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“A stunning debut memoir . . . A rich remembrance of a captivating transformative era in American History.”


—KIRKUS REVIEWS, starred review


“In this compelling journey into the depths of racism, Gartz peels back the onion of America’s original sin to a new level. A captivating personal story told through the lives of her Chicago family, Gartz probes the invisible web of oppression that affected both whites and blacks. Redlining destroyed the American dream without its victims even knowing it.”


—BILL KURTIS, author, Peabody and Emmy Award winner, news anchor for CBS Television network, and TV host for A&E


“. . . an exceptionally rich and readable memoir of family, change, and coming of age in the tumultuous 1960s . . .”


—FOREWORD CLARION REVIEWS, 5 of 5 stars


“I didn’t just love reading this memoir, I appreciated it. . . . Redlined is a beacon of enlightenment in our current American society.”


—READERS’ FAVORITE, 5 of 5 stars


“If you love history like myself, you will be blown away by this book.”


—ONLINE BOOK CLUB, 4 of 4 stars


“Redlined is absolutely riveting from cover to cover, all but impossible to put down.”


—MIDWEST BOOK REVIEW


“A fascinating first-person memoir of how a racist government policy affected West Garfield Park.”


—THE CHICAGO AMBASSADOR


“A deeply humane perspective on how economic need, racism, and ideals of duty shaped the lives of urban white Americans in the twentieth century.”


—BERYL SATTER, PROFESSOR, Department of History, Rutgers University, and author of Family Properties: Race, Real Estate, and the Exploitation of Black Urban America


“An unflinching family memoir . . . Gartz deftly interweaves a story of family striving, domestic resentments, and individual decency with the seismic cultural shifts of America’s social and sexual revolutions.”


—AMANDA I. SELIGMAN, Chair, Department of History, University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee and author of Block by Block: Neighborhoods and Public Policy on Chicago’s West Side


“Fearless and precise, Gartz has written a book that is impossible to put down. . . . An extraordinary achievement.”


—SHARON SOLWITZ, author of Once, in Lourdes


“Gartz provides an absorbing view into the life of a family unwittingly caught up in both its own domestic struggles and the turbulent social reckonings of the 1960s.”


—ANJALI SACHDEVA, Professor, University of Pittsburgh, and author of All the Names They Used for God


“Redlined is a vivid and historic account of rapid racial change in the community Gartz and I have both called home.”


—MARY NELSON, founding president of Bethel New Life and faculty at Asset Based Community Development Institute, DePaul University


“A remarkable memoir. Committed to finding the truth at every turn, Gartz tracks not only her own experiences but also the social and cultural changes that reshaped twentieth-century America.”


—FRED SHAFER, School of Professional Studies, Northwestern University


“Beautifully told and a compelling read.”


—JIM GRIMSLEY, author of How I Shed My Skin
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This book is dedicated to my parents, Lillian and Fred, without whose commitment to detail and writing, Redlined wouldn’t exist. Their good hearts and striving, optimistic natures kept them going despite life’s hard blows. They were an inspiration to their children.


I also dedicate Redlined to my husband, Bill, the love of my life for more than five decades. Without his constant devotion and support, my book couldn’t possibly have been realized. I love you with all my heart.


And to my sons, Evan and Sam—you have filled my life with love and pride.





Foreword


This is a work of nonfiction. Everything in this book is true to the best of my memory or based on diaries, letters, documents, and photos from my family archives. If I write about the inner thoughts of a person, it is because those thoughts are recorded in a diary or a letter. I create scenes based on what I’ve read and my intimate knowledge of my family members’ or friends’ traits and gestures. I have researched any historical events that I cite. Some names have been changed to protect peoples’ privacy.
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Figure 1: Chicago Community areas
Produced by the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee, Cartography & GIS Center.
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Figure 2: West Side community areas
Produced by the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee, Cartography & GIS Center.
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Figure 3: West Side Schools
Produced by the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee, Cartography & GIS Center.
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Figure 4a: Racial composition of the West Side, 1940
Produced by the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee, Cartography & GIS Center.
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Figure 4b: Racial composition of the West Side, 1950
Produced by the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee, Cartography & GIS Center.







[image: Images]


Figure 4c: Racial composition of the West Side, 1960
Produced by the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee, Cartography & GIS Center.
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Figure 4d: Racial composition of the West Side, 1970
Produced by the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee, Cartography & GIS Center.
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PROLOGUE: The Attic
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Fred and Lil Gartz, the author’s parents, about 1943.





On the night of August 14, 1965, my nineteen-year-old brother, Paul, walked toward flames on Chicago’s deserted Madison Street. He couldn’t reconcile the West Side he’d known since birth with the mayhem unfolding just ahead, where crashing glass and the sucking whoosh of Molotov cocktails played against a smoky red sky. As Paul headed east toward Pulaski Road, a scrum of black men turned a corner and came into view. In moments, they surrounded Paul. One said to him, “What you doin’ here, white boy? Don’t you know they killin’ your kind?”
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Nearly thirty years after race riots had wracked our life-long West Garfield Park neighborhood, Mom had died in 1994, just five years after Dad had passed away. Readying our former home for sale, my two brothers and I scoured the house, separating trash from treasure. In the attic, we found our gold.


Standing under naked beams in the dim light, we discovered a large box labeled in my mother’s neat printing: “Lil and Fred’s Letters and Diaries.” I ripped off the packing tape and folded back four cardboard flaps. A misty spray of dust and the odor of old paper wafted up. Peering in, I dug out several small books, the oldest dating to 1928—a diary Mom had started at age ten. Flipping through the pages, I recognized in her youthful handwriting the fledgling swoops and curves of the adult script I knew so well.


Intermixed with Mom’s diaries were ten years’ worth of Dad’s journals. We pulled out bundles of letters, neatly secured with string, each with a label: “Fred’s and Lil’s Letters, 1949,” then “Fred’s and Lil’s Letters, 1950,” and so on throughout Dad’s thirteen years of travel. Digging deeper, we found a parchment-wrapped package, bound with pink ribbon tied into a bow, like a present across the decades. On the wrapping, Mom had written: “Greeting Cards Between Fred and Lil, 1942–1949,” then another, “1950–1953,” and several more multiyear packets. Farther down were Dad’s annotated daily calendars from the sixties through the eighties, and Mom’s seventeen spiral notebooks, with detailed entries of increasing chaos on the West Side and her rising fury at my father.


We moved on to Grandma Gartz’s cedar chest, which had come to be stored in our attic after she and Grandpa had died. It was filled with letters, diaries, documents, and photos spanning the twentieth century. “Listen to this,” one of us would call out in astonishment. Then all paused as a line from a letter or journal entry was read. Our ancestors’ pack-rat traits, once an object of our head-shaking bemusement, infused our attic labors with amazement and joy. For a solid week we tossed, culled, and pondered what to keep. After filling a Dumpster with the useless and unsentimental, we stored twenty-five bankers’ boxes of our treasures in my garage, where their secrets lay silent, like the contents of an ancient, unopened tomb, as I got on with the business of life and family.


For decades, I had puzzled over what had caused the demise of my parents’ marriage—Mom’s hurtful recriminations against Dad, followed by his wounded retreat, their rift reducing me to tears. And what of the downfall of our community, where Dad’s parents had lived for half a century, raised three sons, and bought property, the apogee of the American dream?


At the time of increasing turmoil between my parents, coinciding with the racial upheavals on Chicago’s West Side, I had been a teen and a young adult, with no context for the strife in my home or on the streets. But now, a nagging inner voice echoed in my head, luring me like a siren song: the archives might hold clues, answers.


I finally gave in, hauled out one box after another, and began reading: my grandfather’s 1910 journal of his daring journey from Transylvania to America; diaries from Dad’s and Mom’s youth, revealing their inner thoughts and passionate courtship; court records and diary entries of my maternal grandmother’s psychosis; letters between Dad and Mom during his thirteen years of grueling travel; Mom’s diaries of their nearly three-decades-long effort to maintain quality buildings in a riot-riven landscape, her downward spiral into bitter rage, and her vicious attacks on me, a participant in the 1960s sexual revolution.


The archives blazed light onto long-hidden family secrets, but to understand what had happened to our community, I needed more, so I devoured everything I could find about racial change in American cities. I learned that our family’s fate on Chicago’s West Side was entangled with racist mortgage policies and predatory real-estate agents, which together undermined the housing dreams of both blacks and whites.


Within the story of our family’s presence on Chicago’s West Side throughout most of the twentieth century lies a larger truth that is still playing out today in the segregation that costs Chicagoans billions of dollars each year and grows the homicide rate.1


This is also my story—of growing up in a sprawling West Side rooming house filled with wacky tenants and my live-in delusional grandmother; of seeing Mom manage alone while Dad traveled for weeks at a time; of my quest for independence just as America exploded in the social revolutions and racial upheavals of the 1960s and 1970s. But it was my dismay at the unraveling of my parents’ marriage that prompted my search for answers in the family archives. These treasures, which had lain in the dark for decades, now illuminated the path that led to domestic collapse, from the ravages that mental illness wreaks upon families to the insidious role parents can play in undermining the marriages of their children.


With the civil rights movement as backdrop and a crumbling marriage in the foreground, this story tries to make sense of the racial transformation of our Chicago West Side community and its impact on our family dynamic, also formed by love, loss, madness, race, rage, and, ultimately, forgiveness.





CHAPTER 1: On the Street
Where We Live
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Our street: the 4200 block of Washington Boulevard.





Saturday, June 22, 1963
Well, the mystery of who bought the Young-Parker house has been solved. As more or less expected, the colored moved in today. It somehow gives me a squeamish feeling to be confronted with the actual fact of having them on our block. The question is, what course to follow? How long before no whites will be renting here anymore?
—from the diary of Lillian Gartz


For years, the prospect of blacks moving into our West Side Chicago community terrified my parents and our neighbors. They talked about it in the alley, on the sidewalk, after church (in hushed tones), or while stopping for a chat when Mom and I shopped on Madison Street, the West Side’s bustling commercial area. I overheard comments like “If the colored come here, the neighborhood will be destroyed” and “Everything we worked for is tied up in our house. If the colored move in, we could lose it all.” The adults’ conversations made it sound as if they thought an invading force were at the city gates.


We kids picked up on the frightening future should the “colored” come to our area. Each comment we overheard added another boulder to a growing wall of resistance against unknown people. But now that a black family lived just two doors away, the wall had been breached. “What’s going to happen?” I asked Dad, who was seated at a card table strewn with notes, writing up reports for his job.


Dad looked up. As usual, he was calm, but his signature smile was absent, his eyes serious. “We can’t know yet. Let’s just sit tight until we see how they act.”


Mom was indecisive, too. She had written further in her diary:


We have hopes of getting $25,000 if we sell. We should, but will we? The question is, what course to follow? Contemplating renting it out—but what a headache! How long will it be before no whites are renting here anymore?


The new African American family on our block must have been plenty jittery themselves. Although we saw no violence toward them, only four years earlier, thousands of whites, throwing bricks and shouting racial epithets, had converged on the first house sold to blacks in West Garfield Park.


This Saturday night, with our windows open to let in a breeze, we heard the new kids in their backyard, shooting off popguns at ten thirty. “Why are those kids making all that noise so late at night?” Mom griped, pacing the dining room, poking her head out the back door, unable to concentrate on her bills and financial work. Sure enough, the newcomers were “causing problems.”


Mom decided she’d give the neighbors a hint. She let out our two spotted mutts, Buttons and Bows. Bounding into the backyard, the dogs barked at the unusual commotion. Paul yelled across the fences, “Stop annoying the dogs!”


“We ain’t botherin’ your dogs,” a young voice called back.


“Well, it’s too late to be making noise. Why don’t you go inside?”


The laughter and shouts ceased; the popguns went quiet. A door banged shut. “They went right in,” Paul said, holding open the screen door. The dogs leaped into the house in tail-wagging unison.


“They went right in?” Mom asked in disbelief, looking up from the checkbook she was struggling to balance.


“Yeah. I told them that it was too late for noise, and they . . . they just stopped and went inside.”


“Oh,” said Mom, looking around, as if searching for an answer to this puzzling outcome. “That’s a surprise.”


“A good sign, too,” said Dad, “that they care what their neighbors think.”


But local whites stayed on high alert. Our neighbor to the east talked to Mom over the fence about moving. “The colored keep ringing my bell—to see if I’m selling, I suppose,” she said, petting her pop-eyed Chihuahua. “I’d just as soon get out before it’s too late.”


“We’re trying to decide what to do, too,” said Mom, mopping the sweat trickling down her cheek that hot June day.


Except for a black girl in my class at my local grade school, I didn’t know any African Americans—nor did my parents. Prior to the civil rights movement, which had been steadily gaining steam during the spring of 1963, blacks had been virtually invisible in our segregated lives. We saw no blacks on television (except for Amos ’n’ Andy, which was later decried for its stereotypical portrayal of African Americans). I saw no blacks in magazine or newspaper ads, and no blacks on billboards, unless we drove through a black neighborhood—where I felt as if we’d entered a foreign country.


My childish understanding had been that blacks had their neighborhoods and we had ours, as if it were simply the natural order of the world.


But now a black family lived just two doors away. That “order” was shattered.





CHAPTER 2: Nothing from
Nothing Is Nothing
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Josef and Lisi Gartz, Dad’s parents, wed in Chicago, October 13, 1911.





West Garfield Park lies five miles due west of downtown Chicago. In 1912, Dad’s immigrant father, Josef, had landed his first decent-paying job in this community, at the lunch counter of Joe Nelson’s Saloon, serving up free sandwiches with every five-cent schooner of beer. Dad spoke with naked admiration for his parents and their bold decision to strike out from their tiny towns in Transylvania for a country more than five thousand miles distant. Whenever my brothers or I asked Grandpa Gartz why he’d come to America, he answered with the same cryptic remark: “Nothing from nothing is nothing.”


Grandpa had seen his widowed mother barely eke out a living, standing in a snow-fed river, beating clothes clean on rocks. He had to leave school after the fourth grade and was eventually apprenticed to become a master carpenter. By age fifteen, he’d seen enough of struggle and poverty. He started saving money for his exodus to the “promised land.” Six years later, on Christmas Eve 1910, he boarded a train heading to the Port of Bremen, where he’d catch a ship to America. But he’d been too impatient to wait for the required visa.


At a border stop thirty-five miles outside Vienna, a guard shook Grandpa awake and asked for his papers. A daring scheme entered my grandfather’s brain. “One moment, please,” he said. “I’ll fetch them from my luggage.” Instead, he exited the train and climbed the outside ladder to the top of the car, where he lay flat, buffeted for two hours by bitter December winds before the train chugged into Vienna. “I thought I would fly away like a piece of paper,” he later wrote to his sweetheart, Lisi Ebner, my future grandmother.


After more close calls with border guards, he arrived in the Port of Bremen, where, on December 31, 1910, he climbed aboard the steamship Friedrich der Grosse. I imagine his churning gut and thumping heart, his high elation and jangly hopes, as he made his way to the ship’s deck. At age twenty-one, he was embarking on the boldest adventure of his life. From the deck, he gazed down at throngs crowding the dock far below, waving handkerchiefs, bidding farewell to those departing. “They know this is a journey of life and death,” he wrote in his diary. “They may never see us again.”


On January 11, 1911, his ship docked at New York’s Ellis Island. From there he traveled first to Cleveland, Ohio, eventually making his way to Chicago, where he channeled his formidable determination to persuade Lisi Ebner to join him. They had fallen in love before he’d left. She was a like-minded striver with intelligent, dark eyes and a powerful aspect, her black hair parted down the middle and drawn straight back. In photos from this era, she stands erect and proud, her confident gaze looking to the distance, like a military commander, fully in charge. He had written to her throughout his journey, but he pulled out all the stops in a May 1911 letter:


Dearest Love, Precious Sweetheart, Darling Lisi, If you love me, I hope that you also will come here. . . . I would greet you with greatest joy and thankfulness, and take you in my arms. . . . If you don’t want to come, then I also know that you don’t love me. Because if you loved me, you wouldn’t do anything other than come here.


How could she resist? Lisi left behind her beloved employer of five years and a large, devoted family, arrived in Chicago on October 11, 1911, and married my grandfather two days later. They eventually had three sons: Will, born in 1913; my dad, Fred, in 1914; and Frank, in 1924.
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At the time of Dad’s birth, in 1914, West Garfield Park was a neighborhood of wooden sidewalks, dirt streets, and butterflies fluttering above open prairies. Just down the street from Joe Nelson’s Saloon, near Crawford (now Pulaski) and Madison, Dad admired the Herculean biceps of the local blacksmith as he wielded red-hot horseshoes, beating them with rhythmic clangs. During the 1920s and ’30s, hotels, ballrooms, theaters, and the impressive Midwest Athletic Club rose up, increasing the neighborhood’s stature and prestige.2 An L train at Lake Street and Crawford whisked workers to downtown offices. My grandparents’ work added to the community’s increasing appeal. Shortly after Dad was born, Grandpa began his lifelong career in the janitorial business, at one of the many buildings he and Grandma would care for—pristine, thanks to their flawless upkeep.


Like most new immigrants, Dad’s parents put in long hours and saved money, but even in that world, their frugality was obsessive, their work ethic preternatural. Grandpa liked to brag, “When I was young, nobody could work me tired!” Often putting in sixteen- to twenty-hour days, he and Grandma Gartz spent virtually nothing. Their sons wore hand-me-downs from tenants or clothes Grandma made. With his carpentry skills, Grandpa could repair anything, including cast-off furniture he found for their home. They grew vegetables in the summer, canned in the fall, and raised pigeons and rabbits on the back porch for meat. They figured out how to invest in the stock market, then lost $20,000 of savings in the 1929 crash.3 During the Depression, they started over, saving three-quarters of Grandpa’s janitorial salary, eventually buying West Side properties and becoming landlords.


My grandparents’ make-do, disciplined lifestyle left an indelible impression on Dad, shaping the future he would one day envision with my mother.





CHAPTER 3: If We Won’t Be Happy,
Who Will?
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Dad and Mom on an early date, fall 1941.





I knew Mom had fallen for Dad early on in their relationship, but I had never known her rarefied emotions, her idealized vision of their future together, until I found her personal diary. Reading her ecstatic entries drew me into her young heart—and the thrill of falling in love.
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Mom headed to downtown Chicago on Saturday, May 10, 1941, for a night of dancing at Moose Hall, a castle-like edifice with turrets and thick stone walls at Dearborn and Ontario. In the 1940s, young people flocked to events like this, hoping to meet a partner for the evening—or for life. I can see Mom striding into the brightly lit hall with her signature bouncy step, wearing a fashionable, fitted dress that showed off her fine legs, slim waist, and curvy hips. She surely shone like a beacon: high cheekbones slanting up to lively turquoise eyes; dark, shoulder-length curls framing a creamy-skinned face; red lips so full, they might have seemed pouty if she hadn’t radiated so much cheer.


She scanned the room . . . Could it be? Fred Gartz! Her heart leaped. She had met him the previous November at another dance. What a grand time they’d had! So why hadn’t he ever phoned her for a date? But now—a second chance! He was as good-looking as ever: dark hair, a wave on his crown catching light, taller than she, just enough that she could imagine her head resting on his shoulder. Mom walked right over and greeted him with a megawatt smile.


“Hi, Freddy.”


“Lil! Hello. Won’t you join us?” He stood up, pulled out a chair, and introduced her to his two brothers and their friends. Within minutes, Mom and Dad were so lost in each other, the dance hall and everyone in it disappeared. Half an hour passed before they heard the music call.


He extended his hand. “Shall we dance?”


“Do you know how to rumba?” she asked, with flirty eyes and smile.


“No, but I’m sure you can teach me.”


By the end of the evening, Mom knew she’d found her man. She wrote:


There’s no doubt about it; I’m in love with him. He’s really the first man I’ve met that I think I’d like to marry—intelligent, crazy, fun, and we have no end of things to talk about.


Less than two weeks later, Mom wrote:


Tuesday, May 20, 1941, 11:00 p.m.
Quite a thrill awaited me when I came home tonite. Fred sent me a card from Turkey Run [a state park in Indiana] reading, “Have substituted hiking and horsing for the rumba for the time being. This place is grand. Now, auf wiedersehen.” I felt so elated and happy. I must be in love with the guy & I haven’t even gone out with him. I now have a glimmer of hope he’ll phone.


For whatever unexplained reason (insecurity? fear of rejection?), Dad waited until August 14 to call Mom for a date, set for the next evening. She wrote, “Finally—I heard from Fred Gartz. . . . I hope and pray this will lead to more and frequent dates!”


They started with a German movie, then a stroll through nearby Lincoln Park Zoo. Caressed by the warm summer breeze, they walked arm in arm, laughing and exchanging stories. After a couple mugs of frosty beer at nearby Sieben’s Brewery, they returned to the park. When she got home, Mom surely tore open her diary:


I think we both knew why we went back [to the park]. We sat on a bench hearing the lions roar and quacking of a duck. Oh, it was heavenly! He knows all the little innuendoes of kissing, and I ain’t so bad m’self, if I do say so. We kissed for about an hour and a half. Tonight was like a page from a storybook, and he definitely is the man I want to marry. Dear God, please let it come true!!


Mom’s words opened a door into her twenty-three-year-old heart, and I peered in, watching my parents’ blossoming love unfold and expand like a pop-up card. I was eager for more, knowing how lucky I was to meet them as they once were.


The rest of their summer and fall swirled by, Mom recording each date with certainties of her love. They swam at North Avenue Beach, sang German and popular songs to Mom’s backup on the piano, crunched through gold and red autumn leaves during a walk or a horseback ride in local forest preserves. At the end of a Lake Michigan pier, they grasped each other’s hands, extended their arms, and spun in circles as the wind tangled Mom’s hair and waves crashed against the pilings. Dad shouted above nature’s din, “It’s great to be alive!” and Mom said she couldn’t agree more.


1941–42


December 7, 1941: The Japanese bombed Pearl Harbor, plunging America into World War II. But Mom had love, not war, on her mind that holiday season. On New Year’s Day, she and Dad went to a then-famous Chicago restaurant, Math Igler’s, nicknamed Home of the Singing Waiters. The male servers dressed in lederhosen, suspenders, and green felt hats, each with a jaunty feather spearing from the band; the women wore dirndls, Bavarian folk dresses. After belting out old favorites to the accompaniment of a German band, they returned to waiting tables while music played.


In between bites of food, Mom and Dad danced the night away. As the evening drew to a close, an elderly couple approached them. “Excuse me,” the woman said, smiling at my parents. “We always watch the young couples when we go out and pick one that we’d like to be if we were young again. Tonight, we wish we could be the two of you.”


Mom told us kids this story often over the years. I always loved hearing it, loved seeing Mom’s eyes sparkle, the sweet pride playing across her smile as she shared how their joy radiated, like a star shooting light to all within its orbit.
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In the spring of 1942, Dad was hired as a blasting powder blender at the Kingsbury Ordnance Plant, a production factory for war munitions in LaPorte, Indiana. Crafting powders for bullets and bombs was dangerous work, but the job nearly doubled his salary, and he could still date Mom by driving back to Chicago most weekends.


Two months after he started, his personal world blew up. He often spoke about this watershed trial in his life. But when I came upon the letter he’d written to his parents at the time, Dad’s own words sharpened his ordeal into focus and drew me into his anguish.


He was testing and mixing some concoction when his boss summoned him. “I have a very painful duty to do, Gartz, but I’ll have to let you go.”


“What? Why?” Dad was blindsided.


“I don’t know. Talk to Personnel.”


In Personnel, Dad was shuffled from one man to another, each claiming to know nothing, lying, or making sly comments like, “You know why.” Caught in a Kafkaesque nightmare of subterfuge and deceit, he couldn’t eat or sleep. “I’m staying here to stand up for the family honor,” he wrote his mother.


Non-confrontational by nature, and after a lifetime of skirting conflict with his overbearing mother, Dad had mustered all his courage to stand up to power. After more than a week of runarounds, he finally scored a meeting with the personnel director. For more than an hour, the man interrogated Dad, demanding a complete family history, questioning Dad’s loyalty to America, and threatening the entire Gartz family with an FBI investigation. He then moved on to more pointed questions.


“Why do you cross your sevens? And why do you write the letter F like a German?” The veil was lifting. “You speak with a strong German accent. Why?”


“A strong German accent? I was born in Chicago! I’m as American as you!” Astonished, Dad realized that under the duress of the accusations he had spoken slowly and deliberately, giving the impression he was struggling with the language. In fact, Dad’s parents were ethnic Germans from what is today Romania.


The personnel director was satisfied, but wartime xenophobia trumped logic. The plant refused to reinstate Dad, who returned to Chicago. Within a week after his return, Mom recorded what happened.


Fred told me at 2:30 a.m. Sunday, 5-17, really that he loves me. . . . One split second before he did so, I murmured, “Je t’aime,” which of course he did not understand. Ever since then we have been happier than ever before in our lives. Fred tells me the nicest things—that he loves me more all the time, that I get sweeter as time goes on, that he’s never loved anyone like he has loved me, that he has wanted many things badly in his life, but never anything half so much as he wants me.


We have never had an argument since our first date, 8-15-41. So if we won’t be happily married, who will?
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In July they lay under a spangled night sky, the music from downtown Grant Park’s outdoor concert stirring the warm summer air—and their hearts. Dad gave Mom his Alpha Lambda Xi fraternity pin, telling her that, like the symbol on the pin, she was his guiding star. She in turn gave him her Waller High School ring. When Mom returned home, she wrote: “Tonight might be called the night of his proposal, for he called me ‘Mrs. Gartz’ and said how good that sounded.”


The “Mrs. Gartz” comment was all Mom needed to hear, and she knew. Mom leaped into making wedding plans, and Dad went right along. Fear of rejection had been embedded in his childhood, so he had couched his proposal in an oblique allusion.
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That summer of 1942, while Mom was writing about her days of bliss, she began a separate handwritten record in a small spiral notebook labeled “Case History.” It was as if she didn’t want to taint her diary’s joyous expressions of love with another, darker reality.


Her mother, my grandma Koroschetz, was losing her mind.





CHAPTER 4: Madness and Marriage
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Lil, Mom, and her “Mama,” Grandma Koroschetz, 1922.





1942


Mom began recording her mother’s bizarre behavior on August 15, 1942, two months before she and Dad were to be married. In June of that year, my grandma Koroschetz had peered out the kitchen window of their Near North Chicago apartment on a blustery day, demanding, “Who’s making those doves fly around out there?”


Mom looked through the glass, caught in her own swirl of confusion. “Mama, that’s just the wind blowing some scraps of paper.”


“No! Someone’s made those doves come here just to aggravate me!” Grandma K shouted. It was the beginning of a downward slide. Always quick to anger, Grandma K was now not just bad-tempered but also paranoid and delusional.


Mom arranged a vacation that August with her parents at Lake Como, a resort in southern Wisconsin, hoping the country air and peaceful surroundings would soothe her mother’s nerves and give her seventy-one-year-old dad a break. When they opened the door to their rustic cottage, a strong smell of gas assaulted them. “They’re trying to kill me!” Grandma screamed, backing out, her eyes wild.


“It’s okay, Mama,” my mother said, running into the darkened room, straightening a burner knob left askew. “Someone just forgot to turn the stove all the way off.”


Throughout the trip, Grandma K either remained locked in a morose silence or went on the attack. If Mom or her father attempted conversation, Grandma shook with a fierce anger and yelled, “Keep your big mouth shut!” or, “You’d be better off with plaster in your mouth!” When Mom was silent, her mother accused her of “hiding something.”


“She told Papa to get out of her sight,” Mom wrote. “She said to me, ‘You do nothing but make trouble!’”


Page after page, Mom documented her mother’s paranoid thoughts and behavior, but one scene captures it best.


At two in the morning, the darkness blazed to light in their cottage. Grandma ripped off the covers from her sleeping husband and glared down at him, screeching, in her drawn-out Austrian accent, “You cr-r-r-rook, you!” He lay blinking and astonished.


“You’ve hidden my pills in your bed!” she screamed, eyes blazing. “Get up! Get up! I want them. You’re both cr-r-r-rooks!” Mom and her father finally were able to calm her, but Mom’s dread and confusion wouldn’t let her sleep.


After fourteen days of living with Grandma K’s frenzied accusations, Mom broke down. Wracked with sobs, she choked out to her mother, “You have made these the most miserable two weeks of my life.”



1927–37


Mom was bound to her mother by a paradox: “My mother was so good to me,” she told us kids, but just as often remarked, “I was afraid of my mother.” It wasn’t until I came upon Mom’s youthful diaries, which she began at the age of ten, in 1927, that I came to understand the provenance of her loyalty—and fear.


Grandma K was good to her daughter. A graduate of a prestigious Viennese dressmaking school, Grandma often worked an entire weekend to create a gloriously detailed blouse or layered skirt for Lillian, her only child. Mom was the only girl in the neighborhood who had matching outfits for herself and her dolls. For birthdays, Christmas, and graduation, Mom’s parents showered Mom with the most beautiful gifts they could afford. She was the center of their world. At times my mother wrote, “I sure do love her.”


But Mom’s diary entries also reveal swift and harsh punishments. Grandma K smacked Mom in the face, hit her on the head, or gave her a “good licking” for “not following the rules” or “being fresh.” Mom accepted consequences that logically followed disobedience, but Grandma K’s irrational anger gave my mother every reason to be “afraid of Mama.”


Any minor misstep—placing cream precariously in the icebox, mixing Thanksgiving stuffing in the “wrong” way, smiling in a manner her mother didn’t like—triggered Grandma into a full-blown rage, raining blows on Mom and calling her “ass,” “animal,” “streetwalker,” and “whore.”


Over the years, Mom wrote with deepening frustration about Grandma K’s explosions—like the time Mom mistakenly tossed out a scrap of fabric she found on the floor, intended as a pocket for a suit Grandma was making. Mom apologized and confessed her error.


Grandma K raced at Mom, screaming, “You ungrateful wretch! You lazy hussy! Now that I’ve finished your suit, you don’t give two cents for how much I have to work!” Eyes alight with fury, she yanked Mom’s hair and smacked her about the head, hurling insults and blows. “Selfish ingrate! Careless, useless girl!” Mom vainly tried holding back tears.


“She reminds me of the sea,” Mom wrote afterward. “First she’s calm, and suddenly, without warning, she’s so wrathful and furious you hardly believe she’s the same person.”
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Over the years, Mom’s parents had tried multiple ways to earn a living, modeling a striving work ethic and frugality. They saved their money and bought a two-flat. Grandma K started a dressmaking business; Grandpa K founded a small machine shop, skipping dinner and working late into the night. They even opened a delicatessen, but each entrepreneurial venture failed. Still, Grandma’s occasional seamstress work, their rental income, and the salary Grandpa earned as a talented tool and die maker gave them a decent life.


Then the stock market collapsed in October 1929, plunging America into the Great Depression, devastating my grandparents’ income. The Depression hit manufacturing and machinists, like my grandfather, the hardest. Chicago lost 50 percent of its manufacturing jobs between 1929 and 1933. My grandpa K was one of half a million people in the city without work.


In the spring of 1932, when Grandpa K was already sixty-one years old, my fifteen-year-old mom wrote, “The Depression is getting worse. Papa has had no work since before Christmas.” Hoping to garner some extra income, her parents divided their flat in two, planning to rent out the back bedroom, kitchen, and bathroom, hot water included, but renters were rare.


By April the family’s finances were so desperate, they had to apply for food assistance. “Nothing fresh,” Mom wrote with dismay at the contents. “Rotten coffee, dried prunes, raisins, canned peaches, beans, split peas, etc. Five cans of tomatoes.” Later that summer, Grandpa K found temporary machinist work, making about forty-five cents an hour4 the few times he was called in.


One of those calls ended in calamity. On January 19, 1934, a punch press crushed two of Grandpa’s fingers. Mom’s knees buckled. Her face turned white. “Papa lost two fingers when he was twenty-two, and now these two. Goodbye, guitar.”


At the time of the accident, Mom was entering her senior year in high school. Her father couldn’t work, rental income was hard to come by, and the bank began harassing the family for missed mortgage payments. “Why don’t you pull your daughter out of school and send her to work?” one bank representative suggested.


“Oh, no!” Mom’s parents were united. “Our daughter has to finish high school.”


Mom graduated from Waller High School in January 1935 at age seventeen, the highest-achieving girl in her class. After a dogged search for a job, she landed a typist position at Sears Roebuck, earning a raise after just a few months for her “excellent work.” She became the family breadwinner, giving 75 percent of her wages to her parents.


It wasn’t enough.


Foreclosure and eviction notices began arriving at my grandparents’ house, but Grandma K declared, “These aren’t for us,” and scrawled, “Return to Sender” on every one—because the family last name had been misspelled.


Arriving home from work on March 3, 1937, Mom came upon a devastating scene. Her mother sat on a chair in front of their house, head buried in her hands, Grandpa K’s arm around her shoulders. Tables, chairs, lamps, dishes, clothes—everything they owned—lay piled on the sidewalk, as neighbors gawked and whispered.


Mom surely was overcome with guilt and despair. “My parents were so good to me” was true, but Mom’s fear of Grandma K would prove to be as potent as her love.





CHAPTER 5: Resistance and Devotion
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Gartz Family: Lisi, Josef, Frank “Ebner,” Will, and Fred (Dad), 1926.





Dad’s family fared far better than Mom’s during the Depression, despite the loss of all their savings in the 1929 crash. Dispirited, but possessed with entrenched optimism, resilience, and hope, Dad’s parents committed to starting over with more determination than ever. The janitor for up to sixty-five apartment units in West Garfield Park, Grandpa Gartz worked around the clock. Grandma helped manage the tenants, kept track of their finances, and did all the “women’s” work. With a free apartment thrown in, my grandparents saved an astounding three-quarters of Grandpa’s $200-per-month salary.
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West Garfield Park was just coming into its own when Dad was born in 1914, a year after his older brother, Will. Forced to share attention at the tender age of twelve months, Will preserved his status through obsessive obedience. Dad, sensitive and whimsical, quickly learned he could never be as rule-bound as his older brother, so he carved out his own niche in the family by doing whatever came into his head. It was an approach that didn’t sit well with a young immigrant mother determined to raise “good boys.” Grandma Gartz, reared with nineteenth-century, small-town, Germanic values, punished both her boys physically for “bad behavior.” More prone to boyish shenanigans, Dad endured the pain and humiliation more often. When they misbehaved, Grandma G whacked their bare bottoms with a heavy, wet clothesline or made them kneel on hard peas. Will got into line pretty quickly, but Dad resisted however he could.


Early in my childhood, Dad shared with me the rancor he felt toward his mother: how she took the side of the tenant children over his; how she slapped his face—back and forth, back and forth—when he tried to explain his side of an altercation; how, when he was five years old, she threatened to kill him with a two-by-four—after she found out he and a neighbor girl had played the age-old game “I’ll show you mine if you show me yours.” Teeth clacking in fear, he admitted his moral turpitude and took his whipping.


The stories of his mother’s harsh punishments tormented my young heart. I sobbed myself to sleep, thinking of the injustices he suffered, wishing I could be his mother. I’d be fair—and treat him with kindness! But Dad figured out the means to get around his mom’s demand for control.


When she made him wear a dress to keep him grounded, he defiantly wore it outside to play baseball with the guys, figuring fun was worth a few jeers. I was captivated by his gleeful recollection at outwitting his mother. He would forever figure out how to maneuver around whoever tried to deny him happiness. He’d make his own fun.


Dad mightily resisted his mother’s attempts to control him, but he could never, not in his lifetime, escape her scorn. He couldn’t free himself from her disdain at his ideas and interests, the way she would grab a cherished possession from his hands. A magic “glue” that made smoke rise from pinched fingers? “Foolishness!” she declared, and threw it into the blazing furnace. He protected his treasures by climbing to the top of the church belfry and hiding them in a dark corner.


She succeeded only in driving his behavior underground, in fostering a fear of rejection and the thrill of “getting away” with something.
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In my parents’ attic, when I dug through the box labeled “Fred and Lil’s Journals,” I came upon two of Dad’s diaries from his youth. One started in 1933, when Dad was eighteen; the second continued through most of 1935. He made almost daily entries.


Standing in the dim light, I fingered the embossed green cover of the first, gingerly turned yellowing but still-sturdy pages, and touched the words. Dad’s voice and personality emerged—like a ghost rising from its crypt, as if his spirit hovered beside me, whispering secrets no one else had ever heard.


His youthful life unspooled off the pages like an old film, whisking me back to his everyday world, where I saw familiar traits manifested in his younger self: a poetic soul, a love of science and nature, a fascination with guns, a simultaneous pursuit of fun and devotion to work that tapped his boundless energy—and always, an abiding secrecy.


Fearful that his parents might find his diaries, Dad devised a simple code.5 With a little analysis, I deciphered it, though it would have been incomprehensible to his time-pressed, foreign-born parents. Entries like kissing girls, making off with some high-school chemistry equipment, or quarrels with Grandma and Grandpa Gartz were encoded.


Despite his mother’s harsh treatment, the family was close. My grandparents set aside Sundays to spend time together with their boys, whether by enjoying the simple pleasure of chatting on a bumpy streetcar ride, lounging at the beach, or savoring a picnic in nearby Garfield Park. Dad admired his parents’ grit, ambition, unrelenting work ethic, and determination to send their sons to college. Dad and Will pitched in with work, helping the family survive the Depression.


After school and all day on Saturdays, Dad threw himself into chores until suppertime, squeezing in homework afterward. At various times, he cleaned the house, washed down the pantry, or scrubbed floors. He showed vacant apartments to potential renters, dusted hallways, cooked dinner, painted, sorted and repaired screens. He ran errands; washed dishes, laundry, and windows; chopped wood; and paid his father’s janitor union dues.


In the winter, he rolled wheelbarrows of coal, shoveled it into voracious furnaces, removed the unburned “clinkers,” and disposed of ashes. He and Will helped his dad shovel snow from the front and back porches of multiunit apartment buildings and their surrounding sidewalks, sometimes until two in the morning, then started up again four hours later. On Saturdays, Dad worked all day on chores, from nine to five.


But no matter how exhausting his schedule of school and household duties was, Dad never missed a chance for fun. The center of his social life was Bethel Evangelical Lutheran Church, where his best friends in the active youth group rode horseback in the summer, jostled and found romance on hayrides in the fall and sleigh rides in the winter. He practiced weekly with the choir, sang at Sunday morning services, and performed in operettas held across the street in Tilton Elementary School’s auditorium. Movies, sledding, Ping-Pong, basketball, fencing, swimming, biking, baseball, reading, parties—he did it all.


He had a romantic love interest at Bethel, but he hadn’t met anyone he wanted to marry—until he fell in love with Mom.


1942


After the Lake Como trip with her parents, Mom wrote little about her mother. She was juggling her demanding job as executive secretary to the president of the Bayer Company and pulling together every detail of her wedding. She commissioned a creamy satin wedding dress for herself and three bridesmaid outfits made from fuchsia and plum velveteen, the skirts overlaid with net. Typical of Mom’s life philosophy, they combined beauty and practicality. The festive net was removable so that the skirt could also be suitable for daytime wear.


She decided on a bride’s bouquet of fat white mums, chose the reception hall, ordered dinner for thirty and a jukebox for music, and typed up a ten-page, minute-by-minute script to direct every participant in the ceremony. But Mom had no mother with whom to share her joy. The morose and erratic behavior she had recorded during the Lake Como trip continued into the fall. Whenever Mom tried to share her excitement about the wedding plans, Grandma K waved her away. “Why do I want to hear about that?”
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Dad and Mom wed, November 8, 1942.





Grandma hadn’t expressed any dislike for my dad, but was it mere coincidence that her irascible and combative personality transformed into insanity just as Mom was about to be married? Or did the loss of her treasured child to marriage trigger such a transformation in her fragile mind?


On November 8, 1942, Grandpa K walked his daughter, glowing in her shimmery bridal gown, down the aisle of Bethel Church and gave her hand to my dad. Standing at the altar, bathed in the golden November light streaming through Bethel’s soaring stained-glass windows, they made their vows, then exited down the church steps, ducking under a hail of flying rice. In the photos, they radiate hope and happiness, posing arm in arm on the church steps. Even Grandma K is smiling, perhaps caught up in the spirit of the many well-wishers.
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