Style Invitational: What
went wrong? God only
knows. This week,
unique chic

. ‘way past ~that now. Now, life is 1
i . Lite Beer commercial,
Picture a group of people gathered aro
television set, watc}nng ladies’ ﬁgur :

- in the background. ’
- skating languidly.
“I’m sick of fi

s his Lite Beer on top of the TV, and
: sudden}y you see Nancy Kerrigan being chased

u%ted %tlz
FITTING CONTEMPT

The First Name

In Footwear

By Sandra B. Fleishman

Special 1o The Washington Paost

t was the middle of the day in a.crowded sec-
lf tion of Nordstrom and I was looking for Syl-
via. :

I'd never seen her in person before, but I had
her picture in my hand. Along with portraits of
“Gretia,” “Bree” and “Angelique.” We’re all on a
first-name basis,

Each of these is a shoe. You've seen their pic-
tures in the newspaper ads and department store
fliers every week.

Why does the footwear industry believe wom-
en want to call their shoes by perky sorority
names—Ilike “Skippy” or “Wendy”? Or by vampy
names—like “Alexis”? Or even by regular
names—Tlike “Bonnie™?

Why names?

Men do not buy shoes this way. They do not

See NOTED WITH, F4, Col. 4

Art Buchwaid shortly

before he was sent to

the Hebrew Orphan

- Asylum; right, the

author today.
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MISS Manners: Food
for further thought

Humorist Art. Buckwaid never met his mother, thaugh‘she hved until he was in his thirties.
ed with deprssswn she spent most of her life in mental institutions. “When I was a

cluld, they did not let me vmt her. When I was an adull, I did not-want to,” Buchwald writes
in hzs pa nant new memoir, “Leaving Howie.” “I prefermd the mother I had invented o the.

 find in the hospital. The denial has been a very heavy burden to carry arownd all
‘these years and to this day I still haven’t ﬁgured it all out.”

With his older sisters, Alice, Edith and Doris, Buchwald spent his childhood in New York
orphanages and Joster -homes. He was placed there by his father;, a drapery installer too

destitute during the Depressmn to care for the children.

The ,ollnz.',:r.g is exce pted from “Leaving Home,” G.P. Py

u‘,tﬁciﬁi s Sons, 1393

By Art Buchwald

L am not certain hew Pop found

- the Hebrew.ﬁm Asylum. Gain-

ing admission was harder than get-
ting into Princeton. They didn’t
t&ke just anyy My father had to
appear before a judge with us,
since it was required that we be
declared negleetéd éhﬂdten by the
court before we would be remand-
ed to the home. This was a bad rap

for him, because we: weren’t ne-

.glected But: before the judge

al years ago; the Iemsn Welfare

Baarc;i of New Yerk contacted mie

the fee was,

I said that 1 wanted my records.
Tknew that they ha& kept complete
records-of me, because a social
worker visited us every month
from the time we entered the HOA
in 1931 when [ was 6 to the time I
left at 15. For most of that time we -
were in foster homes.

The man was horrified. “I can’t
de that,” he said. “The records are
sealed.” v

“Unseal them,” I told him. A few
days later, the story of my child-
hood as written by a dozen or so
social workers ‘was delivered. It’s
an interesting document, particu-
larly if you are the person they are
writing about, How many people in
this world have had complete
strangers keeping track of their
childhoods? The records reveal
that at the court hearing, the judge
asked my father, “How much can

you afford to pay weekly or month-

‘ly for your children’s support?”

My father told him, “When busi-
ness is good, I make twenty dollars
a week. But business is bad now’
and I only make six or seven dol-

lars. The reason I want to pﬁt‘my

" children in the Hebrew Asylum is

that 1 live in one room and T don’t
have any place for them. Up until
now I have been paying to keep the

children in private hohaés, but 1 can’t afford it anymere. I would like to have them committed to.

the Hebrew Orphan Asylum, but I do not want them put up for adoption. When my business gets

bett%er, I'll take them back.”

The judge asked, “What abeut your relatives? Can’t they take them?”

My father replied, “They won’t unless I pay them.”

The judge accepted Pop’s petition and recommended we be placed in the HOA.

The records continued; “After the hearing, Judge Young committed Alice, Edith, Doris, and Ar~

See BUCHWALD, F6, Col. 1
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thur te the I-Iebrew Orphan Asylum
. andplaced my father under an order to
pay $2.50 a week.for each child.”
Bmthmgsweresobad for Pop. dur-
epression that he couldn’t
mkethe&S&payments Here is a
page from the HOA records some time
after we were placed in the home:
“Mr. Buchwald was queried as to

when he would pay what he owed to .

the Institution, . . . He said that due to
conditions in the upholstery business,
hehadbeennmlang$5&nd$6aweek
He is self-employed and hopes that
whentheseasonhegmsattheendof
August he might earn $25 or $30
weekly. He said that things should get
better when the World's Fair came to
New York.”

I guess you could say that report
smnsupmyfather’s business affairs in

the Thirties. It appears that during the
Depressmn not too many New Yorkers

were putting their money into' drapes

and curtains,
Pop prospered for a few years mak

ing blackout curtains for busmesses ;

andthegovermnmtdwmgthef
World War Butaﬁerﬂnewar,hehved
on the edge. In the Fifties, wh&n I
came to New York on home leave from
Paris, I asked him how much money he
owed, He mumbled a figure 1 eov.ﬁdn’t
hear. I then asked him how he kept g
ing, and he said he borrowed from {|
loan sharks on Sixth Avenue. Then he
repaid them at enormous interest. I
was shocked but he just said, “Every-
one in New York does it. The momzers
leave me alone because I always pay
them back.”

With all his problems, Pop was a de-
voted father. if he didn’t care about us,
and if he hadn’t made an effort to see
that we were okay, he would have had a
muich easier life. I've thought back on
his years and wondered if he had many

 days of peace before his death in 1972

at 79,

The only good side of his econormnic
woes was that his firm, the Aetna Cur-
tain Co., was not worth passing on to
thenextgeneramlflthadbeen I
would have woundupmthecurtam
busmess I cringe when | imagine a
- sign on a window—Aetna & Son. The
son would have been me.

Qp 's was-one of the millions of

" ties. He was responsible for
';atﬂwemercyofﬂxe

‘hemdlt Hehad

. 'sé,the smﬂe must be in the

fknever}seﬂednordldhe fay a fin-
gmmahyofns,lneverheardhun
- into a @ht and 1 never saw
‘him violent. My sisters do remember
-one time Pop’s sewing machine broke
. down and he threw it across the
length of his loft. V
He ate most of: his meals in "
- restaurants, and God knows what
_ ordered, because he went to the dac-
tor once, and the doctor said he was
- suffering from malnutrition.
All the time we were in foster
" homes, we met Pop every Sunday in

Jamaica, Queens, the most convenient

place for him to see the four of us.
© As far as | can remember, be al-
ways kept the date. Donsmdlwere
- living together and invariably arrived
first and stood in front of the Merrick
Theater at 3 o’clock. -

This was when I hiad the most eon-

tact with my father. 1 accepted the

fact that he was my father, but I
wasn’t too sure exactly what that
meant. He took me to movies and
bought me ice cream, 1 kmew that by
7 o’clock I would get on a bus, wave,
and not see him again for another
week. Our relationship was so differ-
ent from those of my friends and their
fathers.

I only became introspective about
what was going on when [ was writing
this book. On the occasions that I saw
him, I remember that he was ex-
tremely quiet. He didn’t have much
choice, because the four of us saved
all of our feuds with one another for
the moment we saw him.

I might tell Pop, “Doris tock my
school bag and she won’t give it back.”

“It wasn’t your school bag—it was
mine—yours had mustard all over it.”
- T hate her,” I would say. “T wish
you would find a different foster home
for her.”

Pop’s response usually was, “You
dasn’t fight.”

s I look back, it’s remarkable
how protective we ali were
of him. We knew that times
were tough, so the four of us
made a pact. We would either attend a
first-run movie in Jamaica, of which
* there were three or four, and not eat
much afterward, or we would go to a
third-run film and gorge ourselves in

the cafeteria. For all our fighting and .

- arguing, everyone kept this part of the

Over the years, the girls continued
to be protective, I was told not to
bother him with bad news. His daugh-
-ters were loving and caring, but they
never shared any important aspect of
their lives with him in case it would
“disturb” him. He, m turn, kept his
own counsel.

He didn't drink, except for one
schnapps before he went to bed.
When it came to customer relations,
- he had a sharp tongue. If someone
- complained about the order, he told
the to take her business to his
competitor, which he said was Macy’s.

He not only provided curtains but
listened to his customers’ problems,
People considered him part of the
family, and many times his customers

tack stories of the Thir-

>, and flat broke. -

would invite him to join them for din-
ner. He was a storyteller ‘and had
many good tales to relate. When my
colurn became successful, he talked
about me. To make sure no one
missed my columns, he carried them
around in his-coat packet.

The only thing that kept Pop from
being more social was that he owed

everybody money. He was in debt to

all our relatives, particularly the ones
on my mother’s side of the family. He
owed the various orphanages and hos-
pitals, and he never could get even

. with business acquaintances. He was

constantly evading the people from
whom he berrowed.

Pop battled the city every day.
Once he told me he was held up on
the street at midnight in front of his
loft, and he said to the robber, “This is
not a good thing for you to do. I don’t
have any money and if you get caught

ou will have to go to jail. If you want
mmay, stick up someone on Park Av-
enue.” "Fhe man shook his head and -

had to carry. the ﬂm s and shpcwe:m
on and off the trains and then hang
them in the customers’ homes, He feit
that he was in a constant war with the

‘subways. He once told me, “There are
twa(kmds of people who ride the sub-

ﬁk\}é‘a fot Jéngx man‘ume v;'hor get

pushed.”

“This sage admce has stayed with
me through all the years:

Whenever 1 take the New York
subway, which is rare, I observe the
passengers—the ones who shove and
the ones who are shoved—and I don't
have to know any more about them.

My father didn’t present me with
%iden nuggets of advice every day.

e never said a lot to each other over
theyears I avoided telling him too
muth use he thought that all my

: lmn well, 'Iherejwas no mmiaw

The subject we never, ever dis-
cussed was my mother. Not once did
her whereabouts come up. He may

 the

upthe fact that theyimew where she
was and they speculated on hew we
she was. But between my father and
me, it was as if she never existed.

- When I refused to be bar mitzvahed,
it hurt him terribly. It’s impossible for
a Jewish father to explain to fnen

hrewschmiat wﬁaalﬁmsbmyregu

Hebrew, you mai-ae a nice speech,
everyone gives you a present. I¥
deal”
‘ n1dcsnﬂ.wantt.mio:tt” ‘

He was What could he do?
He cmﬂdatevencutoffmy allowance,
becauselwasn"tget&xgone

He said more in sadness than bitter-
ness, “So don’t get bar mitzvahed.”

At this peint, a good Jewish son would
have Sﬂld “Okay, I've changed my

I dldnt. I'm.not sure how he handled
the explanation with his fijends. I heard
him tell my sisters that I went into a
synagogue in New York with him and
was bar mitzavhed by a rabbi, because I
didn’t want all the pomp and ceremony
that went with the usual celebration.

My father keeps popping up in
strange places. Recently, 1 was in Berg-
dorf Goodman and asked a matronly la-
dy for change to make a telephone call
She said, “I'm going to give it to you, not
becatise you're a big shot, but because
your father made my drapes for me.

* They're still hanging in the bedroom.”

I guess the weirdest thing that hap-
pened to me after my father died was
when 1 was lecturing in Long Beach,
California. After I finished my talk, I
went back to the hotel and found a tele-
phone message asking me to call a cer-
tain number. I did, and the woman who -
answered told me that she was the
daughter of my father’s girlfriend.

knocked me for a loop. She wasn't lying.

She described him in detail and told me
how he used to talk about us all the
time. He carried my clippings in his
pocket and showed them to her and her
mother. She told me be was a father to
her, too.

I had mixed feelings about the call,
Part of me was happy that Pop had had
a lady friend to share his life with—the
other part of me felt a sense of betrayal.
He was our father, so why was he de-

Vvoﬁnganyofhisﬁmetosomeoneeise?

1 also tried to picture him as a visitor
in someone else’s home. For all our dif-
ferences, the thought bothered me that
I had shared him with pecple I dldnt
Imow.

I-asked the caller if we could meet,
but she said no. She just wanted to
touch base.

Afterhmwngup,lthought about the
conversation. The liaison meant that my
father had moare of a life than just work-
ing and sleeping in one room in a Bronx
apartment. It also meant that someone
besides us had careqd for him.

That night, although it was 3 in the
moming in the East, 1 called my three
sisters and told them the news. They
claimed that they’d known he had
someone, but they didn’t kmow who
she was.

he Hebrew Orphan Asylum
was founded in April 1860
by Jewish charities in New
York City. Over the years, it
moved several times, and finally es-
tablished itself at 135th Street and

and relatives whyv hls son isn't bar‘

,t'want to go to’He-

Above: Edith, Daris, Pop, Art and
Allce Right Thé four kim n

séhool The' girls and boys leaned on
each other in a Werki that was very

HOA closed its dopts in 1941, The

HOA buﬂdmg was ‘torn down during

World War II to make reom for a pub-
lic school. During #ts existence, it is
estimated, 35,000 children passed
through the institution.

Many times I have run into the chil-

dren of peopie who:were in the HOA "

and, knowing that { was there, they
want details,. Sometimes thefr parents
have spoken of the:place, other times
they have remained silent. For these

children of HOA aluimni, the asylum is -

very much part of their roots. They
are searching for its secrets in order
to help them better understand their
parents.

Even though my stay in the brick
building was not very long, it left its
mark on me—along with the ones I'ac-

quired when I wént to my foster

homes.

The worst part of being placed in
the HOA was that Doris and [ didn’t
know we were going, there. My other
sisters said that our Uncle Oscar told
them they were being put into. the
home. But Pop said Bm.tmg to the two
of us.

There is a subway station at 137th
Street and Broadway, and after coming
out onto the street with my three sis-
ters, I started the long, steep climb up
the hill to Amsterdsm Avenue. Pop
was halding on to Doris and me, and
we were pulling and tugging in the op-
posite direction. Uncle Oscar was hold-
ing on to Alice and Edith.

I was crying and sc were my sisters.

-he Hebrew Crphan Asylum
looked Iike # giant castle out
of medieval times. All it
lacked was 2 moat. It loomed
above us, and there was no doubt in
our minds that it would suck us up,
and we would never be heard from

gam

Every child’s arrival at the HOA
was different. My cousin Eddie Lamg-
ner, his brother, Arthur, and sister,
Rosalind, were brought to the home
at different times. I once asked Eddie
if the HOA didn’t scare the hell out of
him when he first saw it. He said that
it might have, but he ‘had had a previ-
ous experience with ‘another orphan-
age, so this one looked fike a piece ef
cake.

Eddie told me, “I was 4 years old.
My mother had just died and my fa-
ther had put my brother and me on a
Long Island Rail Road train in Brook-

very pme:‘ pwp |
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Iyn. My father said, ‘Sit here, Ill be
right back” Meanwhile, he went to
tatk to the. conducter and then disap-
peared. He didn’t return, The train
left the station, and I was screaming
andcmﬁgandbedtmg on the glass.
We-went all the way to Far Rockaway
before the conductor put us and
spme people from an orphanage
picked us up. They tell me that I
didn’t speak for four months.”

Our arrival at the HOA wasn’t that
bad, but my sisters and I were
dragged kicking and screaming
through the front door. Pop and Oscar
took us into a large reception hall,
where they left us to be prooessed
They kissed us, and then they left,
The four of us were very confused.

. We heard bells, and voices int offices,

The hdlls were long and the ceilings
high. Doris and I clung tightly to each
other. Afier we sat on a bench for a
short period, a stern woman separat-
ed me from my sisters. I was to go in-
to the boys’ isnlation section and they
were to go into the girls’ dormitory.
The last thing Edith said to me was,
“Don'’t sit on the toilet seats.”

That made me yell my head off.

Without intending to, my father had
left me in a warehouse,

™ was inspected for lice and a doc-
tor checked every orifice in my
' body. After the physical, they
. took me to another office for a
battery of psychological tests, I was so
afrail I would flunk them that I kept
Jooking at the lady before I put the
blocks m the holes. In the boys’ quar-
antine section there were bunk beds,
and I was told to remove all my
clothes. These were replaced with the
HOA issue—itchy woollen urniforms
and. nightgowns. For some reason I
recall that the pajama shirts reached
down to my ankles,

The only good thing I remember
about the day was that someone gave
me jelly sandwiches and hot checolate.

The fiest night was the toughest.
My father was gone, my sisters had

; ared. They told me [ spent late
aﬁ;emoon looking out the window hop-
ing Pop and Oscar would return.

1 was told to get ready for bed by 8
o'dlock. I recall hearing a bell ringing
Ijumpedmtobed andeasshakmg

archouse

tlmtlwasmorepuzzledthanmgry I
had no inkling of what I was doing in
this- building and I had no idea how
long [ would stay here. ‘

My mind was whizzing along. I real- -
ized that [ had to -adjust to the place,
at least until I was old enough torun -
away.

IhadbeenmﬂieH@Afortwo
monthsandonedaywhenlwasca]led .
into a regeiving room with my three

sisters. They scrubbed us up se we -
would look better, in case someone = o

wanted to take us home. I sat on the
wooden bench, just happy to be w1th
my sisters.

- glasses and wearing a large-
~ brimmed hat and a double-
[ breasted suit eame in with a -
young man in his twenties. She was -
very businesshke and examined us as
she would aF nday night chicken, She,

S &7 . I 'had no idea
At she had t th me. Finally,
 said, “How would you like to live

plie , *“T dom't eat meat and I

don’ t eat fish.”
She said, “Well, we'll scon change
that.” Instead of protesting, I just

locked down at my shoes. .
As far as I was concerned, this

womaty Was one more stranger asking

ime durnb questions. But she was also
pussﬂaly my only ticket out of the = ~ -
T thought that it wouldn’t hurt * °

to be nice to her, just in case she had
something to do with my freedom,
Her name was Stella Morais, and
then she tatked to my sisters, who
were thinking the same thing as 1 was.

If this lady wanted to take us out of

the HOA, she was welcome to do it.

She said to me, “You're gomgto be\j" < |

my fester child.”
I just smiled and nodded may head.

Her son Harold said, “TH teach you = .
haw to play baseball and stickball” He -

I wasa dapper, goodlookmgman

“Pd like that,” | assured him. “But I

‘douthaveaglove

When the lights went out, the coun-
selor came in with a flashlight and
said, “Who is awake?” [ didn’t say any-
thing, Then he asked, “Who is asleep?”
and | raised my hand He yelled,
“Dummy,” and kicked the side of my
bunk as hard as he could: The lesson
stayed with me for the rest of my life.
I have never raised my hand to tell
anyone I was asleep again.

- he HOA was an institution of
bells, They rang to get us
up—they tolled for our
meals and when to say our
prayers and when to go to sleep.

My father visited us every other
day, which made things easier. My sis-

ters visited me in the boys’ wing as

much as they could. They were con-
cerned about me because I had be-
come very quiet and had lost my enei-
gy. I wouldn’t say anything about what
was bothering me. I didn't understand
why I had to be quarantined, because I
hadn't done anything. In quarantine I
watched fromn my window at the chil-
dren playing m the yard. Most of them
were older than me and I was very

frightened about how I would fit in

with the group. From what I could see
of them, they were constantly wres-
tling with each other and kicking one
another in the bottom. The future for
me did not look good.

After two weeks, 1 was released
and placed in the main boys’ dormito-
ry.

“Who are you? osne would ask.

“Arthur,” { responded,

“Deo you pee in your bed?”

“No,” I responded,

“Everybody named Arthur pees in

* his bed.”

“Don'’t either.”

“Do t00. You want to fight?”

“No. I don't want to fight.”

“Are you really a girl?”

That’s the way the dialogue went. [
wasn't welcomed into the group, and I
wasn't permitted to say anything, so |
shut up. After a while [ was left alone.
I felt locked up. I couldn’t relate to
anyone there, and 1 saw less and less
of my sisters.

One day recently, Alice remarked,
“You never showed any anger about
the situation.”

From what I can r€member I think

“T'll buy you one,” he told me,

I'was ready to leave with him imme-

diately.
been done, because we were told to

get our things. Except for the HOA ~

clothes, we had no more luggage | than
when we arrived. :

‘We teok the subway to Penn Station
and got on the Long Island Rail
R@aﬁ ~an hour’s pmney to;qulm, o

It wasH't uatll vears later that I dis-
covered people tock foster children in-
to their homes to supplement their in-
comes, We were worth twenty-five
dallars a morith per child, and for many
foster parents that paid the rent or the
mortgage.

Once they realized that, foster chil-
dren became very suspicious about
why they had been placed in a particu-
lar home. We felt that if we were there
for the support of their families, there
was no sense becoming too friendly. .
But the Depression made peaple des-
perate. | never experienced any cruel
ty from the peaple I lived with, except
when [ was unhappy and mvented it.
So even If people were in it for the
money, they were never unlind.

hen we arrived in Hollis
we were escorted inte
the kiving room, where
Aunt Stella and Uncle
Cyril’'s children were waiting for us.
There was Harold, who had come
with us; Ray, who had the best job in
the family, selling fabrics to Broadway
shows; Ira, who was a press agent;
and Caroline, a secretary. They were
all dressed nicely and greeted us
warmly. No problem here, I thought
to myself.

We lucked out when we were sent
to Hollis, because it was a very com-
forfable middleclass community. The
streets were safe, and even people
with little money kept up their lawns
and gardens.

The Depression was all-consuming -

and many of the most affluent home
owners were policemen, firemen and
civil servants because they all had safe
jobs. People didn’t bother to lock their
doors. Yet times were tough for al-
most everybody. [ remember banks
closed and people standing out front
hoping to get their ‘money. Meat was
served once a week in its original
form, and then as meat loaf or hash,

Everything cost pennies, nickels”
and dimes. For many families, paper: =
money was a rare commodity. ‘Aunt-
Stella’s husband, Cyril, sold printed
signs from store to store which said
things like “No Checks Cashed,” “No
Food Inside,” “No Credit,” “No Loiter-
mg.”

Heads of households tried to make
a4 living in any way they could. We -
would wait until evening to see how .
well Uncle Cyril had done during the
day. if he was smiling, we kmew he
had soid some signs. If he had a pained
expression on his face, we were aware
that he had struck out. He had far
more bad days than good days. People
just couldn’t afford signs.

According to the HOA’s records,
Uncle Cyril liked me very much, and 1

slept in Aunt Stella and Uncle Cyril's -
“bedroom until the social worker told -

them to make other arrangements.
See BUCHWALD, F7, Col. 1

* middle-aged woman with-

Apparently all the paperwork had» -




TrE WASHINGTON PoST

SUNDAY, JAM.ARY 16, 1994 F7

‘I Yowed I Would Never Ask for Anything Agam

BUCM From F6

1 was moved upstairs to the attic and
shiared a room with the Insh maid
named Celeate, It turned out to be 2
~very important event in my life.
Because | shared a room with the
maid, I had 20 opportunity to chserve
her in all her glory. When she un-
dressed or dressed, [ always had one
eye peeping over the cover. Her skin
was the color of z light peach with
freckles on it, and although 1 didn't
have anything to compare them with,
. somehow knew that she had the
greatest breasts in the world,

The exact location of my bed was

strategic for what went on very late at
night. Harolé used to come tiptoeing
into the roorn and get cn top of Ce-
leste, A the time 1 thought Harold
was hurting her because Celeste kept
moaning and groaning. Later on, as a
freshman in bigh scheol, T found out
that when 2 man and woman wrestled
and mozned and prunted a lot, it did
net necessarlly mean they were mad
at each other, I would watch them in
wonder while they thrashed around,
legs and hair flying, no more than five
teet away—possibly closer.

g arold was my role madel,

E wornan I ever saw complete-

- & Iy unclothed. Whatever they
were doing had a lasting effect on
me—ihe scene has stayed with me
for many, many years, and | still seem
to be attracted to women who look
fike Coleste,

~ When { wold my sisters this story,
after 1 started working on the hook,
Edith pursed her lips and said, “She
was always 3 ghat.”

Afice agreed, and said, “Harold was
never choosy.” ‘

Doris sad, “You should have told
ihe soci worker.”

T had no idea what she wanted me
to tell her,

My real youth started i the Morais
home. [ lived there for about two
years, It was a nice place and every-
ane treated me kindly, After a while, [

- ane Celeste was the fxrst .

just observed the family and absorbed
everything that they said and did.
Adults are very strange around chil-
dren. They say and do things as if chil-

dren don’t exist, or have no eyes or .

ears. I became the invisible man.

It was also at this stage that I
learned how to get people to like me. [
found out that if T smiled at the person
to whom I was talking, he became re-
laxed. I also leamed that I could get
what I wanted if I only showed enthu-
siasfi.

uring my stay at the Morais
home, a boy named Michael
‘Dolothz came to live with
us. He was from the HOA
and he was what could be called a

probiem child. At 9 or 10, Michael en-
joved setting fire to things, like the

house. He got no pleasure from the
blaze itself, but enjoyed seeing all the
fire engines wheel up after he had
pulied the alarm, and watchmg all the
firemen go to work.
Ome day, my tonsils swelled up, and
I was iz agony. While Aunt Stella was
trying to deal with this problem, Mi-
chael pulled the fire alarm in front of
the house, and three large fire trucks
arrivedd on the scene. Aunt Stella al-
ternated between talking to the fire
chief and rushing upstairs to attend to
me. The doctor finally arrived and
swabbed my throat. I would not have
remembered this incident i it hada't
coincided with the false alarm. T once
asked Michael why he was always
pulling the fire alarm, and he told me,
“] Yke to get people mad.” It made
sense to me.

It wasn’t long before they took Mi-

chael back to the HOA. I never heard

what happened to him, though he is
still a household word in our family,
Maybe the asylum straightened him
out. | sincerely hope so.

The one critical incident in my
childhood that I have never forgotten
took place on Red Brick Hill in Hollis
on a bright, clear winter night. The
ground was covered with snow and all
the kids were laughing and shouting
as they rode their sleds down the hill.

for depression for mast of her life.

I'must have been 7 or 8. I still remem-
ber how wonderful it all felt. The
snow made everything glisten. | was
feeling happy. I did not own a sled of
my own, so I said to two boys standing
next to me, “Can I borvow your sied?”
One of them answered, “No.” The oth-
er boy told him, “Let him have it. He
doesn’t have a mother.”

Tears rolled down my cheeks as 1
rode down the hill on that borrowed
sled. Those words have never left me.
I wanted to yell that I did have a
mother, but only a few people knew
where she was and [ was in no posi-
tion to tell them, Sniffing quietly, I
dragged the sled up the hill and gave
it back.

I'm certain it was on that night on
that hill that I vowed I would never
ask anybody for anything again.

To this day, I'm just not very good

" at accepting gifts. Whenever I am giv-

en semething, I become very embar-
rassed. and uncomfortable. By the
same token, I enjoy giving presents to

other people. It’s tough on everyone

because no one can ever catch up with
me. ‘

Citizen Kane had his “Rosebud,” and

I had my “Red Brick Hill.” |- finally did
give that speech at the lurich celebrat-
ing the 150th anniversary of the
HOA. Among the trophies now hang-
ing on my wall, none compares with
the plaque they gave me that day. It
marks the scene of one-of my greatest
revenges,

he room was illed with New

York’s Jewish elite—the

Our Crowd types, including

the Lehmans, Guggenheims,

Salomons Strausses. There were

members of the Jewish Welfare

Board, and those associated with the

HOA before it closed. There were
even social werkers.

I felt the way General MacArthur

must have felt when he came back to

West Point. Of all the speeches I have

given in my life, this- was the most
meaningful.

1 told them how, somewhere in the
dim past, when I was a fpster child
aronnd 10 years old, and | was fight-

ing for my life, 1 dreamed that T would

be the guest of honer at just such an
affair, I didn’t know the event would
take place at the Pierre Hotel—I had
never heard of the Pierre Hotel—but

‘mmyfantasylsawmyse};fonapodl

um such as this talking about the
struggles of my chilthoed and how I
had overcome them. In my fantasy, I
even gave myself a standing ovatien.

I then proceeded to set everyone
straight on exactly where I fit into the
Jewish child-care picture. It isn’t easy
to be a foster child, I said. You are in
some sort of no man’s land. I you
lived in the HOA, you had the security

of numbers. A foster home is some-
"thing else again. The child knows in-

stinctively that there is nothing per-
manent about the setup, At any time
he or she can be swooped up and
placed in another home.

The foster parents have a problem,
as well. If they get too attached, they
can be wounded if the child is sudden-
ly taken away.

I must have beep & or 7 years old
and terribly lonely and confused, when
I said something like, “This stinks. I'm
going to become a humeorist.”

From:. then on, I had one goal in

“mind and that was to make people

laugh. I adopted the role of class

. clown. I made fun of autherity figures,

fram the principal of the public school

to the social worker who visited me -

every month. It was a dangerous pro-
fession I had chosen, because no ane
likes a funny kid. In fact, adulis are
scared silly of them and tend to warn
children who act out that they are go-
ing to wind up in prison or worse.

t is only when you grow up that
they pay you vast sums of money
to make them laugh.

Performing for laughs was mv
salvation. The ather thing that helped
me escape the reality of our lives was
to’ congoct mysterious stories about
myself. | invented a mother and father
and T made myself the only child. [ had
the usual dreams about being a great
sports figure, one day Joe DiMaggio
and Lou Gehrig the next. I dreamed

that I was a movie star like Mickey .

Rooney, and a writer like Booth Tar-
kmgtor' The lonelier | became, the
more interesting I managed to make
my dream world,

The best story I made up was that
was really the son of a Rothschild—a
name that was revered in my foster
home because they were so rich and
so Jewish. I worked it out that T had
been kidnapped by my nurse when [
was 6 months old and sold to a couple
named Buchwald who were gomg to
America,

The Rothschilds had hired F rance’s

most famous detective to find me, and
it was only a matter of time hefore he
showed up on my doorstep in Hollis.

-Once my true identity was estab-

lished, I would prevail on my real
Rothschild father not to prosecute the
pecple involved with my kidnapping.

But I did intend to disivherit Doris
the next time she was mean to me.

And then [ told the audience a true
story,

One evening, | aitended a fancy din-
ner at the Tour d’Argent, the great
temple of three-star dining in Paxis. [

was seated next to Doris Warner Le-

roy, the daughter of Harry Warner,
one of the Wamer Brothers,

We were chatting about this and
that, and I turned to her and said, ¢
tis, you and [ have something in com-
mon.”

“What's that?” she asked.

“I was once in the Hebrew Orphan
Asylum, and your father was one of its
biggest supporters. He built the
Warmners’ Gym, and we saw Warner
Brothers films for free.”

Doris went white. “Oh my God—no
one has mentioned that place to me
for 20 years. Oh my God.”

“Well,” I said, “den’t get that shaken
up by it. It had nothing to do with
you.”

hen she told me her story. It

seems her father ‘decided to

show Doris how much better

off she was than other chil-

dren, So every Hanukah he made her

get dressed in her fanciest outfit and

2o to the HOA and hand out gifts to
the kids. They in twrn spat on her.

She said, “1 lived in dread of the

HOA and it took me 20 years of analy-

sis to forget it. Now we are in Paris

and you have to bring that damn place

up to me,”

It was bizarre. Here we were, two
people dining at the Tour d’Argent—
both scarred by the same institution.
She because she had to hand out pre-
sents, and I because 1 had to accept
them.

I ended my speech by saying, “As I
look back on it, I owe a great debt to
the HOA, and to pecple such as your-
selves who cared for the Jewish kids
of New York City. ‘

‘T also want to thank you today for
helping fulfill one of my best fantasies.
1 feel T had a unique experience as a
child, Every once in a while, someone
asks, ‘How do you become a humor-
ist? I always reply, ‘Well, first you
have to become a foster child.” ”

I got my standing ovation.
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