since there were no formal grade levels

in the school, he was interested in my existing knowledge and how

capable and willing I was to expand my horizons. The school was

trying to assess my abilities, since the school was listed as a

private school for boys in grades 5 through 9. This was

particularly interesting when you consider that I was nine years

old at the time, and had just completed the third grade in the New

York City public schools system. Mohonk was about to launch me into

the fifth grade, since that was their starting point in the

school.


Mr. Milbut spent the summer months

indoctrinating me in the way the school operated, and he kept to

the same sort of schedule the school would demand once it began in

September. Every morning I was awakened at 6 a.m. cleaned my room,

bathed and dressed for breakfast in coat and tie. At 7 a.m., I was

seated at the staff table in the dining room and ate breakfast.

From 8 a.m. to noon I had classes with Mr. Milbut. The classes were

varied, but I do recall that they covered a vast array of subjects.

I learned mathematics, penmanship and spelling. I read assigned

books and wrote book reports, and, not to leave any stone unturned,

I also learned about the Society of American Friends, which is the

formal title of the Quakers.


I discovered that the Quakers were a simple

congregational sect that conducted local meetings for communal

worship and church business. I also learned that Quakers did not

attend established churches, took no oaths of office and refused to

bear arms. During and after World War I, the Quakers were

instrumental in providing relief services in Germany, and they were

highly regarded by the German population. Perhaps this is one of

the reasons my father, in desperation after the death of my mother,

turned to the Quakers for help. After Kristallnacht in Germany, the

Quakers became active in relief efforts and championed a child

refugee act in the United States to assist the children of Jews who

were being persecuted in Germany. With this background, I began to

understand how a Christian sect could take in a Jewish refugee

child.


My summer classes always ended at noon.

Since it was summer, I was allowed to swim in the lake with the

hotel guests. I could take out the hotel rowboats or, on some

designated days, I would go on two or three hour hikes with

Mr. Milbut along the many wooded trails around the lake, or hike to

the top of Skytop, the tallest mountain on the property. Swimming

was my favorite activity. I found I was good at it and never got

tired, and I could swim in the lake for hours at a time. This

mandatory physical activity was my introduction to rigorous

exercise, and I found that I enjoyed it and looked forward to my

daily requirements. The need for exercise is something that has

remained with me all of my life, and I am sure that it was

instilled in me during my stay at Mohonk. It certainly came in

handy during my twenty-two years in the United States Marine Corps.

In the late afternoon, I reported to the hotel kitchen for my

chores, which consisted of doing whatever was needed at the

time.


On the day after Labor Day, the students of

Mohonk School arrived, and I was introduced to my roommate for the

year. His name was Robert, and I found him to be a friendly sort

who was a good roommate, albeit somewhat shy. There were a total of

forty students in the school and, as I recall, there were five or

six teachers. There were four hours of classes daily from eight in

the morning until noon. The basic reading, writing, arithmetic and

social studies composed the core curriculum, while Latin was

mandatory. We received individualized instruction, and we used the

repetition method, meaning that we kept repeating something until

we got it right. Sometimes, written errors had to be corrected by

writing the correction one hundred times on a piece of paper.


As I mentioned earlier, discipline was

dispensed using demerits and there were unusual ways to work off

demerits. Besides the standard walking off of demerits, one could

also work off demerits. For example, students could roll the tennis

courts of the hotel, using heavy iron rollers that took three

students to pull, or one could work on the maple sugar detail which

meant taking buckets of sap from maple trees and pouring the sap

buckets into steaming vats that were making maple syrup. I do not

have a single unpleasant memory of any time I spent at Mohonk

School.


In the winter, when the lake froze over, the

most difficult demerit detail was the cutting of ice blocks from

the lake. This was an important task since it provided

refrigeration year round for the hotel and the school. Each

student’s demerits were posted on a school bulletin board, and the

demerits had to be paid for before participation in any after

school activities was allowed. Winter meant ice hockey, and we were

avid players. I wasn’t a particularly good skater, so I played

goalie quite often, which did not exactly thrill me as I was not

fond of being hit with hockey pucks. I turned out to be a fairly

decent skier, especially in the downhill, where I won quite a few

medals and ribbons.


The school was truly fabulous. I can’t

imagine learning any more than I learned in Mohonk in one school

year. The teachers were highly intelligent, totally dedicated, and

highly competent as teachers. They took a sincere interest in all

of us, and our success was their success. I honestly don’t know

what “grade” I was in at Mohonk. I only remember that we were

constantly studying and learning and working and playing outdoors.

It was a good life.


While the level of instruction at Mohonk was

outstanding, I remember one particular class that still stands out

in my mind over 65 years later and, as luck would have it, it was a

class taught by Mr. Milbut. One of his most avid interests was

American railroads, and he believed you could learn the geography

of the United States by learning the names of the railroads that

traversed the country from the East coast to the West coast, and

from Canada to Mexico. Towards that end, Mr. Milbut had a large map

of the United States on the wall which showed the outline of the

country, and then there were rail lines all over the map. He also

had pictures of railroad logos, and he would distribute ten or

twelve logos to each student. Our job was to tell him where those

railroad lines traveled.


Believe it or not, it was a terrific way to

teach geography. After all these years, I still remember some of

those railroad lines, many of which no longer exist. For example,

there was the Delaware and Lackawanna called The Anthracite Line

because it hauled coal; the Memphis, El Paso and Pacific Line,

famous because it never went to any of the three destinations in

its’ name; there was the Mobile and Gulf Line that was only 11

miles long and did not go to either Mobile, Alabama or the Gulf of

Mexico; the Bellefontaine and Indiana, which became the Bee Line

because it was easier to spell; the Alaska Railroad which was

nicknamed “The Moose Gooser,” and finally the Acme, Quanah and

Pacific. Mr. Milbut would tell us that railroads routinely put

Western, Pacific or Atlantic in their names to make them sound

bigger than they were, even though most of them did not go

there.


During the school year my father would call,

and on rare occasions he would come to visit me. I always looked

forward to his visit, and he always wanted to speak with Mr. Milbut

to see how I was doing. Mr. Milbut gave him glowing reports about

my schoolwork, but felt that my deportment (personal conduct) could

always stand some improvement as I fancied myself some sort of wit

(which continues to this day). I liked Mr. Milbut very much, and he

seemed to like me just as much, but, unfortunately, after I left

Mohonk, I never heard from him again.


All good things must end, and my days at

Mohonk were ending at the end of the school year. There was no way

my father could ever afford to keep me at Mohonk. The Quakers gave

me a precious gift. At the age of ten, I was fairly certain that

doing 5th grade work was probably going to be very easy for me, no

matter where I went to school. They allowed me to keep all my

clothes and, as a farewell present, I got to keep the ice hockey

skates.


I had received a wonderful education, both

scholastically and physically. I was self-confident. I was prepared

to take on any challenge and, most importantly, I realized that

anything in life worth attaining required hard work. I owe this to

the American Society of Friends, who truly were friends to a

depressed and sad little boy who had just lost his mother. I have

never forgotten their kindness.


I was at Mohonk when the war in Europe

ended. The Germans surrendered unconditionally on May 7, 1945, and

it was announced in the United States on May 8. Unfortunately,

Adolf Hitler chose to commit suicide in Berlin rather than be

captured by the Russians. I remember that there was much

celebrating at the school, and our teachers told us that for the

rest of our lives, we would always remember May 8, 1945. Sadly,

they were wrong. A war in Europe that took the lives of millions of

people is hardly remembered today.


The country was, however, still, at war with

Japan, and the Allied powers began their final preparations for the

invasion of the Japanese homeland. At Mohonk, Mr. Milbut showed us

the island hopping campaigns going on in the Pacific. We saw

islands called Guadalcanal, Tinian, Pelilu, Guam, New Guinea,

Bougainville, Tarawa, Iwo Jima, and Okinawa. Mr. Milbut showed us

how each island came closer and closer to the main islands of

Japan. The United States Marines were receiving rave reviews for

their bravery in these island campaigns, and many movies featuring

the Marines were being made in Hollywood.


The school year ended on June 24, 1945, and

I said farewell to my teachers and classmates, none of whom I would

ever see again. I had just turned ten years of age, and my whole

life was about to change drastically.


OLGA AND NORTH CAROLINA


On the train from New Paltz to New York City

my father dropped a bombshell on me. He told me that while I had

been at Mohonk, he had joined a social club composed mainly of

German immigrants, and he had met a woman he liked very much and

who wanted to have children. When he told her he had a ten-year-old

boy, she was very enthusiastic about meeting me, and they spoke

often of providing me a home with a father and a mother.


My father was a man of immediate action and

acted on what he thought was right, and did not confer with anyone

else. He obviously did this in combat, where he was so successful,

and he continued to act in this manner throughout his life. For

example, he did not believe I should attend my mother’s funeral, so

I did not. It was his decision and, as far as he was concerned,

that was the correct decision. He went on to tell me he was so

interested in providing me a home with a mother that he had married

the woman, and she was waiting to meet me. He also informed me that

we were moving to North Carolina.


I was doubly surprised. First, I was very

apprehensive about my new “mother,” and furthermore, why in the

world were we going to North Carolina? We arrived at our apartment,

and I met Mrs. Olga Jablon Beck. She spoke fluent German, although

she was Polish, and fluent English. She was about 5 feet 6 inches

tall and had red hair and blue eyes. This was quite a surprise to

me since my mother also had red hair and blue eyes. She had been

living in the United States for over ten years when I met her, and

she was already a naturalized citizen. She seemed nice at the time

and told me how happy she was to meet me.


My father had accepted a job with the Wellco

Shoe Corporation of Waynesville, North Carolina, where he would be

the production manager. The company had contracts with the US

government to manufacture boots and hospital slippers. My father

had sublet our apartment, and we had to vacate it within three

days. He had bought a car, a 1940 Studebaker President, and it

would take us to Waynesville. I remained quiet during the trip. I

was depressed and uncomfortable since, again, something significant

had happened in my life and I had no input into it. At ten

years of age, I was simply confused.


We arrived in Waynesville in July 1945.

While the South is hot in July, Waynesville was cool and breezy. In

the height of the summer, the average temperature was 70 degrees

because Waynesville is located at an altitude of 2,713 feet in the

Great Smoky Mountains. We immediately moved into a house the shoe

company had rented for my father which belonged to a man serving in

the Army. When the owner returned from Europe, we would be

relocated. It was a luxurious house, directly across from the Siler

farm which manufactured pork sausages.


My father began inquiring about schooling

for me and was informed that the public school system was not

particularly good, but there was a small private school in

Waynesville called St. John’s School, which was run by the Catholic

Church. After a visit to the school and discussions with the Nuns,

it was agreed that, in September, I would start the fifth

grade.


On August 6, 1945, an atomic bomb was

dropped on Hiroshima, Japan, causing 90,000 casualties and

destroying the city almost instantaneously. The Americans called on

Japan to surrender immediately and warned the Japanese that more

atomic bombs would be dropped on other cities if the Japanese did

not surrender. To the shock and amazement of the entire world, the

Japanese did not surrender. On the morning of August 9, 1945,

another B-29 bomber dropped the second atomic bomb over Nagasaki.

On August 15, 1945, under orders from the Emperor of Japan, the

Japanese surrendered and World War II was over. Waynesville had a

big celebration; automobile horns sounded, flags waved everywhere

and total strangers embraced each other in happiness and joy.


Throughout the summer, I noticed a

disturbing pattern developing at home. Whenever my father was

present things were calm, and my life was good, but after he

departed, Olga would begin to find fault with everything I did.

There was no pleasing her, and we quickly developed an adversarial

relationship that ended the moment my father came home, and then

began again when he departed for work the next day. My reaction to

this was to spend as much time away from home as I possibly could.

This habit lasted for the entire six years we were together, and

would lead to some severe self-esteem problems for me down the

road.


Mr. Siler, the hog farmer and sausage maker

neighbor, took a liking to me and I spent hours with him watching

the meat smoking process and the hog raising going on at his

property. Mr. Siler had only daughters, so I think having a young

boy around the farm gave him some pleasure, and it certainly made

my days far more enjoyable. I also performed some light chores

around the farm for which Mr. Siler always paid me. This really

made me feel good about myself, but I never told my parents about

the money I was earning.


Waynesville was a small town. It had one

Main Street, where all the shops were located, as well as the court

house and the post office. One of the shops on Main Street was an

auction house that sold expensive antiques and art objects to

summer tourists. It was owned and operated by a Miami Beach

businessman named Mr. Fink, who was not only the owner, but also

the auctioneer. The town’s local newspaper, the Waynesville

Mountaineer, had its’ offices on Main Street and was published once

a week on Wednesdays.


The closest large city was Asheville,

located 30 miles southeast of Waynesville, where the courts and

government agencies were located, as were the big stores. It was in

Asheville that I first saw separate colored and white facilities.

Drinking fountains, waiting rooms and all public entities were

clearly labeled “white” or “colored.” I didn’t understand what this

meant until my father explained it to me. He simply told me that

these were the rules for living in the South and that if something

was labeled “colored,” I could not go into it. He told me that this

was very similar to what we had experienced in Germany, only this

time it was another group of people that were being

discriminated against. I often snuck a drink at a “colored only”

drinking fountain, just because I thought it was a great trick to

pull on the southerners.


Jews were also discriminated against in the

South, but in a much more subtle manner. Hotels and lodging houses,

as well as golf courses and private clubs, all had signs posted

outside their properties proclaiming that the property was

“Restricted.” Restricted was the southern way of saying that Jews

were not allowed inside. Even America in 1945 discriminated against

Jews.


After Labor Day, I began school at St.

John’s. My teacher was Sister Cordea, who I remember as one of the

most beautiful women I had ever met, up to that time. She was also

a wonderful teacher, however, when she was dispensing

discipline her beauty faded very quickly as one of the three

white knots of her white rope belt that she wore around her habit,

descended on the top of your head. It was rumored, but never

substantiated, that Sister Cordea had some lead weights tied into

that infamous third knot. I didn’t doubt it, because I was a

favorite target of hers, as my habit for unsolicited remarks

continued at St. John’s.


I met many new friends at St. John’s, but

the one that stands out even today was what I would have to

call my first girlfriend, Miss Sally Stovall. Sally was the

daughter of one of the wealthiest men in town and lived in a large

mansion on top of a hill. Her mother, whose name was Margaret,

was kind to me from the moment I met her, and I never forgot the

kindness and love she gave me. Often, she would pick me up downtown

in the Chrysler Imperial and drive me to the house for Cokes and

cookies. Once accepted by the Stovall family, Sally and her mother

became my second family.


Besides spending time with the Stovall’s, I

got my first real job in Waynesville when I was hired as a paper

carrier by the Waynesville Mountaineer. I was issued a cloth bag

from which I would sell newspapers. The papers sold for a nickel

and I got two cents for every paper I sold. I spent every Wednesday

walking up and down Main Street selling the Mountaineer.


After I completed my newspaper rounds, Mrs.

Stovall and Sally would pick me up, and we would drive to the local

gas station where Mrs. Stovall bought us a bottle of Coca Cola. In

those days, Coke came in a 5½ ounce bottle and on the bottom of

each bottle, printed right into the glass, was the bottling company

location where the bottle had originated. Since the bottles were

returnable and used repeatedly, it was quite possible to get a

bottle from as far away as California or Florida. We would finish

our Cokes and then look at the bottom of the bottle, and whoever

had a bottle that came from the furthest distance from Waynesville,

won the game for the day. It was great fun and I remember the joy

of winning to this day. Mrs. Stovall was a wonderful person and, in

many ways, she was the mother I wished for but never found after

the loss of my own mother.


One Wednesday, as I was walking down Main

Street, Mr. Fink was standing outside his auction house. He asked

me if I walked by every Wednesday, and I told him I did. He then

asked me to come back to the auction house in a few hours with any

papers I did not sell. When I returned to the auction house, I saw

that it was full of people who were seated in rows of seats,

bidding on large works of art. When Mr. Fink saw me, he stopped the

auction and told the group about me, saying that I was working for

money to go to college. He called me to the front of the gallery,

took all my papers out of my shoulder bag and began to auction each

paper to the seated audience. Most people paid a dime for the paper

and a few even paid a quarter. Mr. Fink gave me all the money he

collected, and he always sold all my papers.


We did this every Wednesday for the whole

time I lived in Waynesville. Mr. Fink enjoyed doing it, and the

audience apparently got a big kick out of the paper auction. I sold

all my papers, and I made quite a bit of money. I soon became the

most successful paper carrier and no one, except Sally and her

mother and Mr. Fink, ever knew my secret. Mr. Fink told me that the

newspaper auction put the crowd in a better mood to bid on art

items after we completed the sale of my papers. I was glad that I

was contributing to Mr. Fink’s business, and he always treated me

extremely well.


One Sunday, I went to church with Sally and

her mother. They were Methodists and I was baptized as a Methodist

because they were doing baptisms, and I thought it would be a nice

thing to do for the Stovalls. I never told anyone about this, but I

guess I decided to cover all my bases, even at ten years of age.

After my baptism, I became even closer to the Stovalls.


In April 1946, I went to Asheville with my

father and watched him become a citizen of the United States. He

was sworn in at a ceremony in the Asheville Court House and was

given an American flag and an American flag lapel pin, as well as

his citizenship papers, which he proudly showed to all of his

business associates. I was proud of my father because he was so

happy to become an American. He was proud of that fact until the

day he died, always professing his love for his adopted

country.


We were notified that the owner of the house

in which we were living was returning from Europe. The company

procured another one for us, and we moved to it on the thirteenth

hole of the golf course of the Waynesville Country Club, which was

really out in the country. The house itself was nicer than the one

we left and had a commanding view of a truly magnificent golf

course.


Shortly after my father became a citizen he

was able to locate my grandmother in Berlin through the Red Cross.

She had survived the heavy allied bombing and was living in a

bombed out building with some of her old friends. The fact that she

was not Jewish had obviously saved her life. The Nazi’s, however,

had killed her husband, my Jewish grandfather, early in 1942. He

was seriously ill in a hospital bed in Berlin when the Nazi’s

systematically killed the old, sick Jewish people in the hospital

by ordering the hospital staff to inject them with drugs that would

kill them instantly. That is what happened to my grandfather. He

was indeed a victim of the Nazi Holocaust but was saved from the

horrors of the gas chambers of the concentration camps.


Once my father found out where my

grandmother lived, he began to send her weekly CARE packages of

food and essential items for health and comfort. CARE was an

organization that was founded in the United States in 1945, and the

letters meant, “Cooperative for American Remittances to Europe.”

The purpose of the organization was to send lifesaving packages to

the survivors of the war in Europe. The first 20,000 CARE packages

arrived in Europe in May 1946, and I am sure my Grandmother was one

of the first people in war-torn Berlin to receive such a package.

The first CARE packages were US Army surplus food packages that

were left over from the war.


The summer of 1946 became quite profitable

for me as my newspaper sales continued at the art gallery. Mr. Fink

had discovered that the “newspaper auction” as he liked to call it,

was good for business so he decided to embellish his patter to his

clients when I arrived every Wednesday afternoon with a full bag of

Waynesville Mountaineers. I was now going to go to medical school,

Mr. Fink told his assembled clients. I had decided I wanted to

become a doctor and was working to save every penny I made for

college and then medical school. While the previous year had netted

me dimes and occasional quarters for my five-cent papers, now it

seemed as though the least I ever got was a quarter, quite a few

fifty-cent pieces and even an occasional dollar bill! I was

becoming a very good businessman, thanks to Mr. Fink.


There was one significant disappointment for

me at St. John’s which revolved around my inability to serve as an

altar boy. Father Tait, the young pastor of St. John’s Church, was

my teacher in the catechism classes we were all required to take,

and I was one of his best students. I asked him why I couldn’t

serve as an altar boy, and he told me that I was not Catholic and,

therefore, I could not be an altar boy. I never could understand

how I could be one of his best students, but still remain

unqualified for altar boy duty.


My father continued sending weekly CARE

packages to my grandmother in Germany and soon, letters began

arriving from Berlin, in which my grandmother detailed the horrors

of World War II for her. She had been chased through Berlin by

allied bombs, buildings were destroyed around her and food and

water supplies were almost nonexistent. Berliners lived in fear of

the Russian invaders who raped, pillaged and burned wherever and

whenever they could.


In May 1945, after the unconditional

surrender, Berlin was divided into four zones, with each of the

victorious forces administering a part of the city. Luckily, my

grandmother was in the British Sector of Berlin, because, while the

American, French and British Sectors, enjoyed relative normalcy,

the Russian Sector of East Berlin lived under draconian, communist

regulations. As the Russians began to make life ever more

problematic for the survivors, my father decided he would bring my

grandmother to the United States.


One morning in April 1947, my father told me

we were going to Asheville for a court proceeding. I dressed in a

suit, shirt and tie, had my picture taken on Main Street, and we

drove to the courthouse. We were ushered into a courtroom and

there, behind a large bench, sat a judge in his robes. Soon my name

was called, and I was escorted before his bench. The judge asked me

if I knew why I was there, and I replied that I did not. I remember

the judge to be a very kindly man who explained to me that I was

becoming a citizen of the United States. He asked me if I wanted to

become a citizen, and my enthusiastic “yes” resulted in applause in

the courtroom.


The judge asked me my name, and I told him

it was Peter Beck. He then asked if I had a middle name and I

replied I did not. The judge then informed me he was filling out my

new citizenship papers, which required the newly taken photograph

of myself in my suit and tie. He further stated that, in the United

States, almost everyone had a middle name, and if I wanted one,

this was the time to tell him. He asked me if there was a name I

liked and I told him I liked the name Steven. I don’t to this day

know where that name came from, but it popped into my mind at that

exact moment, and that was the name I told the judge. The next

question the judge asked was, “Is that with a ‘v’or a ‘ph.” I

didn’t have the slightest idea what the judge was talking about,

but I said that it was with a “v.” That is how I became known as

Peter Steven Beck and not Peter Stephen Beck! I might be one of the

few people in America who gave themselves their own middle

name.


In early May 1947, we were informed we would

have to vacate the golf course house because the owners would be

coming from Florida for the summer months. This time, my father

rented an apartment in a small complex within the town borders of

Waynesville. The apartment was much closer to St. John’s, and this

also meant I could walk to the Siler Farm to visit Mr. Siler.


I returned to St. John’s in September 1947,

entering the seventh grade. My association with Sally Stovall and

her family continued and Sally and I became inseparable at school.

We were both the same age and in the same grade, and we spent all

our time together.


My father, with the help of the American Red

Cross, had arranged to bring my grandmother to the United States.

One day in early December 1947, my father took a train to New York

City where he met the plane bringing my grandmother from Berlin.

Two days later, I met my grandmother for the first time since I had

been a small child in Berlin. I remembered nothing about her from

those days, and the person I met in Waynesville was a 75 year-old

woman who was so crippled by arthritis, she required two canes to

walk. She was alert and clear of mind and spoke only German. She

moved into my bedroom, and I slept on the sofa in the living room.

I spoke often with my grandmother, but after the initial

conversations, there was little else to talk to her about since I

was twelve years old and, sadly, had little interest in what had

happened to her during the war.


The situation in Berlin was not good. Food

shortages continued, and the restrictions the Russians placed on

travel throughout Berlin made life more difficult than it already

was because of bombed out buildings, reconstruction, food rationing

and shortages of all types of goods and services. My father

continued sending CARE packages to my grandmother’s friends, and

letters indicated that they were getting along better than most

people in Berlin.


In June of 1948, I completed the seventh

grade and became an official teen-ager. Life at home was cramped

but, since the arrival of my grandmother, Olga’s constant

denigration ceased because my grandmother was always in the house.

I remember wondering how my grandmother could even enjoy being with

us. She couldn’t go anywhere, she didn’t speak the language, and

besides my father, Olga and me, she knew no one in the entire

United States. She spent hours writing letters to her friends in

Berlin.


In September 1948, I began the eighth grade

at St. John’s, little knowing that 1948 would become another

pivotal year in my life. In November, my father came home one day

and informed us that he had been offered a job in New York City

with a men’s fashion company. The salary was far more than what he

was receiving in Waynesville, and since he had only sublet our

apartment in Washington Heights, we could return to New York City.

He waited until the Christmas break at St. John’s, and we then left

Waynesville.


It was a very bittersweet time for me. I was

leaving the Stovall’s, who had been my family in North Carolina. I

was saying goodbye to Sally, who I was convinced was the only girl

for me, and whose loss would ruin my life. Nevertheless, I was left

with no options, and on a dreary evening in December 1948, I bid

farewell to the two women I truly loved, and whose memory would

remain with me for the rest of my life. Three years in North

Carolina was not enough, but it was all that I was allowed.




CHAPTER 3


​

GROWING UP IN NEW YORK CITY


Returning to New York City in the winter of

1948, I was not the same person I was when I left the city after my

mother’s death in 1944. In four years,


• I had attended an exclusive boy’s boarding

school for one year,


• became an American citizen,


• spent three years in the American

south,


• attended a private Catholic parochial

school, and


• I was a Jewish boy who had been baptized a

Methodist.


• My attitudes were very different, perhaps

enhanced by the fact that I was also a teenager who knew everything

and feared nothing.


On the first day of school in January 1949,

my father took me to Junior High School (JH.) 115. We were ushered

into the principal’s office, and I was surprised to see that Mrs.

Conroy, my old teacher from PS 173, was now the principal of

Humboldt Junior High School (the official name of JH. 115). Mrs.

Conroy told my father that, in view of my unusual education,

she would test me and see where I would be assigned for the second

half of the school year. When the tests came back, I was placed

into the 9th grade.


After returning to our apartment, I went out

on the street. Looking back on that moment, I now realize that my

immediate future was going to be determined by which direction I

turned when I got to the corner of 170th Street and Broadway. I

turned towards 169th Street and Broadway, and started walking to

that corner. Without my knowledge, I had just opted to grow up

Irish-Catholic. Had I turned in the other direction towards 171th

Street and Broadway, I would have grown up German-Jewish.


As I walked towards 169th Street, I noticed

a group of boys about my own age standing on the corner. Since I

was redheaded with blue eyes, they were friendly towards me and

asked what I was doing in their area. I replied that I had just

moved into the neighborhood. They asked the usual questions like

which school I went to, and I told them JHS 115. At that point, one

of the boys said, “Well, I guess you’re in Incarnation Parish,” to

which I answered yes. He went on to say, “We’re all in St. Rose of

Lima Parish, because the dividing line is right here at 169th

Street.” This was a stroke of luck for me later on, because I could

always claim Incarnation Parish activities when I didn’t go to Mass

with them at St. Rose of Lima.


The boys I met were the Lynch twins, Kevin

and Sean, and Gerry Quinn, George Duncan, Patrick O’Halloran, and

Tom Day. All these boys were Irish immigrants, and not a single

member of their families had yet been born in the United States.

They were all members of a gang called the Celtics, and they

advised me that if I wanted to get along on 169th Street, I’d

better join or never show my face on 169th Street again. I decided

to join the gang and keep my Jewish heritage a very private affair.

From then on, I was a Catholic German, which, while not Irish, was

marginally acceptable to the group.


The first week in January 1949, I started

the 9th grade at JHS 115 and met many great kids there. George

Zografi, whose father owned a pharmacy on St. Nicholas Avenue,

Steve Katz, who lived on 173rd Street right by the schoolyard, and

Vernon Jacobs, who lived on 172nd Street and, like me, had escaped

from Nazi Germany with his parents in 1936.


All these kids had working papers, and

because of them, they had after school jobs. I immediately applied

to get my own working papers, which had been instituted in New York

City to eliminate the exploitation of children in the workplace.

For many years, in the early 1900s, children were used in many

factories and stores and were paid almost nothing. They worked in

poor conditions for little pay and with utterly no regard for their

safety or well-being. The Working Paper Law in New York City stated

that no merchant or employer in the City of New York could hire

anyone below the age of 13. In addition, all 13 to 17 year-old

children were required to have papers attesting to their age,

address, and authority to work within the city limits.


Through a stroke of luck, the day after I

got my working papers I went into the Broadway Pharmacy, located at

168th Street and Broadway, and asked if there was any opportunity

for a part-time job. The owner, a Mr. Harkavy, said he

needed a boy to deliver prescriptions, and that he would pay me 50

cents an hour plus I could keep all the tips I would receive. Mr.

Harkavy had graduated from Columbia University, and since the

pharmacy was around the corner from the world famous

Columbia-Presbyterian Medical Center, he got a large amount of

business from the doctors at the hospital. When I reported for work

after school, I was busy until I had to go home at 6 p.m. every

evening. I made quite a bit of money from tips, and I enjoyed

working for Mr. Harkavy. I would rush home after work, eat dinner,

and then go out on the street until 9 p.m., which was my

bedtime.


One day, George Zografi, from JHS 115,

invited me to his Boy Scout Troop meeting. The scout troop met at

the Broadway Temple Methodist Church, which was entirely

underground. You walked into a small building at the street level

and then went down for five floors. On the bottom floor was a

complete basketball court and four bowling alleys. The scout troop

met every Friday evening in the basketball court.


The scout troop was very impressive. It had

six patrols of about ten boys each, and each patrol had a totem

pole as a patrol flag, which was held by a patrol member. Every boy

was in uniform, as were all the leaders. The meeting was conducted

in a very military manner, with each patrol reporting to the

scoutmaster who took the report. Then the patrols broke up for

classes in various scouting skills. I was very impressed, and I

told my friend, George Zografi, that I thought I’d like to join.

George took me to the Scoutmaster, Mr. Chaves, who had been the

Scoutmaster of Troop 718 for over 20 years. He arranged to meet my

parents the following week and explain what was expected of me as a

Boy Scout.


Mr. Chaves visited my parents the next week.

He informed my father about the Boy Scout movement and told him

that Troop 718 was the oldest Boy Scout troop in New York City,

having been formed in 1912. My father had only one question for Mr.

Chaves, and that was, “What is the highest rank in Scouting?” Mr.

Chaves told him that it was an Eagle Scout. My father then turned

to me and said that if I joined, I would become an Eagle Scout or

there was no reason to join. I agreed, and the next Friday evening

I was inducted as a Tenderfoot Scout into Troop 718.


The following weekend, I went downtown to

the official Greater New York Council Boy Scout store and bought a

complete uniform. I was in, and it felt great. When I told the

Celtics about the troop, Tom Day and George Duncan also joined,

thus, unknown to Mr. Chaves, he had three new scouts who also

happened to be members of a tough Irish street gang, a fact about

which he was totally unaware and remained unaware.


Just before the New Year 1949, I met Rose

Mary Fitzgerald, who lived on 169th Street and was an immigrant

from County Waterford in Ireland, and whose brother, Kevin, was one

of the parish priests at St. Rose of Lima Church. Rose Mary was in

8th grade at St. Rose of Lima School, which is the school that all

my Irish friends attended before going to a Catholic high school.

Rose Mary and I became boyfriend and girlfriend, and it lasted

until 1953 when I was in college. She was truly the love of my

life, at the time, and there are so many wonderful memories of our

times together that I think about her even to this day.


My Grandmother and I shared a bedroom in our

apartment, but my grandmother was truly unhappy. She wanted to

return to Berlin, because, as she told my father, she wanted to die

with her friends around her in a country that she knew. Things were

not so good in Berlin. The Russians had blockaded Berlin in June

1948, and the allied forces were forced to establish the Berlin

Airlift to fly supplies into Berlin, since that was the only way

that the people living in the allied sectors of Berlin could

receive supplies.


The blockade was finally lifted on May 12,

1949, and the Federal Republic of Germany was formed on May 24,

1949. My 79 year-old grandmother then returned to Germany. She

lived for another five years and died on March 14, 1954. She was

much happier in Germany, and my father continued to send her food

parcels and other items until she died. After her death, he

continued sending packages to her friends who had taken such good

care of her.


School was progressing very well for me. In

February 1949, we were informed that in May we would be taking our

first State Regents exams. Passing these exams was necessary to be

promoted to the next grade. New York had

an exceptional educational system. Exams for all subjects

taught in high school were prepared in the state capital by a

committee of educators. The test was prepared in secret, and then

on one day throughout the state, the exam was administered to

every student in the state at the same time. This was an

outstanding system, and it takes the testing process out of the

hands of local teachers whose only job under this system is to

teach their students. If you failed the Regents exam, you failed

the class, and you had to repeat it the following year. There were

no appeals, no excuses, and no exceptions.


Besides the Regents exams, there was also

the issue of which high school you were going to attend. Living in

Washington Heights, my district high school was George Washington

High. Except for the Catholic kids, who would be going to parochial

high schools, everyone in my neighborhood was going to George

Washington in September 1949. I included myself in this group.


One day, after a Boy Scout meeting, my

friend, George Zografi, told me he was going to be taking the test

to get into Stuyvesant High School. I had never heard of

Stuyvesant, or for that matter, of a special test to get into

Stuyvesant. George told me that Stuyvesant was one of three high

schools in the city that required entrance exams. The other two

were Bronx High School of Science and Brooklyn Technical High

School. These schools were extremely difficult to get into, but

they were open to students in all five boroughs, and they were

public schools, so they were also free. He told me that the test

would be given in two weeks at JHS 115 and that I should apply to

take it. He said that the test was given only once a year and he,

Vernon Jacobs, and Steve Katz, were going to take it. If they

passed, that would mean they would be going downtown to Stuyvesant

in September, instead of going to George Washington with everyone

else. I decided to take the test.


I went to see my counselor at JHS 115, and

she helped me fill out the necessary paperwork. She informed me

that the test was the same test for all three specialized high

schools and that when you took the test, you had to check which

school you wanted to attend. I didn’t pay that much attention

to the issue, because if my friends were all going to Stuyvesant,

then that was where I wanted to go. I never told my father I was

taking the test because I had no idea how important acceptance

to Stuyvesant was in New York City. I was just taking the test to

stay with my friends. I didn’t study for the test, and I didn’t

even know where Stuyvesant was, except that it was downtown.


On the day of the test, there must have been

at least 250 students at JHS 115 who were going to take it. Of

course, some were competing for Bronx Science and others were

competing for Brooklyn Tech. I got my test papers, checked the box

for Stuyvesant, and took the test. Looking back, the test was pure

English, math and science and, as we were told, our score on the

test would be placed on a list and the top 250 grades in the entire

city, meaning all five boroughs of New York, who had selected

Stuyvesant, would be admitted to the school. The rest of the

students would have to go to their district high schools.


Three weeks later the citywide results were

published, and each high school published a list of the students it

had accepted. George Zografi, Steve Katz, Vernon Jacobs, and I were

accepted to Stuyvesant and would be starting the sophomore year in

September 1949. I casually mentioned to my father that I had taken

a test for Stuyvesant and got accepted. He had no idea what that

meant until he went to work and told some of his colleagues that

his son had gotten accepted at Stuyvesant, and they all told him

what a fantastic accomplishment it was. Suddenly, my father was

extremely happy for me, and I could thank George Zografi for it.

Since I had gotten accepted at this school, I now made it my

business to find out something about it.
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