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Introduction

From as far back as I am able to remember, I loved to sit and listen
to my mother, Anna, and her sisters, Regina and Mildred, talk for
hours on end of their childhood and what it was like for them growing
up poor on the streets of Manhattan.

Of all the times I sat with them, my favorite times were the ones
we spent in my Aunt Regina’s kitchen at her summer bungalow out
on Long Island. Around midnight, each sister took her usual place at
the table and there they would sit, and talk, and sip tea until dawn.

Even as a babe in arms, I just couldn’t get enough of their stories.
Through my tenderest of years, my mind was their naked canvas
where each of them, in their own animated way, took center stage and
painted for me the most vivid pictures of the story of their lives and
their world in another time.

Always a child of the night, I was never asleep before midnight.
If my mother was to take her place at their table, and in so doing be
able to have peace of mind, I was usually on her lap doing battle with
the sandman until he, as exhausted as I, finally won me over. There
in my mother’s arms, as I drifted off to sleep, listening and absorbing
their every word, I dreamed of angels on wing and things that go
bump in the night.



G. L. PARKER

8

Though one sister would be in the spotlight when telling her
version of their tale, the other sisters, who never seemed at a loss for
words, constantly interrupted to make a correction when their names,
or the names of any other family members who had come and gone
on into the great beyond and no longer here to speak for themselves,
came into the story in play.

As I grew, I went from my mother’s lap to eventually having a
place of honor of my own at their table, and, over the years, I
relentlessly pestered them to recall their tales for me again and again.
I asked them to recount their tales so many times, because I had this
deep-seated need to know every nuance of their lives, and I feared I
might have missed something along the way.

As the years went by, I got to know each of their stories so well,
if they dared to change or omit a single word, I’d interject to correct
them and my mother would then raise her eyebrows at me to remind
me of my place at their table.

The ladies, growing older and tired of telling me their tales, often
said I should take over because I probably knew their stories as well
as they or better. I just smiled and told them that when I grew up I was
going to write a book about their lives, at which point they smiled at
each other, laughed, and said for me not to dig too deep.

Well, these sisters three have gone on now, and I am all grown up,
and I did do some digging of my own. I delved deeper and deeper into
their past, and in my search for the truth behind their tales, based on
the family’s myths, lore, and legends grown out of Ireland of long
ago, I revisited the history of Manhattan that encompassed their
lives.

Though it hurts me so their voices have been silenced, I now am
finally able to add my voice to theirs and have their stories go on for
all who come after me.
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Chapter One

Between 1848, the year of the Irish potato famine, and 1855, with
political eruptions occurring all over Europe, three hundred
thousand immigrants came to America’s shores. Of them, one
hundred thousand were Irish, and four of them had their roots in my
family tree.

My great-great maternal and paternal grandparents, the Parkers
and the Bergens, as did the many other Irish refugees fleeing that
country of blight, poverty, religious persecution, hated and war,
came to America and landed at two of the country’s major port cities:
one in the port city of New York, in the borough of Manhattan, and
the other in Louisiana, in the port city of New Orleans.

I don’t know why my great-great grandparents left Ireland, but
any one of the aforementioned conditions sounds reason enough to
me. What I do know of them is, it was on the great ships that they
sailed away from their beautiful Emerald Isle, and, under the
billowing sails of the massive wooden vessels’ tall masts, they began
their long journey across the unforgiving seas.

When they arrived in America, upon disembarking the great
ships, the immigrants found themselves on the docks of these port
cities as prey to the most ruthless characters known to mankind. Left
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on piers, and in the hands of the would-be robbers of dreams, they
had stolen from them what little possessions they carried with them
from home.

Wanting to address the issues surrounding this influx of
newcomers, and to keep better count of those arriving daily on its
shores, New York City, in 1855, working in conjunction with
organizations such as the Irish Immigrant Society, built, with good
intentions, a processing center downtown in Battery Park and called
it the Gate to the New World.

Here, at the Gate, the weary travelers were assembled, herded in
with bundles in hand, and stood on long lines waiting be counted. As
the eager immigrants anxiously waited, and waited, and waited to see
their new world, they were scrutinized by processors who questioned
them as to who they were, from where they came, why they had
come, what had they to declare, and in what trade had they to make
a living. Then, and only after having their physical and mental health
checked, were they permitted to move along to have the papers
stamped that made their entry into the New World official. To the
immigrants, so coveted a prize were these official documents it was
as if they, like the streets of America itself, were made of gold.

After being released from their bondage of red tape, the more
cautious bearers neatly folded their papers and placed them into
pouches they wore around their necks. Tucking them inside their
clothes, the papers were safely hidden from the prying eyes of those
around them whom they feared at any moment may snatch them up
and steal away not only their papers, but their freedom and their
dreams as well.

The other bearers, less suspicious of their new homeland, openly
displayed their papers with a sense of pride made evident by the
smiles on their faces. With their fists tightly clenched, they raised up
their hands as if the papers they held in them were a prize for all to
behold.

Cunningham Parker, my great-great maternal grandfather, came
to New York prior to the Gate to the New World.
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As a boy in Ireland, he dreamed of going to America someday to
become the kind of artist he knew in his heart he was destined to be.
He was an adventurous and talented young man who traveled to
America alone in steerage, carrying with him only the tools of his
trade.

Not a man to be intimidated by a challenge, he held his own
against a welcoming committee of young hooligans, with their gruff
talk and cocky ways, when they confronted him on the docks and
blocked him as he made his way down the pier. Cunningham didn’t
have the time for such tomfoolery; he was a doer, a man on a mission,
and a man with a plan who promised himself if he ever made it to
America he would see the country state by state and not vicariously
through books, magazines, and postcards, as he’d done in the past.
This was the first step of his journey toward fulfilling his dreams, and
no one was going to get in his way.

Before he left Ireland, he wrote a letter to a friend who left Ireland
and arrived in New York earlier than he, and his friend already had
an apartment waiting for him in lower Manhattan in the Village.

With his goals in mind, and destiny calling out to him,
Cunningham was on the path to make a name for himself. It was
going to be a rough start at first, and ,though, he would get by as an
artist, it was only going to be by the seat of his pants.

Mary Smith, my great-great maternal grandmother, was the only
one of my great ancestors to come to America from Ireland and arrive
outside of the Port of New York. In 1848, at the age of twelve, she and
her family landed in Louisiana and settled in New Orleans.

Mary was a pretty, sweet, kind and spirited girl, and smart, too.
After learning how to read and write English, and only two years
after her arrival in America, she raised her hand and pledged her
allegiance to the flag of her new country.

Little did the Parker family realize that they, to escape the
persecutions they faced under British rule in Ireland, found just as
cruel a world waiting for them in Louisiana. An open door policy and
the welcome mat were not awaiting them. The Irish were considered
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to be the lowest denominator on the rung in the social ladder of
acceptance in America at the time, according to White supremacist
rule.

With the odds stacked against her in the new world, Mary,
understanding of the African American’s plight of injustice, had the
good fortune, or misfortune as one could imagine, to witness the
ways of life in America in its cruelest form. Alongside the children
of color, who were her peers, a step above her in the ladder’s
ascension, and all too familiar with the cold White faces of prejudice,
she bore witness to the harshest ways of the world through their eyes,
and saw it, smelled it, heard it, and felt it for herself, and grew to be
a better person for having been there.

Daniel Bergen and Bridget Reily, my great-great paternal
grandparents, came to America as newlyweds and landed at the Gate
to the New World. They arrived in style and with money in their
pockets.

Unlike Cunningham, for the Bergen’s, it was the sight of the
Crystal Palace with its illuminating charm standing beyond the Gate
that welcomed them into the new world.

In 1857, Daniel and Bridget were living on 117th Street on the
Upper East Side of Manhattan, near the Harlem River in an area then
known as Bloomingdale.

Bloomingdale was an expanse of open green fields with lush
colorful gardens that flourished and grew alongside charming single-
family cottages scattered about the hillsides and speckling the
enchanting landscape.

From their home, the Bergens could look out of their windows
and watch the construction of the newly commissioned Central Park
being chiseled out of the forest and bedrock surrounding their
Ireland-like community.

Settled in this pristine neighborhood, Bridget and Daniel started
their family, and the first of their seven children, Michael, was born
in 1857. Two years later John followed.

On a lovely late spring morning, Bridget sent Daniel out to get
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Mary Brady, the local midwife hired to help with the delivery of their
next child.

It was here in this serene vista, in 1860, their third son was born.
Daniel Joseph Bergen Jr., who they called Danny, drew his first
breath as the country held its own breath for the horrors of war
beginning to unfold in the South.

In Missouri, in 1857, Dred Scott, the slave of a gentleman farmer
of Missouri, put the words of the Constitution of the United States on
trial by taking his master to court to seek his freedom. Although the
Supreme Court of Missouri ruled Scott’s case unworthy, he set into
motion the agonizingly slow wheels of freedom in a democracy that
prided itself on liberty and justice for all.

In the backlash of the Scott case, the conditions in the South
became much more hostile and was it becoming a hotbed of change.
In their resistance to change, violent outbreaks of hatred started to
rise up everywhere.

Cunningham, in 1857, while working his way cross-country,
stopped in Louisiana to look for work. He saw most of the states and
was on his way home to Manhattan when he got sidetracked in New
Orleans. There, he met my great-great grandmother, Mary. They fell
in love and married shortly after their meeting.

The landscape just outside of New Orleans, where they were
living at the time, was nothing less than a sweeping panoramic view
of fields of cotton—where the laborers outnumber their taskmasters
who stood above them overseeing their work as they picked the
fluffy white crop.

Cunningham and Mary found the treatment that befell the Black
people of their community abhorrent. Not able to bear witness to
such harsh treatments toward their fellow man, they packed up all
they owned and loaded it into the back of a covered wagon and left
Louisiana and the South for good.

With their first son, John, who was an infant at the time, they
traveled north through the devastation quickly becoming widespread
throughout the South.
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Once they were back up north in Manhattan, in familiar
surroundings, Cunningham settled his family on the West Side.
Feeling his wife and son were clear of danger from the impending
civil rights war, he went out and about the streets of his old stomping
grounds to continue on in his trade as an artisan painting and doing
works in bronze. Little did he suspect that the soon-to-be war, and all
the hardships and chaos it brings with it, was following him and
making a path straight to his family’s door.

Cunningham loved his new country and took every opportunity
afforded him to lend his hand to any cause he felt would make
America the kind of country he truly believed it could be, if it were
given half the chance. He was a civic-minded man, and a patriotic
one, too. When Abraham Lincoln gave a speech at Cooper’s Union,
in lower Manhattan, he was there to give him his support and cheer
him on in his race for the presidency of the United States.

While on the campaign trail, Mr. Lincoln stopped to have a drink
at MacSorely’s Tavern in the East Village. To this day, the
newspaper articles appearing in the local papers at the time, still hang
on the walls of the bar as a reminder to its patrons the part it played
in Manhattan’s history.

Waiting to play his own part for change and betterment of his
community, and new his country, Cunningham joined the
Freemasons. After the lodge meetings, he, like any Irishman worth
his salt, went to MacSorely’s Tavern to hoist a few warm dark ales,
have a piping hot bowl of clam chowder, and sit around the pot belly
stove talking with his Mason brothers.

Mary wasn’t as concerned about the few dark ales her husband
drank as she was about the order in which Cunningham took a
solemn oath. There were too many secrets about the society of
Masons. Too much mystery surrounded its history dating back to the
Bible and the building of King Solomon’s Temple. Cunningham
spoke little of it to Mary and held strict to the brotherhood’s code of
silence.

Despite the fact Mary wanted to know, Cunningham never
revealed to her or anyone the Greek rituals the brotherhood practiced
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behind closed doors. He was a man of his word and never divulged
the secret handshake or password identifying one Mason brother to
another.

Mary knew as much about the fraternity as anyone. The
Freemason were, and still are, a society based on—most
importantly—a strong belief in a God, the brotherhood of mankind,
service to the less fortunate, and freedom. The members of the
brotherhood hail from all walks of life, and not as the outsiders
believe. They are politicians, prominent businessmen, and artisans
of every trade and not only those who work with stone.

Cunningham proudly wore the pin of the brotherhood in his lapel,
and he had little concern over what people thought of him or the
organization to which he pledged his loyalty. After all, the Masons
weren’t doing anything wrong, and were proud to claim George
Washington as one of their own. Other presidents since
Cunningham’s days took their oath of the Masons, and as well their
oath of office as President of the United States, on the Bible which to
this day resides at the Mason’s Grand Lodge on 23rd Street.

On April 13, 1861, President Lincoln received word Fort Sumter
surrendered to the Confederate States. For the new president and the
nation, and for the Parkers and the Bergens of Manhattan, the Civil
War began.

Fort Sumter having fallen, the people of Manhattan took a stand
and were whole-heartedly in support of the war. The very next day,
the city’s streets were packed with well-wishers saying farewell to
the hurriedly assembled troops marching off to war. Hordes of
people lined their route waving their flags, cheering, crying, and
saying goodbye to a hodgepodge of city soldiers of many colors in
their rag tag uniforms parading up Broadway. Mingled in with the
congregated multitude of melting pot citizens, the band of brothers
enlisted more men to join them in the fight for the cause.

As the thunderous roar of the crowd’s cheers echoed through the
canyon, the bands playing there enthusiastically to lift up the spirits
of the soldiers, played a New York composer’s tune to inspire them
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on. Ironically, as the Union soldiers marched off to meet their enemy,
their Confederate counterparts in Charleston, South Carolina, were
also marching off to meet them under the tune of “Dixie.”

At the start of the war, though most of the heavy battles were
being fought in the South, the effects of the war were directly being
felt on the streets of Manhattan.

The politicians whose corruption ruled the city, and would for
many more decades to come, stood on their soap boxes spewing their
opinions on how the war and the problems it leaves in its wake should
be handled.

The city’s money grabbing giants of industry, making profits on
the war, were building fortunes. With their Midas touch, they were
turning every commodity into solid gold. Putting all their energies
into the war machine, these war money mongers kept the ships and
railroads in Manhattan busy in a frenzied movement of soldiers,
civilians, and goods.

The textile and milling industries in the city, contributing their
efforts to the war, kept the factories and the sweat shops working
around the clock manufacturing the blue uniforms, guns, and
ammunition that supplied the Union forces with the equipment they
needed to bring the people of the South to their knees, and give the
people of the United States their freedom.

Plenty of work needed to be done around the city for the war
effort, and many people were making money on it, though, it was
hard to see the benefits it brought to the hundreds of thousands of
laborers working long hours and living in horrendous poverty
conditions.

As the war escalated, the Manhattan rich got richer, the middle
class suffered, and the poor got poorer. But regardless of their social
status, true to form, hundreds of thousands of patriotic citizens
pooled their resources and united to meet the needs of Manhattan and
protect its people in the throes of war.

The male citizens volunteered their time and set up committees to
handle the local defense issues. Gathering at the town halls, lecture
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halls, social clubs, and saloons, they put into motion the plans to keep
the city safe from the storming gray torrent blowing in from the
South and threatening to reign over their city.

The women organized units that sewed, cooked, wrapped
bandages, and put on functions to raise money for the cause. These
women were solely responsible for instituting an extensive health
care and relief program, and in their efforts they managed to resolve
the unsanitary living conditions of the many poor families living in
the overcrowded industrial areas throughout their community.

All this volunteering, however, wasn’t enough, and the men of
Manhattan, as were the men of all the cities across the states that
were united, were about to be called to war.

On March 3, 1863, President Lincoln implemented the
Conscription Act. The Draft. This document, in part, stated if you
had three hundred dollars, you could buy your way out of serving
your country by paying a substitute to take your place.

The draft caused heavy discourse among the people of the United
States, and it prompted much opposition from all the cities. But not
like it did in Manhattan where the people cried out on the streets,
“Rich man’s money for poor man’s blood.”

These malcontents, who were poor, White, uneducated, and
mostly Irish, turned into a lynch mob. Wielding broom handles,
boards, pipes, shovels, hammers, picks, bricks, and other
instruments of death, they went on a rampage and took the city
hostage.

Aside from the draft itself, and the war profiteering going on,
these discontented citizens aimed their anger at the Black
community, whose cheaper labor forces they felt were giving them
less of an opportunity to work, and they, too, became targets of their
outrage.

The riotous rebels set fire to the Colored Orphans Asylum on 46th

Street which boarded two hundred and thirty-three children. Luckily,
the children and their caretakers asleep inside were able to get out
and sneak away to safety in time.



G. L. PARKER

18

The bloodthirsty gangs were out of control and plundering,
looting, rioting, and threatening to hang from the nearest lamppost
any Black person who dared cross their path. For days, the innocent
Black citizens met their fates at the hands of these pitiless vermin,
and many Blacks were shot, others were stabbed, one man was
heinously bludgeoned to death, while others were hanged.

Just days prior to the siege, the battle at Gettysburg took place and
all available military personnel were called away from the city and
dispatched to Pennsylvania. Manhattan was left with nothing more
than a handful of police, too few militiamen, and an organized group
of armed citizens.

After several days of battle, and unable to gain control over the
riotous situation, the patchwork of city law enforcers, fighting in the
worst donnybrook the borough had ever seen, welcomed the
assistance of a regiment sent back from Gettysburg to assist them in
bringing back law and order to the pandemonium in the city.

Within days of the Union soldiers arrival, the rousing lawless
rebels awoke only to find many of their own injured, incarcerated, or
dead. It was a deplorable and a despicable moment in Manhattan’s
history and it would take time for the wounds to heal in the minds,
hearts, bodies, and souls of those who witnessed or were a party to it.

By 1864, most New Yorkers were able to put this nightmare of
depravity behind them. The city was trying to move on even with the
specter of war nipping at its heels.

As it is with any war, any where, at any time, not everyone was
involved in the Civil War or had much concern over the
controversies it embodied. Those who were apathetic, and feeling
powerless to effect change in government, kept their voices quiet by
not casting their votes. They did nothing to participate or assist in
upsetting the apple cart by speaking out for the rights of the people in
a country under war.

This wasn’t the case with suffragettes Elizabeth Cady Stanton
and Susan B. Anthony who tirelessly spoke out for women’s rights,
and Frederick Douglas who spoke on the issues of civil rights in
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many different forums around the city. Joining forces, and coming
together in their common bond (or is that bondage?), these eloquent
speakers encouraged the members of the audience to get involved
with the changes in the air.

With the pressures of the war mounting, it was beginning to take
its toll on the people of Manhattan. But, Manhattan being Manhattan,
offered its residents many avenues of distraction to unwind from the
heady issues of the war. To be released of their strife and struggles,
all one needed to do was take a walk. From the beer gardens to the
New York Philharmonic, there was something to catch everyone’s
eye and entertainment for everyone’s pockets and tastes.

For the more cultured residents who could afford the price of a
ticket, there were the theaters whose opulence came in second only
to that of the extraordinarily beautiful grand hotels located
throughout the borough.

Here at these theaters, the well-heeled Manhattan socialites
attended plays performed by Manhattan’s own world-renowned
leading stage actors, the Barrymore and Booth families, whose
stellar performances were almost out-shined by the theaters
themselves with their spectacular decor.

For the other theater lovers who could ill afford the price of a
ticket, a walk past any one of the city’s theaters was an adventure in
itself. Just a quick peek inside filled their eyes with such wondrous
sights of richness and beauty.

In the lobbies of the theaters, tapestries of vibrant colors graced
the walls and blanketed the floors, and drapes hung regally from the
theaters’ floor-to-ceiling windows.

Obviously woven from the finest of threads, and created by the
most talented artists, the lobbies’ furnishings were a tempting sight
to the eye of the poor sidewalk viewers. With their noses pressed up
against the glass, they were beckoned to come inside and feel for
themselves the fine plush upholstered chairs and sofas placed about
the lobbies for the carriage trade to sit upon when waiting to see the
shows.
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Yet, of all the riches, the most eye catching were the beautifully
hand painted murals on the walls and the ceilings of the lobbies,
where artists depicted, with each stroke of their brush, images so real
they seemed to come to life.

On the ceiling of one the theaters, an artist, with the gift of a
master, painted a celestial scene of a bevy of angels wistfully looking
down from above, perched upon wispy white clouds amidst flocks of
white doves. In a sky of pale blue impish winged cherubs played, as
the angels watched over them in the sun’s warming rays.

The divine hand of this soulful artist who envisioned and painted
such a spiritual scene—was that of Cunningham Parker.

In November of 1864, Manhattan, the Parkers and the Bergens,
and the borough’s other residents, took a direct hit in the name of
freedom.

Confederate sympathizers, in a mindless attempt to burn down
the whole city, set fires to structures of importance and notoriety.
They succeeded in burning down only a few establishments, but
when the smoke cleared, gone from the city was its most popular
attraction, and the hottest spot in town, where just about everyone
living in the city or just passing through it made certain to stop and
visit.

Destroyed was the famous P.T. Barnum Museum, where for over
a decade Barnum introduced to the general public, oddities and
wonders so rare he collected from all four corners of the earth. So
mind boggling, so unbelievable, and so grotesque were some of his
attractions, many spectators just fainted dead away at the mere sight
of them.

General Tom Thumb, the smallest man in the world, was
introduced here to the world, and in promoting him, Mr. Barnum, the
great ringmaster himself, proclaimed Tom was one day going to be
the first man propelled to the moon. The public believed Barnum,
and why shouldn’t they have? Over the years he’d shown them such
amazing things, it was hard for them not to take him at his word when
he spoke on any subject pertaining to the unusual, weird, impossible,
or outlandish.
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Gone was this museum of the strange, where clever Mr. Barnum
coaxed the lingering, less knowledgeable, and unsuspecting public
to hurry along so that he may introduce them to the most unusual and
telling of all his warehoused wonders—the infamous egress.

On April 9, 1865, Robert E. Lee, the general of the Confederate
States, surrendered the South over to Ulysses. S. Grant, the general
of the United States Army who made Manhattan his home and from
it ran his war campaign. The war was over.

The next day, the streets of Manhattan, and its buildings and
people in celebration of the treaty, were once again awash in red,
white and blue waves of old glory.

The Parkers and the Bergens, along with the rest of the throngs of
humanity, piled out onto the city streets to bear witness to, as they
had at the beginning, the end of the Civil War.

Just exactly what part my great-great grandparents played in
Manhattan’s history during the Civil War, I don’t know for sure, and
is purely left to speculation and imagination on my part. But I have
often wondered if they, after having witnessed the events of the Civil
War, ever thought to themselves if they stayed in Ireland and stood
their ground for change there, Ireland may have peace today and all
would be living in harmony. This I cannot answer for them, but one
day, who knows, if there is a hereafter, they may be able to speak for
themselves and tell me in their own words.

What I did find intriguing about Cunningham, Mary, Daniel, and
Bridget is that during the peak years of the war neither of my great-
great grandmothers gave birth. I found this fact to be most curious,
considering at the time women were having babies one right after the
other. I asked myself why this interruption of motherhood. Knowing
in my research all the babies they bore in their lives were
documented, present, and accounted for, I narrowed it down to three
possible reasons.

One, they or their husbands were sick, which may be a feasible
consideration taking into account the epidemics that took place
during the war.
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Two, my great-great grandmothers could have been followers of
the women’s rights movement and learned of a method of birth
control. Living in the city, they had many opportunities to hear the
suffragettes speak at the various venues around town. In assuming
this reason to be true, I must concede, Cunningham and Daniel were
two of the most liberal husbands for their times.

Neither of these two reasons being the case, all that is left for me
to draw my conclusion on and elude to remains simple—
Cunningham and Daniel were just not around. But where were they?
They could have well found themselves having to take a stand on
matters of great importance in regard to the war. Were they loyal to
their new country and gone off to war? Or were they but two of the
hundreds of thousands of people who worked around the clock to
help the war effort and were too tired to partake in extra curricular
activities? Or, could it have been they were a part of the problems the
city encountered at the hands of the discontented Irish population,
who wreaked their wrath over the city only to awake and find
themselves incarcerated for crimes against humanity? This I don’t
know, for sure, either.

What I do know is, on April 14, 1865, only weeks after the war
ended, disbelief abounded for my great-great grandparents when the
paperboys crying out on the city’s streets brought them news of the
shooting of President Lincoln. Shot he was, one bullet to the head, by
a lone assassin who sneaked up behind him in his viewing box as he
sat watching the play “Our American Cousin” at Ford’s Theater in
Washington, D.C.

More shocked were the Parkers and the Bergens when they
learned the hand of the assassin was that of their own beloved stage
idol, John Wilkes Booth, who detested the president for defeating the
South and freeing the slaves.

As they had throughout the war, my great-great grandparents
were, once again, called upon to give over their thoughts and prayers
to their president, who this time lie dying in a boarding house across
from Ford’s Theater, in a bed too short for his long spindly legs.

Across the nation, the townspeople gathered outside the
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telegraph offices to wait for the latest news to come over the
telegraph wires from Washington to tell them of the condition of
their stricken president. They didn’t have to wait long.

The following day, the ashen faces of the telegraph operators,
under whose nimble fingers the ticking of the telegraph’s message
was coded out, told the country the news of the death of Abraham
Lincoln. The buildings of Manhattan, which just days prior flew
their flags in revelry of the war’s end, were now draped in black in
honor of the man who saw them through yet another time that tried
men’s souls.

It rained on Manhattan on April 25, 1865, and it had been raining
for days. On this gloomy, solemn spring day, President Lincoln’s
body lay in wait in a railroad car, shrouded in black with its shade
drawn, at the Hudson River Railroad Yard across the street from the
Parker’s home.

The Parkers joined in with the somberly strolling crowds of
mourners, and side-by-side they made their way under the black
clouds of death to pay their last respects to their beloved leader. For
miles along the railroad tracks, streams of mourners stood weeping,
singing, and praying for their president. As his death car ambled by
them, taking him on his long journey home to Springfield, Illinois,
his final resting place, they bid him a tearful farewell.
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Chapter Two

In the wake of President Lincoln’s interrupted second term,
Andrew Johnson was given the task of rebuilding the country.

The Reconstruction Act—a plan President Lincoln strongly felt
would be the salvation of his country—saw much opposition from
Congress and the southern states, but the new president held strong
and followed through with Lincoln’s plan to bring the nation back on
its feet.

The South, over the four long years of the war, had been spared
nothing and the states of the Confederacy lay in ruins. Their money
was worthless, as were their holdings and properties. Nonexistent
were their shipping and transportation industries.

Everything that stood in the way of victory for the Union soldiers
was leveled, and the South’s factories, mills, and farms were
destroyed.

The stately mansions, barns, and fields of the wealthy plantation
owners were burnt to the ground. Their fields of cotton, where once
thousands of laborers nurtured them, lay deserted, useless, and
barren.

Sherman’s army in their march, not wanting to leave one stone
unturned, torched the homes, barns, and fields of the poor farmers
who were caught in the cross-hairs of the war and in the middle of
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this clash of entitlement. Cut off from civilization, and unable to
produce the food and goods so desperately needed to survive, the
population was starving, sick, and dying.

Already gone from the people of the South were three hundred
and sixty thousand soldiers who died giving their lives for the cause.
In a last ditch attempt to rise again, units of fragmented Confederate
soldiers mustered up just enough energy to fight and mild skirmishes
broke out here and there. To keep the rebels in check, U.S. military
posts were established throughout the South to oversee the peace
process. This extended tour of duty meant the Union soldiers were to
spend more time away from their homes, their families, and their
loved ones, back on the streets where they lived.

Unable to swallow their pride, and not wanting old times be
forgotten, the people of the South’s last hurrahs weren’t to do them
any good, for in the end they lost a way of life in which they had
become so accustomed, and so very comfortable.

Without a doubt, in those same four years of the war, the North
fared much better than the South. It was a time of prosperity for the
people of the United States and the value of their dollar was strong,
as were their holdings and properties.

In Manhattan, the shipping and the transportation industries were
booming, and the Hudson River was jam packed with the great ships,
steamboats, and ferries, carrying people and goods back and forth to
their destinations. The factories and mills, that worked around the
clock during the war, were still in full operation producing the newer
products needed in the post war rush.

The new roadways, crisscrossing the city, expanded upon during
the war, were bogged down with the flow of trolleys, omnibuses,
private and commercial carriages, and wagons. Manhattan was the
buzz of capitalism, humming in a whir of activities, and the traffic
and the people were hustling and bustling everywhere trying to keep
up the pace.

The local and upstate New York farmers had little problem when
it came time to pick their fields of bountiful crops and peddle them on
the open market. The supply and demand for goods and foods were
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so plentiful, the hucksters found the city’s streets to be a haven of
want and need.

My great-great grandfather, Daniel Bergen, found huckstering to
be his niche and, with his knack for shrewd business deals, he was
able to make a good living for himself and his family peddling his
wares on the streets of the city.

The weary nation was ready to rise up and out of the flames of
hatred and destruction, and Manhattan was booming and moving
right along with it into the future.

Not only was Manhattan having a boom, the Parkers and the
Bergens were as well having a boom of their own–a baby boom.

In 1865, Bridget and Daniel introduced to their prewar sons,
Michael, John, and Danny, what was the first of their four little
sisters, Mary. Catherine came along two years later, and just as
General Ulysses S. Grant was about to take over the nation as
president, in 1870, Elizabeth was born. When the Brooklyn Bridge
was underway on the Manhattan side, Bridget completed the Bergen
household with the birth of Edward, in 1872.

In 1865, Cunningham and Mary introduced to their prewar sons,
John and James, a sister named Mary, too. They called her Minnie.
For John and James, she was the first of their six little sisters.
Matilda, who they called Till, came along in 1867. Then,
interestingly enough, there was again another pregnant pause for
Mary, and it wasn’t until 1873, with the birth of Anne, who they
called Annie, that Mary produced the rest of the Parker heirs.

Elizabeth, who they called Lizzie, came along in 1874, and in
1876, just as the country celebrated its centennial and Thomas
Edison perfected the light bulb, Sarah was born. Sarah arrived under
a Manhattan sky ablaze in fireworks exploding in honor of the
country’s one-hundredth birthday, and she was a shining star and a
guiding source of light for the Parkers from that moment on.

Martha came along in 1879, just as the last soldier was being
pulled out of the South. Though she came into the world with a lot
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less fanfare than her effervescent sister Sarah, Martha, too, was but
a flicker of light who soared across the Parker family sky.

On an early spring morning, in 1880, state and local census takers
visited the Parker and the Bergen families. Both families, who traded
in their luscious green fields of Ireland for the hard cold stone of
Manhattan, and had come so far on their separate journeys, were now
living within blocks of each other.

The Parkers were still living on the West Side on Tenth Avenue
between 31st and 32nd Streets.

Cunningham was still painting and creating works in bronze, and
he ran his own business from out of the house he owned, and in which
the family also lived.

Mary tended hearth and home and to the needs of little Sarah and
Martha. Till, Lizzie, and Annie spent their days in school, and
afterwards did chores or helped out Cunningham in the shop, but
they were given plenty of time to go out and play.

Big brothers John and James, having finished their formal
education, were following in Cunningham’s footsteps. He guided
their hands and they, too, became artists.

Minnie finished school, took up sewing and was quite a
seamstress. She had big dreams for herself in couture but, she, too,
went to work in the family business alongside her father and
brothers.

The Bergens, however, no longer lived uptown in their quiet little
hamlet of Bloomingdale. They now lived midtown on 32nd Street
between Tenth and Eleventh Avenues.

Daniel still made his living on the streets peddling his wares in the
city. It has been rumored, he was also in cahoots with the Tammany
Gang, who at the time was running Manhattan’s Town Hall. No other
group of politicians were to come down the pike and run the city in
a more corrupt manner than Boss Tweed and the Tammany Hall
Gang did in Daniel’s day. Well, not so blatantly corrupt, anyway.

While Daniel did what he thought was in his family’s best
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interest, Bridget, and their oldest daughter, Mary, kept house.
Catherine, Elizabeth, and Edward were still in school. Michael,
John, and Danny, having finished their formal education, were
working as clerks in various establishments throughout the city.

For the Parkers and the Bergens, and for the other families living
in such districts on the West Side of Manhattan, it was going to be
pure Hell.

Earlier in the century, two policemen, who patrolled the districts
on the West Side, were credited with naming one section then known
around the world as the most dangerous area on the American
continent. Legend has it, one night these officers were called to assist
in a heated local dispute and one officer was overheard to say to the
other, “This place is hot as Hell.” To which the other replied, “If this
is Hell, then this must be Hell’s kitchen.” The name stuck. Crime ran
rampant on the streets, and the iniquitous behaviors going on
between the denizens in the back rooms of the dance halls, gambling
parlors, and saloons went on uninterrupted and unchecked by the
law.

Though the Parkers and the Bergens themselves lived in
moderate comfort, most of the residents living in their area,
comprised mostly of Irish and Blacks, lived in too few charming
homes and in all too many of the forlorn and rundown tenements of
the city.

Living there, in these disreputable neighborhoods, the Parkers
and Bergens, when looking out of their windows, gazed upon the
slaughterhouses, gashouses, warehouses, ironworks, distilleries,
freight yards, brick yards, lumber yards, coal yards, and the factories
that were for their children, and the other children who shared their
community, their backyards and their playgrounds. On these streets
of filth and disease, these children played together. Slowly, but
surely, they were being robbed of their health, and eventually, for
some, it was to claim their lives as well.

With all the industrial and technical wonders befouling the air
and taking place at the time, the city was fast becoming the leader in
the newest technologies.
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The impact of steel was showing itself and its uses were
becoming quite obvious around the town. The buildings of steel,
with the recent advent of the elevator, began to have no limits to their
heights and were rising ever higher. Soon, the skyline made so
identifiable by the tower of Trinity Church, in lower Manhattan,
would be consumed by the steel wonders being built around it.

So much was going on high above the streets, it’s a wonder
anyone even noticed that right under their feet, the railways were
springing from out of the ground up to the new elevated tracks.

Because of the new technologies, fortunes were once again being
made. Not on the profits of war, but on the wise use of the new
technologies available to those with money, unscrupulous ways, and
that golden touch. This time, the ills that paved the way to riches and
fame for the shameless seekers of money were the steel, oil, and
transportation industries that were skyrocketing out of control.

As if the technological wonders of the buildings of steel alone
weren’t enough to celebrate, on May 24, 1884, with the completion
of the Brooklyn Bridge, Manhattan and Brooklyn joined forces
honoring the bridge’s opening day. The two boroughs put on a
spectacular show of fireworks in celebration of their accomplishing
this almost seemingly impossible feat.

The city commissioned John Augustus Roebling, who held the
patent for the spun wire rope on which the sixteen hundred foot long
bridge was suspended, to build this mid-air wonder. The two
masonry towers were built by the hands of the city’s most creative
Italian masons, who started out seventy-eight and a half feet below
the water’s surface and worked their way up to the top of the two
hundred seventy-six and a half foot masonry towers—an
unprecedented and remarkable task.

At the opening ceremonies, on the Brooklyn side of the bridge,
John Roebling, who was very ill by the end of the project, could only
sit and watch from his window as his wife and son, who had taken his
place in overseeing the bridge’s construction and completion,
boarded the carriage to take them to the Manhattan side to partake in
the opening ceremonies taking place there.
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On the Manhattan side of the bridge, the streets were alive with
the music and merriment of the people who contributed, each in their
own way, to the bridge’s realization. The music and song of the
people of Manhattan filled the crisp spring air, and their voices
melded together and rang out across the bridge in glorious tones of
ethnic harmony.

There was much to celebrate for the citizens of Manhattan, and so
many events taking place here, there, and everywhere, the people
barely had time to breathe.

The Parkers and the Bergens had reasons of their own to
celebrate, but their celebration, however, was a less welcomed event
than most going on around the town.

On September 4, 1884, in the rectory of the Church of the Holy
Apostle, on Ninth Avenue in the Chelsea district, Minnie Parker and
Danny Bergen, according the rites of the Protestant Episcopal
Church, were joined in holy matrimony. My great-great
grandparent’s paths finally crossed and two of their children were
about to embark on lives of their own—more or less.

Minnie was nineteen on her wedding day and she made a
beautiful bride. She was a petite girl, with a fine gentle Irish face,
blonde hair, and blue eyes. By this time, she had become a skilled
seamstress. She had a taste for good clothes, an insatiable passion for
hats, and on her wedding day, Minnie was six months pregnant.

Why it took Minnie and Danny so long to marry is anyone’s
guess, and I can only surmise their joining was not one made in
Heaven. In Minnie’s day, the fact alone she was pregnant before
being a wife would bring great shame upon her and her family, but it
especially brought great shame upon the child.

The Parkers, God loving people that they were, seemed to have
made the best of the day, and what was for them a really bad
situation. Coming together, they congregated in the aisles to hear
Minnie and Danny take their vows.

Danny was twenty-four years old and a fine looking young man
with blond hair, blue eyes, and a mustache. He had a keen sense of
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style, which would not be imprudent for me to say he had probably
acquired from Minnie.

Danny moved up in the ranks in his position as a clerk and worked
as an accountant, but he, like his father, was a bit of a scoundrel and
had something going on the side for himself. Though he was a
charming young man with a winning smile and a winning way, he
was also a man not to be taken lightly.

Minnie herself was a force to be reckoned with. To keep the
peace, Danny, at Minnie’s request, took an apartment closer to the
Parker household than to the Bergen’s. Now, Minnie and Danny,
who were my great-grandparents, were ready to move on with their
lives as man and wife.

Just before Halloween, Minnie was at home resting when a knock
came at the door. It was her brother James. Their mother, Mary, sent
him to fetch her. Minnie could see the instant she opened the door
that James was very upset.

“Minnie. You have to come home quick. It’s Sarah. She’s been
run over.”

“Good Lord, James. How bad is it?”
“God, Min. It’s real bad. She ran out into Tenth without looking

and was run over by a wagon. The man stopped, but only after having
heard the other kids screaming out to him. He was carrying a heavy
load and the wheels of the wagon ran over her, and her small body is
crushed and badly broken. She’s dying, Min.”

The whole family was assembled by the time the two of them
reached the Parker home. Mary sat at Sarah’s bedside, and
Cunningham stood over them reading from the family Bible.

Sarah’s suffering was unbearable for the family to watch, and
they prayed to God for him to take her and put an end to her misery
and pain. Mercifully, her end came quick. Her life was over, but her
light would never be diminished in the eyes and in the hearts of her
family who loved their shining light Sarah.

Eight-year-old Sarah Parker was just one of the many children
run over on Tenth Avenue by one of the all too numerous horse
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drawn wagons making their way through the networks of streets
running to and from the waterfront and railroad yards, which were
for Sarah and the other children of this neighborhood their
playground.

A little more than a month after Sarah’s death, Minnie gave birth
at home to a baby girl. Wanting to keep with the Parker family
tradition, this child, she being the first female born after a death in the
family, had the honor of the name Sarah bestowed upon her. She was
a chubby baby, with a beautiful angelic face, pursed lips, and was as
blonde haired and blue eyed as Minnie and Danny. This child Sarah,
unlike the deceased child whose name she carried, from the start was
going to be a thorn in Minnie’s side. Sarah was to become my
grandmother.

Just two months prior to my grandma Sarah’s birth, Joseph
Pulitzer, the newspaper publisher, started a campaign to raise funds
for a massive platform that was to be built just off of Ellis Island.

Long gone was the transition station, the Gate to the New World.
It was now Ellis Island that welcomed the newest immigrants to
Manhattan’s shores, and it was cold in comparison to its predecessor.

This platform, for which Mr. Pulitzer was campaigning funds,
was going to serve as a pedestal on which the city’s newest colossus
would take its place of honor in Manhattan’s forever changing
skyline.

The Statue of Liberty was a gift offered from France in honor of
America’s centennial, and for the friendship the two countries
formed over a hundred years earlier during the Revolutionary War.
As agreed upon with France, the lady was to have a pedestal on which
to step when disembarking the French frigate Isere. But she would
have to wait until the final touches were put on her pedestal before
she could be shipped to New York and be properly presented before
the eyes of the world.

Mr. Pulitzer, a very wealthy and cultured man, contributed a lot of
his money and his valuable time, but he was having trouble raising
the private donations needed to fuel the Statue of Liberty project.



SADIE

33

By 1885, both time and money were running out. Pulitzer became
frustrated and outraged by the lack of interest among his circle of
friends, who were, as far as he was concerned, not contributing
enough towards the fund. Wanting to bring as much attention to the
lady as he could, he took pen in hand and publicly lambasted the rich
and the middle class in an editorial he released in his newspaper.

Wise Mr. Pulitzer, knowing this wasn’t enough to get the job
done, took his editorial one step further and made a pledge to his
readers that he’d print the names of every man, woman, and child
who donated to the fund regardless of how much money they were
able to send him. His advertising campaign worked like a charm and
was a smashing success, but how could it not have been? For as little
as a penny, the poor could rub elbows with the wealthy of
Manhattan’s society and get to see their names alongside theirs in
print in The World.

Thanks to the pennies, nickels, and dimes of the people of
Manhattan, by April of 1886, the platform was complete and the
lady’s pedestal awaited her. But in spite of Joseph Pulitzer’s prize
winning editorial and his money and time, and due to circumstances
beyond anyone’s control, the lady, however, was still going to be a
little late for her unveiling scheduled to take place on the Fourth of
July.

Everything about the undertaking of this project was
overwhelming. The logistics in disassembling her in France, where
she was erected, and getting her to America without missing any of
her three hundred parts, were incomprehensible. Remarkably, this
aspect of her journey came off without a hitch in France, but in
Manhattan it was another story and her parts remained packed in the
two hundred and fourteen crates in which she’d been shipped. The
lady, like all immigrants coming to New York’s shores, was kept
waiting at the docks.

If disassembling her and getting her off on her journey proved
somewhat troublesome, the reassembling of her was going to be
more of a challenge. Originally, she was to have French craftsmen
restore her in New York, but France had as much of a problem raising
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the funds as Pulitzer did in New York. This lack of funds meant the
expertise of the Frenchmen’s hands were limited in numbers, and
now the lady was left in the hands of the artisans of New York who
were called to her aid and help restore her to her original beauty.

Painstaking steps had to be taken to resurrect her as her architect
Alexander Gustave Eiffel engineered her form to be, and not a single
detail could be overlooked. If she were to stand in all her glory, at one
hundred and eleven feet and one inch from her sandaled feet to the
top of her head, the lady must first be assured of her safety. Piece by
piece, inch by inch, each hand of the New York artisans added their
artistic touch to that of the masterful hands of Fredric Auguste
Bartholdi who created this magnificent steel and copper beauty and
sculptured work of art.

Finally, in October of 1886, ten years late from her conception,
the lady was ready to make her appearance and formal debut in New
York. She was a hit. There she stood in the harbor as a beacon of
light, lifting her lamp to guide the great ships into her port and
welcome the travelers who were for her—the tired, the hungry, the
poor, the homeless, the huddled masses, the wretched refuse, and the
tempest-tost who came pouring and teeming into her waiting arms.

For the newest immigrants coming into Ellis Island, it was she
who greeted them, and upon seeing Lady Liberty’s face they gave a
sigh of relief knowing in their hearts, and in their yearnings, they
were truly going to be able to breathe free.

Though the lady’s presence gave luster to Ellis Island, with its
institutional-like pine buildings with slate roofs, its foreboding
allure was nonetheless as important a sight to the new immigrants as
it was for those who came to Ellis before them and the lady. They
were delighted to be in the new world, and though their stay at Ellis
would be as long as those who arrived at the Gate, the newest
arrivals, who this time around were mostly Italians and Jews, when
receiving their papers surely felt the wait was worth the while.

No one knew better than the Italians the importance of these
papers, because they learned that without official papers in America,
their unkind neighbors might brand them as WOP’s. (Without
Official Papers).
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~ ~ ~

As the lady began her life in Manhattan, Cunningham, at the age
of fifty-three, died at home in his bed after a year-long illness.
Pneumonia was the primary cause of his death, but secondary
complications of crippling rheumatism contributed to his demise.
What a cruel death for a man who loved his art and was an artisan
who loved to work with his hands.

Cunningham, having always planned ahead, years earlier
purchased a number of gravesites in a cemetery across the Hudson
River in New Jersey.

MacPelah’s Cemetery was in a lovely picturesque farming town
called North Bergen. To the west of it were green rolling hills
overlooking the New Jersey waterways. To the east it was flanked by
the majesty of the mighty Palisades. Its artistic landscape may have
stirred up Cunningham’s memories of his beloved Ireland, and
MacPelah’s must have surely seemed to be a little bit of Heaven and
home to him.

With the family at her side, Mary brought Cunningham to the
family plot high on the hill and laid him to rest with their shining light
Sarah, and another nameless Parker child who waited there alone for
so long for someone to come join her in her sleep.

There, in his eternal rest, under a towering monument of polished
black granite, Cunningham would forever watch over those who
came to visit or join him and the others in their life in the hereafter.
Etched in his headstone is a pyramid with an eye in it which stares at
you and professes to all who come seek him, to this day, his loyalty
to the order of the brotherhood of Masons that is still shrouded in
mystery and lore.

Cunningham’s death only served to confirm the Parker women’s
beliefs and gave them yet another opportunity to give credence to one
of their own, and all too many, myths, lore, and legends, about such
things as life and death which grew out of Mary’s Ireland of long ago.
This Parker lore Cunningham’s death set in stone is: With life comes
death and with death comes life. Many faiths and races have such a



G. L. PARKER

36

notion of life and death, but for the Parker women it was a fact, a way
of life, and no one was about to make them believe otherwise.

Left to fend for herself, Mary would get by. Cunningham had
seen to that. She was financially sound, but John and James had to
run the business themselves now that Cunningham was gone. Annie
and Lizzie could stay in school, but afterwards, they, too, had to work
in the shop and help their big brothers.

As the lore goes on, before the dust even settled over
Cunningham’s grave, Minnie gave birth to a son, John, who they
called Lonnie. He, too, was (as most, if not all, of the Parkers were in
the past, present, and future to be) blond haired and blue eyed.

Sarah was delighted by her new baby brother and Minnie had to
keep a close eye on her because every time she turned around Lonnie
would be in my young grandmother’s arms.

After the birth of Lonnie, Mary sent word for new mother Minnie
to stay away from home. The Parker door was marked with the
symbol of death. Martha lie burning in her bed desperately trying to
fend off the kiss of red death scarlet fever placed upon her sweet lips.

Few ventured too near their door, and no one other than family
and true friends dared to come in and help tend to her as she lie in her
fevered state. Those who did come stayed at her bedside and prayed
around the clock for the fever to break and set her free of its heated
grip.

Days passed, and as Martha fought for her life as best as her
delicate body allowed, the sounds of the city, and of the voices of
children playing on the streets below her, could be heard from her
bedroom window high above them as her family prayed.

At one point, she stirred and opened her eyes when a friend on the
street yelled out her name. For just a moment, the family thought she
was coming back to them, but she couldn’t find the strength in the
city in whose hands her life had been placed.

Though she fought a hard fight, it was on a lovely summer day
that flicker of light Martha, at the tender age of thirteen, took her last
breath of the stale city air. Now she, too, made the long journey to
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MacPelah’s to join her sister Sarah and her father Cunningham who
waited for her to join them in their sleep on the steep hill.

Till Parker wasn’t living at home when her sister Martha died, but
she, too, didn’t venture far from Parker’s home after she married. She
was living on 31st Street between Ninth and Tenth Avenues with her
husband William Van Natten.

When Till married she married well. Her husband, William, was
a produce dealer who was from a very prosperous New Jersey family
of Irish and Norwegian descent. As a wedding gift, William’s
parents presented him with the deed to a three-story brownstone in
which he and his family were to live very comfortably and well.

Till was expecting her first child any day now, and the Parkers
waited to see who among them would be next in line to move on and
give Till’s child a place at the Parker family table.

Not to break the trend, soon after the birth of Till’s daughter,
Lucille, in 1892, it was Till’s own brother James who gave up his seat
so her daughter could take his chair.

James, who had left the family business soon after Cunningham’s
death, began a battle of his own with debilitating Bright’s disease. It
slowly robbed him of his health, and when his kidneys failed, he
succumbed to his illness and died at the age of thirty-one.

Standing there again at MacPelah’s, Mary turned her son over to
Cunningham’s hands and James, once again, took his place at his
father’s side.

So close had all these dearly departed loved ones come to sharing
and witnessing, with the other members of the Parker family, history
once again in the making right in their own backyard when, in April
of 1896, at Kotter and Bials Music Hall on 34th Street, Thomas
Edison projected the first moving picture show on a screen for all
Manhattan to see.
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Chapter Three

Nineteen hundred ushered in the dawn of the new century. The
nation had come far since the Civil War days, as had the Parkers and
the Bergens.

Following President Ulysses S. Grant, the general who led the
nation during the Civil War, Rutherford B. Hayes took over and led
the country into its industrial age.

After Hayes the nation again saw its president brought down by
an assassin’s bullet when, in 1881, James A. Garfield was killed.

Chester A. Arthur became the next and twenty-first president of
the United States and he was a New Yorker, as was Grover Cleveland
who followed him as president.

Benjamin Harrison followed Cleveland, and then Grover
Cleveland was again elected as president and replaced him.

Theodore Roosevelt, another New Yorker, followed William
McKinley, who, too, was assassinated. Now it was Teddy Roosevelt,
who had taken San Juan Hill and started Manhattan’s first official
police department, who would be leading the nation into the new
century.

Manhattan, forever changing its looks and its status in the world,
was tearing down and rebuilting itself yet again. Moving faster and
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faster into the future, the city began setting the stage for its most
famous skyline.

Soon, upon its completion scheduled for 1902, the city will add
another unusual monumental structure to its skyline. This time, the
city would be able to boast ownership of the tallest building in the
entire world—the Flat Iron Building.

By 1900, Minnie and Danny went their separate ways. Danny was
no longer practicing his trade as keeper of books—at least, not
legitimately, and went back home to live with his now widowed
mother, Bridget, who was living back uptown on Eighth Avenue.

Having left Minnie and the children, Danny no longer had time
for a conventional lifestyle and, just as his father, Danny was out to
make a name of his own. He built quite a reputation for himself as a
man about town, and he became the proud owner and carrier of a
mysterious feather. This feather gave him undeniable acceptance
into a ring of high rolling professional gamblers, who circuited the
city and country by wagon, rails, and steam boats.

Old dapper Dan may have had a name for himself, his father’s
hustle, and even some cash in his pockets, but it didn’t seem to be a
great benefit to his family who saw little of him since his departure.
On occasion, he’d stopped by the Van Nattens to give Minnie money
if she was in want and need, and, that is, if he had any left over after
his soirees.

Minnie, upon their separation, moved herself, Sarah and Lonnie,
who were still in school, in with her sister Till and her family. With
Mary and Till home to watch over her children, she took a job as a
seamstress at Leffert’s dress shop.

Aside from her mother, already living with Till, who was
expecting her second child, was Mary’s new husband, Isaac
Tomkins, a watchman, whom Mary married after Cunningham’s
death.

With the death of her son, James, and with John wanting to
venture off on his own to make a name for himself as an artist, Mary,
without her sons there to run the business, sold the house and shop.
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Her pockets were still comfortable, yet Till’s generous husband,
William, invited the Parker family into his home after the sale of
Mary’s house.

Annie and Lizzie were single and still living at home when Mary
and Isaac moved in with the Van Nattens, and both were working as
shop girls. They insisted on contributing to the bank account of this
extended family living arrangement, but William told them he
preferred they keep their hard earned wages for themselves.

After a few months of living with the Van Nattens, Sarah was
ecstatic when Till gave birth to Letitia, who they called Tissie, and it
was love at first sight. Overjoyed by the new baby, she pitched in and
gave Till a hand every chance she was given. Though she loved her
brother Lonnie and her cousin Lucille, there was something so
special about Tissie, and she loved playing mother to her, which to
Sarah came very naturally.

Sarah, with no disrespect to her shining light dead aunt, didn’t
like being called Sarah. She thought Sarah was too stuffy and old-
fashioned a name for a girl in her teens. To Minnie’s loudest protests,
Sarah took to calling herself Sadie, and she was growing up to be the
kindest and gentlest of souls, and the most loving and caring girl who
ever walked the streets of Manhattan.

One day, Sadie was on her way home from school and saw a
group of her peers gathered in a vacant lot. She heard a lot of yelling
going on and she walked over to join them and see what all the
hubbub was all about. In the middle of the group were two boys, and
they were on the ground in what seemed to Sadie a horrific fight.

The bigger boy was whaling the tar out of the younger lad under
him, who was flailing about and screaming to the other children
standing by watching, laughing, and fueling the fight on with their
harsh encouraging words.

The boy being beaten cried out for someone to please help him,
and Sadie just couldn’t stand by and let this happen. She pushed her
way through the crowd and made her way to the epicenter of the
hostility. There, she grabbed the aggressor by the back of his shirt
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and pulled him off the child crying on the ground and tossed him
aside.

Sadie was furious and shouted out to the bully as she went to the
other child’s aid, “You’re a bad boy, Owney Madden, and the likes
of you will grow up to be a bad man.”

Surprised, and taken off guard by her daring action, all tough
Owney managed to say was, “Kiss me, pretty Sadie, smack dab on
the lips.”

As Sadie bent down to help the badly beaten and shaken boy to his
feet, she responded to Owney’s request. “Not on your luckiest day,
Madden.”

“What’s the matter with all of you?” she asked of her friends.
“How could you just stand by and let him do such a thing to this poor
child?”

Taking the boy’s small hand in hers, she pushed the others out of
their way and made shame on them again for not having done
anything to protect the child from Owney’s fierce clutches.

Once in the clear, she brushed off the boy’s clothes and, with her
easy way, quieted him down and wiped away his tears. Before she
left the scene, she turned one last time and said a few more choice
words to Owney, who responded with a few colorful metaphors of
his own.

By the time she reached the boy’s neighborhood, word already hit
the streets and his family was racing down the block just as they got
there. Very grateful to see their child alive, and in one piece, they
thanked Sadie and blessed her for intervening and stepping in to
rescue their son from the death grip of a blossoming madman.

Quickly, word of Sadie’s good deed spread like wildfire in the
neighborhood, and her selfless act of heroism didn’t go
unrecognized or unrewarded. A well-to-do local man, who heard the
story of her taking on Owney Madden, in no uncertain terms, sent her
two box seat tickets for Buffalo Bill Cody’s Wild West Show
performing in town.

Minnie had a problem about her attending such a raucous event,
but Sadie, nevertheless, said they were her tickets and she and her
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best girlfriend Maggie Harris were going regardless of what Minnie
had to say.

Sadie was captivated by the cowboys, and whooped and hollered
right along with them as they rode past her box seat and performed
before her in the arena. Later, she was dumbfounded when she was
personally introduced to Buffalo Bill, and she became enamored by
his handsome looks, his gentle quiet manner toward her, and his long
silky white hair.

The rodeo turned out to be nothing less than an enchanted night
for Sadie, and a night she would always remember with the fondest
regards.

On November 2, 1902, at eighteen, Sadie, Sarah Irene Bergen,
was head over heels in love and pledging her undying devotion to
James Hanley.

James was a twenty-three year old clerk. He was well built, had
blond hair and blue eyes, and was quite a credit to his gender.

He and Sadie married at the Church of the Holy Trinity, an
Episcopal church up on 88th Street. There, before a congregation of
family and friends, they set off to make their own way in life. Well,
sort of…

Sadie, wanting to stay close to the family, took an apartment for
her and James on 31st Street between Tenth and Eleventh Avenues,
just blocks down from Minnie and the rest of her family at the Van
Natten’s.

That winter, right after Sadie and James were married, Manhattan
experienced the worst blizzard it ever had on record to date. On a
biting cold day, the north winds blew so cold, an ice storm developed
and everything in its path was frozen over.

The grid of telephone and telegraph lines which formed a canopy
over the city, and were so densely woven that in daylight they
deprived the city of some light, ominously hung overhead swinging,
glistening, and shimmering with ice. As the snow quietly fell it
collected on the wires overnight and the accumulation became too
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heavy for the poles to withstand and— wham—one after the other
they snapped and it all came crashing to the ground.

On the streets lay a mountainous heap of splintered timber and
twisted, mangled cables stretching out as far as the eye could see.
Thankfully, because of the extreme weather, no one was on the
streets when it all tumbled.

With midtown almost demolished, and because of the fallen
telephone poles and lines which needed redoing, the city took the
opportunity to proceed with its plans to improve upon the city’s look.
From one end to the other, the streets were being dug up, and the city
began restoring the subway and sewage systems which were both
outdated and in desperate need of repair.

The gaslit lampposts lighting the streets of the city, began to lose
their luster. Slowly, they were beginning to fade away now that their
glow paled in comparison to those streets being illuminated by
Edison’s electric lights.

The bright lights of Broadway gave birth to the Great White Way,
and the newest stage idol, Lillian Russell, joined the Barrymore
family in delighting the theater audiences with their performances.

Sadly, the horse-drawn carriages that once brought the people of
the carriage trade to and from the theaters, started to make way for
the newfangled noisy automobiles.

In March of 1905, just as Harry Houdini, the world’s greatest
escape artist, was making magic of his own above and on the streets
of the city, and also making his new home in Harlem in a three-story
brownstone with his extended family, Sadie gave birth to her first
child. It was a lovely girl with, what else, blonde hair and blue eyes.

Though her grandmother, Mary, didn’t give her an argument
about it, Minnie insisted Sadie name her daughter for sweet flicker of
light Martha, but Sadie didn’t favor that name, either. She thought it
too old-fashioned a name, too, and went ahead and named her
precious baby Charlotte.

Tissie always held a special place in Sadie’s heart and she loved,
cherished, and adored her cousin. She thought she could never love



G. L. PARKER

44

a child as she did Tissie, and it wasn’t until they placed Charlotte in
her arms that she knew nothing or no one could ever fill her heart and
her soul as did her own children. Charlotte meant the world to her.

As was too common a theme for the Parkers, right after
Charlotte’s birth, Minnie sent word for Sadie to come to the Van
Natten home. Lizzie was dying. Annie, had been sent to get her, and
she hurried Sadie along.

Instinctively, Sadie grabbed her wrap and wrapped Charlotte,
who was in a dressing gown, in a blanket. But Annie stopped her and
reminded her of what Minnie would say if she didn’t dress Charlotte
properly.

Annie wanted to save time, too, but thoughtful as she was, she
wanted to spare Sadie from having to listen to another round of
Minnie’s criticisms of her methods of mothering. Sadie wanted to
ignore her aunt’s advice, but she knew Annie was right and quickly
dressed Charlotte.

They walked as fast as they could, but Lizzie’s young heart didn’t
hold out and she was gone before they got there to say their final
goodbyes. Sadie loved Lizzie and became quite upset at not having
arrived in time to tell her how much she loved her and needed her
spirit in her life. She couldn’t picture in her mind what life would be
like without her gentle aunt at her side.

Lizzie, who had been homebound since her ailing heart started to
give her trouble, was always home and just doors away anytime of
the day or the night. When Sadie went to her aunt to entrust her with
her inner most secrets, Lizzie was always there to share with
sorrowful Sadie her wisdom and her sound advice. Now, the only
ones left in whose arms Sadie was welcome to seek comfort and
emotional support, were her grandmother and Annie. But Annie was
married now and living with her husband, John Fetzger, ten blocks
uptown. Only but a city mile away from Sadie, but too far for Sadie
to get to in a time of trouble. For Sadie, Annie might well have lived
on the other side of the world.

Minnie, most of the time, couldn’t have cared less about what
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happened to Sadie, and she paid little mind to Sadie’s heart felt
desires or needs. She would not budge from her stubborn ways, and
she would never approve of any of the choices Sadie made in life for
herself or for her children. Minnie didn’t want to hear Sadie’s tales
or woes; she was too selfish and hung up in her own wants and needs
to be too much concerned about her daughter’s.

Only Lizzie knew just how much trouble Sadie’s marriage was in
and she needed Lizzie. But it was too late; she was gone from her life.

The family waked Lizzie in the parlor of the Van Natten home. As
they sat gathered around the twenty-nine-year-old’s cold body, Sadie
just couldn’t bring herself to tell her grandmother and Annie, who
were grieving so over the loss of Lizzie, what she wanted to share
with her young aunt.

Minnie, repeatedly, said to the families who came to view Lizzie,
“It is written in the cards, with death comes life. Soon we will hear of
a birth and Lizzie’s name will go on.” On the long ride to
MacPelah’s, Minnie’s words played like a mantra in Sadie’s head.

Only five months after Lizzie’s death, on a cold February night,
the man who opened his heart and his home to the Parkers, William
Van Natten, died of typhoid fever.

Till, Lucille, Tissie, and William, who they called Willie, and
who was only two at the time of his father’s death, had only Mary’s
husband Isaac, the last man standing as the head of the family in the
Parker women’s household, to be a male role model to her children.

Financially, Till and the children would be all right; the Van
Natten’s would see to it that her and her children’s needs were met as
long as they were around.

William Van Natten, though he wasn’t all Irish, and Mary not
having a problem with that fact, gave Till’s husband a place of honor
in the family plot with Cunningham and the others whose lives he
touched with his acts of kindness.

In 1906, with her husband doing a Houdini-like disappearing act
of his own, on November 5, with James Hanley’s whereabouts
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unknown, and only seven months after having buried Lizzie and
William, Sadie gave Charlotte a brother. However unusual, Minnie
and the others weren’t at Sadie’s side when her son Louis, was born
and it was a doctor who brought him into the world.

Louis Hanley had a head full of thick, long, blond, cork screwed
curls, and eyes as blue as the sky. Sadie worshiped the child and was
only sorry James couldn’t be there to see her golden boy.

Sadie didn’t tell Minnie about James’ carousing around, and
Minnie, not knowing of his affairs, liked him—most importantly,
because he was Irish and Episcopal. The fact that he was good-
looking was just a perk to her, and she thought he and Sadie a perfect
match. She blamed Sadie, with her ways, for his departure and she
asked her, “What more could you have wanted in a man?”

Remembering what Lizzie told her to do anytime Minnie started
on one of her lectures, Sadie took a deep breath and let Minnie
ramble on about how disappointed she was in James, and how he
could have at least stuck around to support Sadie and his children as
her own estranged husband Danny did for his family from time to
time.

After the birth of Louis, with no one to support her financially,
Sadie went home to live at the Van Nattens. No sooner did she walk
through the door, Minnie started in on her. Not for a moment would
she allow Sadie to have any peace of mind, and she kept at her and
told her what a letdown and disappointment she was to her.

Life at the Van Natten’s was moving at a snails pace for Sadie. As
the time slowly passed, Minnie constantly complained to her that she
was being too over indulgent with her love and affection for Louis
and Charlotte, but Sadie held fast to her own ways of mothering and
tried to ignore her mother the best she could.

Minnie, however, wasn’t so willing to let it go, and even on the
day in May, she didn’t even try to hold back her thoughts or feelings
when Charlotte died of meningitis.

Sadie was devastated and couldn’t bear the pain she was feeling
inside. It was as if someone reached into her chest and crushed her
heart. If it wasn’t for Louis, the family questioned if she would ever
get out of bed again.
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Mary, Till, and Annie were there for her in her hopelessness and
in her hour of need, but Minnie refused to be a touchstone for her in
any way, shape, or form.

At Charlotte’s wake Minnie just couldn’t let it go, and though she
was in her own grief over her granddaughter’s death, she was saying
it again, “It is the fates; we will soon hear of a birth. The death of this
beautiful child will bring life to another just as deserving and he or
she will fill her shoes.”

Minnie’s words, once again, played like a mantra in Sadie’s head,
and she dreaded the thought of having to tell her mother about the
next child she was carrying—soon to make its existence known to
all.

Now, one of Sadie’s own made the journey to MacPelah’s, and
Charlotte Hanley, age one year, ten months and nine days, was laid
to rest with Cunningham, Sarah, Martha, James, Lizzie, and the kind
William Van Natten, and there she, too, would lie in wait for those
who were yet to join them on the hill.

As it was with Lizzie and William, with Charlotte’s death it was
another double dose of death for the Parkers. This time it was Annie
who was gone from them at thirty-three.

On the long ride to MacPelah’s to bury her, Minnie was giving
Sadie the worst tongue-lashing she had given her yet. She spoke such
hateful words. Words any other mother would have bitten off their
tongue before saying such things to their child. “Mend your evil
ways, daughter, and your path will be cleared. Who do you see
among us now, more worthy of life, who should die so that bastard
child of yours can have a place in the world?”

Minnie’s cruel words were finally beginning to wear Sadie down,
and though it was going to be hard road, Sadie knew what she had to
do to make a new life for herself and Louis, and for the unwelcome
child she longed for growing inside her.

Minnie was getting her all fired up. She was ready to blow, and
Sadie was about to make her big move.
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Chapter Four

Time and tide wait for no man or woman and, for Sadie, 1910
came crashing in with the fury of a hurricane pounding against a jetty
attempting to hold back the sea.

William Howard Taft was the twenty-seventh president of the
United States and, for now, all was quiet on the home front.

Manhattan, at the time, was an impatient, blossoming, adolescent
city of yesterday, anxiously racing on the road to become the city of
tomorrow. Caught up in its own illusions and delusions of grandeur,
it was being driven on and into the new century by its colossal ego to
be the newest, richest, and greatest of all the metropolises in the
world.

With a youthful, fiery, zest, and in quest of fame and glory, it was
accelerating its pace and heatedly marching onward to do battle,
conquer, triumph, and lay claim to victory over that which is time
itself. Eager to be bigger, better, new and improved, the city, in the
name of progress, was in the process of destroying far too many of its
oldest, finest, noblest, and most majestically imposing local and
world known landmarks and structures that graced its famous streets
and avenues and their renown names.

In the course of its destruction, and reconstruction of itself, the
city was about to erase from its aging older landscape, the fabric and
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the architectural beauty that was once a part of and etched out in the
tapestry and skyline of the Parker’s Manhattan of long ago.

Going from the city’s streets and avenues were the once famous
grand hotels, where in unimaginable opulence, the tired, rich, and
famous rested their weary heads in the lap of unequaled luxury. Here,
once upon a time, at these extravagant hotels, the world’s most
recognizable, powerful, and mightiest heads of state had all their
needs, wants, and desires tended to by fresh faced young bellboys,
dressed in highly polished brass-buttoned uniforms, issued them by
these refined hotels of distinction.

Going were the city’s once famous luminescent crystal palaces
and their elegant ballrooms where under brilliant shimmering lights,
whose beams shined out so brightly they nearly dimmed the clear
dark skies of the old city’s nights, the old world upper crust of
Manhattan’s society once danced and sipped expensive bubbly
champagne from out of sparkling gild rimmed crystal goblets
embossed with these fanciful palaces’ names.

Going alongside these more whimsical and higher-class
establishments were the not so high toned and friendlier beer
gardens, where the not-so-stuck-up rich and the not-so- poor met to
kick up their heels and have a few beers when painting the town red
on their playful city nights.

Going were many of the town’s older meeting halls and famous
union halls which once served as platforms, podiums, and soap
boxes for the politicians, reformists, and activists of the city’s earlier
days. It was here in these hallowed halls the voices of change cried
out to the people who congregated and listened to their heart-felt and
inspiring words that reverberated through the vestibules and out onto
the city streets, in their crusades for justice and freedom for all.

Going were many of the city’s quaint tea rooms and book stores,
and other places of social graces, where the city’s famous authors
and poets came to read to an anxious and appreciative public, the
words they had written in praise or in shame of the city they soulfully
loved, and only when disappointed by it at times, half-heartedly
hated.

Going were many of the neighborhood pubs and social clubs
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where the city’s blue collar workers, through the good times and bad,
assembled to meet with their neighbors to voice their opinions on,
and discuss and debate, all the current social, science, and political
events affecting the fate of their great world, of their great nation, and
of their fledgling great city of Manhattan itself.

Going, and taking a hard hit in the city’s plans of revitalization,
were the city’s once impressive and upscale apartment houses that,
unlike the upscale Dakota apartment house, with the passage of time
became rundown, dreary old eyesores of the city’s past life.

Going were the older and lovelier brownstones and row houses
owned and operated by the city which were rented or leased out by
them to the middle-class families who, like many others residents of
the city, were waiting for time and progress to infiltrate and take over
their streets and their neighborhoods.

Going were the unpretentious and simpler homesteads of the
city’s not so poor who, unable to make it through the hard times, had
their mortgages foreclosed and their homes condemned by the city
because they stood in the way of its progress.

Obviously going—but not gone from the city—were not nearly
enough of the squalid flats of the city-owned tenement houses which
warehoused and barely gave shelter to the poorest of the city’s poor.

Going were multitudes of poor thses families who were trapped in
the tenements and had come to this humble isle, as the rich modern
had, in search of fulfilling their own hopes and dreams which now
lay shattered.

As humiliating as it is at any social level to be tagged for
dispossession by the city, for the poor the humiliation is even worse.
Eviction for them meant that, lock, stock, and barrel, they and their
possessions were tossed out of their homes and dumped onto the
sidewalks of the city, where all could bear witness to their pitiful
grief and unbearable shame. Ordered to vacate the premises by
warrants issued from the city, the poor weren’t afforded the luxury of
dignity that a down-and-out Vanderbilt in hard times would have
received, and it was the sheriff’s ax and cold chopping block for their
treasures, their hopes, and their dreams.
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These poor, tortured, troubled souls, powerlessly stood by and
watched as the tired, dingy, decrepit, and dilapidated condemned
buildings they called home became fodder for the ravenous wrecking
crews anxiously waiting to start the demolition and hasten them on
and into their impending odysseys. Downtrodden, and fleeing in
their desolate hours, the poor were forced to move on feeling
betrayed and displaced by the city they loved, had given their blood,
sweat, and tears for, and for which their loved ones had died years
earlier when building it.

Certainly, and undoubtedly, the poor were, as usual, and as is
expected, the vast majority to fall victim to the city as it carried out
its plans for the future. They were the first to be sacrificed by the city
and the ones most impacted by the changes being made. But they
were not, however, alone in their plight of poverty and ridicule.

The city in its transition, aside from having to dispose of the many
properties it owned and was demolishing, also shouldered the
responsibility of disposing other properties it acquired by default.

With the all too unpredictable fluctuations of the nation’s
economy, and with the ups and downs of the stock market, millions
of dollars were being lost on Wall Street.

For the financially disabled big business tycoons who no longer
had the cold hard cash, drive, tenacity, heart, soul, or stomach to
compete any longer in the cutthroat, ruthless, no-holds- barred game
of monopoly being played on and with the city’s streets and avenues,
the big money and power game was over.

These once rich magnates, who made Manhattan their home,
their business, and their corporate headquarters, also had their
properties seized by the city.

Consequently, their possessions and the lavish mansions they
called home, and built upon the circles and squares around the parks
of the city, were auctioned off by the city to the highest bidders for
pennies on the dollar.

With their monopolies, and all their worldly possessions amassed
in their state of good fortune, gone to pay off their debt to the city and
other creditors, these riches to rags business men, with their pride,
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honor, and egos bruised, had little else to do other than pick up what
was left of their own lives, hopes, and dreams that were shattered,
and it was their turn to move on.

Unlike their more fortunate and famous contemporaries, who
used their power, money, stone-cold hearts, over-inflated egos, and
diabolical methods to realize their claims to fame and fortune, the
names and legacies of these one-time Manhattan millionaires would
not endure the passage of time. Their names were not to go on to
stand as testimonials to the dynamic financial staying power they
possessed throughout the economically hard times the nation and
city faced.

This infamous city of conquest, in the awakening hours of the
twentieth century, was indulging itself in the latest of its egotistical
whims, and step-by-step, it was preparing itself to become the center
of the world.

Progress was, and is, an awesome and overwhelming task to
accomplish, for even the most established and ancient cities of the
world. If this impatient and ambitious city was going to fulfill its
destiny, it wasn’t going to do it without the experience and able-
bodied assistance of the esteemed members of the city council. They
were, with all their wisdom and greedy little hands digging deep into
the pockets and profits of politics, guiding the city on and lending it
a helping hand in its march over time. These powerful men were
pushing the city on at all costs, and buying and selling it off if the
price was right.

Apparently, the apple doesn’t fall far from the tree in politics,
either, and the rotting remaining roots of corruption from the old
days of Tammany were lingering on in the mind-set of Manhattan’s
newest leaders. Most of these controlling forces at the time were in
the game for the dollar and each was looking out for themselves, their
own interests, and what it was they could profit from the city. With
all this wheeling and dealing going on behind closed doors, the city
council and its consorts, and its contractors and subcontractors, were
getting rich hand-over-fist as the wheels of the city in progress were
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well greased by the little people who continued to work long and hard
at keeping the city going and growing.

As it was before, the Manhattan rich were getting richer, the
middle class was suffering, and the poor were getting poorer.

This latest boom, however corrupt, was providing plenty of work
and opportunities for the city’s ditch diggers, masons, carpenters,
and artisans of stone, steel, concrete, and metal. These labor forces,
who were mostly Irish, Black, and Italian, were severely overworked
and underpaid for their long hours and six day work week of
grueling, back breaking labor. They were exploited by the city, by
the government, and by private and commercial industry as well, but
these tried-and-true-blue, hard working people took it in stride and
continued to do their job in spite of it all. Practically with their bare
hands, these laborers, with their own artisan’s touch, were rebuilding
the mighty city from the ground up. The sweat off their brows poured
into every inch of the city, which was in one form or another being
transformed and paved over to make way for the city of tomorrow.

Yet, with all this reconstruction and destruction being done to the
city’s modest skyline, the city alone couldn’t be held responsible for
all the changes taking place. The masters of monopoly, such as F.W.
Woolworth, with their own clever expertise in the art of the deal,
were also lending a hand in the city’s ongoing metamorphosis.

These political and financial wizards were exorcizing their
sorcerer’s ways around the city, and they were about to perform
amazing feats of magic high above and upon the city’s streets and
avenues. From high atop their ivory towers, these magicians were
about to cast their spells and their shadows over the city and a
populace standing beneath them marveling in disbelief at the
wonders they were creating before their very eyes.

Mystically, from out of the cold, hard, black prehistoric bedrock
of the city, these prominent prestidigitators were making appear
mighty towering structures of stone and steel bearing their names.
These magnificent structures were about to grow so tall, they, like
thieves in the night, would subtly steal away the warming rays of the
sun’s own light from those dwelling on the darkening city streets
below them.
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Soon, very soon, these Heaven bound sun stealers were to climb
so high, they would brazenly reach up to scrape away pieces of an
unsuspecting sky.

Those of these phenomenal monoliths, these egotistical men
were constructing to their own self importance, that were going to
stand the test of time, would go on to be the watch guards, centurions,
and overseers of Manhattan and its people for generations yet to
come.

Sadly, as the look of Manhattan began to change, so did the feel
and the ambiance of the city that was the Parker and Bergen’s city of
yesterday.

With the city dug up, the few remaining gaslit lampposts that
once gave the city its warm subtle hue were being refitted for the
incandescent lamps whose brilliance was about to turn Manhattan
into the other city of bright lights.

American Telephone and Telegraph was making leaps and
bounds in communication and more telephone poles popped up
everywhere. The newer high tech cables placed underground were
bringing Manhattan closer to the global and wireless age of
communication—an age not so long ago in shining light Sarah
Parker’s tale, the inventive genius of Alexander Graham Bell
reached out to and put into play with his amazing telephony.

Many of the roads built during the Civil War that crisscrossed the
city, though they were still in use, were being ripped up, rebuilt,
rerouted, and re-paved. New and improved, these pathways and
byways were to give those in the business of transportation, and
those of the horse and newer horseless carriage trade, a brisker,
quicker, smoother ride to, through, and away from the hub of the
city’s industrious center.

The city, after having demolished over five hundred homes and
removing its residents, and more than one million cubic feet of soil
and bedrock, was just about to put the finishing touches on the
Pennsylvania Railway Station.

This new railway station went from West 31st to West 33rd Streets
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between Seventh and Eighth Avenues. It covered over eight acres of
Manhattan’s real estate, and upon completion it was to be the largest
and grandest building ever erected for rail travel.

The station’s lobby had a one hundred and fifty foot ceiling and
a two hundred and twenty seven foot long waiting room designed to
resemble the Roman baths of Caracalla and the Basilica of
Constantine. The grand edifice of the station used half a million
cubic feet of granite and was supported on six hundred and fifty steel
columns.

In this station’s exquisite lobby, the local citizenry waited to
extend a warm happy welcome or bid a tearful sad farewell to those
just passing through.

As the new station was under construction, the older train tracks
of the New York Central Railroad Line, which ran underground and
through the city’s streets and avenues, along with those high
overhead on the Els, were also being updated to accommodate the
faster trains barreling along at breakneck speeds.

With the improvements being made on the Central’s lines and
with the added tracks, trains, and new routes of Penn Station, the city
limits, as they were during the Civil War, were branching out to
points farther north, south, east, and west of the city.

Slowly, but surely, the laying of these newer tracks was
beginning to bring the urban city closer to what was once the clean,
quiet, lush green rolling hills of the city’s picturesque outer suburbs.

The building of Penn Station was a phenomenal undertaking and
it impacted many families and neighborhoods, such as Sadie’s,
which immediately surrounded it. But it also required the digging of
tunnels over sixty-six hundred feet long under the Hudson River
where it met up with the older New York Central Railroad lines on
Twelfth Avenue.

The siren of the future was calling out to Manhattan and it was
sacrificing everything, anything, or anyone standing in her way and
denying her all she required to quench her thirst and sustain her
momentum for immortality.

In answering the shrill of the siren’s call, unhesitatingly, the city
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began singling out for destruction not only the worst of its
neighborhoods and communities offensive to the eye of the
onlookers of the city of days gone by, but also the best of its
neighborhoods and communities, all across the city, esthetically
pleasing to the eye of the onlookers in this city of once upon a time.

Piece by piece, these wonderful old mansions, landmarks, and
structures, along with the artifacts that adorned them and were works
of art in themselves, were falling at the siren’s feet. Those not to be
salvaged by the city for use as municipal buildings were carried away
and hauled off to the peddler’s junkyards where their remnants were
being reduced, reused, and recycled to nothing more than heaps of
scrap.

But the splintered, mangled, shattered, and tortured fragments of
these magnificent and irreplaceable structures, which may very well
lay beneath the earth in the city of today, were to be the very seeds out
of which a new, more modern Manhattan was to flourish and grow.

This new city was going to astound, surprise, and sometimes even
disappoint those who stood by and watched as it marched on in its
hurried fashion in its quest of victory over that which was time itself.

So it goes, from the east side to the west side, and from the north
side to the south, Manhattan’s streets and its avenues, and its
neighborhoods and communities all across the city of yesterday,
were being perversely torn down and, unquestionably, being built up
to pave the way for the city of tomorrow.

But the more things changed around the city the more they stayed
the same for Sadie and Louis—and Regina Theresa who was born
out of wedlock to Sadie in the fall of 1909. For them, the hands of
time seem to have stood still.

Here, Sadie’s old neighborhood remained untouched and as
miserable as it had been for her grandparents, Cunningham, Mary,
Daniel, and Bridget, who settled on the West Side over fifty years
earlier.

Though there are still conflicting opinions as to which streets and
avenues constitute certain areas of notoriety on the West Side, call it
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what you will, the infamously known Hell’s Kitchen, or the Chelsea
and Tenderloin districts, it made no difference to Sadie and her
children, or any others living in or on the borderlines of these hostile
environs. For those living in this hot, festering, steaming and boiling
caldron of inhumanity, the old neighborhood by any other name still
smelled as bad.

The gashouses, slaughterhouses, meat rendering plants,
distilleries, ironworks, and soap factories were alive and well and in
full operation. Every day, collectively and regularly, with the smoke
and soot of the coal fired train’s steam engines, they coughed out into
the already contaminated air the stench of their noxious fumes that
polluted, poisoned, and permeated the streets on which Sadie and her
children lived and breathed.

Here on Sadie’s streets, the smoked filled saloons and gambling
parlors, and the so-called social clubs, harbored the meanest of the
city’s mean and lowest of the city’s low. Here, the unrealistic hopes,
dreams, and wishes of the desperate and destitute were gratified by
the promise of money, the lure of alcohol, the trendiest drugs of
choice, and hard core, uninhibited, and unbridled sex. Left
unchallenged, these lawless dens of iniquity were in constant
demand and frequently put to no good use at all. It was here the weak
came seeking satisfaction for their longings and lustful, sinful
cravings, and for a price they could have their wicked and wanton
desires satisfied and fulfilled.

The lonely ladies of the night still walked the docks and the
railroad yards on Sadie’s streets. Others stealthily stood in the
shadows of their darkened doorways softly calling out to their next
meal ticket as they walked past their tenements bordering the
Hudson (North) River on the Twelfth Avenue side.

Here running amuck for more than a century now was the Gopher
Gang, and other local neighborhood gangs, who were the
throwaways, castaways, runaways, and outcasts of society who
continued to rule and reign terror over the streets and the people of
Sadie’s districts. Ironically, these troubled local lads brought as
much good to their neighborhoods as bad while protecting their
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streets from the rival gangs who dared to enter their turf to do harm
to them or their neighbors. Realistically, more often than not, their
neighbors were the targets and innocent victims of the larcenous,
felonious, and homicidal tendencies of these terrorists who
dominated the streets.

These hoodlums and soon-to-be gangsters implemented their
own cruel devices for control of the streets that for far too long now
allowed them and their crimes, and their incorrigible deeds, to go on
unnoticed and unpunished by the officials on the street who swore to
protect and serve the people of the neighborhoods and districts in
which they patrolled.

These were the very same mean streets where Sadie in her own
youth stepped up to the plate to help that little boy being pummeled
by the bigger, stronger, and wickedly mean young Owney Madden.
Now, as the leader of the notorious Gopher Gang, he owned and
ruled over the streets and avenues of their district.

Here Owney and his gang, and other gangs and their members, for
the grand sum of one hundred dollars, would kill a man. That is,
unless, of course, the deal was made for a more humane punishment
for the offender. These thugs used a sliding scale and for crimes other
than murder, you could pay to have someone hurt. From five to fifty
dollars they would throw a bomb; from one to twenty-five dollars
they would shoot a man in the arm or the leg, or knife him but not stab
him to death.

The price of human life and suffering was cheap to these
hoodlums plying their trade on the streets, and Sadie and her children
were in their way.

Sadie knew first hand everyday life for Louis and Regina was
going to be a test of wills, faith, strength, restraint, and endurance
against the evil forces threatening to manipulate, dictate, aggravate,
and influence the fate and the very existence of their lives.

Living here on these dank, bleak, Godless streets of hard knocks,
Sadie knew if her children were to prevail and win the fight over the
prejudices and injustices waiting to take them down while traveling
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on their own paths in life, they had to learn to watch out for each
other.

Side-by-side, back-to-back, and hand-in-hand they needed to
stand strong and come together to better able themselves to go
against those who wanted to do harm to them. It was important for
them to learn to stand shoulder-to-shoulder, so they could to go head-
to-head and toe-to-toe with those of their neighbors who shared their
streets.

Life on these mean streets wasn’t going to be an easy road to
travel for Sadie and her children. There would be no room for any
mistakes. The streets were too unforgiving.

Regrettably, the only thing shielding Sadie and her children from
those on the streets who attempted to break their fighting spirit were
the cold-water tenement flats in which Sadie and her children lived.
These filthy, overcrowded, rundown, ramshackle homes served as
their bunkers and became their sanctuaries, where they retreated to
rest, sleep, dream, and search deep within their souls for the courage
to rise up and fight another day on these mean streets that called them
out.

For Sadie’s children, as it had been for Sadie and the Parker
children before them, these mean streets were their backyards, their
playgrounds, and their battlefield as well. Banded together in the
hovels of their sparse dwellings, she and her children drew strength
from each other, and the hardships and setbacks they shared and
suffered, and still had yet to face as a family, and as part of this
Manhattan community, were both part and parcel for their cause, and
their cause, of course, was to survive.

Sadie, at age twenty-six, was a strikingly beautiful young woman,
who possessed a poise just as polished and genteel as those of the fine
young ladies attending the Gibson Girl school on 34th and Fifth.

Sadie’s sheer Irish beauty alone earned her the title of the Belle of
the West Side. Her stature was diminutive, but with it draped in a
floor length, cinched-waist frock that revealed her slight hourglass
figure, she made quite a pretty picture.
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When standing on the sidewalks of Manhattan, whether it was by
the rays of the sun or the flickering flames of the gaslit lampposts that
still lined her old streets, Sadie’s long, wispy blonde hair shined as if
it was spun from pure gold. As was fashionable, and at Minnie’s
behest, Sadie often wore her hair swept up, knotted at the top, and
tucked under a wide brimmed chic hat that all proper women, even
those living on the seamier side of town, were expected to wear out
in public.

Completing the lovely picture that was Sadie, on her slender, soft,
alabaster hands, she wore kid gloves that successfully fulfilled her
obligation to society, and to Minnie, as to what the well-bred young
woman of the times’ attire should be.

Standing amongst the dismal tenements that served as her
backdrop, one couldn’t help but notice her fair Irish beauty all the
more. Thereby, Sadie turned many a man’s head in her day.

Hard as it may seem to understand how good people can come out
of bad situations, Sadie, the second generation of Parkers born in
these intolerable neighborhoods, maintained her sweet disposition.
The reputation she earned for herself as a child on these mean streets
had always been one of a high spirited and good-natured soul. With
that said, though, let it not be misunderstood that for her children,
and, sadly, more for others than for herself, Sadie was a ball of fire
when she had to be. The neighborhood witnessed this no nonsense
side of her when she took on Owney Madden. After that incident, the
other kids on the block looked up to her and she, in turn, looked out
for them.

Sadie possessed an inner strength and conviction that guided her
through whatever life was to throw at her and hers, and she met all
these challenges presented before her head on and in her own way.
Which, in my understanding of her, was with courage, a quiet grace
or a sailor’s tongue, a good sense of humor, and always, always, a
prayer.

As it was to her grandma Mary, and to Minnie and Till, the Good
Book was important to Sadie, too, and, she, according to her own
interpretation of it, tried hard to keep true to its teachings. But,
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unfortunately, her free-spiritedness oft times got in the way.
Sadie loved music and loved to dance, and on occasion she could

be found dancing in the local dance halls and beer gardens to one of
the popular tunes of the day, such as “Shine on Harvest Moon.” She
was a good dancer and, it has been said, when she waltzed she had the
grace and charm of a fine lady. But she also enjoyed dancing to the
latest popular tunes whose peppy beats encouraged a more
contemporary and hedonistic style of dance. The latest dance crazes
sweeping across the ballrooms and fabulous dance floors of Sadie’s
cosmopolitan city, and her conservative nation, were beginning to
raise eyebrows everywhere.

Though at the time the ideals of the people were becoming a tad
progressive and more cosmopolitan, as was the city itself, the social,
ethnic, and religious background of a person were still issues of the
utmost importance for many people. These issues were all too
consuming for Minnie, and it was her intention to impress upon
Sadie and Lonnie her own blind-sided, narrow-minded and
antiquated thoughts on such important matters. She didn’t have the
patience for her daughter’s youthful, free thinking, independent
nature.

A hard woman was Minnie and as a mother she must have loved
her children, but she had a cold way of showing it. Wanting nothing
less than full control over Sadie and Lonnie’s lives, she used all the
tools available to her to maintain her rule over them. Her money was
one device, but she used it very sparingly.

Minnie was excellent at her handy work and made a good living
for herself as a dressmaker for the private sector, but she was a
skinflint who made no secret of her desire to hold onto her money.
Besides, she had a more powerful weapon at her disposal and this one
she would use and abuse all the time.

Minnie was a bona fide, holier-than-thou, and God loving and
fearing woman, but she was out of control with the power she felt she
held in her hands.

Sadie and Lonnie knew if they didn’t live up to their mother’s
expectations of them and chose to ignore her and the righteous words
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of the Good Book, with her Bible held in an iron fist and a voice
crying out parables of fire, brimstone and damnation, she’d banish
them forever from her good graces.

Meddling in her children’s affairs was a way of life for Minnie. If
they refused to adhere to her beliefs or her distorted views of the
Bible, she’d see to it, or die in trying, that their children, born of the
non-Irish and Catholic (which made these people heathens in
Minnie’s eyes, whose souls were doomed to burn in Hell for all
eternity) would be saved and spared the fates of their fathers and
mothers.

Mary was more opened minded than Minnie, on such issues of
equality, and Sadie knew she could go to her grandmother without
fear of retribution. But the once-spirited Mary was now wheelchair
bound, and she had become more dependent on her daughters; not so
much financially as spiritually, since the death of her second
husband Isaac—who died right after Sadie’s Regina Theresa was
born. For the time being though, as matriarch of the Parker women’s
households, she was still well enough and strong enough to rule and
watch over her family.

Mary’s work wasn’t finished yet and more work remained for her
to do in setting her family’s path straighter. She prayed for Minnie’s
sake that, perhaps, one day, she’d fully understand the meaning of
the words she read to her from her Bible she held so close to her heart.
Every day, she would faithfully read from that Bible, and she and
Minnie and Till gave praise and worship to the Lord.

However, and contrary to all the Bible thumping and Sunday
services Mary, Minnie, and Till attended, the Good Book wasn’t the
only tool used by these women to evoke in their children, love,
repentance, redemption, and fear. The power and the wrath of the
Almighty God Himself alone wasn’t the sole ruling force in these
women’s households—not by a long shot.

Just as powerful a force, to intimidate and retain influence over
their children, was their self-professed ability to forecast the joy,
doom, or gloom about to befall the family or one of its members.
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Using tarot cards, crystal balls, and tea leaves, theses woman claimed
they were able to see, read, and decipher messages revealed to them
by the spirits who came through these instruments of prediction to
warn them of things to come.

On many evenings, these talismans and charms took their place of
honor on the parlor tables in the elder Parker women’s home. There,
Mary, Minnie, and Till sat drinking their brew, prepared with the
herbs they’d chosen for their concoctions, and they’d give
themselves over as instruments to those who came through from
beyond to show images of the past and signs of what was to be. In
their coven, they meditated and practiced their craft with their
children and grandchildren gathered around them. These powerful
forces these women conjured up, which they were subjecting their
children, were going to be passed down by them, and their beliefs and
superstitions were to perpetuate and cloud and prejudice the
common sense and sensibilities and very beliefs of their own
children and their children, and of their children’s children yet to
come.

Nevertheless, through it all Sadie managed to put up with the
family notions and rituals, and what she sometimes called the
mumbo jumbo and hocus-pocus of her mother’s tools of control.

Minnie, not having any patience or understanding for Sadie, at
every opportunity used all these means to undermine the choices
Sadie made for herself and her children. She was die-hard in her
attempt to wear Sadie down and relentlessly kept at her with her
incessant preaching.

But, somehow, Sadie was staying loyal to Minnie, and the
squabbles, preaching, and nit picking between them didn’t seem to
matter much to her. Her mother was her mother and she loved her
unconditionally and yearned for her approval. However, it would not
be at the cost of giving over to her mother her own beliefs,
convictions, ideals, and desires of what she wanted out of life.

Finding herself more than ready to strike out on her own, Sadie set
the wheels in motion to get out from under Minnie’s thumb, and she
was tired of listening to Minnie tell her to go out and get a job. Till
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agreed to take care of Louis and Regina Theresa while she looked for
work, and she found a job in a bookbindery. There weren’t any jobs
beneath her, and she would undertake any menial task to support her
children, who were the most important things in the world to her.
They were her constant joy and were always going to be the greatest
of all her concerns.

The fates, however, for a time, were to smile kindly down upon
her, and were about to free her and take her away from the city, and
as far away from Minnie’s grip as she would ever get in her life.

Lovely, fair Irish Sadie’s salvation came to her in the guise of a
local boy who was as nice as he was handsome, and as good a catch
as any young woman could ever hope her fellow to be.
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Chapter Five

Luigi Ponticelle was his name and he was born in Naples, Italy, in
1885. At twenty-five years of age, he was a fine a specimen of a man.
He had a strapping physique, a head full of thick curly black hair,
coal black eyes, and dark olive skin. He was a barber by trade and
worked in a shop on 34th Street—the same block on which lovely,
single, and new mother Sadie was living.

As a young man, Luigi had many aspirations aside from being a
barber; he had another talent, one that he really loved. He loved
music and had the heart and the soul of a true musician. He played
many instruments, but the mandolin was his favorite. He also played
the guitar and sang, too. It has been said of him, he had a voice as
beautiful as Enrico Caruso’s. His singing voice was a God-given gift
he shared with his cousins who, according to family legend, were
Rosa and Carmella Ponselle.

Just as his cousins Rosa and Carmella were doing at the start of
their careers on various stages throughout the city, Luigi, with his
exceptional gift of music, very often moonlighted as a performer, and
he, too, appeared on stage at the silent motion picture houses around
town. There he sang and entertained the movie audience with a
medley of tunes he played on his guitar or mandolin.
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Sometimes, if the theater owner was in a pinch and needed a hand,
Luigi played the piano as the background music for silent films. He
was a go-getter and had big dreams for himself and Sadie, and he
wanted the best for her and for her son Louis. He especially wanted
the best for his very own daughter, Regina Theresa.

As far as Minnie was concerned, Luigi had little to offer as a
father figure to Louis. She badgered and hounded Sadie and asked,
“What family values and traditions has he to teach a fine Irish lad?”

Sadie put up with her mother’s berating of Luigi, and she took the
stinging arrows of the scathingly harsh words Minnie shot at her in
regards to Regina Theresa, the daughter she bore with this Italian
man—a man who was to Sadie and her children a kind, loving,
steadfast, and sober man.

Luigi wasn’t a teetotaler, and for that matter neither was Sadie,
and on special occasions he drank wine and Sadie had a beer.
Alcohol, however, wasn’t going to play a part in their lives together.
Luigi would not give rise to the demon of an alcoholic whose wrath
Sadie, too many times throughout her life, would see rear its ugly
head only to drag her and her children down into the depths of Hell.

Luigi truly loved Sadie and she deeply loved him, and he
showered her with much love and affection and promised her he
would provide well for her and their baby daughter and Louis, who
he loved as if he were his own.

On January 24th, 1910, Sadie and Luigi married and all things
were made right again with the world for her and their child. But
Sadie, in marrying Luigi, in one clean sweep managed to break two
of the Minnie’s most profound rules. One, she married out of the
Irish. Two, he was a Catholic.

Minnie begrudgingly served as a witness and stood with them in
St. Chrysostom’s Chapel at St. Clement’s Church on West 46th

Street. Unbeknownst to Father Samuel, who was presiding over the
nuptials, the words he read and the vows Sadie and Luigi spoke fell
upon Minnie’s deaf ears. Minnie hated Luigi.

The only saving grace Sadie had with Minnie was fair-haired,
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blue-eyed Louis, who Minnie idolized and vowed to protect and save
in spite of his mother’s ways. Minnie found it hard to understand how
Sadie could allow, as she called Luigi, “that greasy guinea” to raise
Louis with his Italian ways.

After they were married, Sadie and Luigi took a flat on West 35th

Street, just blocks from the Hudson River Railroad Yard, where
years earlier the Parkers strolled somberly to pay their last respects to
President Abraham Lincoln.

From their flat, the Ponticelles could see, hear, feel, and smell the
Ninth Avenue El as it rumbled along the track outside their windows.
Though it was a dirty and noisy neighborhood, it was a great one in
which to do the marketing, and Sadie and the children walked to
Paddy’s Market for fresh fish and produce, and over to the butcher
shops on Twelfth Avenue for fresh meats and poultry.

Sadie and Luigi were well-liked by most of their neighbors, and
with Louis and Regina at their side, they took long strolls along their
streets and chit-chatted with family and friends sitting out on their
stoops. Everyone on the block knew Luigi was a wealth of
information on all the latest neighborhood gossip. They knew he,
like a bartender, was told many clandestine tales by his patrons as
they sat in his barber chair getting a shave or a haircut. Though he
was sympathetic to his neighbors’ need to know what was going on
with whom, Luigi kept his customers’ covert secrets safe, and those
secrets he did dare to repeat he shared only with Sadie when they
were at home alone discussing the days events over their evening cup
of coffee.

As a parent, Sadie found it best not to poison her children’s
impressions of people with cheap talk and the idle gossip of others.
She herself got a kick out of the stories, but she didn’t want her
children to judge people on rumors and the hearsay of others. Every
person, she told them, was to be taken at face value, and she often had
to enforce her convictions anytime one of them encountered a less
than deserving punishment on the streets by others unlike
themselves. She insisted they take people one individual at a time
and not group them into any one stereotype, and she drove her beliefs
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into their heads and stressed to them there was more good in people
than bad if they just looked for it. She advised them if they had
nothing nice to say about someone then don’t say anything at all—all
hard lessons learned on these segregated streets that profiled and
branded Sadie’s own children as undesirables.

The Ponticelles may have run into some problems ethnically;
however, financially Luigi was doing well as a barber, and he was
building a good reputation for himself as a man of music. He became
popular and was asked more and more by the theater managers to
play at their forums.

The city’s theaters, such as the Grand Opera House—whose
lobby earlier when placed in the hands of Cunningham and Mary
Parker’s son, John, became a work of art—were transforming
themselves and preparing for the popularity of the new motion
picture industry taking hold of the public’s attention.

Motion pictures had come far since the earlier days when the
camera captured and projected only brief snippets of time in motion.
The Great Train Robbery, playing in the theaters of 1910, was the
first movie to take the viewing audience on a journey that told a story
from start to finish.

Sadie was a staunch movie fan and she took her children and
spent afternoons or evenings watching the silent movies and Luigi as
he performed for the movie-going public. Between sets, if he was
able, Luigi sat with Sadie and the children and together they watched
as the plots of the movies unfolded. There in the darkness, they were
mesmerized and transported from the harshness of their stark reality
by the technological wonder of the flickering images flashing before
them on the silver screen.

Three months into their marriage, Sadie discovered she was
pregnant again. She was thrilled about the baby, and this baby was
going to fill some of the void she felt in her heart over the loss of
Charlotte.

As the months passed, her sense of joy for her forth-coming child
was hampered by Minnie’s constant preaching. Incessantly, she said
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to Sadie, “You will pay for your sins, and you will reap what you sow
sleeping with that man.” Minnie filled her head with notions that the
higher forces determined their destinies, and she insisted Sadie heed
her words or no good would come of her. Endlessly, she tried to
persuade Sadie to set her path straight, even if it was at a cost to the
others involved. She said it wasn’t too late for Sadie and Louis to
start over, and she couldn’t understand why Sadie was being so
stubborn and flippantly dismissed her advice to pick up and leave the
heathen she married and the children they spawned. This separation,
she decreed, would appease the forces guiding their way, and in
doing so they would lead Sadie down the right the path to her
salvation. She harped on Sadie and reminded her of the shame she
brought upon the whole family with her bastard child Regina, and
she complained this next Guinea child Sadie was carrying only
meant the end of life for another in the family who should not have
to move on so this one could live. It was as if Minnie wanted Sadie
to feel the self-imposed shame she’d put upon herself for the mistake
she’d made when conceiving Sadie out of wedlock.

Sadie, surely, must have suffered enough at the hands of the
people on her streets who, like her mother, stood in judgment of her.
But, unlike Minnie, she accepted the comments and stares of those of
her neighbors who turned their backs on her and tormented her with
their unkind words. Those people she deemed weren’t true friends to
begin with, and so what did she care what they thought of her. Sadie
knew who her friends were and that’s all she needed to know.

Hard as she tried, she couldn’t win her mother over, for Minnie
was selfish and chose for herself the times she’d give support and
comfort to Sadie. If Minnie were to be a loving mother, it would only
be because the solutions to Sadie’s problems, more often than not,
served her own self-interest and brought with them their own
rewards.

The early fall leaves barely turned their lovely red, orange,
yellow, and gold color when Sadie found herself playing Minnie’s
caustic words over and over again in her head. How could you sleep
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with him? You’ll get nothing but a bad lot with him as the father. You
say you are so happy now, but just wait. You’ll see, with too much
happiness comes much sadness. She cursed her mother for having
spoken those awful words to her. It was as if Minnie evoked the wrath
of the evil forces looking down on the meek and preying upon the
innocent.

Sadie’s thoughts ran wild standing there at the gravesite crying as
she watched them lower Regina Theresa’s small casket into the
ground. Why Regina? Who would do this to an innocent child? She
was only twenty-two months old. What could she have done so wrong
to come to such a tragic end? Who are you, the forces that be, to take
my children away from me? My babies! Why strike Regina with
meningitis, just as you did my poor, poor Charlotte?

None of it made sense to Sadie, and it never would. They were
children born in circumstances beyond their control. Why, as Minnie
believed, should they pay the price for the sins of the mother?
Though she didn’t want to believe her mother’s vicious words, for
Sadie they rang all too true—time and again.

Sadie was thrown into the depths of despair. She could not expel
Minnie’s words corrupting her mind, nor could she disregard all
she’d been taught. Hard as she tried, she couldn’t dismiss easily the
teachings of her mother and her grandmother, and her worries for
Louis and the next child she was carrying were insurmountable.

In January of 1911, Sadie, and the Ponticelle household, came
back to life when she gave birth to another girl. Sadie, as she had
done with Regina Theresa, named this daughter for Luigi’s side of
the family, too, and named her Marie.

Marie was a long and slender baby, with the biggest brown eyes,
and wispy dark brown hair. Luigi was smitten with his new daughter,
and Louis was just crazy about his new baby sister.

Sadie herself was beginning to feel happy again. Minnie was
disgusted.

~ ~ ~
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Life on 35th Street for the Ponticelles wasn’t as bad as one might
expect it to be living amongst the city’s poorest and most notorious
characters of the districts.

The West Side was moving ahead some, but not so much that
anyone other than the locals noticed. The only dramatic changes
taking place were those being made on the waterfront on the North
River in Chelsea.

The waterfront then, as it is today, was a major source of income
for the local dockworkers, and with the continuous expansion of the
Chelsea piers, there was plenty of work for many of the district’s
longshoremen.

Corruption ruled the docks, and would for many more years to
come. When the longshoremen showed up to shape (which is a
waterfront term used to describe the act of the longshoremen
gathering on the piers outside the shipping lines, standing and
waiting to be selected by those in charge), it helped if they had
connections with the men doing the selecting, otherwise the bribes
the longshoremen were forced to pay the hiring hall bosses cut
deeply into their salaries, and they were barely able to eke out a
decent living.

The city’s longshoremen who worked the Chelsea piers, and were
fortunate enough to be hired, had the privilege of working on some of
the world’s most famous ships and luxury liners to ever take berth in
the city’s ports.

As the growth of the piers continued, fancy limousines, carrying
the rich to and from the great passenger ships, such as the Canard and
White Star Lines, began popping up on the local streets of Sadie’s
neighborhood.

The local inhabitants found these first-class travelers most
amusing, but it was hard to tell who was more entertained by whom.
The sights they saw as they made their way down the crowded,
garbage-littered streets of despair touched the rich folks. Some found
the ragged children watching them drive by their tenements
endearing. In shame of their good fortune, some of these first-class
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world travelers stopped and made a monetary contribution to those
ragamuffins on the streets who seemed most in need of a handout.

Others of the steel carriage trade, less in tune with their abilities
to do some good, turned their heads blindly away when making their
way through the rundown and ramshackle neighborhoods.
Unappreciative of the poverty they witnessed from behind the closed
windows and locked doors of their fancy automobiles, they made
their way to the remarkable ships awaiting them at the piers.

On the night of April 18, 1912, the locals of Sadie’s district found
themselves on their streets amid thirty thousand strong, who had
come from near and far to get as close as one could get to Pier 54.

Sheer chaos erupted everywhere, and reporters and photographers
were rushing from spot to spot talking to and snapping pictures of
those in the crowd holding passes permitting them to be here on this
momentous occasion. Those holding the passes nervously stood by
watching and waiting for a ship making her way up from the Battery.

The police set up barricades to keep back those who were
morbidly curious apart from those holding the passes and stood there
muffling their cries and quietly saying their prayers.

When the ship finally came into view, the people began shouting
and pushing farther forward to get a closer look at the ship as it made
herself ready to dock.

As the gangplank of the ship was lowered, suddenly, an eerie
silence fell over the crowd. Then, just as suddenly, the silence was
broken by the loud popping of flashbulbs going off from the many
cameras positioned throughout the crowd.

With the gangplank firmly set in place, the crowd held their
breath as the first shocked and shaken passenger stepped onto the
ramp and off of the Carpathia—the ship that had come too late to
rescue those on the Titanic who perished in a cold watery death in the
sea. The people of Sadie’s neighborhood stood in awe and watched
as the scene unfolded.

~ ~ ~
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Seven months after the Titanic tragedy, the continuing sagas of
the ship’s fate, and the fate of her passengers, were still appearing in
the newspapers and newsreels. This shocking event was still making
headlines, but it wasn’t the only story getting press these days.

Sadie’s streets were buzzing with the latest news, again, and it
was Owney Madden, Sadie’s childhood nemesis, who was now the
talk of the town. He was shot six times in the Eldorado Dance Hall on
West 52nd Street off Seventh Avenue. Owney was out of his district
and he didn’t have any friends in this one.

Owney Madden came to live on Sadie’s streets in 1893, at the age
of eleven. He was two years older than Sadie. He was born in
England, but he was Irish. It was written of him that he had a cherubic
smile and the general appearance of an alter boy. His boyish good
looks got him out of many tight spots in his early criminal career, and
they wouldn’t do so badly by him later in life, either. By the age of
seventeen, he was an expert with the revolver, the blackjack, the lead
pipe, and brass knuckles. He was known around Tenth Avenue as
Killer Madden. He shot a man on Tenth right in front of witnesses,
but no one ever came forward to testify against him.

That night in the Eldorado, when the police and ambulance
arrived at the dance hall, the doctor told the police officers, “We
better stop at the morgue on the way to the hospital. This guy ain’t
gonna make it.” Owney surprised everyone and survived the
shooting. The next morning, the police found themselves at his
hospital bedside trying to get a statement from him as to who it was
that shot him.

Owney told them, “It’s nobody’s business but mine who put these
slugs in me. The boys’ll take care of ‘em.” Within a week, three men,
who Owney suspected had connections to his shooting, were found
dead on Sadie’s block.

Owney committed countless numbers of other crimes but not one
conviction ever stuck, and the authorities were having a hard time
getting him off the streets. Though his activities were well known by
authorities and by the people in his neighborhood, he got away scot-
free time and again.
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~ ~ ~

After the shooting at the Eldorado, things calmed down
somewhat in the district, and life was moving along for the
Ponticelles and for the nation. The city was forging ahead and
making leaps and bounds in changing its skyline.

Woodrow Wilson, a peace loving man from New Jersey, became
the twenty-eighth president of the United States, and though trouble
brewed overseas, for now, the home front was still quiet.

The new president signed a bill and the 13th amendment was
ratified, and the nation saw the Personal Income Tax Law
introduced.

On April 24th, 1913, the new President pressed a button in
Washington, D.C. and ceremoniously lit up the inside and outside of
a seven hundred and ninety-two foot structure on Broadway and 42nd

Street. The Woolworth Building was by far the most magnificent
building the people of the city had ever seen, and Manhattan could
once again boast ownership of the world’s tallest building.

The Palace Theater opened on Broadway and the best vaudeville
acts were performing there. Luigi’s cousins, Rosa and Carmella,
were appearing at the Palace. The top songs that year were, “You
Made Me Love You,” “Danny Boy,” “Peg o My Heart,” and “Ballin’
the Jack.” Yet, the high-toned opera which was Rosa and Carmella’s
forte nonetheless made them headliners on the vaudeville circuit.

Luigi himself was still barbering and moonlighting at the local
movie houses, and with the motion pictures rapidly changing over to
the newly introduced four-reelers requiring entertainment between
the lengthy reel changes, he was getting plenty of extra work.

The Count of Monte Cristo was the newest smash hit playing in
theaters, and Charlie Chaplin, the Little Tramp, who tugged on the
heartstrings of the poor sympathetic to his plights, just signed a very,
very lucrative picture contract with the Mack Sennet studio out in
California.

~ ~ ~
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That July of 1913, Sadie gave birth to another daughter. She was
christened at Trinity Church in downtown Manhattan, and baptized
Anna Lucille. Breaking with Parker family tradition, once again,
Sadie named Anna for Luigi’s side of the family, but her middle
name was given in honor of Till’s oldest daughter Lucille.

Anna Lucille Ponticelle, unlike her sibling Marie, had blue eyes,
as blue as Sadie and Louis’, and hair so blonde it appeared white.
Later in life, her fairness would shield her from the many taunts,
prejudices, and persecutions her darker siblings bore at the hands of
family members and others who didn’t appreciate their dark Italian
heritage. Though a fair complexion was going to turn out a blessing
for Anna, she herself, at times, felt cursed by it.

By late fall of 1914, it was all good news for Sadie, but her streets
were back in the headlines. The neighborhood was abuzz with
rumors that Owney Madden was up to his old tricks again. He was
feuding with Patsy Doyle, another product of Hell’s Kitchen, for
leadership of the Gopher Gang. Both were vying for control of the
whole West Side.

The locals in the know on Sadie’s streets knew that Owney and
Patsy’s territorial issues ran deeper than ownership of the streets.
This time it was personal, and it was egos and jealousy fueling their
fierce fight and driving them at each other’s throats. Owney was
courting Doyle’s ex-girlfriend Freda Horne, and Doyle was nail-
spitting mad.

The feud was on, and for months Sadie’s neighborhood waited
for it all to come to a boil. They anticipated that this time a major
blow-up was coming, unlike any the other districts encountered
before, and Madden and Doyle were going to be at the heart of it.

Owney gave a lot of thought to how he could get back at Patsy. He
had to get him, and get him good. After considering all the
possibilities out there at his disposal, he found the perfect weapon in
which to do Patsy in, and in the process take over the streets
permanently. The clincher would be to use Freda as the ploy. He sent



G. L. PARKER

76

word to Doyle that Freda wanted him back and wanted to meet with
him at a saloon on the West Side.

Two weeks later, Doyle took the bait. The showdown was on and
the neighborhood held its breath in anticipation of the shootout.

When Patsy walked into the saloon, he saw Freda’s girlfriend
Margaret sitting at a table. He approached her and she told him Freda
would be back in a minute. The bartender standing behind the bar
called out to Patsy and said, “Hey, Doyle, someone here wants to see
you.”

Patsy asked, “Who?” As he turned to look in the direction the
bartender was pointing, a man came up to Pasty and put a gun to his
ribs and fired three times. Patsy grabbed his side and staggered out
the swinging doors and fell into the gutter and died.

Freda’s friend, Margaret, came clean about the set-up and told the
police how Owney had been behind Doyle’s killing. The police
finally had a case against Owney, and the newspapers and newsreels
covering the case gave him headliner status. He was found guilty of
ordering the execution of Doyle and was going to serve ten to twenty
years in Sing Sing Prison upstate in Ossining, New York.

Finally, Killer Madden was off Sadie’s streets and the district
would be safe from him—that is, for a while anyway.

With the Panama Canal completed, in 1914, America gave the
Navy, merchant and cargo ships, and luxury liners, an easier access
and quicker route in which to circumvent the world. As good an idea
as this manmade wonder may have been for the military and the
transportation industries, the opening of the canal left the world a
little more vulnerable to those who conspired and wanted to do it
harm.

In May of 1915, the Germans sank the great British passenger
liner, the Lusitania, which only six days earlier left the Port of New
York. Of her passengers on board, eleven hundred men, women, and
children were drowned when she was hit by a torpedo shot from a
German U-20 submarine. One hundred and fourteen of these eleven
hundred people who lost their lives were American citizens.
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President Wilson protested the sinking of the Lusitania, or the
sinking of any other ships carrying Americans, and the Germans
promised no more ships were to be sunk—at least not without a
warning first. This seemed to satisfy the newly appointed president
and he held out on taking action against these evil forces that had
done such substantial damage. He declared a policy of neutrality and
urged the people of America not to take sides on the events occurring
in Europe.

Many good Americans found this an awesome decision to make
when choosing sides in the possible up and coming war. Coming
from such diverse backgrounds, these citizens found it hard not to
have an allegiance to one or the other of the countries involved in a
struggle for freedom. Millions of these American citizens
immigrated from or had ancestral roots in these war torn countries.
But, the good people of this nation, and the citizens of Manhattan,
honored their president’s wishes and patiently waited and watched
as news of the events taking place overseas appeared daily in the
newspapers and in the newsreels

The motion picture industry, in response the ongoing events in
Europe, released director W.D. Griffith’s masterpiece, Intolerance.
In 1916, it burst onto the silver screen. Its message was man’s
inhumanity toward man—an appropriate message for the times.

Intolerance was a blockbuster, a lengthy epic, and a Godsend for
Luigi. His family was growing fast and the extra money he brought
in moonlighting was coming in handy.

As the motion picture industry grew so did his pockets and
prospects, which was good, because in January of that same year,
Sadie had a production of her own.

On a streak and in the pink, Sadie, again, gave birth to another
girl. She was a lovely child with dark brown eyes, as big as Marie’s,
and wispy brown hair just like Marie’s. She was a small baby, the
second smallest baby to whom Sadie would give birth, but despite
her size, she was in good health. In honor of her dearly departed sister
Regina Theresa, Sadie named this little one Regina, too, but unlike
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her predecessor, whose middle name was in honor of Luigi’s sister,
she was baptized Regina Letitia in honor of Tissie.

This action of christening her children with middle names after
the Van Natten girls only glued and strengthened Sadie’s bond with
Tissie—an unbreakable bond she and her cousins had come to forge
and share as children growing up on the mean streets.

By this time, Luigi found that living so close to Sadie’s family
became much too much for him to take. He’d had his fill of Minnie,
who made it obvious just how much disdain she had for him, and she
showed less than respect for his wife and their growing family. He
longed to take Sadie and the children away from the crime, grime,
and maddening fury of the tenements, but most of all he wanted to
take them away from Minnie.

Sadie wanted the best for their children, too, but her underlying
commitment to her family made it difficult for her to cut her strings
with them. Though her relationship with Minnie was unbearable at
times, to say the least, and, thought, her own mother would most
times disown her, she wanted and needed her mother and her family
near.

Mary and Till were always just doors away and were less
chastising of her mistakes, and Sadie knew if she found herself in a
situation severe enough to seek their advise, their knowledgeable
interventions, or their witchery, her grandmother and aunt were there
to support her in her hour of need. But she still wanted her mother.

Luigi had family in Connecticut, who told him about a
barbershop in Danbury available for rent. Working hard, he saved
some money toward his dream of having a business of his own, so he
traveled the long distance from New York to Connecticut to visit his
family and see the place.

When he got there, he didn’t have to think twice when he saw it.
It was love at first sight. It was a fine shop in an old stone building
with heavy carved wood moldings surrounding large panes of glass.
A double door flanked the entranceway off the main street and it, too,
had carved moldings surrounding it. To his delight, just outside the
shop, in glorious swirls of blue and white, was as splendid a barber
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pole he’d ever seen. He was glad the swirl had no red, as he didn’t do
leeching as part of his barbering trade, and the red indicated
bloodletting.

Luigi was sold on the place in a heartbeat. He had a barber friend
back in New York who told him if the shop is up to his expectations,
to go ahead and sign the lease and they’d go into business as partners.
Luigi knew then and there he could close the deal with the landlord.
Now, all that was left to do was to get a place for Sadie and the
children to live, and he did just that.

When he got back to New York he told Sadie the good news. She
was happy for him and the children, but still a little hesitant about
living so far away from everyone. However, the prospect of having
her own home, with a yard for the children to play in, was more than
she could resist.

So, with the decision already made for her, the old neighborhood
was about to be a thing of the past for the Ponticelles. Finally,
everything Luigi wished for Sadie, and all that he promised his
children to one day to get for them, was about to come true.

With the final arrangements made in Connecticut, Sadie spent her
last days in the city packing up their belongings, and immersing
herself in family and friends as if it were the last time she’d ever see
them. It was almost as if she was afraid the distance she was putting
between them might somehow break the link in the chain forever
binding her to her loved ones, and to the streets of her Manhattan.

On her way to see Luigi at the barbershop one day, Sadie and the
children ran into John Raffone who lived on the same block as the
shop and he was happy to see them.

John Raffone was known on Sadie’s streets as the Turk. He was
a man in possession of a dubious reputation, and a tough, street-smart
man with an eye for the ladies.

Sadie, not one to judge a person on just reputation alone, liked
Turk, and she always stopped to say hello whenever they met.

Turk was always polite and respectful of Sadie, and he liked the
children. At every opportunity, he scooped Anna up in his arms and
said, “When you grow up I’m gonna marry you.”
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Sadie wasn’t bothered by his show of affection for Anna; blondes
were a rare commodity in this part of the neighborhood.

Turk heard of their moving and told Sadie he was sorry to see
Luigi and the family leave, but was happy for them all the same.

Once all the loose ends were tied up in Manhattan, and with the
pieces set in place, the big move to Connecticut was on. Sadie, Luigi,
and the children said their goodbyes to family and friends, and finally
good riddance to the slums that held them captive for far too long.
Away from the city and its streets, and the drama of the tenements of
Manhattan, the Ponticelles were to be refreshed by the clean country
air of Danbury.
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Chapter Six

All’s fair in love, but as the Ponticelles rode off into the sunset,
somewhere out there a war was being waged against an unsuspecting
community.

The ill winds of Europe were slowly, but steadily, beginning to
blow in from far across the vast ocean seas. On their subtle breezes,
the hushed voices of the repressed people were cast upon the
troubled waters, and their cries were about to give birth to whispers
and rumors of what exactly was going on over there. The struggles
the citizens of Europe were facing were just beginning to come to
light, and the trials and tribulations they were experiencing were
fully being realized by the world.

The newsreel pictures of the war being shown in the local movie
houses in cities all across America, along with those war scenes
depicted in propaganda films shown in the theaters around the world,
were successfully conveying to the viewing public the atrocities
inflicted upon those under attack by the German forces.

Soon, millions of people from around the world would come
together and join forces with the communities of Europe, and side-
by-side they would fight for a cause based on the rights of all humans
everywhere—the three basic rights: freedom, life without religious
oppression, and life without fear of retribution.
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In joining the people of Europe’s cause, millions upon millions of
volunteers would die around the world. While some will die fighting
on the battlefields and in the neighborhoods and communities of the
front lines, millions of others living thousands of miles away, safely
tucked in their own homes and neighborhoods and communities, will
die, too.

Death’s cold hand was at the world’s front doors, and,
unmercifully, it was about to stop and knock on all too many of them.

On April 6, 1917, President Woodrow Wilson, with the approval
of Congress, declared war on Germany. This Great War was to be the
war to end all wars. It was also, for the first time in history, a war to
be fought in the name of freedom for all mankind.

The situation overseas was a grave one, and, of course, talk of the
war was the major topic of conversation for Luigi and his patrons in
Connecticut. As millions of others around the world were doing,
Luigi and his clientele argued, debated, and dissected the politics of
the war. But regardless of their political views and their affiliations,
they were giving their fair share for the war effort.

Having their own individual opinions as to the way the war
should be handled, the discussions at times in Luigi’s shop were
heated. But the one thing he and his customers could find to agree on
was how the new technologies of this war were going to change the
face of war forever.

More practical and more efficient killer war machines were
rolling off the assembly lines in the factories across America. These
weapons were more sophisticated than the ones used in the wars of
the past.

These modern age marvels were more precise, more immediate,
and more impacting, and the shock of the concussions, percussion,
and repercussion of these weapons of war was like the shot heard
around the world.

The battles of the Revolutionary War and the Civil War, and the
countless other wars fought throughout time and history before the
Great War of 1917, were fought on land and sea. This war had a
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distinct technological advantage. This one was fought from the air as
well. The bi-winged airplanes, flying high over the heads of the
enemy, could now drop bombs on their targets and cause great
destruction on the battlefields and in communities of the warring
faction’s cities.

Though the new technologies themselves, looming overhead and
on the ground, were more than sufficient enough, and highly
effective enough for the destruction of human life, a more menacing
and ruthless enemy hung in the air, and it was invisible. A virus
started to spread and was killing not only the soldiers over there in
Europe, but also countless numbers of civilians, and it was starting to
spread around the world. The numbers of casualties on both sides of
the battlefield were becoming staggering, and this virus only added
to the ascending numbers.

As serious as the conversations of the war turned in Luigi’s shop,
his priorities were for the welfare of his family. He was grateful that
Sadie, who was pregnant again, and the children were healthy, safe,
sound, and not in harm’s way.

Luigi knew Sadie wasn’t happy at first about leaving Manhattan,
but he could tell by the look of sheer joy on her and the children’s
faces when they saw the house he rented for them in Danbury, this
major decision he’d undertaken for himself and his family was the
right one to make.

The house he chose was a beautiful old house in excellent shape
and in move-in condition. It was a two story Cape Cod with wood
clapboards and a steep pitched roof with gables. It stood in the
middle of a large piece of property and was surrounded by lush green
grass and acres of trees. There were six rooms in the house, and five
of them were heated by massive cast iron radiators that kept the
house warm as toast. In the parlor, a fireplace gave the room an added
cozy charm, and Luigi often built roaring fires in it.

Sadie was excited when she saw the coal and wood burning stove
in the kitchen. She was a good cook, too, which wasn’t a usual
characteristic of Irish women who were better known for their
inscrutable cleaning abilities. Her new stove was the latest model.
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The knobs were labeled pies, tarts, breads, roast, meat, poultry, and
fish. No room for mistakes. Set the knob for the food cooking inside
and the stove adjusted the vents.

Sadie may have felt out of her element in Connecticut, but she
was in her glory in their new home in Danbury.

Louis and Marie were in school and doing very well, and Anna
and Regina were growing like weeds in the fresh country air. Sadie
made some new friends and wasn’t as lonely as she’d been when they
first moved there.

Luigi’s family in Connecticut wasn’t very fond of Sadie. The
situation with the out-of-wedlock Regina put a real strain on her
relationship with them. The Connecticut Ponticelles wondered what
Sadie, this non-Catholic, Irish, divorced lass could possibly have to
offer Luigi as a wife. They brought with them from Italy their own
old world traditions, ideals, customs, and beliefs, not unlike those of
the Parkers. But regardless of their ways, Luigi’s family was cordial
toward Sadie and Louis, and they were nice enough and accepting
enough of Luigi’s own Marie, Anna, and Regina.

Though Luigi’s family gave Sadie the cold shoulder, she, as
usual, made the best of a bad situation and enjoyed her new home in
spite of it all. She took it all on the chin, but found out quick she
couldn’t rely on the Ponticelles to be there for her as was her own
.family back in Manhattan.

With no one to turn to, on days when she’d had enough of sitting
around the house, Sadie packed up Anna and Regina and took them
on a trolley car ride to visit a friend of hers who owned a farm outside
of Danbury.

At the end of their long ride, Sadie and the girls walked up a steep
hill to get to the friend’s house. For Regina, who was most of the time
in Sadie’s arms, this trek was an adventure. For Anna, who had to
walk alongside all the way there and back, it was as pleasant an
experience as it was exhausting.

Though frazzled and tired by the end of their day, Anna couldn’t
wait to get home to tell her Papa, as they called Luigi, of her and
Regina’s visit to see Sadie’s friend, the Horseradish Lady.
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Luigi was always eager and interested to hear how his family
spent their day, and he always encouraged each of them to tell him all
about it at the dinner table.

One evening, Luigi had some special news of his own to add to his
family’s dinner table talk.

“I can’t believe it, Mama. Enrico Caruso heard Rosa singing at
the Palace. He wants to take her to the opera house to audition for the
maestro there. Can you imagine, Rosa and Caruso? I am so proud of
her. They say the instant Caruso heard her sing he knew she was
special. Our Rosa, with no formal training, is about to audition for the
Met.”

Luigi found such joy in telling the story, he told it over and over
again. He bragged so much about it at the shop, he got all the local
Italians charged up in his euphoria. He was so excited, and he was
waiting anxiously to hear the news of Rosa and the maestro’s
meeting.

Sadie wasn’t too impressed with the news, but she didn’t make a
point of sharing this fact with Luigi or the children.

Sundays were family day at the Ponticelle homestead, and
Luigi’s shop was closed. Because the shop was doing so well, he
didn’t have to work at any of the other venues he had taken upon
himself back in Manhattan. He still sang and played his mandolin
and guitar at special affairs, but only because he loved to perform so
much. So, on Sundays he sat in the parlor and listened to his Caruso
recordings on the phonograph player, and there he’d sit and relax and
read the newspaper.

Sadie let him relax some, but plenty of work demanded attention
around the house and she, a stickler for cleanliness, insisted he and
the children help her out with the chores. Reluctantly, he, Louis, and
Marie, who at seven had a natural knack for housekeeping, and more-
a-hindrance-than-a-help Anna, all pitched in and lent Sadie a hand at
keeping the house and grounds up to her liking.

These Sunday routines may have seemed commonplace for some,
but for Louis they were more a pleasure than a chore. He loved his
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new home, and he and his mother were never happier. They had
come far since 31st Street when they were Hanleys.

Louis was going on twelve, and he was growing up to be a
handsome young man. His golden ringlets were blonder now from
the kiss of the Connecticut sun. The new growth under it was coming
in brown, but it would be many more years before the blond curls
crowning the top of his head yielded their childhood sparkle to the
darker, thicker, and still curly crop coming in under them.

As his golden hair lightened from the exposure to the sun’s
warming touch, his fair skin was bronzing, and his boyish body was
beginning to grow out of its childhood form and beginning to take on
new definition. Louis was showing the early signs of manhood.

Sadie’s golden boy loved and deeply admired Luigi, and in turn
Luigi loved and admired him and he found great satisfaction in
teaching Louis all sorts of new things.

Luigi loved the outdoors, therefore so did Louis. Luigi taught him
how to chop and bundle wood for kindling to start the fires in the
fireplace, stove, and furnace they tended together as the men of the
family.

Luigi took the time to show Louis the workings of the hand push
grass cutter (an early man powered, non-gas, electrical, or horse
power driven lawn mowing device), and how keep the blades razor
sharp for cutting the grass. Mowing the lawn was a task Louis
thought had to be carried out too often, but he rarely complained, and
he quipped with Luigi about having to play barber when he was in
charge of the trimming of the hedges and the cutting of the lawn.

When his household chores were all finished, Louis’ time was his
own and he always found something to occupy his time and keep
himself busy. He loved animals and, for helping out with the men’s
chores, Luigi surprised him one day by making him a present of a
rabbit he bought for him on his way home from work

Louis was building a hutch for the rabbit and all that was left to do
was put the chicken wire around it. Working together as a team, he
and Luigi, who offered to help, finished it before long.

With the hutch finished, the rabbit was in his new home, and
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Louis fussed over and tended to his pet regularly and kept the rabbit
and his new home neat and clean. Other than Sadie and Luigi, his
siblings, and the ukulele Luigi bought for him and taught him to play,
Louis loved nothing more than that rabbit.

Speaking of rabbits, Sadie, with the help of Rose Accavello, a
medical midwife who was summoned to the Ponticelle house,
delivered her seventh child. She gave birth to a son in July of 1918.
If she was in New York, Sadie would have been surrounded by the
other Parker women for such an event, but out in the suburbs of
Connecticut, Rose would have to do in their place.

This child was the first son for Luigi, and the only child of Sadie’s
going to be born outside of the old neighborhoods back in
Manhattan. To make some peace, and vying for some kind of
approval from Minnie, Sadie, at her mother’s request, named her son
Lawrence.

As hard as it was for Sadie to live away from the family, it did
have some advantages, and with her mother not in earshot of them,
Sadie and Luigi and the children took to calling the newest Ponticelle
baby Ralph.

Ralph had light brown hair and hazel eyes, and although he was
Luigi’s biological son, and the apple of his father’s eye, when Louis
Hanley was around you would have been hard pressed to tell by
Luigi’s show of love and affection for both of them as to which one
was his by blood and which one was his through marriage.

Minnie wasn’t a happy camper over the birth of Ralph, even
though she did get her way with the naming of Sadie’s son, and she
was mad as Hell when she sent word to Sadie to come home because
Mary was ill and quickly declining. Minnie made it a point to let
Sadie know it would be her grandmother this time who stepped down
to make way for this son of Luigi’s.

Sadie left Danbury with Anna, Regina, and Ralph and returned to
the city to be with the family. Within days of her arrival, her
grandmother died of heart failure. Sadie’s visits with her mother
would not be the same without Mary there to watch her back.
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Mary Parker’s obituary may have read something like this:

Longtime resident Mary Smith-Parker-Tompkins dead
at the age of eighty-one. Mary lived sixty years on the West
Side of Manhattan, and was the mother of eight. John Parker,
deceased; James Parker, deceased; Sarah Parker, deceased;
Martha Parker, deceased; Anne Parker-Fetzer, deceased;
Elizabeth Parker, deceased. Surviving her are two daughters:
Mary Bergen, mother of Sarah and John, and Matilda Van
Natten, mother of Lucille, Letitia, and William. She can be
viewed at Campbell’s Funeral Parlor and is to be buried at
MacPelah’s Cemetery in New Jersey.

Once again, the family found themselves gathered at MacPelah’s,
and there they stood and prayed as Mary was laid to rest with
Cunningham and their children, their grandchildren, and their great-
grandchildren, who had come and gone before her and shared their
lives with her in the districts of the West Side.

Sadie’s stay with Minnie during the funeral was like walking on
eggshells. Minnie was given her such a hard time all the while she
was there, and she was less than attentive to Anna, Regina, and
Ralph. She made it obvious to Sadie and her children just how
pleased she was about Lonnie’s children Lawrence and Rita, whom
she mollycoddled.

Minnie, not one for hiding her feelings, wasn’t all fond of
Lonnie’s wife, Agnes, either. Though Agnes was Irish, she was a
Catholic and Minnie gave her the cold shoulder any time she was
around.

Sadie felt sorry for Agnes and tried to give her words of
encouragement to make her meetings with Minnie less disruptive,
but Minnie didn’t make it any easier and all the support in the world
would not save nice Agnes from Minnie’s warped mind.
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~ ~ ~

Only a couple of days after Mary’s funeral, Sadie was fed up with
Minnie and was happy to be home in Connecticut with her family.
Luigi, Louis, and Marie missed her and the babies very much and
were waiting for them when they got home with open arms. Each
time Sadie left the family in Manhattan, it took her time to readjust
to having only herself to rely on, but once back home she was happy
and her days became routine.

On a beautiful, clear, crisp, early morning, Sadie began her day as
usual and made breakfast for the family.

Luigi was off to work, and Louis and Marie were going to walk
with him as far as they were able to on their route to school. They all
kissed Sadie and the little ones goodbye at the door and set off on
their way.

Before they reached the street, Sadie yelled out of the front the
door to them, “Papa, on your way home from work tonight, please
stop and get me a head of cabbage.” With her request acknowledged
he and the children continued on.

Later that day, a knock came on Sadie’s door, and with her
children in tow she went to answer it. A little old man stood on the
stoop with a basket full of cabbages. The man removed his hat, and
in broken English, masked by a heavy Italian accent, he asked, “Are
you Mrs. Ponticelle?”

“Yes,” a bewildered Sadie answered, noticing his horse drawn
vegetable wagon standing on the side of the road.

“Paid in full. Love, Papa,” he said. The man smiled and began
handing her all the cabbages he carried in his large and overflowing
basket.

Taking the produce from the old peddler, who had by this time
made several trips back and forth to his cart, Sadie couldn’t stop
herself from laughing. The children were squealing with delight at
the sight of the oncoming barrage of fruits and vegetables. There was
so much of everything that as they were piling it on the table, it
spilled over and fell onto the parlor floor.
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Finally, after taking the last piece of fresh produce from the old
peddler, Sadie, still laughing, thanked him and he was on his way.
They all stood in the doorway and watched as the tired little old man
climbed back in his wagon and sauntered off down the road with his
empty cart trailing behind him, and his sway back old horse leading
the way.

The man was hardly out of sight when Louis asked, “Mama, can
I have a bunch of carrots for my rabbit?” Not able to deny her loving
Louis anything, she obliged him his request and he shot out the
backdoor with his rabbit’s treat.

Sadie and the girls took the produce to the kitchen and set about
sorting out the cache. Marie and Anna helped her put all of it away.
Well, not exactly all of it. Sadie bundled the excess of their bounty
and sent Louis and Marie out to distribute it to those in her new
neighborhood who she knew were in need. Such was Sadie.

There was to be such an expression and celebration of love
tonight in the Ponticelle household when Luigi got home. They all
waited impatiently for him to return so they could shower him with
their love and affection, and show him in their delight just how much
joy his gift of produce meant to them on this special day.

That evening, as Luigi made his way closer to home, he noticed
the distinct smell of cabbage throughout the neighborhood. He found
this unusual, but didn’t have to think twice about how this came to be.
He knew Sadie all too well.

When he walked in the door, the children bombarded him and
smothered him with hugs and kisses, and the festivities began. Luigi
got out his mandolin and Louis got his ukulele, and the rest of the
children gathered around them in the warm kitchen and serenaded
Sadie with their rendition of “Over the River and Through the
Woods.”

Anna, having shown musical talent at an early age, was a little
ham. Luigi got such a kick out of his precocious blonde haired, blue
eyed pixie, he picked her up and placed her on top of the ice box
where she stood happily singing and dancing, and trying her hardest
to drown out everyone else and steal the show.
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As her family sang around her, Sadie stood by the stove putting
the finishing touches on the special dinner she had been preparing all
day. She was never happier. Her heart was full and her children’s
stomachs were full, and she was living a life her family and friends
back in the districts could only dream of. If Minnie could only see
how happy she was now.

One evening over dinner, Louis asked, “Papa, can I bring the
rabbit in tonight? It’s getting cold out and I’m afraid he’s gonna get
sick.”

Luigi and Sadie couldn’t find any reason not to allow the rabbit to
come in the house and agreed it would be all right. After dinner,
Louis prepared the cellar for his rabbit’s arrival.

That night, Anna, who was sharing a room with Marie on the
lower level of the house, was awakened by voices in the cellar. She
knew it had to be Louis talking to that darn silly rabbit of his. His
voice grew louder and he began shouting and yelling, and his cries
woke Marie, and she, too, sat up in bed and listened. They became
frightened by Louis’ cries. When they heard Luigi and Sadie running
down the stairs from their bedroom, they scrambled out of bed to see
what the horrible commotion was all about.

Luigi led the way. Sadie was behind him with Marie and Anna
close behind her. They all ascended the basement stairs and saw
Louis crying and frantically trying in vain to pry the boards loose
above his head in the cellar. He was in a panic, and the best Sadie
could make of what he was saying was that his beloved rabbit
somehow managed to escape his hutch only to get himself stuck
between the floorboards.

Louis ran to Sadie’s arms. Luigi, with his cool head, took the
situation in hand and they all stood nervously watching as he
attempted to free the rabbit from his fretful situation.

After awhile, he held the rabbit in his arms and it was none the
worse for the adventure. The same cannot be said for poor Louis,
however, who was a lot less composed than the rabbit throughout its
whole ugly ordeal. They all had a good laugh for themselves, except
for Louis, of course, who so loved his rabbit.
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Sadie sent Marie and Anna back to bed, and they lay awake in
their room speaking and giggling about Louis’ fuzzy friend’s
episode. They convinced themselves that Louis would sleep in the
hutch with his dumb rabbit if Sadie let him.

Before they could call it a night, Sadie and Luigi waited for Louis
to return from tucking in his rabbit. Still in fear for his rabbit’s safety,
he asked for permission to sleep in the cellar. Luigi assured him his
rabbit would be all right through the night, and with his bonny bunny
secured in its bed, Sadie sent Louis back to his bed, too.

With the house quieted down again, Sadie and Luigi went back
upstairs and checked on Regina and Ralph, who slept soundly
through the ordeal. Then they themselves were at last able to climb
back into bed.

Curled up together, she and Luigi, with their children all tucked
in their beds, had a good laugh for themselves. Sadie laughed and
joked with Luigi and said Louis kept the rabbit’s hutch cleaner and
neater than he did his own room. They were so happy as they chatted
about their plans for the first Thanksgiving and Christmas they
would be spending in their charming little home.

Reveling in the fact that with the shop making money, and the
paychecks coming in regularly, there would be more than enough
food to go around this holiday season, and they were also quite
certain the children were going to get pretty much everything they
asked for in their letters to Santa.

Things were happy, peaceful, and quiet at the Ponticelle
household for a while, then the news broke Luigi had been waiting
for. His cousin Rosa was accepted by the Metropolitan Opera House
and her operatic debut was set for November 15th. Remarkably, and
unbelievably, she would be premiering on the stage in the lead
female role, opposite the great and legendary Enrico Caruso himself,
in Guisepe Verde’s La Forza Del Destino.

Luigi walked on air after learning the good news, and couldn’t
have been more pleased and anxious for his cousin. He just couldn’t
believe the fact Rosa was going to star at the Met. She was to going
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to be the first U.S. born opera singer to perform there without
European experience or training.

Luigi, however, didn’t understand why the Met’s stage manager
changed Rosa’s name to Ponselle. He thought Ponticelle was a fine
enough name.

November 5th, 1917, was a Tuesday. It was a presidential
election night and it was a very bad night. Heavy snow and blustery
winds filled the bitter night air.

Luigi arrived home and, as was usual, he kissed Sadie and the
children hello when they met him at the door. The children helped
him take off his coat, hat, boots, and his gloves, and put them in their
proper places Sadie assigned for them.

As Luigi unwrapped his striped maroon and gray silk scarf from
around his neck, he complained to Sadie of a headache. She thought
he looked pale and tired and helped him into the warm kitchen and sat
him down to a nice hot meal.

“I have to go back out tonight,” he informed her.
“Where do you have to go on such a night?” she inquired.
“Mama, I am now a citizen of the United States of America and it

is my sworn duty to vote as such.”
“Is it that important? Stay home with us and rest. You don’t look

well.”
Sadie, as a woman not having the right to vote, didn’t see the

urgency in him having to go out again on such a dreadful night. She
couldn’t understand why he was so headstrong on the issue. Feeling
as he did, it made no sense to her at all.

Yet, he, against her wishes and her better judgment, after dinner
left the family and did just that.

Later that night, Sadie went to Louis’ room and woke him.
“Louis, Papa is sick. Go get the doctor.” Louis threw on his knickers
and ran to a neighbor’s house.

It didn’t take long for the doctor to get there, but it seemed like an
eternity for Sadie, and she took him upstairs immediately.

“Your husband is running a very high fever, Mrs. Ponticelle,” the
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doctor told her. “It could be pneumonia and we should get him to the
hospital as soon as possible. I can’t do much for him here.”

Sadie sent Louis back to the neighbor and they called for an
ambulance.

Standing at Luigi’s bedside, Sadie saw that his breathing became
more labored. He was shivering and sweating profusely. She
wrapped him in more blankets and got in the bed with him and clung
to him to warm him and make him as comfortable as it was in her
power to do.

The children were gathered around the bed and crying. Sadie was
terrified inside but managed to keep her composure and reassured
them everything would be all right. She told them, “Say a prayer for,
Papa.”

The ambulance arrived and the drivers brought a stretcher up to
the room. As Luigi lay there, the doctor slipped a surgical mask over
his face.

Hearing Luigi breathing so desperately now, Anna, who thought
the mask was suffocating him, in a panic ran to the strange men in
white and pushed them away and made her way to Luigi’s bedside.

Pulling at the mask covering her father’s mouth and nose she
cried, “Take it off! Take it off! You’re killing him! Oh, Papa. Papa,
get up! Please get up!”

This set her siblings off crying again and Sadie had Marie take
Anna away. Louis gathered up Regina and Ralph and they all went
downstairs to wait.

When the ambulance drivers brought Luigi down the stairs on the
stretcher. Sadie’s heart ached upon seeing her children standing
there huddled together at the door waiting for them. She watched
their faces as they watched her and Luigi go by, and seeing their
expressions of sadness, her heart felt as if it was going to burst right
through her chest.

There her precious children stood and watched as the men in
white carried their papa out of their home and put him into the back
of the waiting ambulance and drove away.

At the hospital Sadie wanted to go into Luigi’s room, but the
doctor said it would be better if she went and sat in the waiting room.
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He promised to come back and tell her of Luigi’s condition as soon
as he determined the nature of his illness.

Shortly after their arrival, the doctor found his way to her. She
could see it on his face and hear it in his voice the prognosis wasn’t
good.

“Mrs. Ponticelle, it’s pneumonia, but it’s also something more. I
hate to have to tell you this, but it’s the Spanish Influenza.” Sadie’s
worst fears were realized and it was all she could do to catch her
breath upon hearing his dreadful words. Luigi was only one of the
many millions of victims worldwide who were being devoured by
this scourge and invisible menace spawned from World War l.

“All we can do is make him comfortable and wait to see if the
fever breaks. Don’t give up hope, Mrs. Ponticelle. Bigger miracles
have happened.”

Sadie sat vigil at Luigi’s bedside and prayed for a miracle on
behalf of him, their children, and herself. But it wasn’t to be. Luigi
Ponticelle, father of five, beloved husband of Sadie, was dead at the
age of thirty-three.

Now his beloved Sadie and their dear children would be left to go
on to face the world without him, his love, and his care in their lives.

Sadie made the arrangements to have Luigi’s body brought back
to New York, but Minnie requested he not be buried in the family
plot. He wasn’t welcome, him being Catholic and all.

Without her grandmother there to back her up, and not wanting to
argue anymore about it with Minnie, Sadie and the children said their
final goodbyes to Luigi with the Connecticut Ponticelles at their
family plot in Calvary Cemetery just outside of Manhattan in
Queens.

Minnie was grief stricken, too, but not for Luigi. Just a couple of
days after Luigi’s death, Lonnie’s daughter, Rita, suddenly died of
colitis at the age of one year, ten months, and four days.

Devastated by their loss, Lonnie and Agnes stood at MacPelah’s
watching as their lovely little Rita’s small casket was lowered to its
final destination of quiet perpetuity. Here baby Rita would rest with
all the other Parker children who were, as Rita, raised in the bowels
of Manhattan’s unfriendly tenements, and died because their fates
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were given over to the unkind hand of the city that led them to
MacPelah’s cold beckoning arms.

Barely having a chance to wipe the tears she shed over Luigi,
Sadie and her children found themselves graveside for the second
time in less than a week.

Luigi himself never did get to attend Rosa’s debut at the Met, but
here is what a reviewer of the November 16th issue of The New York
Times had to say:

“Rosa Ponselle, a Caruso in petticoats. There is nothing like the
Ponselle sound. Her big, pure, colorful, golden voice rose
effortlessly, hitting the stunned listener right in the face, rolling over
the body, sliding down the shoulder blades, making one wiggle with
sheer physiological pleasure.”

Wanting to bring some sense of joy into her children’s life, Sadie
read the review to them for their sake and only out of curiosity for
herself.

After reading it to her children, Sadie told them their papa, who
was watching over them from up in Heaven, must be so happy over
the success of Rosa’s debut. She recalled to them the night he came
home with the good news and of how proud he was of Rosa’s
success.

A sense of pride was a valuable commodity for the poor and Sadie
knew her children were going to need to be lifted up in life so they’d
be better able to handle the falls they’d have to take. So, throughout
their lives, she reminded her Ponticelle children of their connection
to Rosa, and to Luigi’s beautiful gift of music—their wonderful
Papa’s legacy.

Hopefully for Luigi’s sake, on that cold, blustery, dismal fall
night he ventured out to cast his vote, though sick and full of patriotic
intentions, it was worth possibly having relinquished some of the
strength he needed to fight for a second chance at life so that
President Woodrow Wilson was given the opportunity to go on and
realize his own hopes and dreams and win his fight for a second term
as President of the United States of America.
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Chapter Seven

Before I continue, I must digress to make you, the reader, fully
understand what life was like for Sadie growing up on the West Side
of Manhattan, and what it was going to mean to her children to have
to leave Danbury and come back to her mean streets.

Just before World War I, teams of social workers from the Russell
Sage Foundation hit the streets of Hell’s Kitchen and its surrounding
areas. Their assignment was to determine what social and economic
conditions made street gangs, crime, and violence endemic for
generations raised in the tenement districts of the West Side.

The foundation wasn’t much into statistics, and it was the human
condition that concerned them. The study would take them years to
complete. The social workers lived amongst the very people they
studied.

Their reports provided a graphic picture of Hell’s Kitchen with its
roaring elevated railway, its North River docks, and 8th Avenue
(Death Avenue) with the New York Central’s freight trains running
on its surface.

In street after street they found the same crowded and unsanitary
tenements; the same untended groups of children playing; the same
rough men gathered around the stores and the saloons on the
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avenues; the same sluggish women grouped on the stoops of the
tenements in the cross streets.

“The visitor to Hell’s Kitchen,” they wrote, “will find no
rambling shacks, no conventional criminal alleys, only square, dull,
monotonous ugliness, much dirt, and a great deal of apathy. The very
lack of features is the characteristic of the neighborhood. The most
noticeable fact about it is there is nothing to notice. It is earmarked by
negativity.

“There is lifelessness about the streets and buildings, even at their
best, which is reflected in the attitude of the people who live in them.
The whole scene is dull, drab, uninteresting, and devoid of the color
and picturesqueness that give so many poor districts a character and
fascination of their own.

“10th Avenue and the streets west of it are lacking in the crowds,
the bustle and brilliant lights of the East Side. 11th Avenue by night
is almost dark. Throughout the districts, there are long stretches of
poorly lit cross streets in which only the dingy store windows,
shining feebly, give light to the people walking on them.

“Over the East River, great bridges throw a necklace of light
across the water. Here on the West Side, the North River is dark and
unspanned. The district is like a spider’s web. Of those who come to
it, very few, either by their own efforts or outside agency, ever leave
it.

“Usually those who come here find at first that they cannot get
out, and presently that they do not want to. It’s not that conditions
throughout the district are economically extreme, although greater
misery and worse poverty cannot be found in other parts of the city.
But there is something in the dullness of the West Side streets and the
traditional apathy of the tenants that crushes the wish for anything
better and kills the hope of change. It is as though decades of
lawlessness and neglect have formed an atmospheric monster
beyond the power and understanding of its creators and
overwhelming to those who dwell here.”

Many of the conditions they found and wrote about in their
studies of the districts appeared in major newspapers and periodicals
throughout the city.
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The researchers created a field day for the local newspaper
reporters who wanted to jump on the foundation’s bandwagon now
that they had drawn so much attention to the hard-core living
conditions of the slums. The reporters came into the neighborhood in
droves. The Kitchen was getting a lot of bad press again through their
articles, but at least the plight of the children was getting out there in
the wake of all the bad-mouthing.

A story of a local boy named Johnny Moran, which the
foundation published in its West Side Studies, eloquently spoke on
behalf of all the boys in the district. It was called, “What’ll They Do
with Me Now?”

Johnny, after finding his father’s dead body lying on the floor of
their flat, stole his watch from his pocket. His friend stole the old
man’s five bucks. Johnny said he didn’t get any of the old man’s
money. When Johnny, whose mother had died years earlier, found
himself in custody of the city, he asked the famous question.
“What’ll they do with me now?” His life spoke volumes of what it
was like for a boy growing up here.

Of the boys of the West Side districts, the foundation wrote: “The
philosophy of the West Side youngsters is practical and not
speculative. Otherwise he couldn’t fail to notice very early in his
career that the world in general, from the typical mother who bundles
him up and pushes him out of their overcrowded tenement in the
morning, to the grownups in the streets that are his playground where
most of his time is spent, seem to think of him very much in the same
way. All day long he is reminded of his uselessness and this fact is
borne into him.”

If a wagon nearly runs over him, the driver lashes out at him with
the whip as he passes to teach him to ‘watch out.’ If he plays around
the store door, the proprietor gives him a cuff or a kick to get rid of
him. If he accidentally runs into someone, he is pushed into the gutter
to teach him better. If someone complains he is a nuisance, the
policeman whacks him with hand or club to notify him that he must
play somewhere else.
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Moreover, everything he does seems to be against the law. If he
plays ball, he is endangering property by ‘playing with a hard ball in
a public place.’ If he plays marbles or pitches pennies he is
‘obstructing the sidewalk.’ Craps, quite apart from the fact that he
was gambling, constituted the same offense.

Street fighting individually, or collectively, is ‘assault,’ and a boy
guilty of none of these things may be charged with being a ‘loiterer.’

The boy finds that property is the great obstacle between him and
his pleasures in the streets. Despite the adult unfriendliness
pervading them, the streets, from the boy’s earliest childhood, were
the most constant and impressive part of his existence. His education
began there on the streets long before he learned the alphabet. He
found his pleasures in the fields, creeks and woods around his home
in which to play. The everlasting variety of life in the streets attracts
him morning, noon, and night.

The Hell’s Kitchen boy roves all over the district from 8th Avenue
to the river in search of amusement, but the docks are his favorite
haunt. All the year round at some time of day or night, he plays there.
He plays ball there in the spring and summer and fall, and in the cold
days of winter he steals coal for his family.

On the blistering dog days of summer, after a good game, he’d be
swimming in the North River that was tinged pink by the drainage of
the pig, sheep, and cattle wastes from the nearby slaughterhouses.
Attracted by the waste in the water, the river was infested with
bloodsucking limpets.

Second only to the docks were the railroad yards. Urgent family
necessity often made small boys expert at what was technically petty
larceny. Their elders encouraged them to scrounge around the
shipyards and railroad yards for coal and wood in the wintertime.

Most families simply didn’t have enough money to buy fuel. “The
line of least resistance is worn smooth in this neighborhood,” a social
worker commented, “and it is easy and natural to fall in with the
parental faction that the fuel which reaches the tenement has
miraculously dropped from heaven.” The coal and wood, of course,
had to be stolen from the railroad yards and docks where lighters and
barges brought them from the Jersey shore.
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The boy created another world of his own, freer and safer than the
streets and healthier than the waters around the docks. The tenement
rooftops. These adjoined for a solid block and were divided by
parapets—the boy’s third haunting ground.

From stealing for his family, the boy naturally proceeded to
stealing for himself. Somehow a boy had to lay his hands on the
money to buy cigarettes and pay his way into the moving pictures.
Nickelodeons were beginning to compete with the poolrooms and
dance halls for the adolescent’s small supply of pocket money.

Every boy knew the roofs of the tenements as familiarly as he
knew his home. They were his refuge and escape and provided him
two amusements—kite flying and the keeping of homing pigeons.

The center of a boy’s life, however, was the gang to which he
belonged almost from necessity at an early age. His gang provided
him with the affection he couldn’t find at home. It also engaged a
loyalty he could bestow on nothing else in the life that surrounded
him. The gang became another home and family to him. His loyalty
to the gang and the block of tenements around which his gang was
organized drew even the boys of gentler inclination into the vicious
street fighting which was an integral part of a gang’s activities.

Life in Hell’s Kitchen was harsh enough for the male sex, but it
often approached martyrdom for the female. From the threshold of
adolescence, on to marriage and premature responsibilities, the girls
of Hell’s Kitchen were trapped in a situation rarely promising any
hope of happiness. The burden of “keeping the family together”
often fell upon them at an early age and only increased with the years.

The attitude of the community towards the adolescent girl was
that, “Chances are, she will never give you worry and trouble like a
boy. But if she does, she will give vastly more.” The sting of her
shame is felt to be keener than any boy could inflict.

The girls learned early in life that neither their education nor their
leisure time would be allowed to stand in the way of family
necessities. When a new baby came into the household, the oldest
girl in line in the family was usually detailed to care for the infant,
since mother and her older sisters had to continue at their jobs.
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Many of the Hell’s Kitchen girls went to work early in their
childhood. Only work of the least skilled and lowest paid
classifications was available to them: folding sheets in the many
book binding concerns; packing or wrapping in the equally plentiful
candy, cookie, biscuit, and cigarette factories; marking clothes and
sheets in the steam laundries; running errands for thousands of
dressmakers; or working in the grand hotels as kitchen or domestic
help.

The jobs to which these girls were assigned were the sort of
lightweight machine work from which the last drop of individuality
had been squeezed out. Their chief characteristic was a degree of
monotony in which no discipline for the young worker is possible
because their effect was stupefaction.

Senselessly, when the girl chose to rebel against the rule that a girl
must contribute all but a few cents of her pay to the family’s common
fund, she was most likely to splurge on some scrap of finery wildly
unsuitable to her circumstances.

Whatever their racial or national origins, the Hell’s Kitchen girls
placed their ultimate hopes on marriage as a means of liberating
themselves. They gave little thought to the possibility that they
would be trapped in the same unremitting struggle for survival as
their parents. Most girls married between the ages of sixteen and
nineteen, somehow certain that their adolescent hunger for “good
times” would be appeased the moment they were freed from the
restraints of their parents’ homes.

New and more urgent problems soon arose. The dapper, high
spirited and flippant lads they took as husbands, already accustomed
to the solace and comradeship of their gangs and the corner saloon,
were usually the first of their problems.

Almost immediately after marriage, the girls found that the
truism of the neighborhood—“a woman just can’t afford not to
work”—was bitterly realistic. When children were born, this
necessity became more pressing, for the children would have
suffered if they refused to take jobs.

Preoccupied with his own hard life, the Hell’s Kitchen husband
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offered little in the way of companionship to his wife. “The father,”
it was said, “is left to go to the corner saloon.”

Women of Hell’s Kitchen learned very early that life was rigged
against them. Those careless of their reputations might slip in the
side door of a neighborhood saloon, where few men denied
themselves this daily respite from toil and trouble. The wife who
goes out daily to earn has not this brief hour of freedom.

Whether the husband was German or Irish, different as they may
be in temperament, strong drink was likely the chief disturbing factor
in family life. Nowhere is the difference between the serious German
and the Irishman more strikingly revealed than where the effects of
long continued poverty and drink are observed.

The German poor man tends to cruelty and the Irishman to
brutality. In German homes, tragedies were unrelieved by humor,
and in Irish homes brutalities were enhanced by an easygoing
acceptance. The German wife under the influence of want and
overwork tends to melancholy while the Irish wife slides down into
indifference and slovenliness and sometimes takes to drink.

The home of the Hell’s Kitchen wife was usually a three or four
room flat, including a sitting room, a combination kitchen and dining
room, and one or two bedrooms. Space was necessarily at a premium
and such space-saving furniture such as folding cots, chiffoniers, and
drop leaf tables were popular. Nicked dishware, factory rejects,
flawed merchandise, and notions of sorts were sparsely displayed
around in makeshift curios of these poor women’s homes.

To the outsider, the Hell’s Kitchen mother’s attitude towards her
children may have seemed ambivalent. Each new baby meant illness,
expense, and taking food out of the mouth of another child. Abortion
was common and unsuccessful attempts were even more common,
with the result that unethical doctors, midwives, and vendors of
patent medicines carried on large and illicit businesses in their
districts.

An infant who died during childbirth was said “to be better off.”
Yet once a child was born and survived the perils of infancy, it was
well loved. It was observed that its mother was willing to work
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twelve hours a day, six days a week, to keep the home together and
“she met her responsibilities with a matchless heroism.”

The working mother, when seeking employment as an adult,
found that she could count on little more than about six dollars a
week, compared to a man who made twelve.

Many of the women were forced to work because of death or
injury to their husbands. Others had to work because drink turned
their men into loafers who hadn’t a problem living off the meager
wages of their wives and children.

The children of these working mothers too young to attend school
were a constant problem. Some of them were cared for by relatives
while mother was away at work. Day nurseries weren’t yet common.

There were only two nurseries in Hell’s Kitchen and together
they only accommodated one hundred and twenty children. The
mothers distrusted anything pertaining to an institution anyway, and
they preferred to leave their children with their friends, relatives, or
close neighbors.

One last note on what the Sage Foundation wrote of the fathers in
Hell’s Kitchen. The Italian father is the undisputed boss of the
household. He seldom has a drink. He works long hard days.

His daughters come straight home from school or after work and
are forbidden to loiter in the streets or go near dance halls, and only
young men who had won the father’s approval courted them under
strict chaperonage.

The Sage Foundation’s finding on Italian fathers may say
something as to what losing Luigi meant for Sadie and her children.
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Chapter Eight

Heartbroken over the death of Luigi, Sadie knew without him
things would never be the same. All things would be as they were
before he came into her and Louis’ life, and now all her children were
going to be deprived of the security of a home that was a loving,
happy, and stable environment in which to grow up.

After the burial of baby Rita, Sadie left the city and went to
Connecticut with her children, but only to pack up their belongings.
The rent on the house wasn’t very much, and she would have a few
dollars in her pocket left over from Luigi’s estate, but with the
additional costs of running a house she knew what money she did
have would run out fast.

As much as she wanted the best for her children, she knew
without Luigi there to support them she would have to get a job. She
didn’t have anyone in Danbury she could rely on to watch the
children so she could go out and seek employment, and she would not
ask the Ponticelles for their support financially or emotionally. It’s
questionable if they would have given it to her anyway.

She didn’t want to take Marie or Louis out of school for the sole
purpose of babysitting, because she knew a grammar school
education was minimal for a chance in life. So, it was quick, and
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practically overnight, that Sarah (Sadie) Parker-Bergen-Hanley-
Ponticelle, the Belle of the West Side, was back on the streets of
Manhattan and back in the clan.

Many New York City families, like Sadie’s family, weren’t
spared the fury of the Spanish Influenza. Just about everyone knew
someone who lost loved ones to it. Some even found their whole
families taken away from them.

For Sadie, the effects of the epidemic were most obvious in her
old neighborhood. So many doors draped with black wreaths. So
many sad troubled faces. So many familiar faces, young and old,
missing from the front stoops and sidewalks.

Illness and death always hit hardest in the tenements where the
living conditions of the poor are routinely an ideal breeding ground
for such pestilence. In the slums, disease is allowed to fester and
grow and persist in doing the most damage to those poor unfortunates
whose path it crossed.

The flu didn’t have any prejudices towards its victims
economical, sociological, religious, or ethnic stations in life. Rich or
poor, Black or White, Irish or non-Irish, Episcopal or non-Episcopal,
Catholic or non-Catholic, no one was overlooked. Over and over
again, indiscriminately and unyieldingly, this scourge of World War
I stole away millions of lives. Its treachery had such an impact on
society, the children on the streets skipping rope could be heard
chanting this haunting little tune as they jumped. “I saw a bird and its
name was Enza. I opened up the window and in flew Enza.”

Not thinking straight, in her grief over Luigi, Sadie moved in with
Minnie, who moved out of Till’s and was living in a nice apartment
of her own on 35th Street.

Danny stopped by once in awhile to see Sadie and the children,
and he threw Minnie a couple of bucks now and then, if he had any
left over after paying off his gambling debts. Though he was still
gambling, Danny was also working at the National Biscuit Company
on 28th Street, and he was drawing a good salary.

Minnie’s financial situation wasn’t bad at all, and she was living
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what Sadie defined as “the good life.” Minnie wanted for nothing,
and her apartment was decorated in style with the finest of
furnishings, Irish linens, and bric-a-brac. Tiffany-style leaded
stained glass lamps and fixtures lighted Minnie’s flat these days.

Sadie learned quickly that putting herself, and her dark skinned
children, back in Minnie’s world was a big mistake and a bad
decision on her part. But the move from Connecticut cost her more
than she anticipated and put a big dent in her cash flow. She couldn’t
go out and get a job immediately. Till starting working in a light bulb
factory and was unable to watch the children for her, and no way was
Sadie going to leave the children alone with Minnie for too long a
time.

Thanksgiving and Christmas were right around the corner, but
without Luigi the holiday spirit was ripped from Sadie’s heart, and
she didn’t feel much like celebrating either of them. The memories
were still too fresh in her mind, and she couldn’t stop thinking about
the plans she and Luigi made for their children while lying in bed the
night Louis’s rabbit got loose and stirred up the whole household.

Considering how well things were going, Sadie realized she just
couldn’t disappoint her children, who already envisioned sugar plum
fairies and jolly old Saint Nick coming to visit them in their charming
country home. With what little money she had left, she went out and
bought Christmas gifts just so her children would have at least one
last hurrah.

Holidays or not, living with Minnie was a nightmare for Sadie,
and Minnie constantly asked her, “What will you do now to support
yourself and your children so they won’t be too much of a burden on
my finances?”

Sadie hated having her children subjected to Minnie’s cold, harsh
ways, and she couldn’t stand to watch Luigi’s children being
subjected to her mother’s bigoted-driven abuses. She had to come up
with a plan to get out from under her mother’s rule, and solve her own
financial troubles as well. So she did.

William Sonn was his name. He was thirty-one years old and
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making a living as a truck driver. He’d never been married before,
and in marrying Sadie he may have unsuspectingly bitten off more
than he could chew. William had not only gotten himself a wife, but
five children, and more of a responsibility than he had bargained for;
within months of their nuptials he was out of the picture and out of
their lives.

When Sadie and Sonn married, they settled the family in a flat on
West 33rd Street between Ninth and Tenth Avenues. The family’s
new home was a four family house with one family to a floor, and the
Sonn’s flat was on the top floor.

Louis, Marie, and Anna didn’t think much of the place, and
Regina and Ralph were still too little to realize their dismal situation.
Now it was Ralph’s turn, the Connecticut born Ponticelle, who
would see, hear, smell, and feel the El as it rumbled by their
windows, just as it had for his siblings Louis, Marie, Anna, and
Regina prior to their brief excursion to Danbury with its clean fresh
air.

Sadie’s flat was close to Minnie’s, but on her own she could live
by her own rules, and without having her mother breathing down her
neck every second of the day.

Without Sonn around, though, her financial resources were
nonexistent and she dreaded the possible prospect of having to split
the family up so she could go out and work. It was the hardest
decision Sadie ever had to make in her life, and she didn’t want to do
it, but it had to done. She agonized over it for weeks, and the thought
of her having her children living away from her and not at her side
scared her to death.

To better accept the decision she was undertaking for her family,
she convinced herself that Louis and Marie, as the oldest, would go
live with Minnie. They would not be too much of a burden on her
mother and they could help her out now she was getting on in years.
However, Minnie was far from in need of assisted living. She was in
good health, and as strong-willed as ever. Her nimble fingers making
fine stitchery weren’t infringed upon by time, and she was still
making a good living for herself as a self-employed dressmaker.



SADIE

109

With these facts, Sadie assured herself it was a logical conclusion
and in the best interests of all her children. With the decision made,
Louis and Marie were off to her mother’s.

Minnie was ecstatic about having Louis come live with her. She
had him back in her clutches and she would do anything to keep her
golden haired boy away from the influences of Sadie. Under her
supervision and control, she could mold Louis into the man she
intended him to grow up to be, and she took him into her home
unhesitatingly and gladly.

It was a different story with Marie though. She didn’t hold Marie
in such high regard as she did Louis. With some trepidation she took
in Marie, but only for her expert domestic services, for which she
would receive room and board in exchange. Not trusting of her dark
Italian eyes, Minnie watched Marie’s every move like a hawk.

Obviously, Minnie’s home wasn’t as loving and warm a home as
Sadie’s, but Louis and Marie weren’t given a choice in the matter.
Sadie made the rules, and what was for them an earth shattering
decision, but they knew if their mother thought it was in their best
interests then nothing more was needed to be said. They trusted
Sadie, and knew as much as it hurt them to be apart from her and their
younger siblings, it would hurt her much more to be separated from
them.

In the quiet of Minnie’s home at night, and alone in their rooms
and in their own beds, Louis and Marie missed Sadie and the noisy
gang down on 33rd Street all the more.

Though Louis and Marie were apart from Sadie and the gang of
little ones, they’d continue to be a part of each other’s lives and were
connected by a deep and abiding love for each other that couldn’t be
dismantled or diminished by time and distance—or Minnie.

In the Ponticelle household, just after the first anniversary of
Luigi’s death, around Christmas, Anna, Regina, and Ralph came
down with the measles. From that point on, things just seemed to go
from bad to worse for Sadie, and the future couldn’t have looked any
darker.
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Illness, as it had before, was back at Sadie’s door, and she feared
for her children’s lives when they came down with the measles. This
childhood disease was taken seriously. Without medicines to fight
against the virus, the measles took many children from their families
or left them disabled.

Sadie ran herself ragged trying to provide and care for her babies.
She didn’t want Louis and Marie to come help, and insisted they stay
away at Minnie’s. She held watch over her children day and night,
and complied with their every want and need. She held them and
rocked them when their heads burned hot with the fever. She washed
down their spotted fragile bodies with Kirkman’s brown soap to help
dry the sores that irritated, itched, and made her babies cry.

At the insistence of Minnie and Till, Sadie covered all the
windows in the apartment with blankets to keep out the sunlight they
said would bring blindness to her children if they were exposed. An
old wives tale, perhaps, but one Sadie heeded.

In the darkness of the womb she created for her children, she
made herself ready for the long road stretched out before her and
hers. Long days and longer nights passed one after the other.
Patiently she sat at their bedside waiting and praying and weeping,
and as she waited and wept, she prayed just a little bit more.

After two weeks in isolation, and a lot of prayer, Anna, Regina,
and Ralph were up and about and running around the flat and making
noise like a bunch of wild banshees. Her children’s decibel levels
often exceeded the reasonable limits of human endurance, but it was
music to Sadie’s ears. She was thankful for the recovery of her brood
and welcomed all the noise in her house again.

To celebrate their victory over this deadly threat, as a treat,
though she could ill afford it, Sadie went out and bought a big lemon
meringue pie to have for dessert. The children were wide-eyed as she
opened the box, and were overjoyed and savored every bite. Anna
especially loved it, because it was her most favorite pie of all.

The cost of the pie was a dollar fifty—a mighty hefty price for
Sadie’s thin pockets—but she always did the best she could in the
hard times, regardless of the cost or the sacrifices to herself. She
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always tried to bring some small comforts and laughter into her
children’s lives, because she knew it was important for them and
needed to keep up their morale. If her children were to be the
innocent victims of this war of poverty and had to fight, kick, and
scratch every step of the way to survive, she would do whatever it
took to make her little soldiers feel appreciated, worthwhile, happy,
and safe in the battle.

With Sadie on her own and living back in the old neighborhood,
Tissie began spending a lot of time with her and the children. Till
wasn’t too thrilled about this. Till loved Sadie, but wasn’t approving
of her lifestyle and feared it might influence her young and
impressionable daughter.

For Tissie, life with Till was just as suffocating sometimes as it
had been for Sadie with Minnie. Like Sadie, Tissie was a free spirit
and was always getting herself into trouble with her own mother. In
order to escape her own mother’s Biblical wrath, she sought out
Sadie when her mother went off on one of her tangents.

Tissie was a very attractive girl, with fetching blue eyes, and
bobbed blonde hair with fingertip curls framing her round pretty
face. She was not, however, just another pretty face; she was book
smart, too, and, like Sadie, street smart as well. Tissie found Sadie a
kindred spirit and always turned to her for advice and support. She
knew Sadie, unlike Till and Minnie, could understand the affairs of
a young woman’s heart.

Minnie and Till predicted no good could come of their young
daughters having minds and lives of their own. The ramblings of
their Victorian mothers were wearing thin for both Tissie and Sadie,
and they had to deny their mothers’ hocus-pocus, omens, and lores,
so they could make way for themselves in the more modern and
progressive times ahead.

Day or night, Tissie knew she could always find solace in the
hectic atmosphere and noisiness of Sadie’s home, where much love,
warmth, fun, music, laughter, and song resided. She loved Sadie’s
children, and they loved her right back just as much. Sadie and Tissie
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tried to make a different world for themselves and for the children,
and, thus, they joined forces to get the job done. They refused to
conform to the old-fashioned notions or ideals of their mothers and
together they stood strong and held their ground against them and
leaned on each other when they felt beaten down. Tissie and Sadie
were two peas in a pod, and to their mothers chagrin, they became
inseparable.

Tissie’s stepfather, James Perry, who Till married just before
Minnie moved out of her home, was working as a stage electrician at
the New Amsterdam Theater on 42nd Street.

Tissie loved the art deco theater, and she loved the stage and
aspired to be on it performing some day. Till didn’t want to hear of
it and discouraged Tissie from having such crazy notions, wild
daydreams, and fantasies of such impractical things.

Unable to keep herself at a distance from a theater, Tissie dropped
in one day at the Amsterdam to say hello to her stepfather. While she
was there, he introduced her to the play’s dashing leading young man
Francis. For Tissie, it was love at first sight.

During the play’s run, Francis courted Tissie, and knowing how
Till felt about their situation, she used Sadie’s place as a rendezvous
point at which to meet with him. From there she and Francis went out
on their dates, there and about the city, and spent wonderful days and
nights on the town.

Over the run of the play, Francis was doing well as an actor. He
was starting to make a name for himself, and for the talent he
possessed he was very well paid for his craft. His budding career was
off and running, and not wanting to do any kind of damage to his
name, Francis tried to keep a low profile when it came to his personal
life.

Cloistered in the darkness of the upper class establishments of the
city that Francis frequented and served as a purpose for such liaisons,
he and Tissie, with their impetuous youth hidden from the public’s
eye, and that of Till’s, stole for themselves embraces and kisses that,
for Tissie, professed great passion and love.

At the end of their liaisons, with her heart racing and pounding in
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her chest, Tissie ran to Sadie and shared with her, in her innocent
words of passion, the stolen tender moments she and Francis spent
together. Tissie fell madly in love.

The play was a smash. Francis’ name was up in lights, and he was
fast becoming a famous young man.

On closing night after the show, Tissie waited outside the theater
for Francis, as she had on many nights. Her heart was overflowing
with emotions, and she couldn’t wait for him to come join her. They
would surely celebrate closing night and talk of his plans for the
future now that the play ended.

Tissie waited longer than usual for Francis on that night, and
when he finally appeared from out the theater’s stage door exit, he
seemed distant. They stood there face to face, and with his well-
chosen words, he broke Tissie’s tender young heart. She ran to
Sadie’s.

When she knocked on Sadie’s door, the children ran to answer it
and were happy to see it was she, but they didn’t understand why
Tissie, who in their company always had a smile on her face, looked
so upset. Seeing her so shaken and distraught, though not knowing
her dilemma, the children were concerned and sad for her just the
same. They milled around her as she entered the room, and took her
by her hands to bring her to Sadie who was in the kitchen. As they led
her, they started clamoring and began shouting questions at her.

Sadie, upon seeing Tissie so upset, and in the middle all the
confusion, shushed them and sent them out of the room. She
embraced Tissie, and sat her down at the kitchen table to talk. She
took Tissie’s trembling hands in hers and tried to comfort her as she
sat sobbing. Through her tears, Tissie told Sadie the story of how
Francis, in the alley outside the theater, broke the news of his
departure.

“He said he was offered a movie role for one of the big movie
studios out in California. It was an opportunity of a lifetime and one
he just couldn’t pass up. He said he loved me, and was sick and
heartbroken because he couldn’t take me with him. I was shocked by
the news. I never saw it coming. As his unexpected words flooded my
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brain, I realized he must have known he was leaving long before he
shared it with me. I didn’t understand why he’d taken so long to tell
me. If he loved me so, why did he wait until closing night to tell me
he was leaving? He cried as he said his last goodbye. I just stood there
and watched as he walked down the alley away from me. My heart
felt heavy and I wanted to run after him, but my feet wouldn’t move.
As he turned the corner, I knew I’d never see him again.”

Tissie was beside herself, as sad as she was mad, and she was hell-
bent on putting the pieces together to figure out where it all went
wrong. “What can I do to maybe set things straight again between
us?” she asked of Sadie.

Sadie just sat and listened and understood all too well what Tissie
felt. She also knew just what kind of man Francis turned out to be and
thought, If only I had him here.

As for the man who broke Tissie’s heart, he went out to California
and courted, loved, and left women, and cried goodbyes many times
over in such dramatic and heart wrenching scenes as his and Tissie’s.
However, his farewells weren’t as intimate on the West coast as they
were with Tissie on the East.

Francis X. Bushman was well paid for putting on such a
performance in movies for the entire world to see, as a leading man
and heartbreaker of the leading ladies of the silver screen.

A few months after Francis’s dramatic farewell, when Tissie’s
stepfather wanted to introduce her to Rudy Vallee, she passed up the
offer. She’d had enough of dashing young men and up-and-coming
rising stars.

Life on 33rd Street was starting to run smoothly for Sadie, and
things were beginning to get back to normal. The children were
adjusting well to being back in the city, and all was quiet, until one
afternoon when Sadie sent Anna and Marie out to the store.

Marie was behind Anna as she opened the front door to the street.
Suddenly, Anna was struck over her right eye by something hard.
Blood began pouring down her face and into her eye and she began
to cry.
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Marie saw one of the boys with whom she’d exchanged some
harsh words earlier in the day standing on the street. He held a rock
in his hand and shouted out to Marie, “Dirty Guinea.”

The rock he’d thrown missed its chosen target and hit Anna
instead. The boy threw the other rock he held in his hand and it, too,
missed Marie.

Not one to be messed with, and not one to let such an attack on her
or one of her siblings pass, Marie took off after the boy who was
running from her.

Marie’s disposition usually wasn’t unlike Sadie’s, and most
times she was sweet, soft spoken, and gentle, but she, too, when she
had to be, was a ball of fire. She took off after the fleeing boy, caught
him and pushed him down. She shouted profanities at him and gave
him a good solid punch in the back and he began to cry. Just for good
measure, she gave him another hard punch in the arm then rushed
back to Anna’s side.

Anna, the usual ham, stood there quiet, timid, bleeding, and badly
shaken. Marie was still in a rage as she took her by the hand and
marched her wounded little sister back inside. Marie yelled out for
Sadie as they made their way upstairs.

Sadie ran toward them as they walked in the door, and Marie
relayed to her what took place outside. The sight of the blood running
down Anna’s face sickened Sadie, and she thought the bully knocked
out Anna’s eye for sure. She sat her on the kitchen table and wiped
the blood from her face with a wet rag. When she able to see the cut,
she was thankful it was above the eye on Anna’s brow. It was deep,
and Sadie was beside herself knowing she couldn’t afford to take
Anna to a doctor or a hospital for the proper care and attention the eye
needed.

Anna calmed down and she seemed okay, so Sadie ministered to
the wound the best she could with clean ripped rags. She then put
Anna down for a nap, and as she slept, Sadie prayed for her child’s
sake that the cut on her daughter’s face, which she knew would leave
a scar physically, would not leave an emotional scar when Anna
remembered the day she heard her loving sister, Marie, called a
“dirty Guinea.”
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Sadie would not allow her children to be subjected to such
intolerance by others on their streets, so she packed up and she and
the children were out of there.
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Chapter Nine

Sadie moved the family into a small three room flat on 40th Street
between Tenth and Eleventh Avenues. The rent was cheaper and the
flat was on the ground floor of a three-story brick building. This
made it easy for Sadie to keep her eye on the children as they played
outdoors.

The neighborhood itself wasn’t too bad. A small factory on the
block made powdered malt to make malted milkshakes. The man in
charge of the place liked the Ponticelle children and gave them small
brown bags of the malt to take home to make malted milkshakes for
themselves. Little did he know the powder he gave them was, more
times than not, mixed with water, as Sadie didn’t always have money
enough to buy milk.

In May, the community planned a block party and the Ponticelle
children were looking forward to the festivities. On the day of the
party, Sadie put a box outside the window with lemonade and
cookies on it for her children. They were all so excited about the
events coming up over the course of the day which were sure to run
well into the evening.

Louis entertained the strolling crowds with his ukulele as they
passed the Ponticelle’s door, and Anna, where else, was at his side
singing along.
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Anna’s ego was given a real boost that day when the community
crowned her Queen of the Street Fair. The family got such a kick out
of watching the expression on her face when the committee chairman
placed on her head a paper tiara decorated in glistening silver
sparkles. Then she, Queen Anna with her king, a boy wearing a paper
crown, ironically named Arthur, hand-in-hand sashayed through the
neighborhood greeting and bowing to all the loyal subjects.

On Thanksgiving that fall, not unlike the Halloween tradition
today, the children in the Ponticelle’s districts dressed in rag-a-
muffin clothes and went from house to house begging for treats. All
Sadie’s children had to do was put ash on their faces; their clothes
were tattered enough to pass as costumes.

As Sadie’s children went from house to house, outside their own
streets, they were given oranges, other fruits, and nuts in lieu of
candy and other sugary sweets, by their neighbors. These varieties of
fruits and nuts were more than just a real treat for Sadie’s hungry
children during this bountiful time of year.

Christmas that same year wasn’t looking any better than it was
last year when the children had the measles. Again there was no talk
of a Christmas meal with all the trimmings, and no talk of Santa and
a wish list of toys the children hoped he’d bring. It had been a long
haul from the Currier and Ives Christmas Sadie and Luigi anticipated
for their children in Danbury not so long ago.

Louis, Marie, Anna, and even little Regina understood their
situation, but still they envied the other kids on the block who had
Christmas trees, doors, and windows donned with decorations in
celebration of the holiday.

Just prior to Christmas, while playing out on the streets, Anna
noticed a tree laying in the gutter. It was a sorry looking old thing, but
it was a Christmas tree of sorts, so she picked it up and took it home.
The little ones loved it, too.

Sadie wasn’t even sure it was a tree or if she wanted the pathetic
thing in the house, but the children won her over and the little tree
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stayed. The children were happy with their tree, and at the same time
a little bit disappointed they didn’t have anything to hang on it.
Nevertheless, it made no matter to them and they loved it just
standing there bare on the kitchen table.

Sadie thought about the tree’s lack of decorative attire for a
moment and came up with an idea on how to solve the tree’s
problems, and her children’s minuscule disappointment with it as
well.

The Graphic Paper Company was just a few blocks away from
Sadie’s. The trimmings off the sheets of paper, cut throughout the
factory’s day of operation, were put out each night for the garbage
collectors. She sent the children out to pick some of the pink, green,
and white cuttings from out of the wooden trash barrels and bring
them home. They asked her why, but she didn’t let on to them what
it was she was planning in her head.

When Louis, Marie, Anna, and Regina returned to their cold flat
from their Christmas scavenger hunt, Sadie mixed a glue of flour and
water. She took the scissors out of her sewing box and began cutting
the pieces of paper into smaller strips. At first, the children didn’t
catch on to her scheme and wondered what she was doing.

Sadie took a long narrow strip of paper and folded it and made it
into a loop and fastened the two ends with the flour glue. The
children, finally, got the idea of her scheme when she placed the
second and third loop together and formed a chain. Their eyes lit up,
and they all sat beside her at the kitchen table cutting and pasting, and
as they cut and pasted, they sang and laughed, and together they
made a chain of colorful garland to adorn their woeful and sorrowful
tree.

Sadie made a star using all three shades of the paper and placed it
on the top of the tree. Then, all five of them stood back and viewed
this object of festive beauty they created with their own hands. Low
and behold, it was the most beautiful tree they’d ever seen, and just
the presence of its beauty warmed their cold tenement flat and the
very depths of their hearts.

Sadie scraped together some change and gave it to Louis, and sent
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him and Marie to the store. Anna and Regina tagged along with them
for the adventure. They walked to Woolworth’s on 42nd Street and
picked through the treasure trove of penny and five- to- ten-cent
delights.

When they got home, they wrapped the trinkets in the pieces of
scrap paper left over from their garland project and placed them
under their beautiful tree.

On that Christmas morning, just the look of sheer joy on Ralph’s
little face as he sat on the floor playing with his wooden miniature
cars, trucks, and animals, was more than enough Christmas for all of
them.

In one of her less selfish moments over the holidays, Minnie
decided she’d take all of Sadie’s children to the picture show to see
Pollyanna starring Mary Pickford.

At the theater, Minnie took a seat on the aisle, and the children sat
next to her in the row. Though the movie was silent, the theater was
noisy because those seated in the theater who could read spoke out
loud, in various languages, the words written on the screen. They did
this for those in the theater who didn’t read English or who were
illiterate.

Minnie was glad Sadie’s children were sitting still for a change
and being quiet. The movie had their full attention.

Regina, who was last in the row and farthest from Minnie, found
her attention taken away from the movie by a man sitting in the seat
next to her. He was behaving oddly, and making strange sounds and
funny faces. He was distracting her and she became annoyed, so she
brought him to Anna’s attention.

Anna had an uncomfortable feeling towards the man and passed
the word on down the line to Minnie that something peculiar was
going on.

Annoyed, Minnie got up to check and see what it was causing this
interruption, and why the children were chattering and bothering her.
She discovered for herself that the man wasn’t very entertained by
the pictures in motion and had not very discreetly found his own
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means of entertaining himself. Minnie hit the roof when she saw
what it was the man was doing. Angry as Hell, she reached back to
her seat for her umbrella and began hitting him again and again. The
man didn’t have a chance. Minnie beat him out of his seat, up the
aisle, and out the door and turned him over to a foot patrolman.

The children didn’t know what happened until Sadie, not wanting
to go into explicit details, told them it was a good thing to watch out
for strangers. She told them how proud she was of them and how
smart Regina was to tell Anna, and how smart Anna was telling
Minnie. They didn’t quite understand what it was Sadie was trying
nicely to explain to them, but their mother was pleased and proud of
them and that was good enough.

Sadie did the best she could to caution them on what behaviors in
men they should be aware of, especially, in dark public places. She
wanted them to understand the urgency in her message and made it
clear to them their innocence and vulnerability made them targets for
all sorts of evildoers.

As much as she wanted them to fully appreciate the seriousness of
these kinds of things they may encounter, Sadie felt her children
were too young to be told the stark realities of life. She thought it too
soon to tell them of the Parker child lying in MacPelah’s who had
been raped and died as a result of the injuries she sustained at the
hands of her abductor, abuser, and assailant. She tried hard to
impress upon them the importance of looking out for each other, and
for men such as these as well.

The children were not too traumatized over the event, and this
experience didn’t diminish their love of the picture show. They went
with Sadie as often as she was able to scrape together the nickels it
took to buy their tickets into the show.

Pollyanna turned out to be another hit for America’s sweetheart,
pretty, lovable, heart-wrenching, Mary Pickford, who, aside from
being a star on a scale that rivaled Charlie Chaplin, was a local girl
raised on the very same mean streets as Sadie.

Mary had come far from their streets, and she was earning more
than a million dollars a year, while Sadie, on the other hand, was
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lucky if she had two pennies to rub together. A pound of bread only
cost six cents, but it was more than Sadie could shell out these days.
She, like so many other mothers of the districts, sent her children to
the bakery to buy day-old bread and buns to have with their coffee at
breakfast.

With no one to fill the gaps when times were lean, Sadie went to
the William Randolph Hearst Foundation for help. Here, at this
privately owned and funded organization, they gave Sadie tickets to
pick up free milk at one of their local milk stations in the
neighborhood. She’d have one of the children go off with a ticket,
and a quart-sized container the foundation provided, to pick up the
free milk.

The Salvation Army, the Volunteers of America, and the
Goodwill took over for her where the Hearst Foundation left off.
These organizations were vital to Sadie, and were going to be for
many more years to come. They were very good to her and would be
there for her family when she needed them most to help pick up some
of the slack when times were the roughest.

Money wise, Minnie was a lot better off than Sadie, but being the
penny pincher she was, and making it clear to everyone she hated to
part with a single penny, Sadie’s children often heard Sadie say, “I’ll
starve first before I ask my mother for a dime.”

Her father, Danny, was still pretty much in and out of Minnie’s
life. He still worked at Nabisco, but all her mother ever got out of her
father these days were fancy tins of cookies he took from the job.

Lonnie had a good job in the motion picture industry and was well
on his way to becoming an accomplished cameraman. He and Agnes
were comfortable enough and things were looking up for his family.
Agnes was pregnant again and she was excited about their
forthcoming child. Her thoughts of baby Rita’s death still haunted
her, but her fears were belied by the fact that Lawrence, her second
child, was a happy and healthy child, and she prayed her next would
be as strong.

Sadie knew Lonnie would help her out, but she couldn’t bring
herself to ask him for the money she needed. She was well aware
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burying a child and raising one, and bringing another one into the
world, was financially hard on anyone’s pocketbook.

Till and James were well off by Sadie’s standards, and though she
needed money desperately, she knew what Minnie would say to that.

Lucille was married again now. After a scandalous affair and
divorce, somehow, unattractive and plain Lucille managed to snag
herself a second husband. She and her new husband, Paul
Michaelson, were making a life for themselves and Sadie would not
bother them. Besides, Minnie would have something to say about
that, too, if she did.

Tissie was well over Francis by this time and had fallen in love
again with a fine young man, who was an ambitious fellow and an
upstanding citizen in his community. Her new beau, Daniel Jund,
was a cavalry man during World War I, and he fought most of his
battles on the back of a horse.

Daniel was handsome and bright, and he had a promising career
with the military. He also had good intentions towards Tissie. He
loved her very much, and Tissie was wild about Danny. His family
was well off financially and owned a fine estate on the outskirts of
the city.

Tissie had a good job and, without Sadie ever having to ask, she’d
give her a couple of dollars here and there when she needed it.

Sadie was trying so hard to stand on her own two feet and make
ends meet, and most times she found ways to manage. Through the
most desperate of times, she said to the children, “As long as there’s
onions and potatoes in the house, we won’t starve.”

Not one to sit on her laurels, Sadie went out and found herself
another job. Every morning she rousted Anna, Regina, and Ralph
from their sleep and got herself ready for work and them ready for
their day. Once everyone ate breakfast, if there was any, she set off
with them to her new position answering the telephone in a plumbing
shop right on 40th Street.

The shop was ground level and had large pane glass windows
overlooking the street. She’d leave Anna and Regina outside the
storefront and take her place inside at her desk. There, she’d sit and
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work and watch as the girls entertained themselves and Ralph, who
was in his carriage.

Sadie liked the job and, for her, it was one made in Heaven. It
allowed her to be with her children, who she felt were too much of a
handful to have any other person watch over them.

When Marie got out of school for summer recess, she’d be
spending most of her time at home with Sadie and she could take care
of her siblings until Sadie got off work. For now, though, Marie had
to come to the shop after school and take the little ones home and tend
to them until Sadie got there.

Over the summer, things were going from bad to better, and Sadie
and her children were doing all right. The gang of little ones missed
having Sadie’s undivided attention, but loved having Marie all to
themselves.

Then came the fall, and Mother Nature forced Sadie to quit her
job when the weather no longer permitted her to leave Anna, Regina,
and Ralph outside exposed to the elements.

Sadie wasn’t too unhappy over the fact she had to stop working;
it gave her more time to spend with Tissie who was preparing for her
wedding, and it also gave Sadie more time to prepare things for the
next child she was expecting.

Letitia (Tissie) Mason Van Natten and Daniel John Jund were
married at Christ Church on West 36th Street. The family rejoiced in
their nuptials, but Till wasn’t at all happy Tissie would not be making
her home in the old neighborhood.

The whole family, especially Sadie, was saddened by the fact
Tissie was going to make a new life for herself at Dan’s family home
uptown. It was a spectacular home, and Dan’s mother was turning the
third floor into a six-room apartment for her son and his new bride.
It was to have a full size kitchen, dining room, bath, living room, and
two bedrooms.

While Tissie had the family rejoicing, Sadie, and her soon-to-be
new offspring, was another story. The father of her next child was
Irish, but Minnie had a problem with him because he was another
Catholic.
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James Quinn, or Jimmy, as his friends knew him, was his name.
He was thirty-four years old and a widower. His first wife, Madeline,
died at the young age of twenty-four, and this left Jimmy alone to
raise their son Louis Vincent, who was twelve.

Jimmy (or Mickey Toot as Sadie came to call him on occasion,
though the reason behind this moniker is unknown) was a thin man
who stood over six feet tall. When standing next to Sadie, who was
barely five feet tall, they made a comical picture and quite an
amusing pair.

Jimmy had a heart of gold. He was a handsome man, with an Irish
face and piercing blue eyes that sparkled when he smiled. He was a
jack-of-all- trades, and had been a driver earlier in his career. When
he and Sadie met, he had a good paying job laying parquet floors at
Princeton University.

Marie, Anna, Regina, and Ralph loved Jimmy and took right
away to calling him Daddy. They loved his son Louis, and they easily
accepted him into their lives as another older and loving brother.

Jimmy loved to sing, and, he, it has been said, had the voice of an
Irish tenor. He was a good dancer, too, and he and Sadie danced well
together at social gatherings. He was a loving man and a bit of a
scalawag who had many friends, loyal friends he’d keep for years.

He was liked by the community and lived large in it. Everyone
and their brother knew Jimmy Quinn—especially the bartenders.
Unfortunately, he had a drinking problem, and at the end of the week
his bar tab was always more than his pay, but he did manage to bring
home sweet treats for his son and Sadie’s children, who were
appreciative of his thoughtfulness.

Sadly, for Jimmy, his bouts with the demon alcohol diminished
him as a father figure in Sadie’s children’s eyes, but they loved him
deeply in his happier, kinder, and gentler moments.

Sadie’s Louis and Jimmy’s Louis were close in age and became
fast friends. They, as most boys of the districts, belonged to a gang
and played on the streets and in the railroad and shipyards, and, they,
too, kept homing pigeons on their roof.

Louis Hanley and Louis Quinn were the best of pals, and Louis
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Quinn was going to be Louis Hanley’s best pal for life. To avoid
confusion between two Louis’, the family took to calling Louis
Quinn by his middle name, Vincent. He was to spend most of his time
at his grandmother’s in Brooklyn, but he spent most weekends with
his father and Sadie and her gang, who were now known as the Quinn
kids.

Sadie had a beautiful baby girl with Jimmy and they named her
Madeline after his deceased wife. Baby Madeline’s eyes were as
blue as Jimmy’s and Sadie’s, and her hair was as blonde-white as
Anna’s.

Louis Hanley and his Ponticelle siblings adored and loved
Madeline Quinn, and thought she was the most beautiful baby they
had ever seen. Their thoughts on the beauty of their new sister may
have been sibling pride, but Madeline was the loveliest baby born to
Sadie.

This flat on 40th wasn’t going to be big enough for Sadie’s
growing family, and having served its purpose, it, too, was history.
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Chapter Ten

On November 14, 1918, when World War l came to an end, the
nation was at peace again. When the men came back from fighting
the First World War, a war not unlike all wars, a hard and dirty war,
they came back to a country that was prosperous and booming. The
United States had some four million men in its Army during the war
and almost two million spent their tour of duty in Europe.

The people of America were fed-up with war and hoped a way
could be found to prevent future wars from ever happening again.

President Wilson, who never wanted to go to war in the first
place, at the end of the war said, “The war was fought for the rights
of nations great and small and for the privileges of men everywhere
to choose their own way of life.”

In December of 1919, the President went to Europe to talk with
the allied nations about forming a league. He was the first president
to go abroad, and the people there held parades in honor of the great
leader who might bring everlasting peace to a war-weary world.

Wilson and the heads of state of all the allied forces met in
Versailles and created a treaty. The idea of the league was to set
standards they could all agree upon as to how the member countries
handled an imposing factor threatening world peace. Each member
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country chose a representative and they met at regular intervals to
discuss world affairs. The treaty also stated the league could call
special conferences when the nations were faced with serious
problems. Each nation was responsible for enforcing the covenant of
the treaty.

Wilson returned home feeling the treaty the forces agreed upon
was conducive to world peace, but the U.S. Senate, however,
rejected the treaty and Wilson failed at his attempt to join the League
of Nations and be a part of their continuing efforts toward peace in
the world.

Disappointed in Congress for vetoing and destroying his dream of
America lending its hand toward world peace, Wilson decided to
back a plan he felt would bring his country closer to his goals of quiet
and calm for his people. Through the coaxing of the President,
Congress ratified the Eighteenth Amendment—the Volstead Act,
more commonly known as Prohibition. The making, selling,
distribution or transportation of alcohol was prohibited under federal
law. The country was dry.

Denied the right to consume the fermented brew, the people’s
desire for it became more intense, and a lawless breed of men who
weren’t afraid of government agents tracking them down for
breaking federal law, saw to it that the brewed nectar flowed again.

For the millions of those who needed and wanted to quench their
thirst and wet their dry parched throats, the moon-shiners were there
for them in numbers. The bootleggers took over many of the
warehouses in Sadie’s districts, and on any given night it wasn’t
unusual to see a convoy of trucks making their way down the streets
and avenues to deliver their illegal substance to their distributors.

Young Hell’s Kitchen lads, with guns on their laps, rode in the
front seat of the trucks just in case a rival gang of bootleggers wanted
to steal their stash. It wasn’t uncommon for the convoys to make a
stop at a corner and pay off a cop who was willing to close his eyes
so they could move along with their all too powerful booty.

The distributors, in fear of raids by Prohibition agents, though
they were rare, devised a clever method to get around the
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possibilities of their getting caught. Using the side doors and back
entrances of their local businesses, which served as fronts for their
illegal operations, they had the customer knock. Then, in a quiet
voice, they’d give the man on the other side of the door, looking
through a peephole, a code word that gained them entry.

A woman of Hell’s Kitchen told a reporter of the Telegram,
“There are more speakeasies than kids in the Kitchen, and there are
easily two hundred kids to a block.”

Adding to the population of the district, after the birth of
Madeline, Sadie took a flat on the corner of 39th Street, between
Eleventh and Twelveth Avenues, near the New York Butcher and
Chicken Market, and Rowe’s slaughterhouse.

The Quinn’s new house was attached to the chicken warehouse
on the north side, and the meat packing plant on the south. This place
wasn’t any worse or better than the others Sadie and her children
lived in, but this one, at least, had a nice view of the North River,
though the neighborhood was abysmal. The flat had six railroad
rooms, but they could only afford five, so the owner of the building
locked the back room off and Sadie saved a few bucks.

Speakeasies were plentiful in this neighborhood, with just about
one on every block--and the Quinn’s flat was above one.

The gin joint under them was, as were many of the other
speakeasies in the city, making its own liquor in the cellar, and the
smell of the hooch simmering in the basement filled the Quinn’s new
apartment. As the vapors made their way up from the darkest
recesses of the building, so did the water bugs that flourished and
made the kids wince in disgust at their all too frequent appearances.

Jimmy wasn’t doing too well with work, and his drinking was
getting the best of him. His job at Princeton was finished and Sadie
never did get to see a cent of the money he earned working there.

The man who owned Sadie’s building was also owner of the
saloon downstairs and he liked Jimmy, who was one of his most
frequent customers. When he heard Jimmy didn’t have a job any
longer, he gave him one waiting on tables.
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Sadie didn’t hesitate when the landlord asked her if she wanted to
work as a janitress caring for the halls and sidewalk of the building.
For this, the Quinns were given a break in the rent in exchange for her
cleaning duties.

The saloon owner also asked her if she would be interested in
waitressing for the lunch crews who came into the saloon. She
accepted this generous offer, too. She would only have to work a
couple of hours a day, and living upstairs, she was able to put Regina,
Ralph, and Madeline down for a nap while she ran downstairs to wait
tables.

Later, when the landlord heard Jimmy bragging that Sadie was a
good cook, he asked her if she would be interested in cooking in the
saloon’s kitchen when he was short handed. She jumped at that
chance, too, because in return, she could bring hot meals upstairs
every day for the kids for lunch and/or dinner.

Though he was still a young man, Louis wanted to help his family
out financially, so he took a job after school and on weekends
working for the slaughterhouse. He loved his job, and the prestige of
the title of City Cowboy, but he hated the part he and his horse played
in the demise of the animals he loved so much.

Sadie insisted he keep some of his pay for himself, but he gave her
most of his money. He was still living with Minnie, and because he
didn’t want to be beholden to her, he gave her most of what was left
of his earnings to put toward his and Marie’s keep.

With the few pennies he did manage to save for himself, he took
up a new hobby, and aside from his pigeons, he was tinkering with all
kinds of electronic devices. He had such a fascination for old crystal
sets and the newest contraption taking their place—the radio which
was grabbing the world’s attention.

He came to Sadie’s for lunch daily, and as a growing young man
he had a ferocious appetite. Louis was always happiest when Sadie
brought home frankfurters and (what else would a cowboy like?)
beans, because they were his favorite food of all.



SADIE

131

~ ~ ~

Anna started school. It was an old school and dated back to the
days of the Civil War. She liked the school, and the teachers treated
her kindly.

If they were able, Sadie liked having all her children around her
at mealtime, and going back and forth from school wasn’t an easy
task for Anna. The railroad tracks that went along the avenue crossed
the school’s path. If she didn’t time it right, she’d be stuck on the
other side of the tracks and have to wait for the long line of boxcars
to pass. This would leave her only a small portion of her lunch hour
to sit with Sadie and the rest of the family to eat.

Anna made the best of a bad situation, and on the days she had to
stand and wait as the freight trains made their way past her, she read
the words printed on the boxcars and tried to memorize those she
didn’t know so she could ask Sadie what they spelled when she got
home. Waiting became a game for her, and one she’d later say she
appreciated for adding to the growth of her vocabulary.

Living on the waterfront had its advantages for Sadie’s kids. Day
after day, Marie and Anna sat on their stoop with Regina and Ralph
and watched Louis and the other cowboys round up the livestock as
they were unloaded off the boxcars and the boats coming up the
North River.

Jim, the bull, led the cattle, and Billy, the goat, led the sheep off
the boats and freight trains, and they were popular figures in the
neighborhood. Once these two critters finished their jobs, the
animals were corralled and the cowboys took over. They’d throw
open the gates of the corral and herd the livestock down the streets
and into the holding pens of the slaughterhouses.

The Quinn kids proudly watched as their big brother rode by, and
they all agreed Louis looked the handsomest up there on his horse.

After a few weeks of watching Louis make his way down their
streets, Marie, Anna, and Regina started wondering about the fate of
these animals. Curiosity got the best of them one day, and they went
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up on their roof to get a closer look at what was going on behind the
high walls surrounding the slaughterhouses and blocking their view
from the streets.

Up on the roof, they walked to the ledge and peered over the edge,
and were horrified by the sight they saw. Lined up in a row, and
hanging from an overhead rolling conveyor of hooks, the livestock
were strung up by their hind feet, and a man with a knife, wearing a
white apron, saturated with blood, was gutting the animals and
preparing their meat for market.

The kids screamed at the sight. They ran down the stairs as fast as
they could to tell Sadie of the horrendous scene they just witnessed.

Sadie heard them screaming and ran to the door. “Mother of God,
what happened?” she asked as they scrambled in. They were
hysterical and tried to explain to her what they had just seen. She
calmed them down and tried to explain the situation to them. “Don’t
be angry at the man, he was only doing his job and, well, that’s just
the way life is sometimes. I’m sorry you had to see it, but—that’s
life.” She also told them not to go up on the roof again.

At night when the kids lay in bed, the low sounds of the cows
mooing, the bleating high tones of the sheep, the oinking of the pigs,
and the clucking of the chickens didn’t seem so comforting and
tranquil anymore to Marie, Anna, and Regina.

On her way home from school one day, Anna stopped and got a
penny’s worth of Indian nuts, and as she walked she ate the nuts. A
penny for nuts was hard to come by so this was quite a treat.

As she walked along, she saw Louis up the block on horseback
and waved hello to him.

When she passed the gates of the slaughterhouse’s holding pens,
she ran into Billy the goat who had just finished leading in another
shipment of sheep into the corral. He spotted Anna and walked over
to her.

Anna wasn’t afraid of him, but she wasn’t very fond of him
,either. She didn’t like Billy for what he did to his goat friends, but
she liked him just enough to give him one of the nuts she held her
hand. It was gone in a snap and she gave him another.
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Billy ate the nut as Anna rambled on to him, babbling and asking
him how he could be so cruel to his friends. She inquired, didn’t he
have a conscience and want to quit his job? Billy, of course, ignored
her questioning and just wanted more nuts, so he nudged at her hand
and Anna reluctantly gave him one more.

He ate that in an instant and nudged her hand again, and she gave
him one more nut from her hand. But Billy wanted more and one
more was given, but it still wasn’t enough for Billy and he nudged at
her hand once again.

Anna didn’t have any more nuts in her hand and dug into her
pocket and pulled out just one more nut and gave it to Billy. Lickety-
split it was gone, too. She dug deeper inside her pocket and pulled out
a handful and ate them herself.

Billy at this point became impatient with Anna, and all her
chattering. He just wanted more nuts. She was taking so long to dig
more nuts out of her pocket, in his frustration this time, he started to
nudge at her pocket. She gave Billy the evil eye and hand fed him
another nut and—bam—it was gone too.

Billy was starting to get angry and still didn’t have his fill and
wanted some more nuts and nudged at her pocket again. But by this
time, Anna had it with Billy and she pushed his head away from her
pocket and yelled at him. “You selfish old goat! Go away!” But Billy
persisted and began to nip at her pocket to get at the nuts himself.

The more Anna tried pushing Billy’s head away from her pocket,
the more obstinate he became. The more forceful she became with
him, the more he nudged back at her. She tried harder next time at
pushing him away, but stubborn Billy, used to having his own way,
would not give up and started to butt at her pocket harder with his
head. He was beginning to hurt her now, and she became frightened
of him.

The more Anna resisted, the more Billy persisted, and the more
she pushed him, the harder he shoved her back with his head. Now
petrified of Billy, she started to run from him, but he took off after her
and was bleating loudly right on her tail.

Anna saw a truck parked at the curb and ran to it and opened the
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door and got in as fast as she could. But it wasn’t fast enough. Before
she could close the door behind her, Billy jumped into the cab and
stood on top of her.

Lying on the seat, Anna clutched at her pocket and tried with all
her might to resist Billy’s attack, but she wasn’t strong enough.
Unable to fight her way out from under her heavy attacker, Anna lie
there helplessly as Billy finished eating the rest of the nuts—and her
pocket as well.

Louis witnessed the fiasco as it unfolded, and from up the block
he let out a, “Yee haw,” and he and his trusty steed galloped off down
the street to rescue Anna from her obvious dilemma. When he
reached the scene, he jumped off his horse, ran to the truck, grabbed
Billy by his hindquarters and yanked him off of Anna and out of the
truck.

Billy wasn’t put upon much, if at all, by any of this and he
sauntered back down the street and went on his merry way. Anna, on
the other hand, threw her arms around Louis’ neck and stayed there
a while as he comforted her in his strong arms.

“You okay, kid? “ Louis asked, releasing himself from Anna’s
choking hug.

Anna kissed him, and through her sobs said, “You’re my hero.”
Louis took his horse by its reins and he put his arm around Anna’s

shoulder and walked her the rest of the way home, and she couldn’t
wait to tell the family of her harrowing experience.

Sadie and the kids were a captured audience, and they listened as
Louis and Anna each told their version of the tale.

Louis found Anna’s situation a bit of concern, but he didn’t by
any means believe it was as life threatening as she posed in her
rendition. It was humorous to him. Anna wasn’t hurt, and he thought
she was more upset over the loss of her Indian nuts and her pocket
than the beast standing on her. He couldn’t wait to get back to work
to tell the guys what happened to his kid sister.

Louis wasn’t one to shy away from the spotlight and took every
opportunity to put himself there. He would, throughout his life, be
the center of attention around which a gaggle of ragged little streets
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urchins gathered just to be in his company. Many a day, Louis sat on
the stoop, with Anna singing alongside him, and amuse the other
children sharing his streets. With his father’s gift of music, he’d play
the ukulele and sing songs, and tell them silly stories and exaggerated
tales he fabricated with his wild imagination. All the kids loved
Louis in whatever neighborhood he lived in, and they followed him
wherever he and his ukulele went. For them, he was a role model, and
the Pied Piper of their colorless streets.

Louis, as far as Anna was concerned, was an golden idol, and she
felt the Quinns had a genuine hero right under their own roof. His act
of bravery gave the family certain bragging rights in her mind. She
hit the streets and told the other kids on her block of her run-in with
Billy, and she played out her harrowing encounter with Billy to the
hilt, but she did give Louis’ heroic actions center stage.

Already their idol, the kids on the block who had also been
harassed by Billy began to look up to Louis as their hero as well.

Anna made two promises to herself that day. One, she would
never walk past Billy’s gate again. Two, she would marry a man just
as handsome, loving, kind, gentle, and as brave as her big brother
Louis.

Sadie was pleased her kids were accepting of their new
neighborhood, and though she feared for them when they were out on
the streets, if the weather permitted she hated to see them hanging
around the flat and chased them out of the house and out of her way
so she could do her chores.

On a fine summer day, Marie, Anna, and Regina were outside
playing hopscotch. They sat Ralph on the first step of the stoop and
he sat watching them. They had baby Madeline with them, and she
slept in her carriage on the sidewalk as they played.

Suddenly, a shout cried out and they heard a thundering noise.
When they turned, they saw cattle stampeding down the street
toward them. The girls instinctively ran to their stoop.

Marie picked up Ralph and they all ran farther up the steps to get
out of the way of the oncoming barrage of charging cattle that were
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out of control and running all over the neighborhood in their frenzied
state of madness.

After finding safety at the top of their stoop, Marie, Anna, and
Regina were dumbfounded when they realized they left Madeline
behind asleep in her carriage on the sidewalk. They panicked. Not
knowing what to do, and unable to move in their shock and fear, they
stood there and watched as the calamity of their doomed sleeping
baby sister’s fate unfolded before their very eyes.

Just when they thought all was lost, a City Cowboy rode up on his
horse, snatched the baby out of the carriage, and rode off down the
street with Madeline safely in his arms. The Quinn kids and the
crowd of onlookers gave a rousting cheer that quickly turned into a
gasp when only an instant later they all watched as the wild-eyed
herd crushed Madeline’s empty baby carriage to smithereens.

Living on 39th Street became quite an adventure for the Quinn
kids, and it didn’t look like their roller coaster ride was over yet. Days
after the stampede incident, Jimmy came home drunk and he began
to argue with and pester Sadie. Anna and Regina were still up when
he stumbled in, and they tried to quell the anger he was unleashing on
Sadie, but their attempt was in vain.

After a few more unpleasant exchanges, Sadie became disgusted
with Jimmy. Having enough of his verbal abuse, she went to lie down
with Madeline, who was asleep in the front room on the couch on
which they slept.

Anna and Regina stayed up for a while with Jimmy, and they tried
to get him to go to bed, but he started in on them about their neglect
of his Madeline on the day of the stampede, so they went to bed, too.
They were tired after a full day, but as they nodded off they heard a
loud thump coming from another room in the flat.

“What was that?” Regina asked.
“I think maybe it was, Daddy. I think he fell. We better go check

on him,” Anna said.
“No! Anna. Please! Leave him alone,” Regina asked of her.
“He might be hurt! We better go check.” Regina was petrified of

Jimmy, but she reluctantly agreed.
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They got up quietly, so as not to wake Ralph, and went to see what
happened. As they approached the darkened kitchen, they saw
Jimmy lying on the floor and decided to try to get him up and make
him go to bed. They started toward him when abruptly a strange light
filled the room. They stopped dead in their tracks and stood there
holding onto each other and scared out of their wits.

“Regina, do you see that?”
“Yeah. What is it?” Regina questioned her.
“I don’t know.”
“Let’s go back, Anna. I’m frightened,” Regina pleaded.
A strange mist hovered over Jimmy as he lay on the floor snoring.

It was a floating transparent form that seemed to move in a flowing
motion, telling them to stay back.

Fearing for their father, they yelled out to Sadie to come quick to
the kitchen and see what they were seeing.

“Mama, Daddy fell on the floor and something is going after him
and it’s telling us to stay away from him.”

“Leave him alone. He’s drunk,” Sadie hollered out to them.
“No, Mama. There’s something there. It’s telling us to go back. It

won’t let us near Daddy.”
“There’s nothing there. Let him sleep it off where he is and go

back to bed.” Sadie was too tired to get up because Madeline had
been cranky all night.

“No, Mama, there’s something there. We see it and we’re afraid
it’s gonna hurt, Daddy.” They began to cry.

“For the love of God, don’t wake him. He’s okay. Go back to
bed.” Sadie could hear Jimmy snoring and wasn’t much concerned
for his well being.

“Please, Mama. We see it. It might hurt him. It’s all white and
floating above him.”

“I know what it is. It’s Mr. Cook,” Sadie told them.
The extra locked-off room Sadie couldn’t afford to rent was

separated from the Quinn’s portion of the flat by heavy wooden
doors on a sliding track. A short time after the Quinns took the flat,
the landlord brought one of his relatives over from Ireland. He had
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given him a job as a part-time cook in the saloon and he let him use
the back room of the Quinn’s apartment as his own personal quarters.

Sadie figured Mr. Cook, who wore an all white uniform including
a chef’s hat, heard what was going on at the Quinn’s side of the door
and came in and was trying to help the girls by getting Jimmy off of
the floor.

“If that’s you, Mr. Cook, you’re scaring the girls. Please, leave
Jimmy there and go back to your room,” Sadie yelled out, believing
it was the border. But she received no response.

“No, Mama. It’s not Mr. Cook. It’s not. It’s a lady. A beautiful
lady.” Anna and Regina kept right on insisting what they were
looking wasn’t Mr. Cook. They stood there holding onto each other,
watching, and waiting to see what would happen next.

Sadie was more adamant. “Go back to bed. Leave Daddy there. I
promise you, he’ll be all right.” With that said, and only a few
seconds more of floating over Jimmy, the specter disappeared in a
flash.

Still shaking, Anna and Regina left Jimmy lying there and ran
back to bed. Hidden under the covers, the girls, still unable to let go
of each other, spoke of the apparition until sleep finally came upon
them that night.

The next morning couldn’t come fast enough for them. Anna and
Regina couldn’t wait to speak with Sadie about what they’d seen in
their kitchen.

“Mama, what was that thing we saw last night floating over
Daddy?” they asked.

“I don’t like you telling these stories,” Sadie told them.
“No, Mama. It was real. We both saw it, didn’t we, Regina?”

Regina gave Sadie an affirmative head-nod
“It didn’t have a face, but something was there. It was a lady in a

mist, like an angel, Mama. It didn’t have a face, but it seemed to be
a beautiful young woman.” Anna stared Sadie down on this one.

Anna and Regina took turns and tried hard to explain to Sadie
what they had seen, but the superstitions of her Irish heritage came
into play and she dismissed them, their vision, and their childish
prattle.
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The following Sunday, as was usual, Anna and Regina were
looking at the funnies in The Daily News. The paper was sponsoring
a coloring contest and they sat coloring in the black and white picture
with their scarce broken crayons. As they colored, they hoped their
picture would be chosen to win the prize the newspaper offered to the
best-colored picture submitted by the children.

Once they finished coloring, they cut the picture out of the paper
and put it aside until they could get an envelope and a stamp to send
it into the Daily. They never did.

Having read the funnies, and with little else to do, they began to
browse through the other sections of the paper. At the same exact
moment, as Anna turned to the next page, both she and Regina
simultaneously yelled out, “There it is. Mama, come over here!
There it is! That’s the thing we saw the other night floating over
Daddy!”

“You’re crazy,” Sadie said more in the form of a question.
“No, Mama. Honest to God, that’s what we saw floating over,

Daddy.“ Anna and Regina covered their hearts with one hand and
raised the other to God, to assure Sadie they were telling her the truth.

“Honest, Mama. Hand to God. That’s what we saw.” Sadie, at
their insistence, looked at the picture and she read the article to them.
The picture in the paper was an artist’s rendition of a spirit a family
claimed they had seen floating over a family member as she slept.
Only a few days later the woman died in her sleep.

Sadie became agitated. The old soothsaying and specters of ill
fate were once again awakened in her mind and she wanted to bury
them back from where they came. She wanted to hear no more about
their ghost, but Anna and Regina held their ground and insisted that
thing in the paper was what they had seen.

“Well, I can’t tell you what it was you two saw, but if that’s what
you say you saw, then that’s what you saw. But I still think it was
your imagination. Those things always bring hard luck anyway.
Forget about it. You’re not supposed to be looking at the adult
sections of the paper. Put the paper down and go out and play.”

Anna and Regina weren’t quite sure what Sadie meant when she
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said, “Those things always bring hard luck anyway,” but they knew
they had to drop the whole issue immediately, because Sadie had a
distressed look on her face whenever they tried to speak of it. They
would leave her alone about it—for now.

The following Tuesday morning Anna and Regina woke up
earlier than usual and the apartment was unusually quiet. They didn’t
hear Sadie’s pails clanging, as they usually did at this time of
morning when she was out in the hall cleaning.

They got up out of their bed and went to the kitchen and found
Sadie sitting at the table. A pot of hot coffee already brewed on the
stove and a cup of it sat on the table in front of Sadie, but it was
untouched.

Sadie was still in her nightgown, and she had her face buried in
her hands. It sounded to Anna and Regina as if she had the sniffles
and was catching a cold. They weren’t sure what was wrong with
Sadie, and wondered why she didn’t notice them and greet them with
her usual good morning salutations and kisses. She continued to sit
there with her head bowed, and didn’t say a word.

“Good morning, Mama.” They were troubled when Sadie didn’t
answer them.

With her head still lowered, Sadie blew her nose, took in a deep
breath, and not looking up at them said, “Good morning, girls. I don’t
want you two to go into the front room just now.” That was all Sadie
managed to say.

“What is it, Mama? What’s wrong?” They could sense something
wasn’t right by the tightening gut wrenching feelings going on in
their stomachs.

Sadie didn’t speak again, and sat quietly for a moment. She took
in another deep breath and let it out, then slowly raised her head and
looked up at Anna and Regina. Her eyes were red and swollen and
tears streamed down her weary face. Taking in one more last deep
breath, to give herself time to find the courage to speak the rest of the
words she so dreaded hearing herself say, and finally spoke.

“It’s Madeline,” she said nearly choking on her words. “She died
last night in her sleep.” Sadie let out a pathetic sigh.
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Anna and Regina were stunned, and couldn’t believe they had
just heard their mother say their baby sister was dead. They so loved
Madeline, and couldn’t reason in their young minds what happened.

Madeline died of diphtheria at the age of eighteen months. They
laid her out in the room in which she died.

Jimmy and his friends spent most of the time in the kitchen
drinking during her wake, while the rest of the family kept vigil and
watched over their beautiful baby as she rested in a glass coffin in the
cold parlor in which she slept with Sadie, and in whose arms she died.

Once again, the neighborhood and MacPelah’s won.
Anna and Regina, over the several days of Madeline’s wake, sat

and listened as the Parker women spoke of the circumstances
surrounding Madeline’s death.

Minnie said, “What those children saw was a sign. They, too,
know the powers that be.”

Their grandmother, Minnie, and great-aunt Till spoke of all the
others in the family who had come and gone on before them. They
spoke of their fates, and how they came to their untimely ends and the
signs shown predicting their impending doom.

As young as they were, Anna and Regina began to understand
what Sadie meant when she said those things always bring hard luck
anyway. This time around it was Sadie’s own words playing over and
over in her own children’s heads.

The ghostly specter who came to Anna and Regina, as they had
for Mary, Till and Minnie, gave them a sign of things to come, and
they started to put the pieces of it all together. They didn’t share their
revelations with Sadie, or bother her with their questions and
concerns over this issue—not then anyway.

Jimmy was in the doldrums over his Madeline’s death. He was a
lost soul with no purpose and no direction in life. He carried around
so much pain in his heart, he never even noticed Sadie’s pain.

In his grief, Jimmy started taking heavier to the bottle, and hated
the world for taking his beautiful Madeline away. He flared up at
everyone over every little thing. It got really bad when he started to
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take out his anger on his stepchildren. All of them except, of course,
blonde-haired, blue eyed Anna, whom he called his own.

The dinner table was a nightmare. No one was allowed to speak.
Day on end, Jimmy came home stinking drunk and flopped into his
chair and took his place at the head of the table. Regina, one evening,
had the misfortune of gazing up at him.

“What the hell are you looking at?” he yelled at her. “Get those
black Guinea eyes off me.”

Anna hated him when he attacked her darker siblings.
Sadie told Jimmy to hold his tongue, but she was in too much pain

to take it any further than that. Madeline’s death all but killed her,
and she couldn’t find the energy to go head-to-head with Jimmy now.

Things went from bad to worse, and Jimmy, in his dire straights,
couldn’t pull himself out of his misery. He couldn’t sleep at night,
and not wanting to be alone with his thoughts, and wanting to escape
the demons haunting his own mind, he started bringing men upstairs
from the saloon.

Night after night, Jimmy and his friends sat drinking at the
kitchen table, talking, singing, laughing, and crying the long, drawn
out, melancholy nights away. In the shank of an evening such as this,
Jimmy woke Anna from her deep sleep, and though she was
reluctant, he made her come into the kitchen to dance and sing for his
pals. Regina always went with her and didn’t mind getting up with
her, because it was at her big sister Anna’s side where she always
wanted to be.

After entertaining Jimmy’s friends one night, Anna and Regina
returned to bed and got a serious case of the giggles.

Anna it seems, while giving her riveting performance,
incorporated a new stunt into her old worn out song and dance
routine; a new routine she thought might give her act some flare and
be a real showstopper.

This acrobatic feat, meant to enhance her repertoire, was to put
her leg over the back of her head, raise her head up and put a big smile
on her face for her adoring audience. As she did this new maneuver,
she had a gastric outburst and was so humiliated she wanted to cry.
But being a regular little trooper, she went on with the show.



SADIE

143

Regina was shocked when she heard the noise and thought it was
funny, buy knowing Anna’s pride, she felt sorry for her and didn’t
laugh.

Sadie taught the kids if you passed wind, Sadie’s delicate term for
flatulence, they were to say, “Excuse me.” Anna said nothing when
it happened and continued on with the heart-stopping show, hoping
the drunken fools hadn’t heard it. But they did and they commented
on it, made sport of her, and made Anna feel embarrassed and so
ashamed.

Once Jimmy let her go back to bed, she climbed in next to Regina
and began to weep. Regina, not liking to see her sister so sad, starting
tickling her and teasing her and making jokes, and she finally got
Anna to smile.

“Knock it off in there before I give you the back of my hand,”
Jimmy yelled from the kitchen. “I know it’s you making that racket
in there, Regina. Knock it off or I’ll get my belt.”

Regina was terrified of Jimmy, but kids will be kids, and she
started mimicking what she and Anna knew was Jimmy’s facial
expression when he was drunk and yelling.

This threat of a whipping, with Regina’s frowning impression of
Jimmy, made Anna laugh all the more. The girls were in a fit, and it
was too late for them to stop. The giggling got worse and they were
out of control.

Before they knew it, Jimmy was headed toward their bedroom.
They heard him coming and slipped under the covers and tried to
hide. It was of no use, and in a flash he was all over them.

“You little Guinea! I know you started this, Regina! I’ll show
you! Think you don’t have to listen to me, do you?! Well, I’ll put a
stop to your ways right now! Nasty little witch!” He kept yelling
disparaging remarks at Regina, and continually lashed at the covers
with his belt. The blows came down fast and hard. The girls were
screaming.

Anna cried out, “Daddy! Don’t! Please, Daddy, stop!” Regina
shivered, scared to death.

The blows continued on for what seemed a lifetime to the girls.
Then, finally, it was all over. Sobbing and shaking, the girls came out
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from under the covers. Jimmy was horrified to see what he’d done.
His Anna was covered in welts that he, with his own two hands,
inflicted upon her.

It just so happened that night, when Anna and Regina returned to
bed, they decided to exchange their usual places in which they slept.

Jimmy thought he was hitting Regina all the while, but it was his
Anna who felt the sting of his rage this time. He cried like a baby over
what he’d done to his talented blonde-haired, blue-eyed pet Anna,
and he beat Regina for it all the more. When he finished, he went
back to the kitchen and continued right where he left off without
skipping a beat.

Hours later Regina was still crying from her beating and Anna
was holding her hand over her mouth, trying to muffle her little
sister’s cries. She didn’t want Jimmy to hear Regina crying, in fear he
would beat her again for making noise. She held Regina in her arms
and tried her best to calm her down.

They heard Sadie come home from work a little earlier, right after
the beatings. They wanted to tell her what Jimmy had done, but they
didn’t.

As was usual, Anna had to go to the bathroom when she was
nervous, and the bathroom was right off the kitchen. But she had to
go, and Regina didn’t want her to go alone and climbed out of bed to
go with her.

Making their way out to the kitchen, approaching one of the
bedrooms, they saw a man lying in Jimmy’s bed. He was passed out
on top of the covers, and his pants were undone and he was exposed.

Anna and Regina ran to Sadie, who was in a dead sleep alone on
the couch in the parlor, and woke her.

“Mama, there’s a man in Daddy’s bed and there’s something
funny there.”

The room was pitch black. As they stood there, Sadie couldn’t see
their bruised little bodies, but she could hear in their voices
something was wrong. She got up immediately and went with them
to see what this was all about.

“For the love of Jesus! Jimmy! Get in here!” Sadie yelled out.
Jimmy staggered into the room.
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“This has got to stop! Get this guy out of here! The girls are
getting too big for this nonsense!” Sadie was livid.

Barely able to stand himself, Jimmy walked over to the man and
said, “Come on, pal. Get up.” He shook the guy, and when he came
around, Jimmy helped him to his feet.

Sadie was still yelling when the drunken fool came to his senses,
and realizing his surroundings, he tried straightening himself and his
pants up. After adjusting his trousers, he began apologizing when
saw the looks on Sadie, Anna, and Regina’s faces.

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Quinn. I didn’t realize. Geez, I got kids of my
own at home. I didn’t mean to scare the girls. Poor kids. I’m sorry,
girls. I’m awful sorry, Mrs. Quinn.”

The man was nearly crying and truly sorry for causing the girls to
have witnessed such a scene. He said good night to Jimmy and
quietly slipped out of the room in his humiliation.

Sadie started complaining again to Jimmy about all that had been
going on with these men he brought home. Jimmy became
belligerent toward her, and the girls were tired and finally had
enough of him. They left their parents standing there in Jimmy’s
bedroom fighting, and made their way back to their bed.

Sadie was so wrapped up with Jimmy, she never noticed the
bruises on the girls.

Anna and Regina climbed back into their bed at the scene of the
crime, and tried to find a comfortable position in which to ease their
troubled bodies.

In the wee hours of the morning, unable to sleep, and trying to
block out the angry voice of Jimmy, Anna and Regina lay there
listening to the melodious tones of the music being hammered out on
the player piano’s keys in the saloon below. As they hugged on to
each other and listened, they drifted off to sleep wondering where it
had all gone so wrong. Anna remembered.
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Chapter Eleven

Not able to live any longer with the ghosts and the memories
surrounding Madeline’s death, Sadie took a flat on Eleventh Avenue
between 37th and 38th Street. This house had to be seen to be believed.
It was a dump.

It was a three-story brick building that housed two families on
each floor. The entrance to the house was on the avenue.

The Quinns occupied a three room flat on the top floor. Rent was
always cheaper near the roof.

The doorway was two steps up off the street, and the door to enter
had broken wooden slats that were painted a light blue; it was faded
and what was left of it was peeling. In a hole in the door, where once
was a knob, a piece of rope was put through to serve as a handle of
sorts.

Upon entering the building, the gaslights in the hall, even if they
were feebly lit, didn’t give an ounce of charm to this place. Without
a lock on the front door, the homeless came in off the streets and into
the Quinn’s hall to sleep it off.

When the kids were out on the streets playing and it was time for
them to come in, they shouted up to Sadie to come down to guide
them through the maze of drunkards who oft times blocked their
path. Sadie walked down and chased the men out and back out onto
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the streets so she and the kids could make their way up, only to have
to do it over again to make their way down.

A grocery store was connected to the Quinn’s building on the
corner of 37th Street, and the two men who ran it were Armenian.
Strangely enough, their names were Charlie Papazian and Charlie
Topazian, and they both looked like Charlie Chaplin. They liked the
Quinns, and knowing Sadie’s situation, they let her run up a bill when
she didn’t have the money to cover her purchases.

The two Charlies, who took to calling Anna “yellow peas”
because her hair was so blonde, were very fond of all of the kids and
gave them pieces of bologna as they filled Sadie’s order.

Maintaining the building was an endless and backbreaking task
for Sadie, and her once soft, slender, alabaster hands were calloused,
rough, and swollen.

As the Sage Foundation stated would happen, living in the belly
of the beast of the tenements finally took its toll on her. Sadie was
dog-tired and crying uncle. She became indifferent, and the clean,
tidy home she once kept was beginning to suffer at the loss of her
capable hands. She tried to catch up on Saturdays with her own
household chores, but she couldn’t step up to the challenge.

Though the halls and streets were cleaned, the flat was a mess and
as infested with bed bugs and lice as the other tenement flats
surrounding it, and Sadie faced an ongoing and losing battle. All the
kerosene in the world, poured on the kids’ hair and around the
springs of the bed, wasn’t going to lick this vermin problem.

Just the sight of this building’s squalid conditions was more than
enough to scare away any potential visitors with any lick of sense.
But not Tissie, and no matter how repellant the conditions were at
any of Sadie’s flats, it didn’t discourage her from visiting and
spending time with Sadie and the kids.

Tissie couldn’t stand staying away from Sadie and the rest of the
family, and the grass outside her country home uptown didn’t grow
under her feet. She took every opportunity available to her to take
trips downtown to spend time with the ones she loved.
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Sadie and the kids felt ashamed when she stopped by. Her home
at the Jund’s was so beautiful and neat and clean, just as Sadie’s had
been in Connecticut. Tissie paid no mind to the Quinn’s mess, and
after she was there awhile, Sadie and the kids managed to swallow
their pride and relax and be able to relish and enjoy her company to
the fullest.

Together, Sadie and Tissie sat at the kitchen table drinking tea,
talking, and giggling like schoolgirls catching up with the latest
gossip and old times.

Tissie was expecting her first child, and on one of her visits with
Sadie, she went into labor, and it was all happening so quick. There
wasn’t time enough to get her to a hospital, never mind getting her all
the way to the one uptown where she anticipated on delivering her
child. Sadie was at her side now and Tissie was glad Sadie was there.

Sadie sent Marie with the rest of the kids out to get Till and
Minnie to come help Tissie through her labor and with the birth. She
told Marie to tell them to be quick in getting there, and she told Marie
to keep the little ones with her at Minnie’s until she sent word it was
okay for them to come home.

When all was said and done, Tissie gave birth to a fine, healthy,
beautiful little girl whom she named Letitia after herself. Tissie
loved children, too, especially Sadie’s, and when Sadie placed
Letitia in her arms, she knew what Sadie meant when she told her
how it was for her when they had placed her first born, Charlotte, in
her own arms.

Tissie was overwhelmed with the love she felt for her own child,
and she swore then and there her daughter would never know the
poverty she herself at times endured. Letitia would never carry the
burden of poverty upon her shoulders, and the old neighborhood
would never be home to her as it was to the other Parker children
who’d come before her, and as some were still destined to endure.

When Sadie finally let the kids come back home, they made such
a fuss over the new baby. Till was just about to bundle her up so
Tissie’s husband Dan, who’d been summoned somewhere in the
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event, could take his wife and new daughter home to her streets with
their clean fresh country air.

Sadie’s kids begged Tissie to let Letitia stay with them a while,
but, of course, Sadie said no, and the kids were sorry to see Letitia
leave.

One good thing about the Quinn’s new address of darkened
hallways and sleeping drunks was a park right across the street where
the kids could play in safety, and Sadie could keep her eye on them
from the window.

Anna took Regina and Ralph to play there just about every day,
and they had a grand time climbing on the jungle gym, sailing down
the slides, and swinging on the swings.

They were all having such fun one day until Anna, who was on the
slide, noticed Ralph was getting too close to a swing being ridden by
another child who didn’t see him approaching the area. Before Anna
could cry out for him to stop, Ralph walked in front of the swing and
was knocked down.

Anna sprinted to him, and Regina ran close behind her. She
picked her baby brother up off the ground and began to look him
over. Ralph looked more surprised than in pain; Anna could tell by
the look in his one eye. She couldn’t see his other eye because it was
already badly swollen and covered in blood.

Having witnessed the blow, Anna didn’t know what to expect.
Ralph wasn’t screaming as she thought he would, but she could see
his eye was real bad. Not knowing what else to do, she picked him up
in her arms and ran home as fast as her feet would carry her to Sadie.

Regina ran on ahead to tell Sadie about what just happened, and
when Anna walked through the door with Ralph in her arms, Sadie
grew weak at the sight of the blood pouring down Ralph’s face and
all over Anna’s dress. When she wiped down the wound, Sadie knew
immediately the damage to Ralph’s eye was severe and a lot worse
than Anna’s eye when she’d been hit with the rock.

Sadie didn’t have any choice but to take him to the local hospital,
and she scooped him up in her arms and she, too, ran all the way.
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Ralph was very calm throughout the whole examination, and the
doctor even commented on his bravery. He cleaned the wound and
stitched up Ralph’s eye and put a bandage over it and gave Sadie
some additional bandages to take home. The doctor told Sadie there
wasn’t much more they could do for the child, other than for her to
take him home and put ice on his eye to bring some of the swelling
down.

A few weeks later, upon re-examination of Ralph’s eye, the
doctor discovered some of the muscles around his eye were damaged
by the impact of the swing and this caused Ralph’s eye to turn in
toward his nose. The doctor told Sadie when the eye was no longer
severely black and blue, she could start to exercise his eye to bring
back some of the strength to the muscle. He explained to Sadie all she
had to do was take her finger and hold it up in front of Ralph’s face
and have him follow it up and down and from side to side with his
eyes. The doctor said hopefully, over time, the eye muscles would
come back some.

Anna felt it was her fault Ralph got hurt, and she took it upon
herself to give him the daily exercises he needed to strengthen his
eye. Never one to give up, she was tenacious and persistent even
under Ralph’s strongest resistance, but she was going to get the job
done. Every day, to Ralph’s dismay, Anna made him sit with her to
exercise his eye, and with her harassment and insistence of him
sitting still, Ralph’s eye did straighten itself out.

The living conditions under which Sadie’s kids barely existed in
this building became too much for Sadie to handle, and the kids were
afraid all the time. With the drunks sleeping it off in the halls, she
constantly worried about the kids’ safety and, finally, she’d had
enough of all of it.

The flights of stairs leading up to their flat on the top floor were
also starting to take their toll on Sadie, who was again with child. It
didn’t seem to make a difference where Sadie lived, troubled
followed her everywhere, and not wanting to linger in it too long, she
and her band of gypsies were off on the road again.
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Manhattan, Sadie, and the nation had been through a lot over the
last two decades of the new century. President Warren G. Harding,
who replaced Wilson as President in 1921, died in 1923. Calvin
Coolidge was now the thirtieth President of the United States, and, as
before, all was quiet on the home front, but more trouble brewed
overseas.

In Europe, a little man named Benito Mussolini took dictatorship
over Italy, and an even littler man named Adolph Hitler was starting
to make a big name for himself in Germany.

The war on Prohibition was still raging on Sadie’s streets, and the
odds weren’t in favor of the good guys winning over the bootleggers
battling them for control of the districts.

Manhattan was in for a rude awakening, and the townspeople
were going to be on their knees under a fiery hail, saying their Hail
Mary’s, when blasted out of their wits and off of their streets by the
continuous loud chatter and rat-a-tat-tat of John T. Thomas’
submachine gun. This sophisticated weapon, born out of the
necessity of the Great War, was giving a whole new meaning to the
term Roaring Twenties.

Up until now, the shooting of a police officer was uncommon, but
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when patrolman Dan Neville was shot and killed in a vacant lot on
37th Street, the rules all changed.

Sadie’s kids knew Neville. They called him Scatter because one
of the older kids on their block, who was up to no good, would say,
“Scatter!” as the cop walked their way.

The Quinn kids heard the shots that killed their friend Scatter.

In January of 1923, Owney Madden was paroled from Sing Sing,
and he was back on Sadie’s streets and up to his old tricks again,
wreaking havoc in the old neighborhood.

Owney, the man, wasn’t akin to the other gangsters on the streets.
He was more sophisticated, as were his weapons, the way he dressed,
and in his style of killing. His name was preeminent on the streets of
the districts, and it was said of him as a graduate of the street gangs
of Hell’s Kitchen, he managed to somehow acquire a certain amount
of polish between Tenth Avenue and Sing Sing. Upon his release
from prison, he took right to the streets, and feeling as though time
had passed him by, he needed to make a quick mark to show the
newest underworld leaders just who was boss.

Hijacking was regarded as a loathsome occupation by even the
most respected and well established crooks in his district, but,
Owney, needing to get back on top, figured it was a quick way to
make a buck and to show the others he should be taken into account.
He hijacked twenty-five thousand dollars worth of liquor up in White
Plains and was caught and arrested, but the charges were dropped for
lack of evidence.

George Jean “Big Frenchy” de Menge was one of the reigning
figures of the Broadway mob and owner of the Club Argonaut. It was
said he might have pulled some high-powered strings to get Owney
released. Knowing Killer Madden’s reputation, Frenchy decided it
was better to give Owney a piece of the action than have him blow the
whole town apart in trying to attain it himself.

Big Frenchy liked Owney, and admired him for his gentlemanly
polish and soft-spoken manner. He thought Owney might add a little
class to his club rather than the cruder type he hired, who frightened
off the more well-heeled customers.



SADIE

153

Owney made quite an impression on people with his distinct style
of dressing and his regal attitude, and he was the role model of the
perfect gangster for George Raft and James Cagney, both district
boys themselves, who based their characters on Owney and
immortalized him on the silver screen.

Owney and Big Frenchy’s partnership turned out to be one of the
more successful and loyal partnerships in Manhattan’s subterranean
underworld.

Most of Owney’s pals were from the Kitchen and were employed
by him, and they kept the district well supplied with whiskey brought
in from Canada and the Bahamas by Jim McCoy. Owney’s whiskey
was known on the streets as the good stuff, ya know, the real McCoy.

Owney was now the Duke of the West Side and a friend to Dutch
Schultz, whose rank in the rackets came in second to Owney.

If Killer Madden was the gentleman gangster of Sadie’s district,
then, Vincent “Mad Dog” Coll was by far the meanest to come down
the pike. He was given the title of the most vicious killer in the annals
of American criminal history.

Coll was raised in a tenement on Eleventh Avenue. Even as a boy
he had a vicious temper, and even much older boys ran away when he
confronted them. At the age of thirteen, Coll was arrested as a
disorderly child and was sent to the Mission of the Immaculate
Virgin. A year later he was caught breaking into a store and was sent
to the stricter Catholic Protectory.

Two years later, he was sent to the even stricter House of Refuge
for carrying a revolver, but they couldn’t handle him there, either,
and he was sent to Elmira Reformatory. That prison was so
overcrowded they paroled him. A year later he was again sent back
to Elmira for breaking parole and was again paroled from there. Coll,
too, was back on Sadie’s streets and he was on a roll.

Upon his release from Elmira, Coll took up with Dutch Schultz
and was working for him as a guard. Coll even got Schultz to take his
brother, Peter, into the gang. Peter was, by comparison to Vincent,
less violent and less ambitious as a killer.
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Coll, while he was working for Schultz, was charged with killing
a speakeasy owner who refused to buy Schultz’s product, but he was
cleared of the charge and freed because of the substantial influences
Schultz had in high places.

Taking it upon himself, Coll, with another of Schultz’s men,
Carmine Barelli, took off on a job of their own. They robbed the
Sheffield Farm in the Bronx of its eighteen thousand dollar payroll.
Schultz didn’t like his men venturing out on their own, and he told
Coll to watch his step or he’d be out of the organization.

Coll was too full of himself and told Schultz, “I don’t want to be
no one hundred and fifty dollar a week henchman. I want a piece of
the beer sales and a cut on all the new joints we take over.” Schultz
made it clear to Coll he didn’t take on partners, so Coll left the gang
to branch out on his own in the business, and he was going to do it in
Sadie’s backyard.

The move Sadie made from the house on Eleventh Avenue, with
its darkened hallways and sleeping drunks, didn’t take the Quinns far
from their last backyard. They moved around the corner and off of
the avenue to a cheaper flat right on 37th Street. Life for them wasn’t
going to be any better off the avenue than it had been on it.

This building, like the last, was three stories high, but unlike it, it
only had one family to a floor. For Sadie, this meant she would have
less hard work in maintaining it, which was very important, seeing as
she was pregnant again.

The Quinn’s bathroom was one of the outhouses in the backyard.
If the drunks weren’t in the outhouses then they, in their drunken
stupor, were strewn about the alleyway leading to them. Too
frightened by their newest surroundings, Sadie’s kids were afraid to
use the wooden boxed facility day or night, so Sadie placed a
chamber pot under their beds. Several times a day, Sadie made her
way back to the outhouse to empty the pots so her kids wouldn’t have
to use the community bathroom.

Living on the Quinn’s new block were mostly Irish families, with
a few English, Polish, German, and Jewish families thrown into the
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mix. There were not, however, any Italians, and it was going to be
hard, especially, for Regina with her dark looks. The girls wanted to
be accepted into their new neighborhood and be a part of the group
of children playing potsie in the streets, but the word was out there
were WOP’s on the block.

Anna had enough siblings around her to play with, but she longed
to have a real friend of her own—a friend like Maggie Harris who
was Sadie’s friend since they were girls on the Van Natten’s street.
Sure, Marie and Regina were her best pals, but the age differences
got in the way just a little.

One day Anna and Regina were sitting out on their stoop when a
group of girls walked by and one said, “Hello.”

The other girls shushed her and said, “Don’t talk to her. She’s a
Guinea.”

Anna’s feelings were hurt and she began to cry. The girl, who at
first said hello, asked Anna, “What’s wrong?”

Anna replied, “Our father died.” As she said this she dramatically
lowered her head and looked over at Regina from out of the corner of
her eye. Regina looked confused and looked at Anna as if she’d
grown two heads. Luigi, by this time, had long been dead, and Regina
couldn’t make sense of her sister’s statement.

Anna was a good little actress and shrewd, and figured she could
play on the girl’s sympathy this tragic tale of hers may inspire.

One of the brasher girls said, “What did she say?”
“Their father died,” repeated the girl as she walked over to Anna

and put her hand on her shoulder.
“I’m sorry about your father. My name is Margaret Hickey. Do

you and the other little girl want to come play with us?”
Regina looked startled by Margaret’s question, and she looked

Anna straight in the eyes. Anna winked at her, and Regina smiled at
her in amazement and wondered to herself how she’d managed that.
It didn’t matter all that much to her, and she ran off with Annie and
her new friend to play.

~ ~ ~
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The winter was rough one for the Quinns. Snow was already
falling by mid-autumn. Caught off guard by the first snowstorm,
Sadie didn’t have a shovel and it was her responsibility to keep the
stoop and sidewalk clear. A mother of invention was Sadie, and she
went and got her dustpan and broom and swept the freshly fallen
snow into a pile.

Anna scooped it up with the dustpan and added it to the collection
of snow the city was already piling in the street. Given what they had
to work with, they managed to do a good enough job using only the
tools of Sadie’s trade.

One day, it was so cold the snow froze before even hitting the
ground. Anna was coming out of school and a horse, pulling a wagon
of heavy barrels, fell on the slippery road and it could not get itself
up. All the kids watched as the horse whinnied and struggled to get
on its feet, but as hard as it tried, it couldn’t because it broke its leg.

The driver went and got the cop on the beat and the cop shot the
horse right in the street and in front of the kids. Anna was sickened
by the sight. The horse lay there until the children’s parents finally
complained to the school that the horse was becoming quite a health
hazard.

Sadie wasn’t feeling well around the holidays. Her back was
bothering her, and the kids helped her all the more with the chores of
the building. The weather wasn’t being kind to Sadie at all, and again
it snowed like mad for weeks. It was cold, too, but she at least had a
shovel this time around to handle the snow.

The only bright spot in their lives was the anticipation of another
baby, and Jimmy was coming out of his slump and was working
more. Even though both he and Sadie were working to make ends
meet, they struggled all the same.

Sadie went to the Salvation Army for help and they gave her some
tickets to pick up food for Thanksgiving at one of the soup kitchens.

The day before Thanksgiving, she and the kids went to the center
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to pick up their supplies. It snowed hard all that week and was very
cold. When they got to the center, the line was long and they waited
for hours for their turn to get into the soup kitchen’s side entrance.

One of the volunteers at the center stepped outside to evaluate the
hordes of people waiting and noticed that Sadie’s kids were crying
and were complaining because their feet were so cold. The paper
they put in their shoes to cover the holes in their soles were worn
through and their holey socks were sopping wet.

After a long wait the Quinns went inside. The warm air hit them
and it felt good, and their feet began to defrost. Their name was
called and the kids bounded up to the counter to pick up their feast.
They stood in awe; they saw so many bins of fresh vegetables and
fruit, they didn’t know where to begin.

Sadie brought cloth sacks from home and handed them out to the
kids. First came a giant turkey. Ralph, who was a strong little boy,
took that. Onions, potatoes, carrots, celery, it was all there. The girls
took those. It not only felt like Thanksgiving to them, but Christmas
as well. They were given so much stuff, their bags were filled to the
brim.

Just as Sadie and the kids were about to leave, one of the
volunteers came over to her and handed her a bag with something in
it. The contents in the bag didn’t feel like food, but Sadie didn’t
question the woman’s generosity. She looked at the bag
questioningly, and the woman smiled at her and turned and walked
away.

The walk home didn’t seem so bad to them, not with all that food
just waiting to be prepared for tomorrow’s celebration. They stopped
at the bakery and Sadie bought a pumpkin pie and a stale loaf of bread
to make the stuffing for the bird.

When they got home, they started unloading the packages.
Turnips, cauliflower, sweet potatoes, carrots, onions, celery, it was
all there. The kids chattered on so about the food, Sadie couldn’t hear
herself think.

Yes, she would cream some of the vegetables. Yes, there was
plenty for seconds and maybe even thirds. Who could have a wing?
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Who could have a leg? Could she whip some cream for the pie? Sadie
said they wouldn’t have anything if they didn’t set to work getting it
all prepared for cooking.

They peeled and they sliced, and they minced and they diced, and
when all was made ready, Sadie chased them from her kitchen and
took her place at the stove and started to cook. The smell of the
different seasonings coming from the kitchen made the kids’ mouths
drool, and they all agreed Sadie was the best cook in the world.

While the kids were in the front room, Sadie retrieved the
package she’d set aside earlier when they first arrived home. As she
opened the bag, she thought about the strange smile the volunteer at
the center gave her when she handed her the bag.

Sadie unwrapped it and was touched by its contents. In it were
boots of all sizes.

Just before Christmas, a terrible fire broke out at one of the
tenement flats on the block. Anna was crushed when she learned it
was the home of a little boy she loved and sometimes babysat. The
three-year-old was burnt to death in the fire. When Anna learned the
boy’s mother didn’t have any insurance to bury the child, she went to
Sadie to see if there was anything they could do to help the mother
out.

Sadie suggested going around the neighborhood to collect money
for the family. She gave the girls a tin can, and she started their
collection off with a dime.

Anna and Regina went door to door, but few people in the
neighborhood could spare even a nickel, so they widened their route
and found themselves on Eighth Avenue outside the post office. In
their twin-like manner, without saying word, they smiled at each
other and ran up the long stretch of steps before them and entered the
lobby of the facility. They approached one of the postal workers
sitting at a desk and told him the whole sad story of the boy’s death.

When they left their own streets, the girls had barely a dollar, but
when they left the post office, they had fifty-one. They ran all the way
back to 37th Street to show and tell Sadie what transpired, and then
ran to the flat the boys mother was staying at.
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Tuckered out by the time they got there, they handed her the
money, and she was flabbergasted and touched by their generosity.
When she asked where they’d gotten all that money, they told her of
their deed and said they were happy to have helped. Out of
appreciation, she handed Anna and Regina back the single one-dollar
bill. Handing it to them she said, “Such good deeds cannot go
unrewarded.”

In the face of such tragedy, that Christmas was a fine Christmas
for the Quinns. Sadie woke Christmas morning she found a small
package prettily wrapped waiting for her on the kitchen table. She
was, too, was touched when she opened it and saw it was a soft bristle
hairbrush for the baby to be.

When Ralph got up he found another treasure trove of five- and
ten-cent delights set upon the table for him, too.

Anna and Regina never did tell Sadie about the dollar the dead
boy’s mother gave them that day.

The holidays passed, and the New Year came and went, and Sadie
went into premature labor. It was a quick delivery and Sadie gave
birth to another beautiful blonde-haired, blue-eyed girl.

Jimmy was proud as a peacock and went out to celebrate. The kids
gathered around Sadie’s bed.

The new baby was as beautiful as Madeline, but she was the
smallest baby they’d ever seen. Not only was she tiny, she was also
a very quiet baby as well, and when she did cry it was barely a peep.

“What’ll we call her, Mama?” the kids asked.
Sadie blushed a little and smiled at them coyly and said, “Sadie.”

She then asked them if they would go out and find her some bricks.
They didn’t understand why she asked them to do this, but
regardless, the three of them headed off to the railroad yards.

A train was coming through so they had to wait until it stopped,
and when it did, they went on with their chore and looked about the
yard and found a brick here and there.

Anna went to reach under one of the boxcars for a brick and
something fuzzy scurried out, and she yelled out to Regina and
Ralph, “Look, there’s a big cat under the train.”
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The yard’s man heard her yell and he walked out of his shack and
asked, “Hey! What are you kids doing there?”

“We’re collecting bricks for our mother.” They chimed out in
unison.

“Well take what you have and be on your way.” But before he
turned to go back into his office he said to Anna, “By the way,
sweetie, that ain’t no kitty cat under that train, that’s a water rat.” The
kids picked up their bricks and got out of there in a hurry.

When they got home, Sadie asked them to start a fire in the stove
and put the bricks in the oven. They thought she’d gone mad, but they
did as she asked.

A little while later, Sadie got up and came into the kitchen. She
carried a wicker basket with her. The kids thought the baby was in it,
but she wasn’t. Sadie lined the basket with flannel pieces of cloth,
then went to the stove and with a towel took the bricks out of the oven
and covered each of them with piece of flannel cloth and placed them
into the basket one at a time.

The kids just watched her in complete confusion. They couldn’t
figure out what was going on with their mother. They looked at each
other and just shrugged their shoulders and waited to see what
happened next.

Sadie, after having put layer upon layer of flannel into the basket,
sat down at the table and asked Anna to go into the front room and get
the baby. Baby Sadie was on the bed and wrapped up so tight, Anna
wasn’t even sure if she was in the bundle of blankets, but she was,
and Anna picked baby Sadie up gently and walked back into the
kitchen and handed her new sister to her mother.

Sadie placed the baby in the basket and covered her some more
with layers of the flannel she’d set aside. The kids just didn’t get it
and they finally asked.

“What are you doing, Mama?”
“I’m making a bed for Sadie.”
“What’s with the bricks?” Ralph asked.
“Sadie is premature and that’s not a good thing for a baby.”
“What do you mean premature?” Ralph asked, not knowing the

meaning of the word.
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“Sadie didn’t stay long enough inside me, and I guess she was
anxious to meet all of you. I need to make her as warm and cozy in her
bed as if she was inside of me. The warm bricks will generate heat
and keep her snug as a bug in a rug.”

The kids thought baby Sadie was sure in good hands when God
gave her to their mother to take care of.

Baby Sadie died a month later. Sadie tried all she could to keep
her alive. When the baby stopped nursing, Sadie tried dipping a cloth
into the breast milk she’d squeezed from herself and put just a small
part of the cloth into the baby’s mouth hoping she’d take some
nourishment, but baby Sadie could not.

When the undertaker took her from her basket, he placed her in a
shoebox to take her to his parlor. Though baby Sadie was only theirs
for a short time, they’d come to love her very much.

Sadie was crippled once again with heartache, and again
Macpelah’s won. Baby Sadie’s death was felt deeply by all of them,
especially Jimmy, who wasn’t himself again.

The summer after the death of baby Sadie, Jimmy took Sadie’s
kids for an outing on the piers. Lots of friends and neighbors were
there, and the kids were having a good time with the other kids
playing and running wild along the piers.

After spending some time with his boys in one of the clubhouses
on the dock, Jimmy decided it was time to teach Ralph how to swim.
He took Ralph to the end of one of the docks and tossed him into the
fouled up North River.

Anna and Regina were horrified, and everyone stood by and
watched as Ralph bobbed up and down in the filthy water. Coming up
and gasping for air. Sinking back down. Coming back up, and flailing
his arms and his legs and trying desperately to swim.

Someone went to go in after him, but Jimmy stopped him and
said, “Leave ‘im alone, he’ll swim.”

Ralph struggled, and his sisters in their fear shouted out words to
encourage him and give him the fight to go on. “You can do it, Ralph.
You can do it. Swim, Ralph, swim.” Anna pleaded with Jimmy to do
something. He just laughed.
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God only knows how he did it, but Ralph managed to keep
himself afloat and paddled himself over to the piling. Anna, Regina,
and the crowd cheered for their brave little brother, and all of them
were amazed at Ralph’s unbelievable determination and calm.

Jimmy staggered to the end of the pier, knelt down, and pulled
Ralph out of the river by the hair of his head. The neighbors were
astounded and by Ralph’s composure when Jimmy rested him down
on the dock and slapped him on the back. Ralph didn’t seem
frightened at all. It takes a strong will to be a man under such great
pressures, and Ralph, though a little boy, proved himself to Jimmy he
was a man on that summer day.
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Chapter Thirteen

All aboard! Llast stop, New York Central Railroad.
Sadie couldn’t come up with the rent money for the flat on 37th, so

she slipped the family out one night and beat the landlord for the rent,
and moved the family down to 30th Street.

From their new flat, the kids could look out their window and see
the train’s turntable. Anna, Regina, and Ralph loved nothing more
than watching the engine stop over the huge metal plate that turned
the engine around one hundred and eighty degrees. When the
engineer saw the kids watching him from their window, he’d blow
the train whistle for them, then they’d watch him chug off to the yard
to pick up his freight cars.

The railroad yards comprising their playground were now their
Mecca. With money scarce to none, and with the way things were,
out of necessity, Anna, Regina, and Ralph took to breaking small
infractions of the law themselves. Just a small case of petty larceny.

The stove in the Quinn’s flat burned wood and coal, and they
could ill afford to buy much for themselves, so the kids took to
scrounging the docks and the railroad yards to collect some. Most
times it was slim pickings, and it was a tedious, competitive chore
with the other kids scrounging there, too, but somehow Anna,
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Regina, and Ralph, managed to come home with just enough wood to
burn for a meager fire.

Having lived for so long around the railroad yards, the watchmen
got to know the Quinn kids on a first name basis. They liked them
very much, and had great respect for the way they watched out for
each other when scrounging for food and for fuel in their yards.

Sadie’s kids’ level of respect for the watchmen wasn’t common
with the other kids who came to their yards to steal. The others who’d
been doing it for years saw it as a right of passage and shamelessly
took what wasn’t theirs.

Anna, Regina, and Ralph had a certain charm and warmth about
them the others didn’t possess, and after a time the men working in
the railroad yards gave the kids the coal, potatoes, and onions which
just happened to fall off the freights cars that the Quinn kids came in
search for.

The men were also impressed with how Ralph devised a plan to
get the few bits of coal from the other boys without having to fight for
it.

The back of the Quinn’s house bordered the train yard and a
window well covered by a grate went into the basement of their
building. Ralph challenged the other boys in pitching coal to see who
in this game of chance could get the chunks of coal closest to the
grate without it falling in. The boy who came the closest would then
win what was there.

The boys who lost their pieces of coal just stood there defeated
and feeling a lack of prowess that lost them the cache of the day. Not
the brightest bulbs in the world, little did they suspect that Ralph,
with a well laid out set of plans, when the game was over, would go
down to the basement and collect all the pieces of coal that had fallen
through the grate and became his at the expense of the other not-so-
clever losers.

This house the Quinns, however, was a lot safer than one on 37th

Street. The toilets this time were in the hall and Sadie did her best to
insure the facilities were kept nice and clean.

Many a day she and the kids cut up newspaper for use as toilet
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tissue. They cut the old newspapers into square sheets and rubbed
them in their hands to soften them up. Then they punched a hole in
the squares and put a piece of string through them and hung them on
a nail to the side of the flat’s door. When the need arose, they tore off
a few sheets and went about their business.

Though Jimmy’s drinking didn’t stop, he was in a better frame of
mind. Sadie was expecting again and he was in his glory. Things
were looking up for the Quinns.

The kids were going to P.S. 33 on Ninth Avenue, between 27th and
28th Streets. One of Anna’s teachers there, Miss Lachman, was
Sadie’s teacher when she attended the school.

Miss Lachman was a hard-nosed and all the other children were
afraid of her, but Anna got along well with her, as had Sadie when she
was taught by her there.

Living here in this neighborhood, Sadie’s kids were given many
opportunities to get out of the slums and into the clean fresh country
air again. These excursions were total bliss for these city kids, and
they instilled in them a lifelong love for the great outdoors.

Mr. Sloane, a good neighbor on the block, took his kids and a
bunch of the other kids on what he called bologna rides. He had the
mothers pack a lunch, and he piled all the kids into the back of his
pickup truck and took them for rides in the country.

Sadie’s kids loved it, and most times they didn’t have any lunch
to bring along, but Mr. Sloane always brought enough for everyone.

The Volunteers of America sent the kids to their first summer
camp. They sent them to Tottensville on Staten Island and the kids
got to live in tents, and they found this very exciting. The counselors
took them to the beach every day where they first encountered
horseshoe crabs. They spent too much time out exploring the beach
one day, and Anna got a bad sunburn and had to spend ten days of
their two week vacation in her tent.

The Fresh Air Fund sent the kids to Shippensberg, Pennsylvania,
to a farm run by a minister and his wife. They were a childless couple
who loved children.
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When the Quinn kids went to Shippensberg, Lonnie’s son Warren
went with them. They all loved the farm and got to milk the goats,
feed the chickens and pigs, and every day the minister took them on
hayrides.

On one of these lovely farm days, they were all helping the
minister pick apples. The minister’s wife was going to make another
pie. They’d eaten so many different pies since they’d arrived, none of
them could decide which one was their favorite.

Anna, Regina, Ralph, and Warren, and the other city kids staying
on the farm, were all milling about different trees in the orchard.
Anna reached out to pluck one of the luscious red fruits off its branch
and heard a crunching sound under her foot, but she paid no mind to
it. As she grasped the apple, she heard a strange buzzing sound and
looked down and saw bugs flying out of the ground. Within seconds,
hundreds of yellow jacks swarmed about and stung her. She
screamed, and the kids came running and were caught in the stinging
frenzy that ensued.

The minister gathered the kids and they all ran toward the house.
By the time they reached it, all of them had been stung, Anna
severely. The minister’s wife rubbed her down with mud and
wrapped her in sheets.

Once again, Anna was to miss out on some of the fun, but after
two weeks of sitting around, unable to do much of anything but sit
with the minister’s wife, Anna was back in the gang.

The minister’s wife let Anna and her little troup go up to the attic
and take down a trunk of old clothes, and she, Regina, Ralph and
Warren put on shows for the other children. The audience loved their
performances and the Quinn gang was a hit.

Their stay on the farm was a glorious and carefree time, and when
the time came to leave, they had mixed emotions. They missed the
family back in the city, but the thought of going back to school was
less than a welcome one.

The minister and his wife wanted to adopt Anna, but there was no
way Sadie was going to let that happen. It was something Anna didn’t
want any part of, either. The minister’s wife, however, wrote to Anna
for years.
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~ ~ ~

Things were going well for Sadie and the kids, and seeing as there
was another baby on the way, Jimmy was out of his slump, and they
were looking ahead to happier times.

Louis and Marie were still living with Minnie and still came to
Sadie’s as much as they could. Louis was growing into a fine man
and he didn’t like what he saw going on at Sadie’s. He had a problem
with Jimmy and his drinking.

Sadie built a solid foundation of brotherly love for her children,
and Louis chose to abide by her standards and the golden rule she
taught him. He built his own life on Sadie’s teachings, and managed
not to let Minnie’s influences take hold of him. Sure, as a boy
growing up in the districts, he had his gang, but when it came to
infractions of the law his peers chose to take upon themselves, Louis
always made solid decisions for himself. He’d developed a
reputation on the streets of a good, kind, and morally decent fellow.

He left the slaughterhouse and got a job working in a mattress
factory, and, as usual, he gave his pay over to Sadie and Minnie. But
as a man, he always had some cash in his pockets. Sadie took less and
told him, “A hard working young man deserves to have money in his
own pockets. We’ll be okay.”

As a City Cowboy, Louis was the handsomest cowboy up there on
his horse, or so the Quinn kids’ thought, but he was even more
handsome now. His hair was darker, but the golden highlights of his
youth still shined and crowned the top of his thick, curly, light brown
hair. His blue eyes were crisp and clear, and they shined when he
smiled. He had a strong jaw and an engaging smile, and when he was
dressed up, he looked as if he had just stepped out of Gentleman’s
Quarterly. All decked out in his new straw hat, he and Vincent
Quinn, sporting their best, went out and spent many a night on the
town courting the young ladies of the city.

Louis mastered the ukulele—the very same ukulele Luigi gave
him so long ago, and he carried it with him everywhere. He had a
good singing voice and was good at imitations. He took to mimicking
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Cliff Edwards, a popular singer of the day who later went on to
become better known as the voice of Jiminy Cricket in the Disney
version of Pinocchio.

Marie finished school and went to work as a domestic in the
various hotels around the city. She worked inhumanly long hours,
putting in as much as sixty-five to seventy hours a week. However,
Marie decided to take a break from domestic service for a while, and
was doing piece work in a radio factory on 36th Street. The radio,
once a luxury, was in constant demand.

On her way to work one morning, before the sun was even up,
something caught Marie’s attention from the corner of her eye and
she stopped to look.

A man sat in an upright position against an unlighted doorway.
She noticed the man’s feet first and that he was wearing nice black
and white wing tipped shoes. She raised her eyes up from his shoes
and saw he was nicely dressed in a double-breasted suit. His jacket
appeared wet, and so was the tie he was wearing. When she looked
at his face, she let out a scream and ran home to Sadie’s. She was
hysterical by the time she reached home and even Sadie had a hard
time calming her down.

Jimmy and the boys went to get the cops and check out the scene
of the crime and were shocked themselves at the sight. They never
found out what had happened to the man without a head, and no one
heard any rumors on the streets of anyone taking credit for rubbing
the poor guy out.

Marie never went back to work in the factory after that incident,
but instead she went to work as a domestic in the grand hotels around
the city, where she witnessed the seedier side of the well-to-do and
the famous.

Minnie was getting on in years. Danny was gone and so was
Sadie’s connection to what was left of the Bergen family. Minnie
still had money, but to hear it from her, she didn’t have enough to
spend on herself or anyone else. She was in the doldrums for a time
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over the death of Lonnie. He and Agnes had one more child after
Lawrence and Warren—Eugene, who was as fair as any of the
others.

Without Lonnie around, Minnie felt obligated to keep a close eye
on Lonnie’s boys and how their mother was rearing them. Agnes,
after all, was a Catholic.

Till and James were doing well, and Till’s daughter Lucille was
living out on Long Island in a house her husband Paul bought for her
in King’s Park. They called the little farm Bread and Cheese Hollow.

There was an apple and peach farm called Richter’s behind
Lucille’s property. On an occasion, when Sadie and the kids visited,
the owner of the farm let them pick fruit right off the trees. He
allowed them to take one for themselves and some more to take home
to make pies.

Tissie was doing well, and still spent a lot of time with the family.
She had a son, Daniel; he, too, was a true-looking Parker, and Tissie
gave him the middle name of Parker. He was a healthy boy, and he
and his sister Letitia were living the good life up there in their house
in the country.

Danny, Tissie’s husband, was still in the military, and he was
thinking of making it a career. His dedication to the service of his
country, unfortunately, was about to take his family away from New
York, and the idea of this was breaking Tissie’s heart.

Till’s youngest child, Willie, was going to mortuary school to
become an undertaker. He would later on use his expertise in this
field to take care of the ever-declining members of the Parker family.
While in training he came across an old friend of the family and went
to tell Sadie, William Sonn, her third husband, was dead. He was
kicked in the head by a horse and died as a result of his injuries.

Apparently, Mr. Sonn hadn’t done so well for himself and was
about buried in Potter’s Field. Sadie wasn’t about to let that happen,
and buried him at MacPelah’s. He was to be the only husband of hers
to ever be laid to rest at her side. As she had done so many times with
others in the past, Sadie was there to see Sonn take his place among
the many family members high on the high hill.
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~ ~ ~

Right after Sonn’s burial, Sadie gave birth to another girl. This
baby was in good health, and like the Quinn babies, Madeline and
baby Sadie, she, too, was blonde haired and blue eyed. Sadie named
her Mildred after Jimmy’s mother, and Sadie had another baby to
love and yet another mouth to feed.

While the Quinns were celebrating the birth of Mildred,
Manhattan were once again bedecked in flags in celebration for the
newest world-conquering hero. Hundreds of thousands of New
Yorkers stood in the streets calling out his name as he was driven
down Broadway through the Canyon of Heroes. They showered
Charles Lindbergh, or Lucky Lindy as they called him, with
accolades of their love and tons of confetti as he drove past waving
to the affectionate crowd.

Lindbergh, days earlier on May 20, 1927, climbed into his plane,
the Spirit of St. Louis, and set off on the first nonstop transatlantic
flight. He took off at Roosevelt Field in Farmingdale, out on Long
Island, and landed in Paris, France, at Le Bourget Field. After having
clocked three thousand six hundred and ten miles, and thirty-three
and a half hours of nonstop flying, he forever placed his name in the
record books of flight’s history, along with those of Wilbur and
Orville Wright who, in 1903, at Kitty Hawk, North Carolina, took the
first steps towards man’s eventuality of landing on the moon.

Lucky Lindy was so popular with the general public he lent his
name to Parker Brother’s for a new game called Lindy, The New
Flying Game. They wound up selling so many of the card games,
they had to come out with a new and improved edition.

Louis Hanley was a big fan of Lindbergh’s and was excited about
the world record flight. He had a real fascination for planes ever
since he was a boy. Born only three years after the Wright brothers
launched man into flight, Sadie said on the rare occasion a plane
passed overhead, Louis spread out his arms, vibrated his lips, and
took flight on imaginary adventurous journeys.
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The day the city drove Lindbergh through the streets of
Manhattan, Louis was there, and he was even better looking than
Lindbergh, whom the young ladies swooned over. Louis himself was
flying high these days—well, his pigeons were doing all of the
winging. He loved his birds and loved watching them fly, and swore
one day he would fly high in the sky, too.

Louis’ job in the mattress factory was hard work enough for a
fellow always needing to keep busy, but he was doing side jobs
installing radio antennas for friends and neighbors, most times
without charge.

The radio, which was once a luxury, was now a vital element, and
just about everyone found it a household necessity. It was the only
source of news, other than newspapers, which brought local and
world events right into the public’s homes. It had come a long way
since its inception and it was taking a new direction.

When the first full-time broadcast radio station began
transmitting its signal in 1920, it only broadcast the news. Now, it
was branching out into music, comedy, and variety shows, and
giving the theater owners a run for their money.

Tissie’s almost beau, Rudy Vallee, with his soft tones flowing out
of the end of a megaphone and drifting out over the airwaves, was the
singing idol of the young folks. His crooning made the girls swoon
when they listened to him sing the ballads, “I’ll Be with You in Apple
Blossom Time” and “Rose of Washington Square.”

The fellows were more in tune with the more popular tunes he
sang, “Yes, We Have No Bananas,” “Wish I Could Shimmy Like My
Sister Kate,” and “I’m Just Wild About Harry.”

The catch phases on the streets for these fellows were jellybean
and pos-a-toot-ly. A girl was a broad, a dish, a doll, the cat’s meow
or its whiskers. Young boys were still in knickers and young girls in
long skirts or dresses, but the older crowd was taking a quick liking
to the daring new trendy styles of their silver screen idols, and their
styles revolutionized the look of the well-bred young man and
woman’s attire of this up-and-coming third decade of the new
century.
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Sadie and the girls’ favorite radio broadcasts were the music
variety shows and the serials and the comedies. Jimmy and the boys
liked the sporting events which were broadcast live, and 1927 was a
big year for sports radio.

New Yorker Lou Gehrig and Babe Ruth were the stars of the
Yankee’s Murderer’s Row, and their fans must have held their breath
the day the Babe stepped up to the plate and slammed his sixtieth
home run for the season.

One can only imagine how glued to their seats the sports fans
were when, that same year, broadcaster Graham McNamee
enthralled the fifty million listeners with his blow-by-blow
description of Manhattan’s own Greenwich Village-born Gene
Tunney defending his World Heavyweight title against Jack
Dempsey.

Sadie and the kids, although the radio captured their attention,
were wild about the new movies playing in theaters. The stars of the
silver screen were beginning to speak, and the talkies were making
their debut.

Though the movies weren’t quite fully talking, Al Jolson’s The
Jazz Singer brought the movies into the talking era. Not a week went
by that the Quinns didn’t go to see one of the newest flicks.

Mary Pickford was still America’s sweetheart, as was Lillian
Gish. Theda Bara was the vamp, but a younger, fresher, and prettier
face was slowly replacing her. The real superstar of the silver screen
was Clara Bow, the It Girl. Though she, like Mary and Lillian,
brought tears to the viewers eyes, Clara showed the viewing
audience just how far women had come in society since their
liberation, attained only seven years earlier when the Nineteenth
Amendment was passed which gave them the right to vote and have
a voice in the world.

Clara epitomized the essence of the girl of tomorrow, and she was
the flapper of the Roaring Twenties. Her style of dress, hair, and
make up was splashed across the magazine covers around the world.
The It Girl was a party girl and every girl wanted to have it, and Clara
was showing them how it was done and done right. She and Rudolph
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Valentino were heating up the silver screen, and the movies were
beginning to sizzle.

Anna and Regina were getting older now and were very
impressionable. The latest hairdos and fashions the ladies in the
movies were wearing were all the latest rage. They could ill afford to
own such a wardrobe, but Anna and Regina made the best of it with
the clothes they got at the Goodwill and the Salvation Army.

Sadie didn’t object to their choice of style, but she wasn’t in a
hurry to have her girls grow up too fast ,either, so she made some
suggestions regarding their wardrobe and tried to keep them in their
place. They knew Sadie had a good eye for fashion and they were
well guided by her taste in clothes.

Anna became very particular about her clothes, and she started to
give Sadie a hard time about her belongings. She took to locking her
dresser drawer so Regina would not have access to her wardrobe.

Regina was chestier than Anna, and Anna complained to Sadie
that Regina stretched them out and then just left them lying around
on the floor after she wore them. Sadie and Regina tagged Anna a
fuss budget, and Ralph relentlessly tried to get into Anna’s dresser
drawers to see what hidden secrets she had locked in there.

Around the New Year, in 1928, Louis decided to join the New
York National Guard. He signed on with the infantry, 71st Howitzer
Company headquartered on Park Avenue. He went off to Camp
Totten in Staten Island for basic training. He was training in the
communications field and he loved the idea of having his hands on all
the latest listening devices in which the military was training him.

A few days of his arrival, on February 12, he sat down and wrote
a letter home.

Dear Mom, Marie, Jim and kids,

Arrived at Camp Totten O.K. It certainly is a great place.
Good eats. I bunk with seven other guys. Feels like I’m home
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with my own. Sorry could not write sooner, but I had a lot to
do. I got everything, razor, towels, underwear, but no dough.
I’d like to have you send me some stamps and soap, please,
that’s all I haven’t got. I get along with the fellows thanks to
the uke. I started playing the first day I came and just put a
little Cliff Edwards into it and tickled them silly. We got a
fellow who plays a guitar and we made a team. Well, I haven’t
got much more to say as the dinner bell is about to ring and I
don’t want to be late because I hear they got B-E-A-N-S. So
long. Love to all the kids.

Private Louis Hanley

Sadie and the kids missed Louis terribly. Minnie was half out of
her mind not having him around and under her thumb. The kids in the
neighborhood kept pestering Sadie as to when he would be home.

After six agonizing weeks of not seeing him, Louis returned from
boot camp. He looked strikingly handsome in his uniform. His build
was stronger, his step livelier, and his disposition was just as sweet,
if not sweeter. The gold ringlets, still crowning the top of his head,
were blonder due to the time he was spending in the sun out in the
fields at training camp.

Louis was surprised to see how much Sadie’s stomach had grown
just in the six weeks he’d been gone. He joked with her and said,
mimicking Minnie’s voice, “Who will be next so this child can come
into the world?”

Sadie said, “Don’t play like that,” and gave him a loving tap on his
face.

“Oh, Ma. You don’t believe that hogwash anymore, do ya?”
Sadie didn’t answer him.

Vincent Quinn joined the New York City Police Force, and he
Louis were still the best of friends. The two of them in their uniforms,
looked mighty handsome when together.

Anna was a little bit jealous, thinking another might take her
place in Louis’ heart, and when she heard Louis tell Sadie he’d met
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a nice girl and wanted to bring her home to meet his family, she
became pea green with jealousy.

Sadie was thrilled, and wanting to make a good impression on
Louis’s young lady, she and the girls were attempting to clean the
flat. It was a Saturday, and it was such a lovely spring day, they
opened the front room windows.

Out of the clear blue sky, a white pigeon landed on the sill of one
of the windows and Sadie turned white as a ghost. “Goddamn it! I
hate those things! Get that pigeon out of here! Sweet Jesus! Scare it
away!”

Anna and Regina didn’t understand what she was getting so upset
about. Sadie wasn’t given to such outbursts or to use the Lord’s name
in vain. They shook their dust rags at the white pigeon and shooed the
reluctant bird away.

“Those birds bring nothing but hard luck,” Sadie said.
The girls saw the expression on Sadie’s face was the same as

when they brought up the specter who’d come to them just a few
nights before Madeline’s death. They paid a lot of attention to what
Sadie said when her face looked like that. She’d never told them
anything before to make them doubt her.

Anna and Regina could see Sadie was calming down, and with the
bird gone, they just looked at each other and made no more mention
of it and went on with their work.

The radio was on as they worked and they were singing along
with it when a knock came at their door. It was Richard Walsh, a boy
the Quinns knew from 37th Street, and he was crying.

Sadie ran to him. “What’s the matter, Richie?”
“Oh, Mrs. Quinn, I have something to tell you, but I can’t.” The

boy was badly shaken and tears were streaming down his face.
“Oh, Mrs. Quinn. Oh, Mrs. Quinn,” was all he could repeat over

and over.
“Richie, if you have something to tell me just say it.” Sadie pulled

out her handkerchief and wiped his tears and made him to blow his
runny nose.

“Oh, Mrs. Quinn. I can’t. I just can’t.” The boy was getting
hysterical and pushing Sadie’s hands away from him.
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“Are you hurt? Did someone hurt you? Did something happen?
Tell me, honey. I can’t help you unless you tell me what it is.”

“Oh, Mrs. Quinn. It’s Louis.” The boy was sobbing
uncontrollably. Sadie took him by the shoulders and gave him a
slight shake.

“What about Louis? Is he in trouble? Tell me, boy, what is it?
What about Louis?”

“Oh, Mrs. Quinn. I just can’t.”
“In the name of God, son, you came to tell me something. Please

tell me.”
“Louis fell,” the shaking boy cried.
“Louis fell where? Is he hurt? Tell me.” Sadie’s insides shook. So

did Anna and Regina’s.
“From the roof, Mrs. Quinn. Louis fell from the roof.” The boy all

but collapsed.
“Richie, are you sure it’s Louis?” Sadie was frantic.
“I know it was Louis, Mrs. Quinn. I saw him.”
“What makes you say it was him? Did you see his face?”
“No, Mrs. Quinn. I saw his hair. I saw his golden curls as he lay

there.”
The ambulance had not arrived yet by the time Sadie and the kids

made it to the scene. At the terrible sight, upon seeing her Louis’
body lying motionless on the mean streets, Sadie wanted to lie down
and die as she sat down on the sidewalk bedside him.

Gently, she put his head on her lap and was surprised to see him
looking as if he were just asleep. He didn’t have a mark on his face.
Considering his fall, she’d prepared herself for the worst, but it was,
miraculously, for Sadie’s sake, otherwise. Eyewitnesses told the
police, Louis hit the telephone lines as he descended and the lines
broke his fall. Hearing that, Sadie understood why he looked so
peaceful.

When help arrived, the driver of the ambulance tried hard to stop
her from climbing into the back of the vehicle, but he couldn’t
convince her, and Sadie remained at Louis’ side. They had come so
far together and she couldn’t bring herself to believe it was all ending



SADIE

177

this way—right on 31st street where they started out alone as mother
and son on this journey.

The doctor at the hospital told Sadie, Louis suffered a severe
trauma to the head. Blood was building up in his skull, and he was
comatose. For two whole days, the family waited prayed the pressure
would be relieved on his brain. They wanted to do so much for him,
but nothing could be done, and so they paced the hospital floors in a
surreal foggy haze of disbelief and sadness.

On May 20, 1928, Louis Hanley died at the age of twenty-one,
and a piece of Sadie died right along with him on that day of days.
She was—well, there aren’t any words left for me to describe the
feelings Sadie had going on inside her with the loss of another one of
her own. I don’t think there are any.

So many families came to pay their last respects to Louis, it was
standing room only in the Quinn’s flat. A line of just kids crying
stretched out the door waiting to see him.

The families that could sent flowers, and the have-nots brought in
so much food, the Quinns had never seen anything like it before.

As Louis lay there, everyone, still in denial, kept expecting him to
wake up because he still looked so handsome. ( In those days, they
did very little embalming and put blocks of ice in the casket to keep
the body chilled.)

Suddenly, for a minute, when blood began to trickle down from
his nose, they thought he was coming back to them and they became
excited. One of the kids yelled, “Look! He’s alive.” The undertaker
asked the visitors to leave the room so he could tend to Louis’ needs.
Hard as his family and friends wished and prayed for Louis to be
alive again, he was not, and they all gathered around him again not
believing it was so.

The undertaker, with all his medical knowledge, made a flip
remark to Sadie the kids overheard. “Ya know, Mrs. Quinn, if only
his nose bled right after the accident, it may have relieved some of the
pressure on his brain and he may have lived.” Louis’ brother and
sisters, and Sadie herself, would never forget those ill-thought-out
words for the rest of their lives.
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The memories of their life together came flooding back to Sadie
as she traveled those last miles to MacPelah’s for the last time side by
side with her son. There she stood weeping, sobbing and praying, and
saying her final goodbyes, as they placed her golden boy in the
ground on the plot at the top of the high hill.

Within a week of Louis’ untimely death, Sadie received a
handwritten letter from his commanding officer. It read:

My Dear Mr. and Mrs. Quinn,

It was with great regret that I heard of the death of your
son Louis, and I want to extend to you my heartfelt sympathy.
Words can mean but little to you in your grief I know, but I
want you to know my thoughts are with you in your
bereavement. As I knew him, Louis was a fine fellow, and we
shall all miss him here in the company. If there is anything I
can do for you, please let me know.

Sincerely,
John G. Hahl

The Parker providence, being what it is, went on, and on
Christmas Eve of 1928, Sadie gave birth to her eleventh child. James
Vincent, whom they called Junior, was sixteen pounds and the
biggest baby born to Sadie.

Junior inherited his mother and father’s sparkling blue eyes. His
cheeks were as chubby as Sadie’s had been as a baby, and his hair,
too, was so blond it appeared as white as his half-Italian, half-sister
Anna’s.

Though the birth of Junior yanked the family out of their
depression, it would not last long before they would be right back in
one, and this time the whole world would joined them in the greatest
depression of all times.
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With Junior added to the fold, this flat across the street from the
railroad yard, not having enough room for them, was history, and, as
it was in the beginning, Sadie and the kids were on the dole and on the
move once again…

To be continued…


