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Snow Falls on Pigs

			The call came to my house in Kansas City on December 15, 1981. I remember the date well. It was my birthday. That night my wife, Joan, and I had tickets to see the Rolling Stones. We thought we might not get the chance again. After all, Mick Jagger was nearing forty.

			I did not expect the call. The employer in question had turned me down months earlier for “political” reasons. Complicating matters, I had another offer pending, this one in Berkeley. I had good friends who lived there. They lobbied hard for their once charmed city. The restaurants are fabulous, they told me, so, too, the wineries, the scenery, and, of course, the weather. They were disappointed when I told them I wasn’t coming. They were shocked when I told them where I was going.

			“Newark,” I said, rhyming it with “pork” as God intended.

			“As in New Jersey?”

			“The one and the same.”

			“But why?”

			“Simple,” I said. “It’s home.”

			[image: ]

			At its purest, home was a night like that of March 19, 1958, when snow, loads of it, all the more welcome for its late arrival, fell on Pigs. Pigs was shorthand for Pigtails Alley, the magical stretch of broken asphalt and ground glass that ran unseen by adult eyes down the length of our block before doglegging to the west just short of block’s end.

			With the snow falling so abundantly, no one needed prompting. We all came out. From the Myrtle Avenue side, it was me and my brother Bob, Irish twins, born within a year of each other, he the older, a fact he never let me forget. From down Myrtle a few houses came broken-home Bobby. From the Roseville Avenue side, directly across Pigs, came Richie, our leader, and his wild little brother Ronnie. From farther down Roseville were Roger and his pesky little brother Norman, Sean and his wee little brother Brendan, and Earl, my fellow Dodger fan. From Orange Street, the commercial corridor at block’s end, came Bobby and his older, slightly “touched” brother George, and Artie, a little scrapper we had captured not long before. From farther up Roseville came Paul, the rarest of all local fauna, an only child, and Donato, new not just to the block but to the country.

			In a way, we were all new to the country. Nearly every one of us had living relatives who had been born elsewhere—Ireland, Italy, Germany, Hungary. Earl was the exception. His family had been in America since at least 1808, the year the Constitution banned the importation of slaves. We were “diverse” then without knowing or caring that we were. According to the 1950 census, immigrants from fourteen different countries, including outliers like Finland and Turkey, lived on just the Myrtle side of the block.

			In Pigs, none of that mattered. All that did matter was if you could run fast enough and dive hard enough on your Flexible Flyer to sled headfirst down to the dogleg. The slope in Pigs was lively enough to keep us flying all night. With the alley’s sole streetlight already lit, we had no natural signal to call the evening over. We did have, however, my father, a police officer and the most authoritative presence on the block. At some point, he would sense the time was right for his signature whistle, a beckoning homeward as final and plaintive as “Taps”—a long low note, a short high note, a long low note. Upon hearing it, we all knew the sledding was done and God was nigh.

			That wintry night in March, the snow was general all over the northeast. Kids like us in cities big and small, from Camden to Chicago, from Buffalo to Baltimore, were out sledding on their slopes, many likely steeper than ours, but none as special. In Pigs, as elsewhere, we knew these moments would not last forever, but we had no idea how short-lived they would be. Within a dozen years, give or take, our families, thousands of them, hundreds of thousands, millions, would be coldly uprooted and randomly dispersed.

			In our case, the removal would be swift and brutal. By the end of the 1960s, the state had razed many of our homes, mine included. A lethal riot had scorched the neighborhood. My friends and their families had scattered to the winds, and a twenty-foot-deep trench as wide as a tennis court forever severed the north end of Pigs from the south. To the degree anyone beyond our world noticed, it was to scold us for our very displacement.

			Within five years of that snowy March night, some of the same forces that scattered us led to the sudden and shocking death of my father, a gentleman from sole to crown. It is for his sake, and the sake of all the dispossessed, that I share the saga of our unwelcome diaspora. “Tell the story of your village,” said Dostoevsky. “If you tell it well, you will have told the story of the world.”1





Untenable

			In her massive 2018 bestseller, Becoming, and on the arena tour that followed, Michelle Obama laid out for the world her version of “White flight.” Michelle was at her harshest and most specific at a 2019 Obama Foundation forum. “As families like ours, upstanding families like ours, who were doing everything we were supposed to do and better, as we moved in, White folks moved out,” she told the moderator, adding, “They were afraid of what our families represented.”

			To drive the injustice home, Michelle, pointing to herself and to her mild-mannered brother Craig, continued, “I wanna remind White folks that y’all were running from us, and y’all still runnin’.” Among the things that unnerved White people, said Michelle, were “the color of our skin” and the “texture of our hair.”2

			My friends from Pigs have a slightly different take on White flight. I asked one lifelong friend, a loyal Democrat, why he and his widowed mother finally left our block in the early 1970s, twenty years after the first African American families moved in. He searched a minute for the right set of words and then simply said, “It became untenable.” When I asked what “untenable” meant,” he answered, “When your mother gets mugged for the second time, that’s untenable. When your home gets broken into for the second time, that’s untenable.”

			There is no understanding what really happened to Newark and other troubled cities without knowing a little about the White ethnics who inhabited those cities and their attachment to the neighborhoods they lived in. Almost to a person, they or their kin came to America for the very qualities now sadly absent in too many cities: freedom, security, the rule of law, opportunity. For the first Cashill to come to America, that opportunity was a lifeline.

			Not until I came back to Newark in 1982 did I discover who that first Cashill was. With little to guide me, I stumbled upon his grave on a spooky summer eve in St. Paul’s Cemetery on Nassau Street in Princeton. After much wandering about, I found my great-great-grandfather, John Cashell, from County Waterford in Ireland. His American-born son, John D. Cashill, was buried nearby. So, too, was John D.’s wife, Catherine Kane Cashill, and her father—an unexpected find—great-great-granddad Patrick Kane from County Cavan.

			Names changed frequently in those days. The original John Cashell’s descendants went by either “Cashill” or “Cashel,” but not “Cashell,” the name on the elder John’s tombstone. As a brief aside, while still in academia, I attended a presentation by two Rutgers professors who had an insight on name changes. The two made a film starring themselves canoeing up New Jersey’s Raritan River and embarking at Ellis Island. There they inflicted on each other the kind of indignities they imagined the new arrivals suffered, none more heartrending than the butchering of the newcomers’ names. So traumatic was the experience that the profs thought it fair to compare Ellis Island to—hang on here—Auschwitz. During the Q & A, I suggested that since the average immigrant spent only an hour or two on Ellis Island, might not the local DMV be a more apt point of comparison than a Nazi crematorium? As the reader might suspect, I was not long for academe.

			John and his wife, Ann, set out from Waterford for America in 1847—Black ’47, as the Irish call it—the darkest year of that country’s horrific potato famine. Reading about the famine makes one realize how relative, when used in a contemporary American context, are words like “poverty,” “hunger,” or “hard times.” The blight hit the potato-rich County Waterford particularly hard. A local reporter shared his observations: “The poor are dying like rotten sheep, in fact they are melting down into the clay by the sides of the ditches…. The bodies remain for whole weeks in those places unburied. In a corner of the vegetable shambles, a man was dead for five days.”3 In a word, Ireland had become untenable.

			Those who could get out got out. Those who could not, many of them at least, died—more than a million dead and another million departed during the four famine years, 1845–49. Another million would leave in the next decade, nearly halving the country’s population. John’s landlord in Ireland, either out of charity or greed, may have paid his passage to America. This happened often. Whatever his motive, the landlord could then rededicate the vacated property to more productive purposes than, say, growing rotten potatoes. It is possible, too, that John and Ann had their passage paid by an American farmer in exchange for a period of indentured servitude. That happened as well. In any case, John first shows up on the census as a laborer living in rural New Jersey.

			I do not know the details of John and Ann’s departure, but an estimated 20 percent of those who left Ireland for North America in 1847 did not reach our shores alive. There were many ways to die en route, none of them pretty. John and Ann were among the blessed. By extension, so too was I. Their exodus enabled me to come of age in the most bountiful nation in the most bountiful time in the history of the world. The Irish are legendary for their grudges, but I have not earned the right to bear one against whoever sent John and Ann packing.

			If “poverty” can only be understood as a relative term in an American context, the same holds true for “diaspora,” a word derived from the Greek for “disperse.” In the nineteenth century, when Irish emigrants approached their departure date, friends and family would stage an “American wake,” less in their honor than in their memory. These were melancholy affairs. The folks left behind did not expect to see the departed ever again. By contrast, when ethnic neighborhoods emptied in America, those leaving had at least the hope of maintaining contact with their old friends and neighbors, even if they rarely did.

			The one burden we had to bear that our ancestors did not was the contempt of our betters for “fleeing.” Here is how Robin DiAngelo, among the most influential “antiracists,” sums up our collective plight: “White families fled from cities to the suburbs to escape the influx of people of color, a process socialogists [sic] term White flight. They wrote covenants to keep schools and neighborhoods segregated and forbade cross-racial dating.”4 DiAngelo’s analysis of “White flight” is no more accurate than her spelling of “sociologist.” Nonetheless, she makes more than $700,000 a year reminding smug White people of the “fragility” of their less enlightened peers. Were DiAngelo—born Robin Taylor—to tell the true story of America’s Great Ethnic Diaspora, her speaking fees would shrivel to nothing.

			Unlike DiAngelo, Amiri Baraka expressed at least an interest in the fate of the displaced. Born Leroy Jones, later changed to LeRoi Jones, Baraka grew up in an integrated neighborhood less than a mile from where I did and attended our local high school, Barringer. After speaking of his White acquaintances, Baraka writes in his useful memoir, The Autobiography of LeRoi Jones, “I often wonder what those guys and girls carried away from that experience with us and what they make of it.”5 Unfortunately, Baraka never got around to asking. Then again, if he had asked, and had listened, he might never have been named New Jersey poet laureate. He got that title by neither knowing nor caring.

			It is remarkable, given the social and political consequences of their exodus, that no one of note has asked “those guys and girls” what they made of their experience in America’s collapsing cities. If writers had asked, they would have learned quickly just how fruitless it is to find meaning in the collective “whiteness” of the urban dispossessed. In Newark, as elsewhere, each ethnic group reacted differently to the pressures brought to bear on its neighborhood. Of course, too, White ethnics were not the only ones to “flee.” Blacks, Hispanics, and Asians left the cities for much the same reasons urban Whites did, but only Whites were shamed for leaving, thus the word “White” in the book’s title.

			In February 2009, weeks after Barack Obama’s inauguration, Attorney General Eric Holder caught heat for saying what is obviously true: “Though this nation has proudly thought of itself as an ethnic melting pot, in things racial we have always been and continue to be, in too many ways, essentially a nation of cowards.” Holder elaborated, again accurately, “Certain subjects are off limits and that to explore them risks at best embarrassment and at worst the questioning of one’s character.” Unfortunately, Holder’s observation is more true now than then—in no small part due to the ready use of racial slander by Holder and his allies. Given the precarious racial zeitgeist, I will use just the first names of those who spoke with me about our shared experience. As to my childhood friends, I will use the names I knew you by then. Sorry, guys.

			This shared experience enables me to write with some confidence about Newark in general and “White flight” writ large. About the collapse of Roseville, my own neighborhood, it enables me to write authoritatively. We were there. We saw it. We know what we saw. In 1975, Time magazine would call Newark “the worst city in America.” Those of us who lived there know why. Our city suffered every form of governmental abuse, local and national, a modern democracy can dish out. Newark’s shellacking was extreme but not exceptional. A half-dozen other New Jersey cities—and scores more throughout the Northeast and Midwest—suffered similar abuse.

			As the Department of Justice reminds us, it is important to know the impact—“emotional, physical, and financial”—a crime has had on its victims.6 Consider what follows a victim impact statement. Those eager to “blame the victim” are reading the wrong book.





Working Girls

			Given that no adult ever visited Pigtails Alley—save for the occasional rummy—the alley’s original purpose was lost to history. When I posted a photo of Pigs on a neighborhood Facebook page, a local real estate reporter asked about the name. Richie, from across the alley, posted, “The story is that years and years ago they raised pigs in that area, that’s the only story I ever heard.”

			I chimed in, “That is basically the same story I heard.”

			Other than in my own postings, “Pigtails Alley” shows up absolutely nowhere on Google. Neighborhood history, however, suggests a rationale for the alley’s name and function. Until about 1850, the area had been farmland. The first street opened was Myrtle Avenue, just a block long. Roseville Avenue was likely the second north-south street. Orange Street meanwhile was emerging as the dominant east-west commercial corridor. If a farmer wanted to bring his pigs to market on Orange Street, local developers would not want him to drive those noisome little porkers down their newly platted streets. Just as Pigs sheltered us kids from querulous neighbors, Pigs likely did much the same for the pigs. The dogleg on to Myrtle would allow the farmer to muster his charges before releasing them into the traffic on Orange. Or so I imagine.

			The name for the area was almost as elusive as the name for the alley at its center. There are competing theories, but the best guess is that the neighborhood took the name “Roseville” from James Rowe, a popular landowner. His granddaughter certainly thought so. She would later claim, “In his modesty, Rowe requested that the letter ‘W’ be deleted from the community’s name for a more picturesque title.”7

			Whatever the source of the name, Roseville was changing. Not everyone was happy about the changes. Miss Elizabeth Bathgate, whose family had a local street named in its honor, wrote in longhand a cranky history of the neighborhood now preserved by the Newark Public Library. Bathgate saw an area “marked by transition from the age-old farms-sustaining way of life to the age of industrial life.” Stabilizing the neighborhood, from her perspective, were three establishment churches: Presbyterian, Methodist, and Episcopal. Together, they “had made united effort to hold a standard of living where character was the primary consideration. That standard was threatened by the new era coming to birth.”8

			That new era prompted the opening of the one church that would soon emerge as the real standard-bearer of the neighborhood, St. Rose of Lima. “I thought,” said founding father, Fr. McKeever, “that there was a singular appropriateness in having a St. Rose in Roseville.”9 When the first mass was served in 1888 above the Roseville skating rink, there were only twenty-seven identified Catholics in the vicinity. By the time I started school at St. Rose, one would have had to look hard to find twenty-seven non-Catholics.

			The growth of Roseville mirrored the growth of Newark, much as the growth of Newark mirrored that of most industrial cities in the northeast and the north-central United States. British or Dutch founding fathers yield their farmlands to developers. The developers attract entrepreneurs and industrialists. And families from all over the world smell opportunity in the transition.

			The Cashill family evolved much as Newark did. John Cashell would prove to be the family’s last farmhand. His son, John D. Cashill, found work as a tinsmith in Princeton. If proof were needed of the family’s swift Americanization, John D. provided it by naming his seventh and last child William Jennings Bryan Cashill. “Willie” entered the world kicking in May 1897, seven months after his namesake’s crucifixion on “a cross of gold” in the 1896 presidential election. By 1900, for reasons that surely made more sense then than now, John moved his growing brood from Princeton to Newark.

			My family history was unexceptional for baby boom urban Americans, especially those in Newark. Of my eight great-grandparents, five had been born abroad. Six of the eight had their roots in Ireland, two in Germany. By 1900, all of them had found their way to an American city, seven of them to New Jersey. “The city of Newark is undergoing the most astonishing changes,” said Newark Mayor Henry Doremus in 1907. Some 250,000 immigrants had arrived in the city just in the years between 1870 and 1910. They swelled Newark’s population from 136,500 in 1880 to 347,000 in 1910. “It is to be doubted,” said a city historian in 1913, “if more than a few hundred who can trace their lineage back to the founders still remain in Newark.”10

			Three of my grandparents grew up in families with a half dozen or more children. The fourth was one of three. The privileges they enjoyed as White Americans did not include electricity or indoor plumbing. In that era, cities literally stank of shite, human and horse, the former flowing through the gutters after a rain, the latter piling up in the streets regardless of the weather. Cholera came in waves. Tuberculosis haunted even the more affluent households. Willie’s mom died before he was ten. That was not unusual. The average life span for an American woman in that era was forty-eight. Catherine Kane Cashill made it to forty-nine. Still, for all their travails, these were among the healthiest and best-fed city dwellers in the world.

			The word “teenager” had yet to enter the lexicon. Urban kids typically went to work as soon as they were old enough to help support their families. In his fair-minded book, Children of the City, David Nasaw explores the multitudinous ways in which enterprising youngsters chipped in to keep their struggling families afloat, girls even more than boys. “The loyalty and sacrifice of teenage girls to their families was legendary,”11 writes Nasaw. Life was tough for these children of immigrants, but by and large, it was not nearly as tough as it had been for their parents or those still laboring at the kind of jobs their ancestors fled. “Compared to their rural counterparts locked inside mines, mills, and canneries or put out to work on sugar beet, cotton, and berry fields,” writes Nasaw, “they were privileged.”12 In America, their ultimate privilege was the privilege of possibility. It did not come in a color.

			Bernard Berg, a Jewish immigrant from Ukraine, believed in that possibility. In the first decade of the twentieth century he opened up a pharmacy at 36 South 13th Street, a five-minute walk from my future home on Myrtle Avenue. He and his wife, Rose, and their three children lived upstairs from the store where Bernard worked fifteen hours a day. “They were old world people from the other side who seemed grateful to be here,” an Irish neighbor remembered. “They were trying to be Americans, to blend right in. They weren’t greedy.”13

			The Jews in Roseville had to deal with stereotypes, “greedy” being one, but on the whole they were well received. Rose Katz and her family were the only Jews on her block. Her neighbors “would occasionally start with the now well-known remark ‘you are different from other Jews,’” Rose remembers. “Then I would explain that I am not different and that they were merely misinformed about the Jewish people. That is how we became very good neighbors indeed.”14

			If being ambitious for one’s children was a stereotype, Bernard would have to plead guilty. Unlike most neighborhood kids, the Berg children didn’t work. They studied. In time, the studying paid off. The oldest child, Samuel, graduated from med school and returned to the neighborhood to practice medicine. Well respected as a physician, he was better remembered as a photographer. Between the years 1959 and 1968, the then sixty-something Samuel decided to photograph Newark with a particular emphasis on Roseville. The Berg Picture Collection at the Newark Public Library contains twenty-seven hundred of his photos. The second child, Ethel, rose to prominence as an educator, and she, too, remained in Roseville. The third child, Morris, deserves his own book. In fact, several books have been written and a movie or two have been made, but more about Morris “Moe” Berg later.

			The young women of Roseville got a seeming break in 1917 when a new business opened in the neighborhood. The founders of the Radium Luminous Material Corporation chose Newark in no small part because of the growing pool of immigrant children ready to work. Offering a job that was relatively easy and borderline glamorous, they had no shortage of applicants.

			My German grandmother, Marie Mueller, then sixteen, was living nearby with her parents and her seven brothers and sisters. She could have been one of the new hires had she not married Willie Cashill the same year the company opened its doors. If this mixed marriage made waves at the time, the shock of it did not register in family lore. In Newark it is hard to find an Irishman without a German somewhere in the woodpile.

			With World War I looming, the tall, blue-eyed Willie, now twenty, found work at the Hercules Powder Company in Parlin, New Jersey. He took the job knowing of the dangers. Katherine Schaub, who lived just a few blocks from Marie in Newark, started her new job at the radium “studio” with no such apprehension.

			A year younger than Marie and also the daughter of German immigrants, Katherine shared a dwelling with seven members of her extended family, among them her orphaned cousin Irene Rudolph. Soon to be fifteen, Katherine had graduated from elementary school, education enough for an immigrant child of either sex in that era. On February 1, 1917, Katherine walked the four blocks to the studio on Third Street excited to get to work. The new company was the talk of the neighborhood.

			“A friend of mine told me about the ‘watch studio’ where watch-dial numerals and hands were painted with a luminous substance that made them visible in the dark,” Katherine would later recount. “The work, she explained, was interesting and of a far higher type than the usual factory job.”15 Her supervisor Anna Rooney, not quite thirty at the time and of Irish stock, lived just a block from the studio. She showed the pretty young blonde how the job was done.

			To keep the paint brushes moist, the women would wet the tips with their lips. When Katherine broke out in pimples she was concerned enough to consult a doctor. He threw a scare into Katherine, suggesting that her job may have caused the acne. Alarmed, she took her concerns to her supervisors. They assured Katherine and the other women that the radium was safe in the small doses to which they were exposed. Management knew no more than the women did. Nor did Madam Curie for that matter. She would die from exposure to radium. Industrial America was learning on the job.

			After a year at the studio, Katherine was pleased to find a position for her cousin Irene. The business was booming. In 1920, management moved the growing company a few miles west to Orange. Irene and Katherine stuck with it. Even before the move, however, Katherine had begun to notice a “cracking and stiffness of her legs.” Irene meanwhile began to experience infections and inflammations in her mouth that baffled the doctors who treated her. “The decay in Irene’s jaw was eating her alive,” writes Kate Moore in her well-deserved bestseller, The Radium Girls, “bit by bit.” Not until 1923 did a doctor suspect radium to be the source of the girls’ ailments, and even then few of his peers believed him. In July 1923, Irene, just twenty-one, died in agony. Despite entreaties from many of the dying women and their families, the New Jersey Department of Labor took no action.

			Katherine lived longer than her cousin and, if possible, suffered even more. An activist and aspiring writer, Katherine took her case to the county medical examiner who finally confirmed radium as the culprit. For those already poisoned, there was to be no cure. “The county medical examiner’s diagnosis,” wrote Katherine, “furnished perfect legal evidence for a lawsuit.” The lawsuit launched by Katherine and her co-workers captured the attention of the nation, and that attention persuaded their employer to settle on terms favorable to the women. The money, however, could not reverse radium’s demonic course. Katherine lingered longer than she would have liked and died a gruesome death at thirty.

			The wheels of justice ground slowly for the “radium girls,” but they did grind. Unlike in Germany or in Ireland or in the Jim Crow South, citizens of Newark expected equal justice under the law. They didn’t always get it, but collectively they got it often enough that they never lost that expectation.





Ethnic Cleansing

			By 1920, Willie and Marie Cashill had found their way back to Newark, along with son Billy, my father, who turned two that May. The census of that year listed Willie’s occupation as “sheet metal worker.” He and his family were living at 354 Bremen Street, an address I was unable to find on a contemporary map. From what I could tell, this was a heavily German neighborhood. My suspicions as to why I could not find it on the map were confirmed with a little more research.

			Not unlike the anti-Russian sentiment stoked by the media in 2022 over the Ukrainian invasion, outrage over Germany’s conduct in World War I, real and imagined, swept America, Newark included. After the US entered the war in 1917, German Americans were wise to keep their heads down. Although my great-grandfather retained the name Mueller, more than a few Muellers became Millers, and product names changed as well. Frankfurters were already known as “hot dogs,” and no one messed with “hamburger,” but sauerkraut endured the temporary indignity of being called “liberty cabbage.”

			In 1918, Newark did its own little bit to feed the anti-German frenzy by changing the name of eight of its streets. The Board of Commissioners voted unanimously to purge from the collective memory Bismarck Avenue, Dresden Street, Berlin Street, German Street, Frankfort Street, Frederick Street, Hamburg Place, and, yes, Bremen Street. Bremen Street was renamed “Marne Street” after the 1914 battle that reversed the early tide of the war. Despite the mania, city hall moved as sluggishly then as now. In 1920, census takers still listed my grandparents’ address as “Bremen Street.” On a side note, Berlin Street became “Rome Street.” This change recognized the contributions to the war effort of Italy, our then ally.16 A century later, Newark Italians would watch in disgust as city hall coldly erased their own heritage.

			Quick to assimilate, German Americans stepped up the process during and after World War I. Despite the language obstacle, they blended well and quickly. By my era, I knew of no German neighborhood, told no German jokes, and had no useful anti-German slur beyond “Hotsy-Totsy another Nazi.” Italians, Blacks, Poles, and even the Irish remained fair game, but not the Germans. Despite their numbers, they assimilated so fully they seem to have disappeared. World War II, I suspect, hastened the disappearance.

			Speaking of disappearances, I return to the story of Willie, Marie, and little Billy. To tell their story in full, I will jump forward to 1960. In August of that year, my parents, my brother Bob, my sister Maureen, and I drove from New Jersey to Florida to visit Nana and Gramps. I had met them only once before in 1952, but at four, I recalled little of that trip. One thing that I do remember is stopping to pick up my mother’s immigrant grandmother to ride with us. At the time, Grandma Belleville, as we called her, was eighty-six years old. She rode in the back seat with me and my five-year-old brother for three pre-interstate, pre-air-conditioned days. Bless her hardy little heart! I regret never having thought to ask why she came along for the ride.

			In 1960, divided highways took us no farther than Maryland. From there, it was US Highway 301 all the way to Madeira Beach, near St. Petersburg, where Nana and Gramps lived. Toward the end of each day’s drive, we started looking hard for a motel that offered two essentials—air-conditioning and a swimming pool. Many offered neither. We needed both. Our 1950 Buick had, of course, no air-conditioning, no seat belts for that matter. We somehow survived their absence.

			At the time, 301 ran through and around the towns of the Jim Crow South inland from the coast. Other than the Burma-Shave signs, what struck me as most distinctive about the South were the separate bathrooms for Blacks and Whites. Not having seen these in New Jersey, I asked my father for his take on the phenomenon. Always more of a pragmatist than a moralist, he told me they made no sense as they cost the taxpayers twice as much to install.

			That said, my father instinctively did what was right. At a rest stop, on a Sunday morning, we encountered a Black couple dressed for church. For some reason, I remember vividly the white, frilly dress that their little girl wore. The parents looked distressed. When my father inquired, the dad explained that the car had died on the way to church. Always handy, Dad pulled out the jumper cables and offered to help. The other dad seemed surprised by the offer but was hugely grateful for the assistance. Apparently, the family had been stuck there for quite some time. The mom commented favorably on our license plates. As their car roared to life, I felt proud of my father and prouder still to be from New Jersey.

			Later on a side trip to Miami, our car sputtered to a halt on the Tamiami Trail, then a lonely, two-lane road through the Everglades. My father quickly diagnosed the problem as a broken fan belt and started hitching a ride back to the nearest town. Soon, a pickup truck stopped with a Seminole Indian at the wheel. He offered my father a ride, and Dad jumped in without hesitation. About two hours later, Dad came back with a fan belt. Visibly relieved, my mother had envisioned the Seminole robbing my father and feeding him to the alligators. I had more confidence in the fellow than that. As kids, we grew up thinking Indians were cool. Dad replaced the broken fan belt without sweat, and we were on our way.

			Florida I mostly remember as being hot outdoors and nearly as hot in. Nana, however, seemed indifferent to the heat. Heat was a constant. She could adapt to that. Harder to accept was the deterioration of her body. Chronic arthritis had twisted her hands—though not so much she couldn’t hold a cigarette—and so weakened her legs that she was unable to walk. Not yet sixty, she had been confined to a wheelchair for at least twenty years. Gramps made her life worth living. Wiry but strong, he would often just pick Nana up and carry her wherever she needed to go.

			In the grandfather department, central casting could not have done better than Gramps. He did all the things TV grandfathers did and then some. He carved faces out of coconuts and put ships in bottles. He took Bob and me fishing and suffered our whining without complaint. Cooler still, from our perspective anyhow, were the missing fingers from his days as a carpenter. Their absence added to his authenticity, as did his bald, bronzed head and the ropy veins in his arms.

			Only late in our weeklong stay did I notice something amiss—my father called Gramps “Bernie.” Even at twelve, that caught my attention. When I asked my father why he called his dad “Bernie,” he sighed, “Long story.” Later, when he had Bob and me alone, he told us as much as he thought we could handle. An older cousin of my father’s added detail just a few years ago when I caught up with her in St. Petersburg.

			Willie apparently was something of a rounder. He drank and gambled, two vices easily satisfied in 1920s Newark, though at the time neither was legal. These habits may well have put him in debt to some unsavory gentlemen. In Newark, there were quite a few people who fit that description, at least the unsavory part. Chief among them in our world were Richie “the Boot” Boiardo and later his son, “Tony Boy” Boiardo. David Chase, the creator of HBO’s The Sopranos, has identified the Boiardos as the models for Newark’s most prominent fictional family.

			The senior Boiardo was born in Naples seven years before Willie Cashill was born in Princeton. By the late 1920s, thanks in large part to Prohibition, Boiardo was nearing the peak of his lethal powers. Boiardo and his crew operated out of Newark’s heavily Italian First Ward, which was separated from Roseville by the long, linear, and surprisingly agreeable Branch Brook Park.

			My cousin told me that Willie Cashill, when last spoken to, said he had to go meet some guys in Branch Brook Park. He was never seen or heard from again, not a word. Ever. As I later learned, Branch Brook was Boiardo territory. One detail in Richard Linnett’s compelling book on the Boiardos, In the Godfather Garden: The Long Life and Times of Richie “the Boot” Boiardo, caught my attention. Linnett spoke of a Boiardo enforcer, Ronald Castellano, “who lured a loan-shark victim to Branch Brook in Newark and stabbed him in the stomach.”17 I suspect luring victims to the relative wilds of Branch Brook Park was something of a practice for the Boiardo crew. If so, Willie may have ended his life on the business end of a creditor’s knife.

			The date of Willie’s disappearance is uncertain. He was listed in a 1927 city directory as a “driver,” but by the time of the 1930 census, he was gone. Marie and Billy were living with Marie’s mother, Mathilde Mueller, back in Roseville in the apartment where Marie grew up. Living there too was a “roomer” from Norway named Bernhard Sorboe.

			Years later, after posting the family history on my website, at least as well as I knew it, I received an email from a woman named Toril wanting to know more about Gramps. “I stumbled upon your website yesterday searching for a near relative, Bernhard Sorboe,” she wrote. “I already knew that in 1930 he lived in Newark as a roomer in the household of Marie Cashill, and I have found his death certificate in Pinella [sic], Florida in 1961. I find it so exciting that I might have found someone who perhaps could tell me some more of his life in the United States.”

			In response, I gave her the whole spiel about Bernie—saintly guy, totally dependable, took care of my grandmother, the works. “He was the perfect grandfatherly type,” I elaborated. “I remember him as being crusty and wiry and funny. He was missing a few fingers from his carpentry days, which impressed us enormously.” Below is what she emailed back to me:

			Hi, Jack, Thank you so much for answering me, this is a very strange moment for my husband, Sten and his family.

			I have a very strange and also sad story to tell you, hope you are sitting down? First of all, Bernhard Sorboe was Norwegian, not German (as stated on your homepage), and the Norwegian way of writing his name is Bernhard Johann Sørbøe.

			Bernhard was born in Bergen, Norway January 5th 1892. His mother died in childbirth when he was 4 years old. His father remarried the following year and the family moved to Kragerø, a small town on the south coast of Norway. I don’t believe Bernhard had a happy childhood. At the age of appr. 22 Bernhard married Anna Pauline Jørgensen and they had 7 children, born between 1915 and 1924. Bernhard was a fisherman (owned 3 fishing boats) and a carpenter. I am enclosing the only picture we have of him as a young man.

			As in the USA, there were hard times in the end of the 1920’s in Norway. Bernhard went to New York to work on a building project. The family story is that he was on his way home, when the ship sunk and he, and everyone else on the ship, drowned. We will never know if his wife knew the truth (she died in 1943), but all of his children grew up believing he was dead.

			I became interested in genealogy about 10 years ago, and after a while I thought it would be nice to find out more about the ship that sunk. I can’t tell you how surprised we were when I found Bernhard in the 1930 census. Still we weren’t sure it was the same man, until a cousin of Sten obtained his death certificate.

			Nobody knew that he continued to live in the USA, and the reactions have varied when being told. His two youngest daughters are still alive, but they refuse to accept the truth. A couple of his grandchildren told us they were hurt, they could have needed a grandfather growing up. But most of them found it strange and somewhat exciting. We will probably never know why he acted as he did.

			Bernhard has a large family living in Norway, 2 daughters, about 20 grandchildren and numerous great grandchildren. His youngest half-sister is still living, she will be 101 years old in December. My husband is one of Bernhard’s grandchildren.

			Sten was thrilled to read your letter, and we would like to have as much information (and pictures) as possible. It means a lot to hear from someone who has actually met him. We have learned that two of Bernhard’s half-sisters visited him in New York (must have been just before or around the time he went missing) and they told their children, that he was in a bad state. We are so pleased that he seemed to have recovered and lived a good life.

			Looking forward to hearing from you again, Toril

			Bernhard Sorboe spent the last thirty years of his life taking care of my grandmother, who, as I would later learn, was not the world’s easiest woman to take care of. I have to think it was his way of atoning for his own sins. I wondered on occasion whether my grandfather, if he survived his Branch Brook rendezvous, ever got the same chance.
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