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MY PARENTS 
by 

Agnes Simon Riesett 
 
 
CHAPTER ONE 
 
 My mother, Anne Gibmeyer, was born on April 30, 1895.  She was the sixth child 
in the family.  Her older sisters were Jo, Carrie and Kate.  She had two older brothers, 
Will and Ben (short for Bernard).  She also had a younger brother John.  The oldest child 
in the family was her cousin Fred who came to live with them when his father died. 
 
 Her mother was a first-generation German immigrant, having come over from 
Germany when she was 18.  Her father, while born in Baltimore, Md., was totally 
German in ancestry and background.  Her father was a cabinet maker by trade and a 
meticulous craftsman.  He worked for the Old Bay Line, a company with a schedule of 
luxury passenger steamers running between Baltimore and Norfolk, Va.  With a good-
paying job and thrifty German ways, the family had no financial problems, although they 
did not have “barrels of money in the cellar” as the neighbors said.  Since Grandfather 
Gibmeyer’s mother lived with them, Grandfather bought the property behind them.  He 
tore down the house on that property (which faced on Fountain St.) and built a workshop 
in its place.  The extra yard space gave him room to build on to his house, a summer 
kitchen on the downstairs and extra space for his mother on the second floor. 
 
 By the time Anne started school, her mother was older and suffering from open 
sores on her legs.  The eldest daughter, Josephine, had taken over many of her mother’s 
chores, including getting Anne ready for school.  She carried out her duties with 
enthusiasm, including braiding Anne’s hair so tight that Anne could not lower her 
eyebrows until the braids worked loose a little.   
 
 Anne was a good student.  In a day when many students quit school after the sixth 
grade, Anne stayed in school through the eighth grade.  Her brother Will was working as 
a carpenter, like his father.  Carrie, Ben and Kate all had jobs.  The family decided that it 
was time for Grandfather to retire and take it easy, which he did.  But in the next several 
years, things changed rapidly.  Will and Carrie both got married and set up their own 
households.  Kate developed “galloping consumption” and died.  Ben came down with 
severe pains in his stomach.  The doctor prescribed a laxative which was the worse 
possible decision since the problem was an infected appendix, which burst spreading 
poison throughout his system.  In a matter of days, Ben too had passed away.   
 
 Now there was no money coming in.  Jo went to work in a laundry for $4.00 a 
week. The nun who taught eighth grade offered to get Anne a full scholarship to Notre 
Dame College but she was needed at home to bring in a salary.   Anne got a job 
collecting rents for a landlord.  It did not work out.  She was a petite person, with a 
reserved personality.  When she announced that she had come for the rent, the tenants 
merely laughed at her and she collected nothing.  Anne decided she needed an office job.  
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She had learned typing in the eighth grade at St. Michael’s and she started going to night 
school to learn shorthand.  Upon graduation from night school, she got a job in the claim 
department of the United Railways (the street car line).  She was earning a good salary 
and John was also working by now.  Anne offered to pay her sister Jo $4.00 a week to 
stay home and take care of the house, so Grandmother Gibmeyer could take it easy.   
 
 In old German families, children handed their pay over to the mother who 
proceeded to take care of their expenses and buy their clothes.  Anne decided that the 
clothes that her mother chose were not appropriate for a “modern” working girl.  She 
informed her mother that from now on she would pay “board” and handle her own 
money.  Her mother was horrified.  She had raised children, not boarders.  But Anne felt 
she was right and went ahead.   
 
 It was while Anne was working at United Railways that she had a nervous 
breakdown.  She began crying one day at work and couldn’t stop.  When it continued at 
home, her mother sent for the doctor.  While the doctor was talking to her, the phone 
rang.  It was for Anne.  A few minutes later, it rang again, and then again.  The doctor 
diagnosed it as too much gadding about.  But it may have also been pressure at work.  
Anne found a new job working for the man in charge of the piano department at Hecht 
Co.  When he was sent to the Washington branch of the store, Anne began to commute 
by train every day.  Her boss was faced with the same commute and in order that there 
could be no gossip about them riding to and from work together each day, Anne rode the 
B&O train while her boss used the Pennsylvania train.  Later she left this job and went to 
work in the Dictaphone department of a company that sold lamps and other electrical 
products.  She worked here until she was married. 
 

Meanwhile, her social life did not seem to slow down.  There were moonlight 
cruises to Tolchester, a crowd that owned a shore property where they hung out, the 
hiking club that met every Sunday and, when the War began, she started  going to Camp 
Meade for camp dances.  Her social calendar was full (much to her strict German parents 
dismay).  And then there was the time that the crowd was returning from the shore after 
dark.  The electricity went out.  Since transportation was by streetcar which ran on 
electricity, the car was stalled until repairs could be made.  Anne got home well after 
midnight.  Unfortunately, her father had awaked in the night.  Finding that Anne was not 
home at an hour when no respectable girl would be out, he locked the doors to teach her a 
lesson.  Instead of being properly repentant when she found herself locked out, Anne was 
furious. She found a way to get in though an unlocked window.  She had indeed learned a 
lesson though not the one her father intended.  The next day she managed (unbeknownst 
to anyone) to remove the lock from the front door, take it to a locksmith and have a key 
made for herself.  She had no intention of staying out later than was reasonable, but 
should circumstances beyond her control again prevent her from being home on time; she 
would not be locked out.  Despite her demands that her parents allow her to decide for 
herself what was right for her, Anne was no rebel.  She set her own standards but they 
were strict.  She was naturally a quiet and reserved person.  She enjoyed dancing and 
being part of the crowd, but always remembered that she was a lady with a reputation to 
maintain. 
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 It was about this time that she met my father.   
 
CHAPTER TWO 
 
 And now I must introduce my father to you.  He was born, January 27, 1894, the 
oldest of seven children.  His father owned a corner store on Hanover St.  The front room 
was the store area; behind this was the parlor, and then, a small hall with steps to the 
upstairs and a door to the side street.  This was the common entrance to the house.  Only 
customers used the store entrance.  Beyond the hall was the kitchen where all the living 
went on.  The kitchen had a rear door that at one time had led into a back yard with stairs 
down to the basement.  The back yard had been converted into a stable for the horse and 
wagon.  The basement stairs led down to a long corridor (under the kitchen) which 
flanked the brick bake ovens (also under the kitchen) and opened out into the baker’s 
work area.  There was a trapdoor that opened up into the shop, behind the counter, for 
handing up the finished product.  There was also a steel trapdoor in the sidewalk on the 
side street which could be used to deliver supplies to the basement area.  This was the 
home where my father and his six siblings grew up.   
 

Financially, there were good times and bad times.  Grandfather Simon had found 
a niche for himself by learning to bake bread the way the Greek immigrants liked it, and 
with his horse and wagon, he delivered bread to a regular route of newly arrived Greeks.  
However, occasionally a Greek baker arrived on the next ship and Grandfather’s trade 
suddenly deserted him.  Then came the bad times when Grandfather would save on the 
fuel bill by sending the kids down to the railroad tracks to pick up coal that fell off the 
passing trains.  And when Daddy got a little older, he was sent out with the wagon to 
deliver bread.  He didn’t know the route, but the horse did.  When the horse would stop, 
Daddy would go up to the house or apartment door, leave a loaf of bread and make a 
mark with chalk on the door frame.  At the end of the week, he would collect payment for 
each mark on the door frame.  No one erased the marks or disputed the amount of money 
due. 
 
 My father’s favorite pursuit was always reading.  Since he was the oldest and his 
mother was always quite busy with the house, the children, and minding the store, Daddy 
was frequently told to keep the baby quiet.  The baby was tucked in a carriage so Daddy 
tied a rope to the carriage handle, and as he read his book he would alternately kick the 
carriage away and then pull it back with the rope.  As long as the carriage kept moving, 
the baby was quiet.  But to be an avid reader, one needs books.  Obviously, there was no 
money for books and apparently no library available.  But just a block up the street lived 
Daddy’s Aunt Gussie and Uncle Nick.  They had no children of their own but they had 
adopted Uncle Nick’s orphaned nephew.  He was two years older than Daddy and a good 
source of books.  Aunt Gussie was happy to see Daddy curled up in a chair, reading 
away.  Incidentally, Daddy always sang the old song: 
 
   “Up on the housetop, quick, quick, quick, 
   Down though the chimney with good St. Nick.” 
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with the substitution of “Uncle Nick” for “good St. Nick.” 
 
 World Was I arrived and, when he became of age, Daddy was drafted into the 
Army.  He tried to get into the Cavalry because he knew and liked horses, but the Army 
needed bakers and here was one already trained in the art.  He wound up in the baking 
unit, following the front line troops across France.  In France he got to know and visit 
with a French family consisting of a widow and several small children.  When he 
returned to the States after the war was over, he kept up the correspondence and the 
widow wrote back, until the time he wrote to tell her of his engagement to Momma.  He 
received a letter of congratulations and the correspondence ceased.  He heard no more 
from the family until years later.  When President Kennedy died, the small daughter in 
the family (who by now was a grown woman) wrote a letter addressed to Daddy in care 
of the bake shop address, offering her condolences of the death of the president.  Daddy 
was quite pleased to continue the correspondence, writing his letters in French with the 
help of a French dictionary.  The results were probably quite interesting.  Later, Albert’s 
wife, Betty, who was a French teacher and had spent several years living in France, told 
him to just send her his letter written in English and she would translate it for him.  I 
wonder which letters his French lady friend found more interesting. 
 
 Daddy came back from the Army a self-assured young man.  (My mother always 
said that the “C” in his name stood for “conceited”).  He convinced his father that he 
should stop selling bread to the local grocers at a reduced price.  “They are making the 
profit that should be yours.  If people like your bread they will come to the bakeshop to 
buy it and then perhaps pick up other things.”  He also instituted the idea of baking fresh 
sweet stuff at four in the afternoon and reopening the store in the early evening.  Soon 
people were lining up outside side the store to pick up a snack for the evening.  (When I 
was in exercise class I heard two people reminiscing about going to Simon’s bakery in 
the evening for sweets.)  The increased business must have profited my father as well as 
Grandfather, because as a young man he always seemed to have money to spend.  His 
father regarded him as a spendthrift, saying that when the crowd got on the streetcar, 
Frank paid for everyone.  He joined the hiking crowd with his friends Bernie Slimbach, 
the Schurich brothers and others.  There was also money available for clothes as 
evidenced by a picture of Bernie Slimbach and Daddy, both dressed to the nines with a 
flower in their buttonholes.  
 
 To backtrack a bit, when Daddy came home from the Army, there was a party 
thrown for him at the bakeshop.  Momma, who didn’t know any of the Simons at the 
time, was dating Joe Schurich who brought her to the party.  When they arrived, the party 
was in full swing.  Momma went upstairs to drop off her coat and hat and as she came 
down the steps, she saw Daddy in the hall below.  Just then the front door opened and, 
unexpectedly, in walked Daddy’s brother Joe, a Warrant Officer in the Navy whose ship 
had just docked in the Baltimore harbor.  The brothers had not seen each other for more 
than four years and fell in each other’s arms hugging and kissing.  My mother, petite, 
prim and proper (somewhat like Jane would have been had she been raised in a straight 
laced German family), wondered what kind of an affair she had gotten into.  With both 
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Frank and Joe’s arrival to celebrate, the party went wild.  People were drinking beer, 
toasting the returnees and dancing on the counters in the bake shop.  Not a very 
auspicious beginning to my parent’s relationship.   
 
CHAPTER THREE 
 
 But before long, Frank was calling on Anne Gibmeyer.  He came with presents.  
In those days, every young girl played the piano to entertain guests, so a piece of sheet 
music was a most acceptable present.  On their first date, Daddy brought the music for 
“Let the Rest of the World Go By”  But unlike most German beau of the time, Daddy did 
not settle down to spend the evening.  It was, “Come on, get your hat and coat and let’s 
go out.”  Perhaps dancing or maybe bowling at the Knights of Columbus alleys at the 
Alcazar. (Grandfather Gibmeyer remarked that Daddy had no ‘sitz Fleisch.’)  Also, every 
Sunday they joined the hiking crowd for a ten mile hike cross country.  These hikes were 
planned from the end of one car line to the end of a parallel car line.  Then they boarded 
the street car for the ride home. 
 
 As Daddy got serious, he must have communicated his intentions to some of his 
buddies.  They laughed at him.  “You don’t think Anne Gibmeyer would consider 
marrying a baker!”  That got Daddy to thinking.  He quit his father’s bake shop and 
signed up for a job with the Government as a Railway Mail Clerk.  When he got the job 
(only as a substitute to begin with) he asked Anne to marry him and she accepted.  
 
 They had a lovely wedding.  The bride wore white and carried a large bouquet of 
roses.  They were married at St. Michael’s Church on Wolf St. where the bride had been 
baptized, went to school and had received First Communion and Confirmation.  The roof 
of the church, over the main aisle, was held up by a series of arches.  These arches were 
outlined with electric bulbs.  When the bride came down the aisle, each arch lit up as she 
walked under it.  This was not done for every bride but was done for Anne as a courtesy 
to her father who, at the time, was working as Sexton for the church.  The Mass was 
followed by a wedding breakfast at the bride’s house.   
 

 For their honeymoon, they took the Old Bay Line overnight steamer to Newport 
News, Va. where they stayed for several days at the home of Daddy’s cousin and her 
family.  Daddy, attempting to be funny, told the kids that his bride had a wooden leg and 
he unscrewed it every night so she could go to bed.  Of course, the kids snuck up that 
night and tried to peep through the bedroom keyhole just to see.  Their father, being wise 
in the way of kids, caught them in the act and put a stop to all further peeping.   
 
 The new couple borrowed money from Grandfather Simon and bought a little 
house in East Baltimore where Anne’s sister Carrie and her brother Will already had their 
homes.  Financially, Daddy would have done better to have remained a baker, since as a 
substitute, he only got paid when he worked.  (One month he earned $3.00 for the entire 
month.)  But when one of the chief clerks began requesting Daddy whenever he needed a 
substitute, things began to improve.  They also rented out the upstairs and the rent helped 
with the monthly mortgage payments.  Momma took over handling the money when 



6 
 

Daddy forgot to pay his Railway Mail Association dues and almost lost the insurance 
policy provided by the association.  
 

 Evenings out now consisted of going around to Will and Eva’s or to George and 
Carrie’s and playing cards.  This was a real treat for Frank and Anne.  Rather than be late, 
they would stack the supper dishes to be washed when they returned home.  But the lady 
who rented the upstairs would go through their kitchen each evening on her way to put 
out her trash.  Seeing the dirty dishes in the sink, she would kindly wash them up for the 
young couple.  But Frank and Anne couldn’t have the nice lady doing their dishes for 
them while they were out enjoying themselves.  So they no longer left dirty dishes in the 
sink—they hid them in the oven!  
 
 Before long, Momma announced that they were going to have a baby.  The family 
doctor suggested that she, considering her small frame, would do well to go to a hospital 
rather than having a mid-wife, at least for the first baby.  This was quite unusual in those 
days and much more expensive.  But Momma budgeted her money and assured Daddy 
that the money would be available.  She had money available not only for the hospital but 
also, each month, for the regular monthly mortgage payment.  Grandfather told Daddy 
that he should skip a couple of payments until the baby bills were taken care of, but 
Daddy told him that Anne had everything under control and all the bills were paid.  
Grandfather was impressed.  Anne had reformed his spendthrift son! 
 
 Grandfather was of the firm opinion that the first born son in each of his 
children’s families should be named Bernard after him.  Uncle Joe and Aunt Rose had the 
first grandson.  Aunt Rose wanted him named Robert after her brother but agreed to have 
Bernard as his middle name.  But in those days babies were baptized the first Sunday 
after they were born and the mother was still confined to her bed.  Grandfather, as the 
baby’s godfather, took the child to church and he told the priest that the baby’s was to be 
named “Bernard Robert” and so he was baptized.  Rose was furious.  She called the baby 
“Robert.”  Grandfather called the baby “Bernard.”  The rest of the family called him 
“Baby.”  When it was time for Bernard to be baptized, Anne and the baby were still in the 
hospital and the baby was baptized in the hospital chapel.  The chaplain had spoken to 
Momma earlier and filled out all the necessary forms.  Again, Grandfather was ready to 
announce his own choice of a name for the baby (Bernard William) but the priest never 
asked him and preceded to baptize the boy “Bernard Francis.”  “You tricked me.” 
Grandfather said to Momma when they returned to her bedside, but on the whole he 
rather admired her for it.  And now that there was a baby “Bernard” in the family, even 
Grandfather started calling Uncle Joe’s baby “Robert.” 
 
 When I was born, Momma again went to the hospital to have her baby.  Daddy 
and Bernard stayed at the bake shop while she was in the hospital (in those days, when 
you had a baby, you stayed in the hospital for 18 days.)   At the bake shop, Bernard got to 
ride on the horse!  Although he was only two at the time, this made a great impression on 
him.  It wasn’t long after I was born that a permanent opening became available on the 
Bowie to Pope’s Creek line of the Pennsylvania RR.  However, the rule was that the 
railway mail clerk had to live somewhere along the line where he worked.  This was all 
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rural area and there were no houses for sale along the line at this time.  There was a house 
for rent back in the woods near Bowie and, in order to get a permanent job, Daddy settled 
for this.   
 
CHAPTER FOUR 
 

They moved to the country right before Thanksgiving and Daddy’s sister Emma 
came along to stay with Momma and help out with the move and the two little ones.  The 
house was no bargain.  There was no heat or running water.  Every morning before work, 
Daddy had to fill buckets of water which he left on the back porch until they were 
needed.  By that time they were frozen and had to be thawed out on the stove.  The roof 
leaked.  The upstairs bedrooms were unusable.  After one day, Emma was so homesick 
that she had to be sent home.  Daddy’s teen aged sister, Bernadine, offered to come in her 
place.  Bernadine was a treasure.  She moved all the beds down to the dining room and 
set them up in a row.  There was no heat in the dining room, so Bernadine picked up the 
egg stove in the kitchen (there was a cook stove in there to keep that room warm) and 
moved it, fire and all, into the new bedroom.  But as soon as things settled down, 
Bernadine returned home.   

 
The snow began that year on Thanksgiving Day and it kept snowing.  Each day, 

after eating breakfast and filling the buckets, Daddy went off to work on the train, 
returning about 5:30 in the evening.  Meanwhile, Momma, who was used to living in a 
row house with family and neighbors near by, was snowed in with a six month old baby 
and a toddler to care for.  Her only view was of bare, snow-covered trees.  But the view 
was brightened by the brilliant red cardinals that flitted through the trees. 

 
Then one day a black woman knocked at her door.  She was on her way home 

from daily Mass, she explained, and just wondered if Momma needed anything that she 
could help with.  Momma invited her in and offered her a cup of coffee.  After that, Aunt 
Madge stopped in every day with a little bit of conversation, the very thing that Momma 
needed most.  Momma always said that the white ladies from Church only stopped in 
once.  They came with raffle tickets and never returned.  But Aunt Madge came every 
day. 

 
Her only other visitor was a very young man, only a boy really.  He stopped by 

one day asking for directions and if he could come in and rest a bit.  Momma invited him 
to lunch.  He played with Bernard, teaching him how to make a row of marching soldiers 
on the blackboard.  When Daddy came home from work, the young man was invited for 
supper and to spend the night on a makeshift bed by the kitchen stove.  Daddy retired to 
the family bedroom and shut the door.  However, he made sure that he brought the axe in 
with him.  The next morning the boy was on his way.  Some months later, Momma 
received a letter from the boy’s mother, thanking her for all she had done.  It seems that 
the boy was running away from a home for wayward boys and trying to get back to his 
own home…………  And Bernard always remembered how to draw a row of marching 
soldiers across the blackboard. 
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The rented house had no basement; however there was a flight of steps that led 
down to a root cellar, a dirt-floored, dirt-walled space under the kitchen.  Daddy 
purchased root vegetables to store in the “root cellar.”  And whenever Momma wanted to 
get some vegetables for supper, she would go down one step, stamp her feet vigorously 
until all the rats scurried back out of sight, grab what she needed, retreat up the stairs and 
slam the door.  She never spoke of the rats coming upstairs.  Perhaps they were too busy 
eating the vegetables. 

 
The house was rented from the family who owned the general store.  When the 

tread on the back porch steps collapsed, Momma requested that they send someone out to 
fix it.  The storekeeper sent her son out with some boards from apple crates.  Momma’s 
father was a carpenter.  She knew what kind of boards were needed for stair treads.  
“Those boards will never hold up.” She protested.  “Of course they will.” The boy 
protested and proceeded to jump on them.  He pulled his foot out of the splintered steps, 
turned and went back to the store for better boards. 

 
When a house in Bowie proper went up for sale, Momma jumped at the chance.  

Daddy bought the Old Disney Place and the family moved up to Zud Road. 
 

CHAPTER FIVE 
 
 The new house on Zug Road was a big improvement over the little house in the 
woods.  The side of the house faced Zug Rd. which led up over the railroad tracks to the 
church of the Ascension.  The front of the house faced the railroad tracks which were 
atop a four or five foot high embankment.  Between the house and the railroad tracks was 
a well maintained front yard.  The front elevation was very symmetrical—two stories 
high with an attic above.  The attic had two dormer windows.  Daddy put flag pole 
holders in each of these windows and hung the American flag from one and the Maryland 
flag from the other.  He once heard two men walking up the road debating.  They 
recognized the American flag but were having a lively discussion about the other flag.  
They finally decided it must be the Pope’s flag.   
 
 A front porch ran the width of the house with the front door in the middle, flanked 
by the living room windows on the left and the dining room windows on the right.  
Between these two rooms were the stairs to the upstairs.  Behind the dining room was the 
kitchen, a room equal in size to the dining room.  The cellar steps took advantage of the 
space under the up stairs and led down off a three foot square hall between the kitchen 
and the play room, which was situated behind the living room.  This play room had a 
door that led out onto a balcony type play porch which stretched across the back of the 
house.  This play porch made a perfect place to turn small children loose since the only 
way to leave the porch was through the play room, across the hall and into the kitchen.  
There was also a kitchen window that overlooked the activity on the porch.   
 
 The kitchen also had an outdoor entrance and a square porch that was on the side 
of the house away from Zug Road.  Down the steps from this porch was the well and its 
pump.  There was, of course, no city water but Daddy no longer had to fill buckets of 
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water and leave them on the back porch.  The pump was connected to a large (very large) 
wooden tank in the attic.  Working the pump filled the tank and the water flowed by 
gravity to the various faucets in the house.  If you can picture the pump action necessary 
to fill a cup of water, you can imagine the amount of effort it took to fill that wooden 
tank.  The family could conserve water.  At bath time, the tub was filled.  Momma 
washed the smallest child, and then each child jumped in the tub in turn.  After the 
children were through, Momma took her bath and finally Daddy got his turn.  Momma 
said that after he washed off all the soot from the train, the water was so dirty it had to be 
thrown out.  The problem came when guests from Baltimore came to visit.  They were 
used to unlimited supplies of water and Momma was too good a hostess to tell them to 
conserve.  Daddy, however, tried to convince all the male guests of the enjoyment and 
physical benefits of working that pump handle.   
 
 It didn’t take long for Daddy to decide that this house needed electricity and a 
nice electric pump to fill the tank, not to mention electric lights and an electric stove.  
Apparently, electricity was not considered a necessary, or even a common addition to a 
house in the country.  The good news was that there were no electric codes or inspectors 
to check on the installation of electricity.  Daddy was free to learn by books and by trial 
and error how to do the job.  Somehow, he taught himself the intricacies of electric 
circuits, etc. and with a Montgomery Ward catalogue to order supplies from, managed to 
provide the house with electricity.   
 
 Upstairs were four large rooms, duplicating those below.  Over the play room was 
my bedroom.  Bernard and Bill had the room over the living room, Momma and Daddy 
had the room over the dining room and over the kitchen was the bathroom, a large room 
with stairs off it leading to the attic.  When company from Baltimore would come down 
for a visit (they would come in bunches) we would double up in Momma and Daddy’s 
room and each family, no matter how many of them there were, would get one bedroom.  
Uncle Harry, a frequent visitor, would get the bath room because he wasn’t married and 
therefore a single guest.  Momma always implied that he slept in the bath tub but I later 
realized that there was a couch on the far side of the bath room that substituted for a bed.  
Momma used to complain that all summer long she was inundated with guests but from 
November till spring, she wouldn’t see a soul to talk to.   
 
 There was one exception to this lack of company.  Remember Aunt Madge who 
used to stop off at the little house in the woods every day after church to see if there was 
anything she could do for Momma?  When she heard that the Simons were moving up to 
a fine house on Zug Rd.  She said, “I suppose you all won’t want me stopping by 
anymore.”  Momma was indignant and replied that the coffee pot would always be hot 
for her after Mass, and Aunt Madge would still stop in each day, always feeling the 
coffee pot to see if it was still hot.   
 
 Another frequent visitor was Daddy’s younger brother, Harry.  He was always 
welcome to try out his latest brainchild at Frank and Anne’s house.  He and Daddy built a 
crystal radio with an aerial in the attic.  They got one squawk of music and rushed to tell 
Anne that it worked.  They never got another sound out of it.  We did later get a store 
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bought radio that got all the Washington stations.  I remember one show that began with 
the song, “If you wake up and find that you’ve been murdered in your sleep, just send for 
Mr. Snoop and Mr. Peep.”  I can’t imagine where the show went from there. 
 
 Uncle Harry also made another fine discovery that he brought down to Bowie to 
try out.  It was paint that you sprayed on, negating the need for a brush.  Momma gave 
him a kitchen chair to work on and he spray painted it.  The final result was beautiful.  
However it took a whole quart of paint to spray paint one chair.  That was the end of 
spray painting. 
 
 The biggest event of the year was the Fourth of July.  The house would be filled 
with guests.  The children were given sparklers (which were considered harmless) to play 
with in the afternoon.  Then when it became dark, everyone was ordered up onto the front 
porch.  Daddy took up his station at the end of the front path near the railroad tracks and 
proceeded to shoot off a display of fireworks.  It was impressive.  However, the sparklers 
were not harmless.  Momma had made me a new dress for the occasion and I managed to 
burn a hole in it with my sparkler.  She of course had spare pieces and patched the hole 
and I wore the dress for several years until I outgrew it. 
 
 Aunt Nettie was another frequent visitor.  She would come down with Pete and 
Rosalie and stay for a while.  One time, when Pete and Bernard were very little and 
playing in the sand box together, Momma heard Bernard crying.  She went out to see 
what the trouble was and found Bernard sitting in the sandbox, unable to get up.  Pete had 
poured sand down the back of his pants until he was so weighted down that he couldn’t 
get to his feet. 

 
 

CHAPTER SIX 
 
 Despite all the drawbacks, Momma and Daddy managed to live in Bowie for six 
years.  When I was two years old, my brother Bill was born.  There was, of course, no 
hospital to go to, so the doctor delivered the baby at home.  Momma always referred to 
the doctor as a “pill doctor” since he was not qualified as a surgeon the way almost all 
family doctors in the city were.  Momma felt like what kind of a doctor was he if he 
couldn’t operate when the occasion arose.  Fortunately, it never did. 
 
 Before Bill was two, Bernard turned six and was ready for school.  The nearest 
Catholic School was at Upper Marlboro which could be reached by the same train on 
which Daddy worked each day.  So Daddy put Bernard on the train each morning and 
then went back to the mail car for his daily run.  Bernard got off at the Marlboro station 
and walked up the hill to school.  After school, he waited at the station until his father’s 
train arrived to take him back to Bowie. 
 

The school he attended consisted of two small buildings, each having a center 
door with a room on either side.  Thus there were four classrooms with two grades per 
classroom.  Bernard went to school here for two years.  While here he made his first 
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communion and learned how to serve Mass.  Momma taught him to say the Latin 
responses by having him recite the Confiteor in Latin with his night prayers each night.  
Bernard never forgot a fact once he learned it, but he was a slow learner.  I, on the other 
hand, learned things very quickly and soon could repeat everything that I heard Bernard 
say over and over each night. 

 
That summer, a group of missionary sisters came to our church to conduct a 

summer school.  The majority of students were black kids who had never seen a 
catechism.  Bernard and I were also enrolled.  Of course, Bernard knew the answer to 
every question in the book, but I still remember my mortification when the sister asked 
me, “Which are the chief creatures of God?” and I didn’t know the answer.  (In case you 
don’t know, “The chief creatures of God are angels and men.”) 

 
Along about now, Momma’s old problem of nerves began to return.  The doctor 

suggested she take Bernard, Bill and I for a walk each afternoon before supper.  We 
would usually walk on our side of the railroad through whatever woods were available.  
This got boring.  I remember, one day, walking along the railroad tracks, stepping from 
tie to tie.  This was not the main Pennsy line but a little side track which may have been 
no longer used.  Then one day we took a walk through a woods on the far side of the 
tracks.  When it was time to turn around and come back, Momma got confused and took 
off at the wrong angle.  Soon we were completely lost and Momma was beginning to 
worry because it was getting late and no one would have any idea where we were.  
Finally we came out on a country road.  Momma saw a little black boy and asked him if 
he could lead us back to Zug Rd.  In a short time he brought us out in back of our church 
which fronted on Zug Rd.  I was quite relieved to recognize our church because I knew 
the way home from there. 

 
Daddy decided that Momma should get her driving license.  The move to Bowie 

had necessitated that Daddy have a car.  He bought a Model A Ford and drove it to the 
licensing bureau.  The fact that he drove up in a car was proof enough for them that he 
could drive and they handed him his license.  It’s no big deal he told Momma but he did 
give her a few lessons and he had the car tuned up for her.  Bernard was in school at the 
time but the rest of the family piled in the car and set out with Momma driving.  As we 
headed down a steep hill to the main highway, Momma didn’t seem to slow down.  
“Brake, brake!” Daddy said and when the car still kept going he jammed his foot on top 
of Mamma’s foot, but to no effect.  The garage had greased the brakes and they didn’t 
work.  Down the hill we sped, across the main highway and into a telegraph pole.  The 
radiator was completely caved in and Momma was devastated.  She had been sure we 
would be hit by cars speeding in each direction and the entire family would be wiped out, 
leaving Bernard an orphan.  For the rest of her life, Momma never again got behind the 
wheel of a car. 

 
Momma was now expecting her fourth child and disaster struck.  She fell and 

broke her elbow.  The doctor came and set it for her, but with her right arm in a sling, a 
house to run and a baby on the way, she needed help.  There seemed to be no one 
available among all the Baltimore relations, when suddenly, Grandfather Simon 
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announced that he was going to Bowie to help Anne.  The entire Simon clan thought it 
was laughable.  He had never considered doing anything at home that might vaguely be 
regarded as women’s work.  He would probably just be more work for Anne rather than 
any help.  But Momma said that he was just great.  He took over her chores even to the 
point of peeling potatoes. 

 
 Mary was born the day before Bill’s third birthday.  He insisted that she was his 
birthday present.  His real birthday present was a tricycle.  Daddy took him to the store 
and let him try out the floor model.  Then we went to the counter where Daddy paid for 
and received the boxed tricycle.  He called to Bill, “Come on, we’re leaving,” and turned 
around to make sure Bill was following.  There was Bill, riding the store model out the 
door.  He wasn’t going to leave without his bike. 
 
 Then a mail clerk’s job opened upon the Washington to New York Run.  Momma 
and Daddy started looking for a house in Washington.  Prices were totally out of range.  
But Baltimore was on the run!  It would mean dead-heading from Baltimore to 
Washington and back again for each run, but it was worth it to be back in Baltimore.  
Daddy said that, after living in the country, he wouldn’t put the kids into a row house 
with a cement back yard, so we looked for houses in the suburbs.  Perhaps the fact that 
Daddy’s Aunt Gussie lived near St. Dominic’s Church influenced him, but he found a 
house in Hamilton that seemed suitable.  Before they offered to settle for the house, 
Momma and Daddy went to see if Bernard and I could be enrolled in St. Dominic’s 
School.  Once that was settled, they arranged to buy the house.  Since the market for 
selling houses in Bowie was practically nil, they put the house on Zud Rd. up for rent and 
went again to Grandfather Simon for money to buy the new house. 
 
 Before school opened in September, we moved to Baltimore.  The moving van 
went first and Daddy followed in the car with Bernard in the other front seat.  Momma sat 
in the middle of the back seat with Bill on one side and me on the other.  She planned to 
hold Mary, who was less than a year old, on her lap.  But cat, who had never ridden in a 
car before, went wild with fear.  Momma was worried that the cat would land on Daddy’s 
back causing him to have an accident, so she stuck Mary on the seat behind her and rode 
the whole way up to Baltimore holding and soothing the cat. 

 
CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
 When we moved into the house on Westfield Avenue, Momma discovered that 
the cellar floor was not up to standard.  There was too much sand and not enough 
concrete in the mix and she told the builder that he should mix up a better cement and 
pour it over the original floor.  The builder admitted the problem but, since the deal was 
done and the house paid for, he was in no hurry to do anything about it.  Momma felt 
drastic measures were called for.  The builder had another house for sale several doors 
away and Momma told him that she was going to take her rocker up and sit on that front 
porch and anyone who came to see the house, she would tell them about her cellar floor 
and offer to show it to them.  Momma got her new cellar floor post-haste. 
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But the house on Westfield Avenue was Daddy’s pride and joy.  He was sure that 
there had never been another house quite so perfect.  Anyone who stopped by was taken 
by Daddy on the grand tour of the house, from the cellar to the attic.  Mamma was not too 
happy with this habit since she felt that every room should be in perfect condition before 
it was shown off.  Her motto was “a place for everything and everything in its place.”  
Her bedroom was always 100% neat.  All the other bedrooms were straightened and the 
beds made by Momma after the kids left for school.  Then the living room, dining room 
and kitchen were straightened and Momma proceeded to her job for the day.  Monday 
was washing, Tuesday was ironing, Wednesday and Thursday were for mending, sewing 
or other projects, Friday was the day she cleaned the bedrooms and Saturday was for 
cleaning the bathroom and the kitchen.  The children were assigned the job of cleaning 
the living room and the dining room.   
 
 Usually Momma managed to finish all this before 3 o’clock when the kids came 
home from school.  By then she would have changed into what she called a “porch dress” 
and started on preparing supper.  A porch dress was a cotton housedress similar to the old 
dress that she wore to do her housework in the morning, but the porch dress was newer 
and had not yet faded from repeated washings.  After supper, she did up the supper dishes 
while the kids sat around the table and did their homework.   
 
 With a schedule like this there was obviously no time for gabbing over the back 
fence.  In fact, Momma was always upset with neighbors who would stop in to chat.  She 
believed a quick wave and a hello were sufficient interaction with all neighbors.  The one 
exception was, perhaps, Mrs. Hyle.  Mrs. Hyle was a good Catholic parishioner of St. 
Dominic’s and whenever there was evening service, she and Momma would walk to 
church together.  I also remember times when Mrs. Hyle would stop by and discuss what 
was happening to the neighbors up and down the street.  If I sat very quietly in a chair 
and pretended to read, they would forget that I was there.  I found the conversation most 
interesting.   
 
 While Momma always kept the books, Daddy was very conscious about saving 
money.  He would go down Light Street where food was sold in bulk and buy a 100 lb. 
bag of potatoes.  He built a special bin in the basement with a wire bottom raised off the 
floor, so that the potatoes would not sprout or rot before they were all used up.  He would 
shop several food stores each week so that he could get the specials from each store.  His 
motto was, “If you save the pennies, the dollars will take care of themselves.”   
 

But when it came to large purchases, he was ready to spend the dollars that he had 
saved--especially if the purchase would make life easier for Momma.  He bought a 
Chambers Gas Range, which was more expensive but had a built in griddle, and a well 
for slow cooking.  Our old wringer washer which require rinsing the clothes by hand in 
the laundry trays was replaced with one that washed, rinsed and spun the clothes dry, all 
mechanically.  And when the first tumble washers were put out by Bendix, Daddy 
insisted that Anne should have one. 
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  On the other hand, Daddy did not believe in buying new furniture which he 
insisted was spending money just to impress the neighbors.  The furniture he bought 
when they were married was still usable, and he couldn’t see getting anything new.  
When, as the family expanded, more beds and chests of drawers were necessary; Daddy 
went to the Goodwill Furniture Store and bought an old iron bed or an old wooden chest.  
Momma could scrape off the paint and redo them in matching colors for the different 
bedrooms.  Momma had learned painting from her father and enjoyed turning the old 
furniture into something really nice.  Momma also made new covers for the living room 
furniture when the old ones became threadbare, and made curtains for the windows when 
necessary. 

 
Momma always admired Mrs. Hyle’s old fashioned flower garden.  Daddy would 

dig up the flower beds and Momma would put in seeds.  But once the flower beds were 
dug up, Daddy had no more interest in watering or weeding and Momma had no time to 
spend raising flowers, so they quickly withered and died.  Even the grass had large bare 
spots since the only care it received beyond cutting was when each spring Daddy would 
roll the lawn and lime it.  Daddy’s theory was that you can’t raise kids and grass, and that 
when the kids were all raised he would worry about the grass. 

 
When the war came, Daddy put in a victory garden.  This was a project after his 

own heart since raising vegetables put food on the table.  He took good care of the 
vegetable garden and it was a great success.  Besides the vegetables that made it to the 
table, Momma put up snitzled beans for winter use and a tomato and pepper chili sauce 
that Daddy was very fond of. 

 
  Momma also put up large batches of jellies and jams.  The lion’s share came 

from the grape vines that bordered our back yard on all sides and then any fruit that was 
very, very cheap would be put up too.  All this jelly making would be done down the 
cellar.  Daddy and I would peel, cut up or whatever was necessary to prepare the fruit.  
Momma would stand over the stove and cook the jelly.  Daddy’s job was to wash and 
sterilize the jars, which Momma then filled and sealed.  There was enough jelly put up 
each year so that we could have jelly bread for a snack after lunch or supper.  Dessert was 
only served after Sunday dinner.  There was no eating between meals.  You ate breakfast, 
lunch and supper and, before bedtime there was milk and cookies.   

 
Since this story has now gotten into time remembered by all the kids, feel free to 

suggest any changes or additions where you think I have mis-remembered. 
 
 
 


