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Bamboo 
 

You can eat without meat 

You cannot live without bamboo. 

—SU SHI  

 

 

THE FIRST MIMOSA TREE I EVER SAW was in Uganda, in December 1965, and 

there is a photo of Lyn with Sherry Hartwell holding a delicate pink 

flower from a tree growing near the headwaters of the Nile at Lake 

Victoria.  They are smiling widely, so young, neither yet a mother, both 

soon to be. 

 A few years later, when we moved into our house in Westbury, 

there was a mimosa tree in the backyard.  It grew near three small pines 

and by the sour cherry tree.  There's a photograph of Lyn and our 

children sitting on the grass under the tree eating a pie Lyn had baked 

with Musindo.  They are using the tart cherries from the tree.  Today 

there remain only two pines, both very tall, and the children are grown 

and Musindo and family are living in Los Angeles. 

 The mimosa didn't live very long.  This wasn't surprising. Mimosas 

really are semi-tropical trees, after all, and they are fragile and even more 

unusual here than magnolias rare but not impossible.  The wonder is that 

it lasted as long as it did. 

 Now more than anything that grows in my garden, I love the 
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bamboo.   When the light is right, often at dusk, my dining room window 

looks like a Chinese silkscreen.  Several shoots in the grove rise thirty 

feet, tall enough to be seen from Lyn's office window on the second floor 

of our house.  The bamboo rustles in the slightest wind, stays green 

throughout winter, and fades only for a few months before reviving in 

late May. 

 Many are amazed that I grow bamboo not indoors as a potted plant 

but outdoors where it is free from constraints.  Isn't bamboo the 

vegetation of jungles, the material of huts made with thatched roofs, 

food for pandas?  You can't grow bamboo in New York, can you? 

 I once thought of bamboo as strictly tropical, too, until I read a 

novel set in Tokyo, a city whose climate is nearly identical to Long 

Island's.  There are several references to bamboo in the story, and I 

realized that, if bamboo can be grown in Tokyo, it might be possible to 

grow it at my home.  So when I saw bamboo for sale at the nearby garden 

nursery, I thought it would be a wonderful thing to have, reminding me 

of the fabulous stand in the garden at the Kisii Hotel, our first home in 

Kenya, when Lyn and I arrived as Peace Corps volunteers, in a district 

only 75 miles south of the equator. 

 Most bamboo, in fact, is tropical but not all.  There are hundreds of 

kinds of bamboo and several varieties of golden and black bamboo do 

very well in the temperate climate of Long Island. 

 Although the bamboo was for planting locally, the nursery worker 

tried to dissuade me. 

 "Are you sure you want it?  It really doesn't belong in this area," she 

said. 

 Of course I wanted it.  Leaving behind my wooden house in Kenya 

with the pineapples, and gardenias, eucalyptus, poinsettia, frangipani, 

and lemon trees, I thought I would never have anything growing outdoors 

that reminded me of that equatorial country.  Bamboo would be a living 
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reminder of my connection to Kenya, the place that now resided in my 

heart, a piece of me as close as my Brooklyn childhood. 

 She explained, trying to prevent me from getting myself into 

unexpected trouble,   "It grows profusely, but it's very hard to control. I 

don't recommend it." 

 "I'll maintain it," I said. 

 My neighbor, Nikka, had once been a wonderful gardener and had 

been an inspiration to Lyn in arranging our own flower garden.   But now 

she was confined to her house, her eyesight failing, too frail to walk 

outside. I was reading to her one afternoon and told her about the 

bamboo I had planted between our houses. 

 "You did what?" she said, as angry as I had ever seen her. 

 "I love bamboo," I explained to her. "The arching gracefulness, the 

strength, the way it moves in the wind."  

  "Don't you know it's an invasive species? Dig it up!" 

 That's the first that I heard about the danger foreign plants impose, 

crowding out the kind that rightfully belongs here. Nikka was generally 

tolerant, but she wasn't when it came to certain plants.  It was more than 

just the wildness of bamboo compared to her mannered garden that 

bothered her. I learned that bamboo is to plants what starlings are to 

birds—beautiful but rapacious. Put in bamboo, and you'll never get rid of 

it. Put in bamboo, and it will crowd out everything else. Put in bamboo, 

and you will live to regret it. 

 I had to grant Nikka's wish, even though it had been there now for 

many months and hadn't spread at all. In fact, I wasn't even sure it was 

alive, the green shoots having turned hard and brown.  

 But I wasn't going to give up on my project just yet.  

 I explained my desire to plant bamboo to Jim, my neighbor across 

the back fence, giving him the requisite warning about the possibility of 

taking over his lawn.  
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 Jim didn't seem to have a problem with controlling anything. He 

had once been featured in Sports Illustrated as the Babe Ruth of softball 

and it looked as if nothing much bothered him. Next spring, when I 

thought the bamboo should be leafy and green, it remained spare and 

brown and hard. It looked worse than the year before, hardly the 

conquering horde from Asia.  

 In fact, the bamboo was dead, definitely and decidedly dead. 

 An acquaintance heard about my failure and gave me several 

clumps of bamboo from her garden. Next a professional gardener gave 

me a few more culms. I had already tried the east and north sides of the 

house, so this time I planted the bamboo between my house and Duffy 

and Spence's, hoping that this spot would be friendlier to my quest to 

have a grove of bamboo. 

 "I've been warned that it spreads and is difficult to control," I 

explained to Spence, "although I haven't had any success with it. I seem to 

be the only person who is a failure at growing bamboo." 

 So I planted the bamboo again, on the hottest day of the summer. 

My mother-in-law was visiting us then, and when I had finished digging 

the holes and putting in the bamboo, she looked at what I had done. 

 "It's too close to the house," Rose said. So I dug it up and placed it a 

little farther from the window. 

 And finally my efforts paid off. The bamboo rooted and now grows 

by my house. 

 I have also learned that there are two easy ways to keep bamboo 

from spreading rampantly: Eat the young shoots before they toughen or 

step on them as soon as they emerge. I haven't eaten any yet and I 

haven't had to stomp on them, either. I haven't needed to. My bamboo 

struggles to stay alive, since I had planted it under a towering cedar tree, 

in a place with little light, little rain and inhospitable soil that I neither 

turn nor fertilize. The bamboo barely manages to hold its own under 
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these conditions.  

 In June, the month of new growth, I go out to my little grove 

several times a day, looking expectantly for culms. I touch the ground, 

hoping that a few new shoots will survive to replace those that have died.  

A half-dozen come up, a few turn soft and wither away, but a few thicken 

as they grow a foot a day. 

 I take the greatest pleasure in my bamboo when the weather goes 

cold and I drink my tea in the dining room. As I look the snow on the 

green leaves, the quivering in the slightest breeze, the culms crossing one 

another to create moving filigree I remember a bamboo raft. Lyn and I are 

on our honeymoon in Jamaica, the beginning of our life-long 

companionship, and we begin our journey down a moon river.  

 As I sip my tea I think about Kenya's bamboo, the grove in Kisii, the 

forbidding forest on the slopes of Mt. Kenya, the poles wrapped around 

buildings during construction. 

 

  I pour the queen of camellias, 
  Look out my west window 
  At the rustling bamboo, 
  Breathe in steam 
  From a blue cup 
   

 And as I warm my hand, I am reminded of a fisherman in China 

casting his line on a bamboo pole into a lake near a red-and-yellow 

banner calling for revolution.   

 There is something more that I love about my bamboo—it grows in 

the same garden with maple, peach, ornamental pear, pine, juniper, 

dogwood, privet, and wild cherry. It's here, in New York, where it survives 

the frost and snow, and contrary to all warnings, it hasn't crowded out 

the plants.  

 The bamboo survives, right here, as I try to remember my life now 

entering its final trimester, a life overflowing with people I love, a life I 
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learned to live by seeing through Africa. 
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Children 
 

And the nearest thing she comes to imagining a mixed relationship was a 

Methodist marrying a Catholic. 

—MEENA SYAL 

 

 

MY HOME RESEMBLES AN ANCESTRAL HOUSEHOLD, a kind of compound similar to 

ones I knew in Africa where several generations live near one another. 

Eric and his family live two houses away, Kori and her family about a mile 

from here. Lyn and I see our grandchildren nearly every day and, at least 

one night a week, one or both of the older ones stay at our house, the 

very house in which their parents grew up, in the same room in which 

their parents slept. We eat together in ever-changing combinations, 

without appointments, often arranging things at the last minute or just 

dropping in. 

 Being surrounded by several generations, I think how lucky I am 

and I am reminded that the deepest pleasures in my life have come from 

my children. Of all the things I have done, the one of which I am most 

proud is being a father. Of all the things I have done, the one, which has 

given me the greatest pleasure, is being a grandfather. 

 

Anna 
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Shortly after arriving in Kenya as Peace Corps volunteers in June 1965, 

Lyn volunteered at the Kisii Municipal Hospital, a sprawling complex of 

one-story concrete buildings with tin roofs, a place smelling strongly of 

carbolic soap, where patients wandered the grounds and laundry hung 

from lines in courtyards. Lunatics were chained to the kapok tree and 

visitors walked as freely as if it were a neighborhood park. The hospital, 

already old when we arrived, was understaffed; so the administration was 

happy to have volunteers to do minor chores. Lyn went to work in a ward 

of infants who lay in wooden cribs on unwashed linens. Nurses gave the 

children milk, but bottles slipped out of the their mouths, and they cried 

from hunger until someone returned to finish the feeding. I went with 

Lyn several mornings a week. We changed their diapers, picked them up, 

hugged and kissed and fed them. 

 We grew fond of two infants in particular—a boy we called 

Manhattan, and Anna. After a couple of months, on weekends, we 

arranged to take Anna to our house, about a mile from the hospital, at 

the other end of town.   We began to think about adoption. My brother 

had already adopted two children, so the idea was a natural one for us. 

Why not this girl? We knew her; we assumed that she had been 

abandoned and needed a home. Although we hadn't thought about what 

we were going to do with our lives when we would leave the Peace Corps 

after two years and both be twenty-four years old, we were sure we were 

ready for parenthood. We never talked about this—it was an unexamined 

assumption. So we went to the district judge, an Asian who lived near us. 

He explained that expatriates could adopt children, but it was difficult. 

We asked him to find out what we needed to do. 

 One day at the hospital, we found a woman holding Anna. The 

infant hadn't been abandoned after all. This was Anna's sister who had 

been warned by a nurse that she had better take the child home before 

the Americans left with her for good. Anna's mother, we learned, had 
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died in childbirth, and the family left Anna at the hospital because she 

would receive better care there than she could at home.   We didn't know 

about the family because they visited in the afternoons; they knew 

nothing about us because no one bothered to tell them. We explained to 

Anna's sister that we only meant to do the right thing for the child.  

 In her diary on September 23rd, Lyn wrote, "Today her sister came 

to take her home. After five months someone has finally come. My eyes 

still ache from the crying. I think of the way her soft skin felt against my 

cheek, and I cry more. Our lives had started to revolve around that little 

thing, and now there's a feeling of a great loss. Fortunately, the sister 

looks like she'll take care of her. We asked her to bring her back for a 

visit.  

 "It's hard to believe that in such a short time you can come to love 

someone so much. I hope she'll be happy and well." 

 Just a few weeks before we left Kenya, baby Anna's family came to 

our house with their child, to thank us for having cared for her. We said 

goodbye to a healthy and happy little girl. 

 

Eric 

 

By March 1966, Lyn knew she was pregnant. When we wrote to our 

parents, who were not happy with us living in Africa to begin with, to give 

them the news, they wanted us to come home. Bob Poole, the Peace Corps 

director in Nairobi, agreed with our parents' wishes. He said the 

government sent volunteers abroad to do a job, to work with Africans, 

not to have babies. But there was no policy against pregnancy. So long as 

we could do our work, we could stay. We even argued that Lyn would be a 

better volunteer because of motherhood. 

What better way to teach women about health and childcare? 

 As one part of our work, Lyn and I had arranged to lecture at the 
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Farmers' Training Center on a hillside just east of town.  In this single-

story concrete building with an iron roof, for a half an hour we would 

talk to women about the advantages of marketing co-ops and offered 

some tips on agricultural improvements. They listened to us, engrossed, 

many seated on the hard floor, all with head scarves, some drawing on 

empty clay pipes, others with babies suckling at breasts pulled over the 

top of their high-neck dresses.  

 "Any questions?" we asked, certain that we had overlooked 

something of concern to them. 

 We had.  Hands shot up.  We were a success. 

 "Are you two married?" 

 "Yes," we answered together. 

 "How much did you pay for the bride price?" one asked through a 

Gusii translator. 

 "She was bure," I answered, playing on the Swahili word that means 

both no charge and worthless. Our desturi didn't include paying for a 

wife. They seemed to accept that we had different marriage customs. 

 "How long have you been married?" 

 "One year." 

 "How many children do you have?" 

 "None." 

 A murmur of disbelief washed across the room. 

 Are you married to each other?  How long have you been married?  

No children?  What's wrong with you?  Not having paid a bride price was 

peculiar, another odd custom of strangers as pale as infants, but at least 

it was understandable.  The Kisii circumcise males and females; their 

neighbors, the Luo, don't cut either sex. The Luo remove the lower front 

teeth; the Kisii leave them intact. Life is full of inexplicable customs.  But 

being married and not having children?  This wasn't a custom; this was 

unnatural, beyond understanding. 
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 I don't remember a question about anything from our lecture. 

 A group of about a dozen women met daily with Lyn at our house 

to learn about sewing, nutrition, literacy, and childcare, but at the top of 

the list was their desire to learn about our lives.  We were married for a 

year.  Why no baby? We wanted to wait. Why get married if you didn't 

want children?  Several years later when I was on a New York television 

show with the legendary anthropologist, Margaret Mead, discussing my 

new book about weddings and her just- published autobiography, she 

made the same point as the Kisii women.  Call it what you will, but living 

together without children isn't marriage, Mead asserted. 

 The day Lyn told the women that she was pregnant, they broke into 

song, ululations, and dance.  Now she wasn't a woman-child, an adult in 

form only, but a real woman, doing what real women do.  Now she was 

one of them, a female they could respect and understand. 

 Why, then, would the Peace Corps want to send us home?  Lyn's 

new condition could only be an asset as far as we could see. 

 So we would remain in Kenya, knowing we were going to have a 

Peace Corps baby.  Where she would give birth became a question.  The 

Kisii Municipal Hospital was out, even though the chief doctor, Ripi Singh, 

was a friend. It was overcrowded, under-equipped, deteriorated and dirty. 

Fortunately, not far from our home, at Kendu Bay on the shores of Lake 

Victoria, was a Seventh Day Adventist hospital, a small but excellent 

facility.  We had also become friends with SDA missionaries in town, so 

Lyn went to Kendu Bay for check-ups. But in July, Dr. Campbell, a Peace 

Corps doctor, visited the hospital and rejected it.  Kendu Bay didn't have 

a blood bank or an incubator.  Lyn was ordered to come to Nairobi a 

month before her due date without me.  

 I talked to Steven Onsario, the District Officer for the Department 

of Cooperative Development, my boss in Kisii.  I explained the situation 

to him. 
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 "There is work to do in Nairobi," Steven said.  "There are records 

there you can read, but I never could spare anyone to go to headquarters.  

I can post you there until Lyn comes with her baby." 

 Poole wasn't persuaded or pleased. 

 "You've just arranged this so you can be with Lyn," he said.  "I don't 

care what your boss wants.  You can't come in early with her.  You'll stay 

in Kisii until two days before she is due." 

 Things sometimes have a strange way of working out. In this case, 

it had to do with a pseudonymous exposes about Kisii cooperatives I had 

written for the East Africa Journal. Lyn was already at work on a 

collection of Kisii folktales for the East Africa Publishing House, and the 

editor was interested in economic development at the most local level. 

The article became a news story in Kenya's major newspaper, and I could 

have been thrown out of the country, either by the Peace Corps or the 

Kenyan government for having done this.  The Peace Corps had no idea 

that I had written it.  The publisher was also involved in arranging 

conferences, so I received a letter from John Nottingham, the EAPH 

publisher, inviting me to present a paper, "The Role of Cooperatives in 

the Development of Kenya," at an international meeting when the 

Minister of Agriculture from Madagascar dropped out.  Also invited were 

Tom Mboya, Kenya's Minister for Economic Planning and Development 

and the minister of planning from Senegal, as well as representatives 

from Tunisia, Nigeria, Zambia, Tanzania, Ethiopia, and France.  The East 

African Institute of Social and Cultural Affairs sponsored the conference.  

The presidents of Kenya, Tanzania, and Uganda were patrons of the 

institute. 

 The conference was to take place in Nairobi, the very week that Lyn 

was due.  When I informed Poole about the invitation, he couldn't 

understand why I had received it and I offered no hint.  However, he 

couldn't refuse my coming to Nairobi and being with Lyn.  
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 Lyn found one reason or another to delay her departure for the city 

until, finally, one day a Peace Corps Land Rover came for her.  Shortly 

after I got a hitch to Nairobi in a bullet-shaped Citroen.   In Nairobi, I 

found Lyn sitting at the Thorn Tree, an outdoor café , radiant but tired 

and a little scared.  The night she arrived, she said, she had been dropped 

off at a small hotel downtown next to Jivanjee Gardens, around the 

corner from the barracks-like Peace Corps office. No one from the Peace 

Corps met her; no one came to call on her, except eager men banging on 

the doors looking for prostitutes who occupied what Lyn later learned 

was a place more brothel than guesthouse.  The next day she moved to 

the apartment of Peace Corps friends Barry Preston and Brian Johnson.  

 Instead of greeting Lyn warmly, I was reserved and distant. Upon 

reflection, I realized that I was frightened, unsure that I was ready to be a 

father, that my life was now heading down a road with no turning back, 

and I didn't know where the road was going.  What did it mean to be 

responsible for a child? Was I really ready to provide for a family? My 

mother had expressed her reservations about my getting married when I 

had barely turned twenty-one.  Here, just two years later, I was going to 

be a father.  Lyn and I were only twenty-three years old.  Maybe our 

parents were right after all.  

 The conference took place at the Panafric Hotel, on a hilltop near 

downtown.  So not only were Lyn and I in Nairobi together, but because I 

was a major presenter at the conference, we were staying in a penthouse 

suite, where we slept on a spring mattress, had a bathroom with hot 

running water, walked on carpets, sat on comfortable chairs, had 

electricity, could talk on a telephone—all luxuries we never thought were 

possible in Africa and certainly hadn't experienced in Kisii. 

 The conference was over, but Lyn's belly just continued to get 

bigger.  We had friends in Nairobi, David Koff and Musindo (who at that 

time used her Christian name, June) Mwinyipembe, who we often stayed 
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with when we came to Nairobi.  We had met them one night when they 

pulled into our expansive yard in Kisii, their headlights shining through   

our already darkened bedroom window. David, who was ghostwriting an 

autobiography for a former Mau Mau fighter for the EAPH, had been told 

by Nottingham to look us up.  David was researching the political 

attitudes of schoolboys. Musindo was along for the ride. David was gone 

all day, and Lyn, Musindo, and I talked and talked some more, at lunch, at 

dinner, at night in the glow of a pressure lamp.  

 We thought we could shake the baby loose by driving up the rutted 

road to the Ngong Hills in their blue Peugeot with the broken springs. No 

use. Finally, Lyn's doctor decided to induce labor.  We waited all day at 

Nairobi Hospital. I wanted to be in the delivery room when Lyn gave birth, 

an unusual and almost unheard of request at that time. The staff agreed 

to the request.  

 "There's a comfortable chair down the hall," a nurse said to me.  

"We'll wake you when she's ready." 

 I didn't hold Lyn's hand during the delivery, and I didn't see my 

child take his first breath.  When I walked into the delivery room a half-

hour after midnight on September 23rd, I found Lyn with a worn smile 

and a tiny thing with black spiked hair resting on her chest.  I picked him 

up, never having felt something so vulnerable, never having felt so 

exhilarated. 

 

  In my hands 
  My newborn son 
  His hair still stiff with 
  The rubyjuice of birth. 
  I hold the break of day 
  And in my hands 
  Generations 
  Waiting. 
 

 Musindo had a radio show on the Voice of Kenya and the next day 



	   18	  

announced Eric's birth.  My father, more excited about our child's birth 

than we knew, called the New York Daily News.   We received a letter 

from home about a month later that contained a two-column piece with 

the headline "Native Village Goo-Goo Over Peace Corps Baby." The article 

began, "The apprehension is over for the tribes people of Kissi [sic].... The 

husband and wife Peace Corps team who have lived and worked among 

them for more than a year have returned from Nairobi with the baby the 

whole village has been waiting for.... It was one thing to have Mrs. Dobrin 

instruct the native women in prenatal care but another to see the 

youthful teacher from Fair Lawn experiencing pregnancy herself." 

 The reporter didn't get the part about the village right, although he 

understood better than did the Peace Corps director what this meant for 

our work as volunteers. 

 The article also mentioned that I submitted an article using a 

pseudonym to the East Africa Journal critical of cooperatives.  If anyone 

in the Peace Corps stateside saw The News report, they chose to ignore it.  

No one, either in Washington or Nairobi, mentioned it to us.  

 

Kori 

 

We were going to adopt our next child.  Why bring yet another life into 

the world when there were children who needed homes and love?  Our 

parents, happy to see us back from two years abroad, though, weren't 

happy about our latest plans. They had objected to us going away, now 

this. 

 "Look at what you already have," my mother-in-law implored, 

expressing the sentiments of all the elders.  "He's so good.  He's beautiful.  

Why do you want to take a chance? You don't know what you're going to 

get." 

 "You don't ever know what you're going to get," we answered.  "No 
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two children are alike." 

 We submitted an application at the Louise Wise Agency, and the 

social worker wanted to know if we would consider an inter-racial child.  

In Kenya, we had once thought about adopting Anna.  My brother had 

adopted two girls—one Korean, the other Japanese-American. A child was 

a child, as far as we were concerned. At the same time, we weren't on a 

social crusade; we simply wanted to love another child.  But in 1967, it 

was impossible to cross racial barriers without it being construed as a 

political statement.  We knew what we wanted to do, but should we?  

There were lots of questions:  Was it a good thing for a white family to 

raise a child that the world would identify as black?  Was it good for the 

child?  Where would she fit in?  What would her identity be?  Would she 

be rejected by the white world; would she be resented by the black one?  

 We called Penny, a neighbor and good friend since the day Lyn rang 

her doorbell asking her to sign a petition against the war in Vietnam. 

Penny, whose estranged husband was an Air Force pilot, not only signed 

but also helped collect signatures.  Penny remembered what it was like 

traveling in the South and not being able to find a motel to stay in, or 

restaurant to eat in, because of the color of her skin.  Now she wore her 

hair in an Afro and sympathized with the Black Panther Party.  We wanted 

her guidance and were ready to take her direction. 

 "What do you think about us adopting a black child?" we asked her.  

 She answered, "I want to be the godmother." 

 Our infant was born on December 17, 1968.  All we knew about her 

was that her father was black and her mother was Jewish.  We met our 

new baby for the first time in March.  The moment we saw Kori sitting on 

her foster mother's lap, we were in love.  We called her Kikora (an 

obscure Swahili word for joy) Anana (another archaic word meaning 

gentle) to which our Kisii friends later added their name, Kwamboka, 

meaning a child born on the river's far side.  As we drove home from the 
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agency with Kori, she sat in the back seat with Eric on one side and Lyn 

on the other.  My eyes were as much on the rearview mirror as they were 

on the road as I looked at this beautiful child with the big yellow bow in 

her soft curly hair.  

 The moment Kori's grandparents met her, the walls of resistance 

melted.  We never heard about the hazards of adoption again. 

 

  This you inherit: 
  The gold of Africa's sun 
  Bathing a boma of straw, 
  Gospel singing to close the sores. 
  And your other part  
  Chosen to keep the Word  
  In two thousand years of wandering. 
  This is yours, 
  You who came to us 
  The color of fawn, 
  African girl, 
  Daughter of Jerusalem.  
 

 Kori was completely and totally our daughter from the moment we 

first held her, completely, that is, in all ways except one. Legally we were 

not yet her parents.  There was a mandatory waiting period of a year 

before the adoption could be finalized.  

 We walked up the wide stairs in front of the courthouse clutching 

Kori tightly, holding Eric's hand firmly. The family court judge sat behind 

his bench and checked the folder in front of him.  What would we do if he 

rejected this humanist, left-leaning family?  The only thing we knew for 

certain was that we would never give her up.  He looked at us and wished 

us good luck.  In just a few minutes the state made legitimate our 

emotional lives. We were all now bound for life. 

 Three years later Newsday ran a feature article about foster care 

and printed two photos of our family.  The caption under the picture of 

Kori laughing and chucking my chin reads, "A fortunate child is three-
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year old Kikora Dobrin, adopted by the Arthur Dobrin family of Westbury 

through the Louise Wise Services of New York City. . . " This article, like 

the one about Eric in Kenya, didn't get things quite right.  It wasn't Kori 

who was fortunate, but us. 

 

Millie  

 

In 1970, we met Millie Sanchez in Tucson, Arizona, at the Encampment 

for Citizenship.  I was the director of this summer program in leadership 

education for teenagers from around the country and abroad. Millie was 

15 years old, a New Yorker, and leader amongst leaders.  She was 

outspoken, fond of riding horses, and wearing a braid of jet-black hair to 

her waist.  Millie supported the Young Lords, the Puerto Rican 

counterpart to the Black Panthers. She challenged everything, including 

her stepfather when she returned home to Queens.  He became so 

exasperated by her outspokenness that he threatened to kill her with his 

pistol. She ran for her life. 

 When we learned this from a teacher of hers who we knew, we 

offered for her to stay with us until she could sort things out.  So she 

moved into the spare bedroom, the best she could do under the 

circumstances since no one else in her family wanted her, and for the 

next several months she refused to eat with us or talk to us more than 

necessary.  The high school sent us letters informing us that our 

daughter had missed yet another class.  We tried to be supportive, 

parental even, although we were only ten years older than she. 

 Penny was at our house one day with her youngest son Lamumba, 

who was our godson, when Millie walked in, Lyn asked her a question and 

Millie answered with typical truculence.  

 Penny became angry.  "I'd throw that bitch out!" she said.  "She 

can't talk to you like that." 
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 We didn't throw her out.  She stayed for the year.  We even took her 

to England with us the following summer when we visited David and 

Musindo who were then living in London.  

 Millie went to college at the State University-Old Westbury where 

she organized student strikes and even attended classes.   By the time 

she moved to Los Angeles in 1976, she thought of Lyn and me as her 

parents, although it would take several years longer before she could tell 

us. Now we are "Mom" and "Dad," and Eric and Kori are her kid brother 

and sister. 

 

Randy 

 

One day Lyn couldn't find a pair of her stockings and looked in Randy's 

dresser drawer. Randy was Penny's middle daughter who lived with us for 

three years when she was in high school.  She returned to Queens Village 

on the weekends and during the summer.  By then Penny had divorced 

her husband, and Randy had no contact with him.  So she referred to me 

as her father but never Lyn as her mother. 

 Instead of stockings, Lyn found empty wrappers—wrappers from 

Snickers, Tootsie Rolls, Baby Ruths, lollipops, and a dozen of other 

sugarcoated sticky sweets. Randy and Kori had been going to the grocery 

store nearby as soon as we left the house, while Eric stood guard 

watching out the window for what may be an unexpected return on our 

part.  It was a flawless plan that had been successfully carried out for 

about a year.  But they couldn't figure out how to get rid of the 

incriminating evidence and thought that it would go undetected in her 

room. 

 Randy's feelings towards us ran in the opposite direction of Millie's.  

Randy moved out when she finished high school, and we seldom saw her 

after she left our home.  When we did, she was always cordial, sometimes 
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warm and occasionally even loving.  She then moved to Arizona where 

she reconnected with her father.  She no longer calls me Dad, she doesn't 

write or call and we see her rarely, at Penny's apartment, if she happens 

to be visiting her mother. 

 

Luiz 

 

Luiz Tanamati had just arrived from S‹o Paolo as an exchange student.  

He was emptying his suitcases in Eric's room when he ran to the window 

and shouted in his newly minted English, "A squeeral!  It was on the roof, 

now it's in the street." 

 There may be jungles in Brazil and birds of splendid colors in the 

cities, but Luiz explained he had never seen a squirrel before.  

 Luiz lived with us during Eric's sophomore year in high school.  He 

arrived with a modest command of English and was thin.  He left fluent 

in English and chubby.  He also left Lyn a gold necklace with cutouts of 

three children: Eric, Kori, and Luiz.  

 

Lamumba 

 

Millie was difficult, but Lamumba was impossible.  Perhaps if he had 

waited until his high school years, like his sister Randy, it would have 

been better.  But he wanted to come sooner. 

 "Randy had her turn, now it's mine," he told Penny. So he moved in 

as soon as Luiz moved out. 

 After such an easy time with Luiz, we were unprepared for the 

relentless strife brought by Lamumba—his belligerence, his hostility.  He 

abused teachers and fought with students. We took him to a psychologist 

at Family Services Association. During the evaluation session, Lamumba 

caused the therapist to shout at him.  We sent him to another therapist, 
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someone we knew who was the president of the black social workers 

association on Long Island.  That didn't work, either. 

 Lamumba's stay with us ended when Lyn's parents were visiting.  

They tried to engage him, but he turned his back on them and he refused 

to acknowledge them.  We packed his belongings and drove him home.  

As we cleaned up his room, we found a hole in the wall he had made with 

a baseball bat.  

 Lamumba went to college, joined the Marines, returned to New 

York, moved to North Carolina, and returned to Queens.  When his son 

Jamar was born, he asked us to be the godparents.  Of course, we agreed. 

 

Peace 

 

Maranga took me aside while we were visiting with him at his house in 

Kenya.  

 "I need your help, Arthur," he said.  "I want to send my daughter 

Peace to the States for college." 

 I had met Maranga at a bank in Kisii one day in 1975, when Lyn and 

I were living there again.  I overheard him talking about going to America.  

He was a doctoral student at Columbia Teachers College and had been 

home for a short while.  He was now returning to New York to complete 

his dissertation.  I gave him my phone number and asked him to call me 

in a few months when I would return home.  He did, and we became good 

friends over the next several years.  Then when Lyn and I began to lead 

safaris to Kenya, we stopped at his farm in Keroka with our group so he 

could talk about education in his country. 

 Peace came to New York the following year. She preferred staying 

on campus at Adelphi University, but she came to our home every 

weekend for a semester, until she transferred to a school near Atlanta to 

be with a Kenyan friend. When she and her American fiancé, Brandon 
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came to visit, I took them to the town clerk's office where they received 

their wedding license. Peace went with Kori to buy a suit, and the next 

day Peace came down the stairs holding a bouquet of flowers and 

wearing a white hat.  I officiated at her wedding in our living room. 

 When I saw Maranga in Nairobi on another trip of mine, I tried to 

explain to him that Brandon didn't mean to insult him when he asked 

how many chickens Maranga wanted for his daughter's bride price.  

Brandon didn't know that only livestock—cows, goats, sheep was 

acceptable for this transaction.  I told Maranga that I thought Brandon 

would make a good husband. 

 Peace now refers to Lyn and me as her American parents.  

 

MacKenzie 

 

Kori had vowed that when she became a mother she would give her child 

a simple name, one that a teacher could pronounce correctly upon first 

try.  Kori married Dan Schroeder on our anniversary day, just eight 

months after Eric's marriage, in a wedding at which I officiated, and Lyn 

and her mother sang "Where are you going, my little one, my little one?" 

while Lyn's father was in a hospital with congestive heart failure, an 

illness that would take his life within a couple of years. 

 When Kori gave birth to a girl, she called her MacKenzie, with a 

capital "K" in the middle. 

 "I don't know what I was thinking at the time," she said.  "I was still 

hazy from the drugs they gave me." 

 

  A thousand hands 
   made you 
                    A thousand nights 
   of dust 
  A thousand lips 
   made you 
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  A thousand caresses 
   in forgotten places 
  In nights deeper 
   than indigo 
  In days longer 
   than seas 
  And here you are 
   under one quilt 
  Returning each star 
   to its proper place 
  Returning each lip 
   to the mouth of rainbows 
    

 Every once in awhile, I forget that MacKenzie is my granddaughter, 

and I think I am with Kori when she was her age, although MacKenzie's 

hair falls in soft golden locks and her eyes are gray.  We play at the beach 

in warm weather; those nights she sleeps at our home, she crawls into 

bed with Lyn and me, and I often catch myself calling her Kori.  

 

Ryan 

 

We almost had to postpone Eric's wedding to Maria when the State 

Department in Nairobi wouldn't issue her a visa.  Eric had assisted Lyn 

and me on several of our educational safaris in the 1980s.  During one 

trip he met his godfather's niece, Maria Pereira, saw her the following 

summer, and several months later, putting himself into credit card debt, 

flew to Kenya to propose to her.  

 With time running out, through an acquaintance, we got   New 

York’s senator, Al   D'Amato   to call the   State Department in Nairobi to 

vouch for the veracity of Eric and Maria's plans to be married in less than 

a month.  She arrived just before Christmas, and I co-officiated with a 

priest at their wedding in January 1992, at the Ethical Humanist Society.  

This time, as part of the service, Lyn sang "Sunrise, Sunset" with Maria’s 

uncle and Eric’s godfather, Armand Pereira.  Several years later, Ryan was 
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born. 

 

  O stars 
  Beyond all counting, 
  Galaxies beyond all seeing, 
  Your dust gathered up 
  In four soft winds. 
  The grass now greener than green, 
  Apples more scented than hayflower, 
  Our hearts flowing over 
  More full than the waters 
  Of the Nile, Ganges and Danube, 
  Angel of suburbia, 
  You dreaming yet of paradise, 
  We holding it here, 
  You. 
 

I listen to Ryan, not-yet-four, play the piano, and I remember being his 

age and putting my fingers on the keyboard of the spinet in East New 

York.  Ryan sings to himself as he plays a simple tune, this American boy 

with a father born in Kenya and a mother in India on the Goan coast, a 

boy with thick black hair and thoughtful eyes, a boy in love with French 

Fries and spice. 

 

Jordan 

 

Kori didn't realize that the name she chose for her son-to-be contained 

the name of her husband.  I wonder what "jor" means in some language 

that is unknown to me.  Does it mean love or peace, or intelligence or 

compassion?  Perhaps it means creativity or harmony?  I wonder what the 

world will be like for him and what he will do to transform it.  He came in 

such a hurry to find out for himself.  Kori called to say she was going into 

labor, and by the time we met her at the hospital, she was again a mother 

and sitting up, a little worse for the wear but not much. 

 He arrived just a day after Lyn's birthday, so they share something 
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special.  And he entered the world shortly after September 11, 2001, 

when the world tilted on its axis and may not right itself for a very long 

time.  

 

  Bent over you whispering 
  Wanting to know why 
  Approaching nine moons 
  You rush your becoming 
  Flesh out of water 
  We ask you— 
  Son brother cousin 
  Grandson— 
  How so many possibilities 
  Can be contained in so little 
 

 Every day my heart grows more full with MacKenzie and Ryan, 

cousins who are more like siblings, and with Jordan who is waiting to say 

his first word and give his first kiss. Once I thought of life like an arrow, 

going from here to there. Now I think of it as a turning wheel carrying me 

to new places but turning over and over to return me to places I've been 

before. 

 

Wesley and Madeline 

 

Peace and Brandon moved to the Pacific Northwest.  Their children, 

Wesley and Madeline, seldom see their grandparents, Maranga and Helen, 

who have remained in Kenya at their little tea and dairy farm.  But their 

children do see us every year, and Lyn and I are called Sokoro and 

Magokoro, the Gusii words for Grandpa and Grandma. 

 In the May 3, 1999 issue of Time magazine there was an article 

entitled "Multi-colored Families."  There is a quarter-page photo of Eric, 

Maria and Ryan, Kori, Dan and MacKenzie, and Lyn and me.  The caption 

reads, "The Dobrins: With a biological child and a black adopted child, 
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they launched a multiracial dynasty." 

 If they only knew the half of it. 
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Minister 
 

He found a pomegranate:  

The inside he ate;  

its peel he threw away. 

—RABBAH BAS SHELA 

 

 

I WANTED TO BE A JET PILOT, A WRITER, a lumberjack in Oregon, but certainly 

not a clergyman.  Clergy were religious; I wasn't. Rabbis believed in God; I 

didn't. I never thought of associating with ministers, but, in 1968, I joined 

the Garden City Clergy Association, despite my deep skepticism and 

uneasiness about being around turned-collars and prayers.   But I have 

put the body of a friend in a black bag, listened to dark secrets, visited 

jails, and performed countless funeral services.  I have officiated at the 

weddings of my children and my nephew Merrick, and perhaps a 

thousand other couples.  I have conducted welcoming ceremonies for my 

grandchildren.  If I were not considered to be "a minister," a judge would 

not have looked at Millie's mother and said to her, as he put her in our 

custody as a ward of the state, "How can you object to your daughter 

living in the home of a clergyman?"  

 I didn't come from a religious family.  On my mother's side, the 

family had replaced rituals with socialism.  My mother didn't keep 

kosher, didn't light candles, said no prayers.  The only time I remember 
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being in synagogue as a young child was on Wednesday afternoons and 

during some of the minor holidays.  The children of P.S. 159 walked to 

the religion of their choice every Wednesday at two.  I went to the shul a 

block from my apartment.  There were men dressed in black, wearing 

wild beards, rocking back and forth mumbling in a language foreign to 

me.  One holiday, women and children sat in the balcony tossing bags 

filled with dried fruits and nuts.  

 My family paid no attention to the highest of holy days, but I know 

I went to at least one Passover Seder at my grandfather's house because 

there is a home movie of the event.  

 When we moved to Queens when I was twelve, all the youngsters in 

the four new apartment houses attended grammar school in Glendale, a 

German-American community. I've seen photographs of night rallies in 

New York City, and it wouldn't have been a surprise to discover Nazi 

paraphernalia in someone's house.  We Jewish children were decidedly 

unwelcome outsiders, intruders, different.  Several times, when we went 

to the Jewish Center in Richmond Hill to play basketball at night, gangs 

of boys who waited on darkened streets chased us.  They wanted their 

chance to beat up on Jewish boys.  

 My parents sent me to Hebrew school at a synagogue on Cross Bay 

Boulevard.  I didn't enjoy the school and liked the young teacher even 

less when she scolded me.  I didn't last very long, and my parents didn't 

insist that I stay.  After all, my brother didn't have a bar mitzvah.  But I 

was jealous of my friends who received gifts when they were thirteen, the 

payoff at the end of the lesson trail to a bar mitzvah.  I wanted a party, 

too, but my parents said I could have it only if I agreed to have a bar 

mitzvah.  So an itinerant rabbi came to our apartment several times a 

week to tutor me until I could read and recite the haftarah, and, on the 

day of my induction into Jewish adulthood, everyone told me how well I 

read my part.  I didn't know what I said; a parrot could have done as well.  
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But I was bar mitzvahed, and so I had my party in the basement of the 

apartment house across the street.  

 The first minister I remember meeting was Gail Moreland's father.  

Gail was my girlfriend for a short while at P.S. 119.   We played spin-the-

bottle at a party at her house. Her mother made cookies and supervised 

while others shined flashlights on us whenever we kissed.  The next year, 

Gail moved when her father took a new pulpit in Ohio. 

 Jewishness, not Judaism, was important to my parents.  It was a 

matter of identity and culture, being part of the Jewish people, serving 

whitefish to guests.  The Holocaust figured into this in a silent way, since 

we never talked about it.  As far as we knew, no one in our family was 

murdered in Europe.  The first time I knew anything about the genocide 

was when I saw the Margaret Bourke-White photograph of the liberation 

of Buchenwald.  And Israel figured in the background.  The only book 

about Israel I can remember finding in my house was one about the 

Irgun.  This was Jewishness, not Judaism.  

 During my college years, I worked as a page at the New York Bar 

Association.  A librarian there shared a revelation with me one Saturday 

as we sat alone in the stacks waiting for the next bell to ring from a desk 

in the reading room.  

 "Did you ever take a good look at Jews?" he whispered 

conspiratorially.  "They have curly hair and thick lips.  Jews and niggers 

are the same." 

 The week before Lyn and I went to Peace Corps training, my 

parents presented us with Jewish stars for us to wear. 

 "We don't want you to forget who you are." 

 My parents wanted us to put the necklaces on; we were equally 

adamant that we wouldn't wear them. Christians wore crosses as amulets 

or as tools to convert others; but what was the point of wearing a Star of 

David?  
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 In fact, we didn't need to wear stars to remember we were Jews.  

Like the librarian, others in Kenya reminded us often enough. 

 Every day, I went to the Kisii post office, a concrete block of a 

building a short walk from our house, near the district prison.  I collected 

the mail regularly for the Co-op office since there were no mail deliveries, 

and I eagerly awaited letters from home.  When the clerk behind the 

counter saw me for the first time with my beard, he said, "Why did you 

grow that?  You look like a Jew."  He emphasized the word so as to leave 

no doubt that this was an undesirable and detestable thing for me to be.  

This seemed an odd comment, since the only Jews he had ever seen were 

biblical drawings, including those of Jesus. 

 Missionaries brought anti-Semitism to Kenya, just as surely as they 

brought racism.  I attended an event hosted by a Catholic mission for 

Jomo Kenyatta, the president of Kenya, and two of the other most 

prominent politicians of the day, Oginga Odinga, the vice-president, and 

Tom Mboya, perhaps the one most popular abroad.  Mboya had been a 

student of Father John at the mission school, so there was a lunch for 

invited guests.  The next time I saw the priest, he poured himself a beer 

as I drank a soda.  He said to me, "You know you really can't expect much 

from these Africans. After all, they just came down from the trees and 

they're still sore from where their tails fell off."  

 At least he believed in evolution. 

 Once when Lyn and I went down to Kilgoris on the Kisii-Maasai 

border, we met an American missionary. Always happy to see someone 

from home, even if he came from a part of the States we had never been, 

we invited him to visit with us the next time he came to town.  Several 

months later, he took us up on the offer.  His car needed repairs, so he 

had to leave it at the shop overnight.  We invited him to spend the night 

at our house.  

 Never talk politics, unless you are an expatriate, then you talk a lot 
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but in hushed voices; and never talk about religion, unless you are a 

missionary intent on converting others.  So we all talked about the 

promise of uhuru, and he asked us about our religion, perhaps because 

we didn’t say grace before eating. 

"We're Jewish," we answered. We thought he'd respond the way the 

Seventh Day Adventist families had: We ate vegetarian dinners with them; 

we sang songs around a living room piano; we played volleyball in their 

garden and they asked me to speak to the secondary school classes about 

cooperatives. They drove us up to the top of Manga Hill to picnic and 

view Lake Victoria.  Nothing more.  But this missionary was different.  He 

seemed thrilled to talk to Jews, and I felt he loved us the way many white 

settlers loved their African servants.  Martin Luther loved his Jewish 

neighbors, too, until they couldn't see the light, blinded as they obviously 

were by the hand of the devil. 

 I thought about anti-Semitism again during a bitter January in 

Great Falls, Montana, when it was so cold that the breath from my 

nostrils froze on my beard and powdered snow swirled without end.  It 

was 1969, and I was making arrangements for the Encampment for 

Citizenship, which I would direct that summer.  Sister Catherine, one of 

the staff members, arranged for me to stay at her convent.  

 

  Under the metal feet of Christ, 
  In the prairie whiteness 
  Where horses whinny in the snow 
 
  In a storm of frozen stars, 
  Under their god's silent grace. 
  My ancestors would tremble  
  And weep at my dumb courage. 
 
  I have come from somewhere else 
  To the brick building of marble halls 
  To a home ordered by women 
  Who work in the broken world. 
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  I sleep as a stranger, not dead, 
  Or awaiting death or prison, 
  Only a visitor for the night 
  Before the dawnbreak of winter. 
 

There are no charging stallions, 
  No accusations of murder, 
  No attempts at my conversion. 
  Only sleep in a peaceful bed. 
 
  All they ask is for my comfort 
  And I dream of prayer boxes 
  Strapped to hairy arms, 
  Shawls and melting candles. 
 
  Stars changed in this latitude 
  Gutter before the dawn.  
 

 I interviewed for two positions when I came home from the Peace 

Corps.  The first was an abbreviated masters program in teaching for 

returned Peace Corps Volunteers. "Would you shave your beard if you 

had to?" I was asked. That was the end of that. 

 During my interview for Ethical Leadership, I was asked, "How do 

you feel about conducting funerals?"  

 Funerals! I had never been to a funeral. What did this have to do 

with adult education, working with children or community organizing, all 

those things mentioned in the Peace Corps' job-placement publication? 

There was nothing about funerals, nothing about the religious nature of 

Ethical Culture. I had no clue that I was applying to become a minister. I 

left the interview disconcerted, but I decided to take the position. I 

wanted to be involved in social change and work for social justice.  I 

abandoned my plans to go to graduate school in African Studies at 

Michigan State University.  

 I came to Long Island to learn about Ethical Leadership.  The extent 

of my training as a minister came one Sunday as the then-Leader was 

leaving the meetinghouse.  He said me, "I'm going to officiate at a funeral.  
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Do you want to come with me?" 

 My internship was brief.  I arrived at  the  Society in September, and 

by April he was on a yacht sailing to warmer waters. The phone rang, and 

a member of the Board told me that the Leader had left and the Board 

wanted me to take his place.  

 Soon after becoming a Leader, I referred to my new position as a 

"job."  "This isn't a job," Jerome Nathanson, one of the Leaders of the New 

York Society for Ethical Culture chided me publicly during a radio show 

we were doing on WBAI.  He was right about that.  I soon learned the 

difference between doing a job and having a calling.  I became Leader of 

the Ethical Humanist society and didn't have to wait long to be called to 

officiate at a funeral.  A seventeen-year old had been killed in a car 

accident. Months later, a divorced father was killed in an accident and the 

mother wanted me to counsel their young children after the funeral. 

Presiding at the funeral of a four-year-old child of a couple whose 

wedding I had officiated at isn't a job; speaking at the grave of a twelve-

year-old who had died because her mother had given her an aspirin to 

quell a fever isn't a job. Presiding at the funeral of a 40-year-old who had 

the mental capacity of a two-year old isn't a job.  

 Presiding at my in-laws' funerals wasn't a job, either, but an honor, 

although I'm not sure Rose was totally pleased with my eulogy of her at 

the graveside on a rainy morning in New Jersey. I tried to present an 

honest picture of her, and, whenever I described one of her more difficult 

attributes, the dirt walls of the grave loosened and thudded on the coffin 

lid.   

 It is work to visit nursing homes, rehabilitation centers, and 

hospitals and to talk to the terminally ill and meet with bereaved 

families.  It is work; but it isn't a job. 

 What was really a job wasn't being a minister to the humanist 

community but being the leader of an institution. I'm not a natural 
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administrator, so I left much of that to more competent lay members.  

But I couldn't escape negotiating between the desires of some people and 

the larger needs of the organization.  What to do with a member who no 

longer wants to enter the meetinghouse because we have programs for 

people with AIDS?   "I can't touch anything.   I won't use the bathroom," 

she said. Or what to do with someone who came every Sunday and 

brought a smelly sardine sandwich?  At noon, whether the program was 

over or not, she unwrapped the aluminum foil and ate her lunch.  And as 

soon as the speaker left the podium, she ran to the piano to play, with 

wooden fingers, the only song she could, a ragtime without end. What do 

you do with strangers who show up at a discussion group and use it as 

their own platform or to pick up women?   

 A religious leader is also supposed to be a source of wisdom.  But I 

didn't know much. Don't you have to winter into your wisdom, as the 

Danish king said to Beowulf?  "I have a pair of boots older than you,” a 

member once said to me. If wisdom comes from experience, I learned 

quickly.  "My son has been arrested for drugs," the father of our youth 

group said to me early on.  We went to Brooklyn to bail him out early the 

next morning.  

 "My daughter has been thrown out of camp because they said she 

had marijuana in her bunk," a mother told me. "I want you to call the 

director and tell him to take her back. She would never do such a thing."  

I talked the director and a teenager I knew who happened to work at the 

same camp.  I was convinced that the daughter was using drugs. The 

mother became so angry with me that she stopped our monthly lunch 

meetings at a university club. Twenty years later, she called when her 

husband died.  She told me that a couple of years after the incident at the 

camp, she sent her daughter to a drug rehabilitation center for treatment. 

 Several members talked to me about their failing marriages, 

another about his business partner who stole his idea and went on to 
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make a fortune, another about his troubled conscience as he worked for a 

military contractor while protesting the war in Vietnam. A member told 

me about his struggle to remain loyal to his wife who was 

institutionalized after a breakdown.  A single mother of two children told 

me that she made ends meet by writing term papers for college students. 

 My title conferred a false confidence on the part of others for me to 

help with their problems.  Since I couldn't avoid being a counselor, I went 

to New York University part-time, and when I finished my master's degree 

in human relations, I received two years of training in family 

psychotherapy at the Ackerman Family Institute.  

 I began a small practice in marital counseling. One time an 

Episcopalian priest wanted me to see him and his wife.  "The root of our 

problems is that my wife doesn't understand strains that my work puts 

on me.   So I wanted someone who was a therapist and a minister." 

 "But do you understand what kind of minister I am?" 

 "I know about Ethical Culture," he explained. "But what we do is the 

same, even if we do it for different reasons." 

 During one of the sessions, the wife brought up an incident from 

the early years of their marriage, more than twenty years before.  

 "That was so long ago," he said.  "Why can't you forgive me?" 

 "You're right," she said.  "I should forgive you, but I just can't bring 

myself to do it." 

 At the next session, I said, "You know, Jews understand forgiveness 

differently than Christians.  As a good Christian wife, you are supposed 

to forgive your husband." 

 "I've tried," she said.  "That's why I feel so guilty. I'm a failure as the 

wife of a priest." 

 "But if you were a good Jewish wife, things would be the other way 

around.  Since he had done something to offend you, it was up to him to 

beg for forgiveness from you.  And you wouldn't be expected to extend it 
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to him right away—only after he had asked three times.  What's more, he 

has to do something besides just ask. He has to compensate you for your 

hurt, only then could you forgive him." 

 I saw the couple two more times after that.  At the final session, the 

husband said, "I know you don't believe in miracles.  But you performed a 

miracle for us.  She has forgiven me, and we can now go on with our 

marriage."    

 As the Leader of a congregation, I sometimes learned things I wish I 

had never known, and I often have to carry the secret even from Lyn. One 

devoted member disclosed to me in a deathbed confession that his first 

wife hadn't died from an accidental fall.  "That's what I told the police," 

he said.  "I couldn't stand her drunken abusiveness anymore, so I pushed 

her."  Officiating at his funeral the following week, I couldn't but help 

thinking about the guilt of his dreadful deed that burdened him.  Another 

member talked to me about the tremendous guilt she experienced as she 

used money from her household account to pay for the drug habit of her 

gay lover.   Now I knew why the family never seemed to get ahead, why 

there was always a part that seemed out of view. Soon after, the son was 

hit by a car as he ran across a busy street at night and later nearly died 

from heart failure, a condition I thought caused by drugs but adamantly 

denied by the mother. The father remained puzzled, but I felt caught, not 

wanting to reveal a confidence. 

 One time I officiated at a wedding in a maximum-security prison 

for a murderer.  His future wife worked as a counselor in prisons and 

asked me to officiate at her wedding ceremony.  The first and only time I 

saw the groom was when the doors to the grassy courtyard opened.  Two 

other inmates stood as witnesses, and, when we were done, we ate 

sandwiches at a picnic table.  

 One member was arrested for DWI, and I tried unsuccessfully to 

visit him at the Nassau County Jail.  Since I had visited him many times in 
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a psychiatric unit, I knew he would want a visit from me. However, when 

he first entered the jail, he was still woozy from his prescribed 

medication and told the correction officers that he didn't have a religion. 

They registered him as Catholic, and, since I wasn't a priest, I wasn't 

allowed in.   

 My only pastoral call for a member in jail was to visit a sixteen-year 

old Sunday School graduate who had been arrested for allegedly 

molesting his younger cousin. Dressed in an orange jail uniform, he sat 

across from me at a long metal table.  Several guards were present; one 

reading a newspaper, the others engaged in conversation.  The teenager 

trembled as he told me that he had been put into solitary confinement, 

for his own good.  Other inmates detested sexual offenders, and, as a 

good-looking boy, he was bound to become a target.  He insisted that he 

was innocent and had been tricked into making a statement to the police 

at the station house.  After his release from jail, he entered into a plea 

bargain, not because he accepted any guilt, but because his lawyer 

thought it was the best way to prevent him from being tried as an adult.  

As an adult offender, he could face a long prison sentence; as a youthful 

offender, the sentence would be much lighter.   Chances were, the lawyer 

said, that a jury would take the word of a ten-year-old girl over that of a 

sixteen-year-old boy. 

 I sat with the family when a judge read the charges; I was with the 

family again the first time the teenager was to be sentenced.  After a 

meeting in the judge's chambers, the lawyer requested a postponement in 

sentencing since the psychologist's report wasn't favorable since he 

showed no remorse. 

 "How can I show remorse when I didn't do anything?" he said 

angrily. 

 "You've already admitted guilt by accepting the plea," the lawyer 

explained.  "You have to play the game." 
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 We went back to court the next month. The girl's mother addressed 

the judge, then the boy's lawyer asked the judge that I be allowed to 

speak, as his client's spiritual advisor.  

 I'd never spoken in court before as a character witness.  I had no 

time to think about what I should say, but I did know that it had to be 

both sincere and strong.  I spoke about knowing the family for more than 

15 years and how the boy's sensitivity and consideration of others had 

always impressed me.  Then the judge rendered his decision:  guilty as a 

juvenile offender with five years probation.  The parents thought my 

testimony had tipped the scales.  In the parking lot, when I was alone, I 

cried. 

 About this time, a member told me that her daughter had accused 

her father, the mother's husband, of raping her. The mother believed the 

daughter, then thirteen, and was bringing criminal charges against her 

husband. The father, also a member of the Society, told me that he was 

going through a hellish nightmare, accused of something so absurd that 

no one could possibly imagine what it was or that it was true.  He never 

told me what the charge was, and I couldn't tell him that, in fact, I knew.  

 The judge believed the daughter and sentenced him to 60 years in 

prison. When the wife dropped her membership and the husband 

disappeared, members asked me what had happened to them. I couldn't 

say anything. 

 Courts can be wrong, though, as I thought they were about the 

teenager and one other occasion involving charges of sexual misconduct. 

A stepfather explained that Family Court had found him guilty of 

fondling his wife's thirteen-year-old daughter, an allegation he strongly 

denied. His sentence was a year of family therapy. 

 "She was sick and coughing one night.  It woke us up. I told my wife 

I'd go see what was wrong. My stepdaughter was sitting up in bed, so I 

got her a glass of water. Then I wiped her forehead because she was 
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sweating.  Nothing else happened." 

 I asked why would she say such a thing. 

 "She never wanted me to marry her mother.  She thinks that if it 

wasn't for me, her mother and father would still be married to each 

other." 

 "So you think she sees this as a way of getting her mother back 

together with her father?" 

 "Yes." 

 The mother believed both her daughter and her husband.   It didn't 

matter that they both couldn't be right. Then I met with the daughter 

alone.  She repeated the charge about him touching her breast.  She also 

repeated what the stepfather had said she hated her stepfather because 

he was responsible for having broken up her otherwise happy home.  She 

wanted him to go away so that her mother would return to her rightful 

place. 

 One time I was responsible for a former member getting arrested.  I 

received several anonymous letters and a couple of peculiar messages left 

on my answering machine.  I had gotten hate mail before, usually from a 

God-crazed person telling me that I was going to hell.  But these 

particular messages, unlike any others, made references to family 

members by name.  This worried Kori, and she insisted that I show them 

to the police.  More than a year later, the detective squad called to say 

that they had confronted a man in his apartment who immediately 

confessed to the harassment, although he didn't know why I would be 

upset since it was obviously a joke.  I agreed that he should receive 

psychiatric treatment instead of jail time.  I never learned what happened 

to him or why he had sent the letters to me.  

 Weddings are also part of ministering and usually joyous times.  

Each time a couple recites their vows, I think of my own marriage. But 

even so, there is occasionally a bittersweet quality. One night I did two 
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ceremonies for the same couple—the first at the hospital bedside of the 

bride's dying mother, then the second at the catering hall as had 

originally been planned.  Another time, the wedding took place at the 

house of an elderly couple.  He was ill and held onto the back of the 

couch to steady himself as he stood to repeat their wedding vows.  Two 

weeks later, I presided at his funeral. 

 I've co-officiated at weddings with rabbis, ministers, and priests.  

And I've conducted ceremonies on beaches, barges and boats, in catering 

halls, museums, at private homes, churches and chapels, in a teahouse 

and in parks, and arboretums; at the Windows on the World at the top of 

the World Trade Center. 

 Once I officiated at a wedding for an American woman and a man 

from Japan.  Many of the guests were native Japanese speakers.  Just as 

the couple was ready to enter the room, the best man got everyone's 

attention, saying, "When the blide and the gloom come in, I want 

everyone to crap." 

 At a wedding in the Brooklyn Botanical Garden, as we walked from 

the parking lot to the wedding site, a ripe mulberry fell on the white 

bodice of the bride's dress, a perfectly placed purple stain.  "It's OK," she 

said.  "I wanted a wedding in nature." 

 So did the couple whose best man was Jeffrey, the groom's dog.  

Jeffrey trotted down the piney path into the woods and sat dutifully by 

the groom's side with the rings tied around his neck. 

 I often meet people whose weddings I've performed; many times I 

remember them, although it is usually the circumstances around the 

wedding that I recall.  I can even remember a near wedding.  I drove into 

a residential neighborhood; the street, which I thought would be filled 

with cars, was empty.  I checked my date book again and examined the 

house number.  Wrong time?  Wrong place? When I got out of my car, a 

man emerged from under the car parked at the curbside.  He wiped oil 
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from his hands. 

 "Is this the Ackerman house?" I asked. 

 "Yes." 

 "I think I'm supposed to officiate at a wedding here." 

 The man blanched.  "Didn't my daughter tell you?" he asked.  "She 

cancelled the wedding months ago." 

 I don't know which of us was more embarrassed.  Nor am I sure 

about the time I was waiting in the examining room.  The dermatologist 

came in and introduced an intern who was with him. 

 "Arthur Dobrin?" the medical student asked.  "You officiated at my 

wedding a few months ago." 

 "So what's your problem?" the doctor asked me. 

  "I have a rash."  I hesitated.  "On my rear." 

 "Do you want me to leave?" the intern asked. 

 "No," I said as I pulled my pants down.  "How else are you going to 

learn?" 

 There was once a wedding where the best man was a woman, 

another where the best man was a stand-up comic who gave a speech as 

part of the ceremony, and a wedding where I got the names of both the 

bride and the groom wrong and thought the ushers were going to break 

my legs before I could leave.  There was a wedding for a couple who had 

met each other when he shouted to her in a passing car on the highway.  

The groom arrived drunk and got into a loud argument with his future 

mother-in-law just before the ceremony.  

 I officiated at another ceremony for a couple who worked as 

resident supervisors at a center for people severely mentally disabled.  

Two school buses full of people came to the wedding at the beach.  The 

residents climbed off the buses, several of them wearing protective 

football helmets.  I stood with my back to the ocean, and, during the 

service, one of the residents walked around in circles and another howled 
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and barked and bit another resident on the leg.  

 Another service took place in the Hamptons one autumn at the 

height of the   migration of   the   monarch butterflies.  An endless 

stream of orange-and-black fluttered over the guests, while we stood 

shoeless as the Atlantic lapped at our feet.  

 

*  *  * 

 

Lyn says that I am an incurable optimist.  And I suppose it's true.  I can't 

remember ever feeling lonely or hopeless.  Hope is an obligation of the 

ministry, and I think of my life's work as a joy shadowed by tragedy.  

 When I retired after 33 years, it wasn't out of bitterness or 

cynicism.  Rather, after spending most of my adult life as the spiritual 

adviser to atheists, agnostics, and a handful of theists, I left because I 

was tired.  I was sure that it was time for me to move on, when upon 

leaving a hospital one morning after visiting two elderly members who 

had been in an automobile accident, I said out loud to myself, "I hate 

this."  

 I was tired of hospitals, tired of watching people die, tired of 

burying friends.  There were other things that made it difficult to 

function with enthusiasm, not being able to increase the membership, 

attending yet one more committee meeting.  I felt the way I pictured my 

father's decline when he was in his 90's.  He had been vigorous even in 

the retirement home, leading exercises in the swimming pool, driving 

neighbors to a supermarket, planting coleus in the courtyard. Then he 

just ran out of energy.  For me tending to an intelligent, unconventional, 

dedicated, and outspoken congregation of 300 people sapped my energy,  

and I felt I had no more to give. 

 As I retired from one profession, I moved into another. In my late 

middle age, I became the teacher that I had once thought of being.
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School 
 

 

I see a schoolboy when I think of him . . . 

—W. B. YEATS 

 

 

 

IT’S LATE AUTUMN ON LONG ISLAND.  I have known more than 20,000 days in 

my lifetime, and in just a few years I will have lived through my 1,000th 

full moon.  Today is one of those days that makes me glad to be alive.  

The mid-morning sky is cloudless and bright blue.  I watch children at 

play in an athletic field behind a school building.  It's recess.  Some are 

throwing balls, some are playing tag, and some are running on the red 

clay track.  Over there they are chatting, and one or two stand by 

themselves.  

 I look at the children and I am filled with nostalgia, and I imagine 

that it's me running to catch the ball and my entire life is before me. 

 It's summer in the schoolyard at P.S. 159 in East New York, and I 

am catching a ball that my brother has thrown.  I turn to chase it, and 

suddenly I feel a cold numbness in my head that comes from being hit by 

a hard object.  Then I am on the ground with blood running into my eye.  

I hadn't seen that iron basketball pole behind me, and my brother takes 

me directly to Dr. Skolnick whose office is just down the street. 

 That was long ago, and now I scarcely notice the scar on my left 
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eyebrow where I received several stitches.  

 I loved   school from the very beginning,  unlike  my brother who 

complained bitterly about boring classes with teachers  who had nothing  

to teach him.   The only photo of him in his high school yearbook shows 

him snoozing in the auditorium. He couldn't wait to become a full-time 

musician and barely graduated from  Music and Art.  I, on the other hand, 

have always enjoyed being in school, liking learning as much as recess.  

The odd thing is I have a more difficult time remembering pleasurable 

times in school than I do the opposite.  

 My first experience with injustice occurred in kindergarten.  I was 

at a play table with my friend Gerald, an exuberant boy who couldn't sit 

still or keep quiet.  

 "No talking now, children," Mrs. Dorfman said. 

 Maybe Gerald didn't understand; maybe he didn't care; maybe he 

couldn't contain himself. 

 "I told you to keep quiet, Arthur," the teacher said kindly. 

 "I didn't say anything," I explained. 

 Now she was angry. "I don't like children who don't tell the truth!" 

she said, and ordered me to sit in a corner facing the wall. 

 I also had a ludicrous and ugly teacher, Miss McKeown, in the 

second or third grade, who plucked hairs from her head one at a time, 

then examined each before tossing them onto the floor. One day while we 

were waiting for dismissal, the books in the over-stuffed bin under my 

desk fell to the floor.  Miss McKeown steamed toward me, then whacked 

me on the head with her knitting needles.  I cried when I got home, not 

from pain but from the indignity of being the object of gratuitous 

punishment by a spiteful woman.  No one but my father had ever hit me 

before and that was only once, when I had gone to the roof of our 

apartment house with Stanley and tossed marbles four stories down to 

the street below.  I can still see myself over my father's knee and feel the 
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sting of his big hand on my behind.  And one time after I had stubbornly 

insisted upon something that was probably unreasonable, my mother 

chased me around our apartment waving a yardstick over her head.  But 

she never caught me, and I don't think she would have hit me even if she 

had.  

 So I told my parents, who took my complaint seriously and sided 

with me completely.   They made an appointment to see the principal, a 

tall, thin benevolent patrician woman of ancient vintage.   Miss Dooley 

must have talked to my teacher, for I never had a problem in that 

classroom again.  Or maybe she never had a problem with me again, 

although that seems unlikely, since my desk didn't get bigger and I didn't 

become better at spatial relationships. 

 I also knew humiliation for the first time in elementary school.  We 

children stood on line to demonstrate to the teacher that we were 

competent tiers of shoelaces.  But I didn't know how to tie my laces, so I 

fumbled when it was my turn.  I went to the end of the line and moved up 

once more until it was my turn again. 

 "Watch," the teacher said, as she knotted the lace for me, untied it, 

and demanded I do it.  But I couldn't imitate her movements.  My fingers 

felt as thick as specials, the extra thick hotdogs my father liked to order 

at the corner deli. I don't know when I learned to tie my shoelaces, but I 

know it wasn't that day, with all those eyes on me and the teacher 

thinking I was spastic. 

 I felt embarrassed and foolish that day but didn't ever think of 

myself as stupid. My parents thought I was smart and so did most of my 

teachers, even though there were few books in my house and I didn't go 

to the library until I was about ten.  What books we had in our apartment 

were hand-me-downs, worn and mismatched volumes given to us by a 

cousin who was a traveling book salesman.  I loved looking at the 

pictures in the odd volume of an encyclopedia and in a dog-eared copy of 
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a book of offbeat and strange facts.  When I learned to read, I never ate a 

meal without having something to read the back of a cereal box or a 

comic book.  

 My father read the New York Post every afternoon and the 

Teamsters magazine when it arrived by mail. While I don't remember 

difficulty in learning how to read, I do remember difficulty in learning 

particular letters.  I was always in danger of failing penmanship—my 

hand never seemed to go where my brain commanded.  All this was part 

of an undiagnosed learning disability, something that showed up in my 

utter inability to master spatial relationships   or to  

Do well on short-answer tests.  I recall sitting at my desk—I think it was 

third grade—as I took the test for special placement, an accelerated 

program wherein students skipped a grade.  My teacher was sure that I 

would be in the S.P. class the following year.  But I hadn't scored well on 

the test, one that had many questions about what shape a box would take 

once all the flaps were closed or what the box would look like once all the 

folds were opened.  I had no idea what the schematic showed. And, to 

this day, I can't read the instructions for putting together a piece of pre-

cut furniture. 

 P.S. 159, a typical four-story red brick school building was across 

the street from my apartment house.  My mother watched from her 

bedroom window as I crossed Pitkin Avenue.  She did the same during 

the summer months when I went for a summer play program—no charge, 

not much of a program either, which suited all of us boys just fine.  We 

were just happy that adults stayed far away and we could play what we 

wanted, when we wanted, and settle our own disputes; very unlike 

children's activities today, which are always under the watchful eyes of 

adults. 

 At the summer school play program, I learned to dislike cards.  

Several of us played on the steps leading to the backdoor of the 
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auditorium, a place where the playground superintendent never looked.  

We played "knucks," which I stopped when Marty took too much delight 

in ripping the skin on my knuckles with the deck's edge, the winner's 

right.  This was the same Marty who lived downstairs from me and 

enjoyed being the cowboy who always wanted to tie me up with his lasso.  

The other event that forever put me off card playing and all forms of 

gambling was a poker game at Alan Gotthelf''s house. I went with a stack 

of comic books and came home broken-hearted and empty-handed after 

five straight losing hands.  The loss was especially upsetting since these 

comics were the only "books" I owned.  

 Adults are often amazed to find how what they thought of as large 

as children turns out to be much smaller when it's revisited later in life.  

But truly everything was close-by where I lived, and we walked nearly 

everywhere.  On the ground floor of the apartment house was a very 

small grocery store, around the corner a candy store, and next to it a 

Jewish delicatessen.  Across the street was Mr. Flicka's barbershop, and 

farther down the avenue, on the second floor with its window just a few 

feet from the rumbling elevated train, was my dentist's torture chamber.  

As soon as I opened the door to the office at street level, I heard screams 

from patients, only to be drowned out by the clattering of a passing train.  

 Once in awhile my mother and I would walk to Blake Avenue, a 

street crowded with pushcarts laden with clothes and produce.  There 

was also a live-chicken market.  The floor was covered with sawdust and 

feathers and had the most horrible smell.  Our meat came from the 

nearby butcher shop.  Since there were no refrigerators in the store, the 

steaks and chops were displayed on trays in open cabinets.   I was 

curious about the slabs of meat and poked my small finger into the 

freshly dead cow. 

 My mother told me that the butcher caught me and scolded,  "What 

do you think you are, a cannibal?" 
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 "No," I answered.  "I'm Jewish." 

 When I was in the fifth grade, we moved to Queens. And it seemed 

as though we had gone to another country.  In reality, the two 

neighborhoods were so close to one another that kids went to the same 

high school, Franklin K. Lane, a school that straddled the border of both 

boroughs. 

 "That's the school you aren't going to," my mother declared.  It was 

a place for black leather jackets, engineer boots, and wide belts with big 

buckles. The boys wore T-shirts with rolled-up sleeves in which they 

placed their cigarette packs.  Students were said to carry switchblades 

and use zip guns.  I don't know what my mother would have done if I had 

insisted on going, since nearly all my friends—none of whom fit this 

description—were going to attend that school.  I didn't play an 

instrument and had no artistic talent, so Music and Art was out.  I failed 

miserably in my 8th grade show (I couldn't learn to waltz), so Performing 

Arts High School, a school my cousin Marilyn had attended, was also out.  

I already knew I was bad with my hands. My woodshop teacher yelled at 

me when I planed a piece too far to the right, then too far to the left, then 

planed the forward edge until it became a pointed wedge.  Sewing class 

was much the same.  I took an entire semester to baste the hem on a 

dishtowel.  All this seemed to make Brooklyn Tech a bad choice for me. 

 Alan, who was a year older than I and was already attending the 

math and science-based Stuyvesant, encouraged me to apply there. I 

wasn't very good in math and didn't like science.  But the school did have 

a good newspaper, something that greatly interested me.  So I took the 

entrance test.  I was accepted.  I'm sure it was mainly because there 

wasn't much competition. Most New Yorkers started high school in their 

sophomore year, but I didn't go to a junior high and so graduated in the 

8th grade.  Another reason I guess I passed the entrance exam is that, at 

that time, half the students in the city couldn't even take the test: The 
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school then was only for boys. 

 Despite there not being any girls at Stuyvesant, a serious liability, I 

am glad I went.  Otherwise, I would never have played varsity basketball.  

I was a reasonably good player but not that good.  Stuyvesant had one of 

the worst teams in the city, so I earned the right to wear the red-and-blue 

school jacket with a basketball letter because there weren't many boys 

with slide rules who preferred basketball to equations.  

 One peculiar aspect of the building's design was a small gym that 

had a track that circled above it.  Every few yards there were cement 

pillars, and, as you ran around, you had to be careful when you passed 

another runner not to run into one of the padded pillars.  Another 

problem was the basketball court had cement pillars next to the baskets, 

which ruled out ever playing a home game.  So there I was, day after day, 

practicing lay-ups and jump shots, none of which were ever put to good 

use in a game.  For, as bad as the team was, I was the worst on the team.  

I sat at the end of the bench and played only during the last minute or 

two.  In the senior year, we scrimmaged against Lane, and the game, no 

different than most, was a blowout. My neighborhood friends were at the 

game, and this time I spent the entire game on the bench, much to my 

chagrin, for, despite their seeing how bad the team really was, Coach still 

wouldn't put me in. 

 The only other high school game I remember during my 

ignominious stint on the team was another scrimmage, this time against 

Power Memorial, a team dominated by what seemed a gawky giraffe of a 

boy who loped down the court and scored point after point.  Lew 

Alcindor later changed his name to Kareem Abdul Jabar.  

 Put a thousand brainy adolescent boys together, leave out girls, and 

you have a recipe for pranks and weirdness.  A language teacher had a 

small French car, a Renault that had plastic arms that poked out at turn 

signals.  His mistake was to park in front of the school.  At the end of the 
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day, he discovered that his car had been picked up and left on the 

sidewalk.  In my homeroom, while other classes were in an assembly, Neil 

ran into the walk-in cloakroom, called for help, and, when the teacher 

went in, Neil ran out the other door and locked both doors behind him. 

We sat the entire period listening to the teacher banging on the door and 

begging to be let out.  

 Word circulated for weeks that Penny Day was coming.  Students 

were urged to pay for lunch only using pennies on the designated day, a 

diabolical ploy that brought the cafeteria to a halt.  The cafeteria workers 

refused to accept our money when we put a pile of coins on the glass 

counter.  There were long lines and lots of arguments those days.  The 

third time this was scheduled, the principal announced in the sternest of 

terms over the PA that whoever paid for lunch with pennies would be 

suspended from school.  

 One day a classmate leaned over from his desk and whispered to 

me.  He said he had penicillin and if I needed a cure for syphilis, he could 

give it to me.  The cure or the disease, I wasn't sure which.  His face was 

swollen with acne, and his teeth were yellow.  He looked as though he 

had slept in his clothes, had never gone to a barber or had washed his 

body.  Though this latter assumption turned out to be wrong.  One 

morning before homeroom, I saw him at the water fountain washing.  

This was where he bathed, I realized, as I saw him splash his face and wet 

his armpits.  I also had a gym class with him.  

 Although he was in the locker room with me, he never made it to 

the gym floor.  After many months, he was discovered hiding in a large 

air vent above the lockers.  In my high school yearbook, his picture is 

missing. 

 I read somewhere that in Russia during the Cold War it was strictly 

forbidden to let anyone know what went on in gym class.  How children 

performed and what they learned was deemed a state secret.  The same 
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rule should have applied to the semester we had swim class, for if the 

Soviets knew what went on in one of America's elite high schools, the 

denouement of the Cold War may have been quite different.  

 For an entire semester, we went to the locker, changed into shorts, 

lined up for attendance, and returned to the locker, where we undressed 

again.  Then a bunch of naked boys walked over to the showers where the 

teacher taught us how to soap up and how to rinse off.  Finally he handed 

out towels and taught us how to dry ourselves and what to do with dirty 

towels.  Then we put on our street clothes and went to our next class.  

That was it, the entire swimming class for half a school year, sufficient to 

meet the city's swimming requirement.  We never got into a pool.  We 

couldn't.  Stuyvesant didn't have a pool.  

During my senior year, I protested half-heartedly against this kind 

of stupidity.  At that time, students in New York State were required to 

sign a loyalty oath in order to receive their diplomas.  I decided I wasn't 

going to sign it.  If I weren't loyal, I reasoned, I would sign so I could fool 

everyone into thinking I was loyal.  But if I were loyal, what difference did 

it make that I put my name on a piece of paper?  In some small part, my 

protest may have been stimulated by my earliest recollection of watching 

television with my family.  In the afternoons, my father watched the 

McCarthy hearings, and it was clear that the Wisconsin senator was the 

villain. But I didn't think of my protest as a bid for social justice.  It was 

simply that loyalty oaths were as inane as the shower class.  

 I was summoned to the assistant principal’s office, and he put the 

facts before me.  "If you don't sign, you won't get your Regent's diploma." 

 "So I won't I graduate?" I asked. 

 "Yes, you will, but with a general diploma," he explained peevishly, 

as if what I wanted to do was not simply foolish on my part but an 

affront to the integrity of the school itself.  At that time, New York 

offered three kinds of high school diplomas—a General, a Commercial, 
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and a Regents Diploma.  All colleges required Regents diplomas; thus, not 

to receive one would be writing off going to college.  

 "But how does it prove that I'm loyal, if I'm forced to sign the 

oath?" 

 "Think about it," he said, giving me the weekend to ponder the 

consequences of my inaction.  I didn't say anything to my parents about 

what I was thinking and stewed by myself.  Since grammar school I had 

assumed I would be going to college, although no one else in my family 

had ever attended.  But my brother could play the accordion and work in 

nightclubs.  I had no trade, no skill, no talent. By Monday, I made a 

pragmatic choice and betrayed my principles.  The worst part was that, 

just a few weeks later, the New York State Legislature rescinded the 

requirement.  If I had graduated in June instead of January, I wouldn't 

have had to sign a loyalty oath to get my Regents diploma. 

 Not only did I want to go to college, I really wanted to go to college 

out of town, for the adventure, to get away from my bickering parents.  

So during the summer before my senior year when we took a car trip to 

Chicago to visit my father's brother, we went to Evanston where I could 

visit the campus of Northwestern University, a school noted for its 

journalism department.  This wasn't a visit exactly, as that implies 

stopping, talking, spending time, none of which we did. It was more like 

sightseeing, looking at the main attractions through the car's window as 

we drove by.  But this was more than I got with my first choice for 

college, the University of Florida, a school I liked because it had palm 

trees.  

 It didn't make any difference whether I saw a campus or not.   

Going out of town for college was so beyond the pale of possibility that 

my parents never had to rule out my heart's desire.  A fantasy can be 

indulged as long as there's no possibility of it becoming real. 

 My father, without any irony, put it this way:  "You  
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Can go to any college you want to, Arthur.  There's Brooklyn College, 

Queens College, or City College." This was a reasonable offer from my 

father's point of view.  My 85-point average qualified me for automatic 

admission at any of these colleges.  They were all good schools at a cost 

that was impossible to beat zero tuition, plus $10 per semester student 

fees, books additional.  A further advantage, I had a New York State Merit 

Scholarship, a grant that I could use only if I went to a college in the 

state.  But which school to choose?  Alan went to City College, so I went 

to City College.  

 It was as good a way to choose as any.  Since the school had no 

dormitories, for three-and-a-half years, I lived at home, continuing long 

commutes that included a bus and three subways, just as I had going to 

high school.  I didn't feel the need to make new friends at college, since 

all my neighborhood friends also went to local colleges.  I think our 

parents saw going away to school as somehow vaguely un-Jewish, like 

having plants in the house.  What's more, the colleges were first-rate at 

discount prices, so it was a bargain. In our view, no Jew would pay retail 

when wholesale was available.   

 For years my father boasted how he had put me through college.  I 

think what he meant was that he didn't charge me rent for staying in the 

apartment, a luxury he never experienced in his own home.  In reality, 

though, I worked on Saturdays, earning $10 a day.  And, in my freshman 

year at City College, I had also joined the Army Reserves, and I had some 

money from the monthly meetings, as well.  This, plus the scholarship, 

was enough to pay for my books and carfare for the daily bus and 

subway commute to Harlem.  

 In my final semester, Lyn and I were married and lived in a two-

room apartment with a sloping living room floor in Hackensack, New 

Jersey.  She put me through the final half year,  while  working  as  a 

substitute teacher  in Bergen  
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County.  

 If I couldn't go to college out of town, at least I could go abroad for 

a couple of years, in the Peace Corps.  Our first invitation was for a 

teachers program in Nigeria. Lyn would teach English and I history.  The 

FBI did a background check, and we were cleared.  My weekend protest 

never made it into my high school folder.  But Lyn flunked her first 

physical.  Anemic.  So she loaded up on iron pills, and the second time 

around she was fine.  However, the Nigerian government cancelled the 

program.  Nigerians didn't want expatriates teaching history, a sensitive 

subject in a newly formed nation 

 We could either go as teacher-trainers in Thailand or enter a 

program for rural community action in Kenya that February or wait until 

June when there would be more choices.  I had graduated from college in 

December.  There was no reason to wait.  

 We   thought   that   we   were   only   qualified to be teachers.  

Surely they weren't serious about rural community action.  What did we 

know about rural anything?  I could tell you how to take a subway, and 

Lyn could direct you to the nearest shopping mall.  She had already 

taught junior and senior high school, and I knew how to find books in a 

library. But living in a jungle, worrying about lions?  Pictures filled our 

heads.  Rural community action in Africa—rounding up rogue elephants?  

Hacking jungle vines to make way for a road? Urging spear-throwing 

warriors to lay down their weapons? Snakes, swarms of mosquitoes, 

crocodiles?  

 By then I had been accepted in the African Studies program at 

Michigan State University and fully expected to return to graduate school 

and become a college professor specializing in Africa.  So, despite our 

skepticism that we were right for rural community action (whatever that 

meant), we accepted the invitation to train for Kenya.   

 After three months, we left New York and flew to Rome, where we 
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spent a day in the city, our first time in Europe.  The flight from there 

took us to Cairo for a short stop. A soldier boarded to announce that 

Jews had to stay on the plane.  No one paid attention.  We saw the 

pyramids as the plane ascended, then continued on a long flight over the 

Sahara and across the equator. 

.   Despite three months of instructions, when we arrived in Nairobi 

and were told we were being posted to Kisii, we were still ignorant of 

what life would be like for us.  We had never heard of Kisii, since our 

Peace Corps training had focused on Central Province, where white 

settlers had recently departed.  We were going west, we were told, to 

Nyanza Province, a place where there hadn't been settlers or much of 

anything else it seemed. 

 Bob Klein, the associate director, drove us to our post in a green 

Chevrolet Suburban.  We drove into the Rift Valley and somewhere along 

the way, as we looked upon the endless savanna, I couldn't contain my 

curiosity any longer. 

 "What do people wear in Kisii? 

 "Do you mean the women bare-breasted?" he asked. 

 "Well, yes, something like that," I mumbled. 

 We took out a map of the country.  There, not far from Lake 

Victoria, in the southwest part of the country, off the main road from 

Nairobi to Kisumu, was Kisii, less than a hundred miles south of the 

equator, the mythic line that we crossed many times since, the invisible 

boundary that split the world in two and transformed my consciousness 

forever.  

 

  Here on the equator 
  When the sun goes down 
  Night is the master. 
  No one fools the night 
  Like people who ride trains 
  Underground in my native city. 
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  No fake suns try to light the sky. 
  The night commands respect 
  Without asking. 
  Death is close by. 
  I feel the changes of the earth 
  And death has no fearful mask. 
  It is like the smell of eucalyptus, 
  The buzz of mosquitoes, 
  The flight of butterflies. 
  It is, 
  And I almost hold its hand 
 

 Kisii may have been backwater, but it wasn't undeveloped.  This 

was a productive, bustling place, farm country green as far as you could 

see, hills filled with maize and bananas, coffee and bluish-white 

pyrethrum flowers, beans, millet, cypress hedges, wattle and eucalyptus 

trees. Zebus, those waist-high cows with swaying dewlaps, wandered 

everywhere, tended by boys who wore khaki shirts that came down just 

far enough to cover their nakedness. Women wore skirts, blouses, and 

kerchiefs; men wore trousers, shirts, always hats, and the occasional 

jacket and tie done in the design of Kenya's green-black-and-red flag.  

 Here we were to work with marketing cooperatives—accounts and 

by-laws and complaints about corruption.  Most of our Peace Corps 

friends worked on the financial records of co-ops and taught 

bookkeeping techniques.  Since I would leave things worse than when I 

found them if I put my hands on ledgers, I often found myself in a 

classroom, at the Community Development Center about a mile from 

town. There I taught weeklong courses, mainly in Swahili, to the trustees 

from one of the more than 50 co-ops in the district. 

 With the sun beating on the metal roof, the concrete room at the 

community center was hot.  One day, as I stood in front of the group, 

lecturing and holding discussions about the meaning of the by-laws and 

role-playing how to run an effective meeting, one man removed his hat, 

put it on the desk in front of him and wiped his brow.  Most of the top of 
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his head was gone, a deep scar, a trench where the skull should have 

been.  During the morning coffee break, I asked another student what 

had happened to the poor guy. I thought perhaps he had been in a road 

accident or had his skull sliced with a panga or smashed by the 

hardwood knob of a rungu. The explanation was more intriguing than 

anything I could have imagined.  The trustee had had a head operation, I 

was told, as if I were receiving an explanation about the difference 

between valuable coffee beans and mbuni.  In fact, it was a trepanning, a 

removal of all or part of the skull. One day I would see such an operation 

performed. 

 Although my official title in Kenya was Assistant Cooperative 

Officer, I was really a teacher.  And I was really a teacher when I returned 

to the States, although my official title at the Ethical Humanist Society 

was Leader.  I was a minister, a pastor, a clergyman, but was far closer to 

a rabbi (a teacher) than to any Christian equivalent.  I gave an address; I 

didn't give sermons.  We held meetings, not worship services. I conducted 

classes during the week and taught children's classes every once in a 

while on the history of the Ethical Movement.  

 I hadn't considered becoming a doctor—a different sort than the 

Kisii surgeon—until Lyn began to work for the Refugee Assistance 

Program of Adelphi University and then became the director of 

community relations for the School of Social Work.  As a spouse of a 

university employee, I could receive tuition remission.  So why not return 

to school?  The circumstances were right.  Our children were grown, and, 

in keeping with my father's economy, school would be free.  

 I applied to the School of Social Work and was accepted into the 

doctoral program.  I wanted to do my dissertation on the role of Ethical 

Culture in the settlement house movement but couldn't.  The study 

needed to be quantitative, my advisors insisted.  Numbers.  There had to 

be numbers.  I settled on the ethical judgments of social workers, a 
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proposal that one faculty member wouldn't accept, since she couldn't see 

how ethics could be measured.  For an entire year, I couldn't satisfy her.  

Finally, Joe Vigilante, the dean and my academic advisor, went into her 

office with me.  

 "Sign it, Ruth!" he said, as he placed the proposal on her desk.  She 

did, and I defended my dissertation about a year later. 

 With my new degree, I taught a couple of courses, first at New York 

Institute of Technology, then at Hofstra University for nine years as an 

adjunct associate professor in social sciences.  In 1998, I received a full-

time appointment and found myself in the almost unique position of 

being a full professor without tenure.  At that point, after 30 years as an 

Ethical Culture Leader, I decided, that for the remainder of my 

professional life, I would be an educator on a college campus and forgo 

the other responsibilities of a congregational ministry.  

 I was appointed professor of humanities and work mainly with 

students who show promise but haven't the grades or SATs to be 

admitted to the university at-large.  As I've gotten to know these 

students, it seems as though everyone experienced a divorce, a death, or 

a serious illness in their family.  Some have a learning disability, and 

many have to work in order to meet tuition payments. 

 I think about my own learning problems, my illegible handwriting, 

my spelling difficulties, and my garbled syntax.  

 "I have to stay in college," a burly student said, after I told him he 

had flunked out of the program.  "It's my only chance.  My family works 

in the Fulton Fish Market.  I work there during the summer.  If I flunk out 

of the school, I'm going to spend the rest of my life selling fish." 

 I remember the weekend I contemplated not being able to go to 

college.  

 I talked to another student about what seemed to me to be a 

plagiarized paper. 
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 "But I didn't copy this," he insisted.  "It's mine! I wrote it!"  

 I didn't believe him, but I remember sitting in the corner during 

kindergarten. 

 "Do it over," I suggested. 

 I'm in school once again, a professor this time, still teaching about 

human relations in one form or another. But I feel as though I am a 

student, enjoying equally recess and reading, chatting and thinking.  

 I continue to feel the injustices I once suffered at the hands of 

teachers who didn't like children, and I can taste the frustration and the 

humiliation that comes with being held captive by teachers with little 

imagination, people who make themselves feel big by taking pleasure in 

making others feel small.  

 That's me, the schoolboy reading a cereal box at breakfast.  That's 

me paying for lunch with pennies, worrying about geometry, expecting to 

fail shop.  That's me turning to run after a ball thrown by my brother in 

the Brooklyn playground. 

 What joy, even with blood trickling into my eye. 
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Volunteers 
 

The work of the world is common as mud. 

—MARGE PIERCY 

 

 

 

I CONTEMPLATE THE WIZENED FRUIT.  Although it's not attractive-looking, it is 

the sweetest peach I've ever eaten.  I picked it from the tree that is in 

front of my house, the small tree under the blue spruce where the 

sidewalk would be if there were sidewalks on our street.  

 When the tree was just a sapling, I almost pulled it out, thinking it 

was another stray, maybe a maple or oak or wild cherry that often 

sprouted around my house.  

 "We have a peach tree," Lyn said to me one day. 

 "Are you sure?" I responded with surprise.  We never planted a 

peach tree or any fruit tree around our house. 

 "Yes," she said, with the assurance of an expert gardener. 

 "But we didn't plant a tree," I insisted. 

 "It could just grow up from a pit," she explained. 

 Lyn might be right.  That is where I often put my garbage cans on 

Tuesday and Thursday nights, and a pit could have fallen to the ground.  

But I didn't really believe her about this tree growing up from a tangle of 

myrtle groundcover.  Still, just in case, I didn't pull it out.  Instead, I let it 



	   64	  

grow, unattended, fully expecting it to expire under the weight of winter 

and neglect.  Nonetheless, it survived and spring proved Lyn correct.  The 

smooth bark, the thin trunk, the long leaves—this was a peach tree.  

 That next summer, fruit grew where the sweet smelling flowers had 

been.  I waited to pick the fruit, delighted by this small but serendipitous 

harvest.  With the passing of summer, the small fruits turned from green 

to mottled yellow.  But to my disappointment, they never got bigger than 

walnuts; they never softened, and they were full of holes, dark, rough 

holes drilled by insects, and they oozed crystalline sap. 

 What do you expect from a tree that isn't a commercial specimen 

and hasn't been fertilized or pruned?  

 "It's called a volunteer," Lyn explained.  That's the name given to 

fruits and vegetables that sprout without plan, the result of insects, birds, 

animals, and wind doing their ancient jobs. 

 I thought I knew all about volunteers. 

 

*  *  * 

 

I had volunteered to join the Army while I was in high school; four years 

later, I volunteered for the Peace Corps.  In the first instance, I was 

considered a volunteer because I hadn't been conscripted.  Once I was 

sworn in, I wasn't called a volunteer any longer but "soldier," and the 

government paid me about $75 per month.  In the second instance, the 

Kenyan government gave me the title of Assistant Officer for Cooperative 

Development.  The Peace Corps, though, continued to refer to me as a 

volunteer and didn't pay me.  Instead, it gave me what it called a living 

allowance, about $75 a month, plus an equal amount monthly in an 

escrow account that I would receive upon returning home.  And the 

amount was doubled because both Lyn and I were volunteers.  Such sums 

made us rich by Kenyan standards. 
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*  *  * 

 

In college, I volunteered to take a group of foreign students to a baseball 

game.   By the third inning, the French students, soccer fans, left, bored 

by a game in which people stood still and did nothing most of the time; 

the English student, a cricket fan, loved the game, charmed by all the 

action.  

 I also volunteered to teach literacy.  My first student liked me; the 

second, planned to murder me. 

 One election season, I volunteered to work for the Democratic 

candidate running for Congress.  In the evenings, I went to his storefront 

office in Bayside, sent out postcards, made telephone calls, and sat in on 

policy planning meetings. I was his chauffeur one Saturday before the 

election.  One sunny day, I drove him in a convertible with an incumbent 

representative from the Bronx and Franklin Delano Roosevelt, Jr., while 

they waved to the handful of the curious along the Grand Concourse.  I 

was so thrilled with the crowds and the passengers in the back seat that I 

forgot what I was doing, and jammed on the brakes when the car in front 

of me was suddenly only inches away, throwing the passengers off their 

seats. Leonard Finz lost the election, then was appointed a judge.  

 My own efforts for political office were just as uninspiring.  I ran 

for president of the sophomore class at CCNY on an anarchist platform.  

Vote for me and I'll abolish the positions of class presidents.  Naturally I 

lost.  Those who agreed with me didn't bother to vote.  In my senior year, 

I was appointed to fill out someone's term on the student council. 

 In 1969, Rabbi Don Gluckman of the Community Reform Temple in 

Westbury and I decided to withhold 20% of our federal income tax as a 

protest against America's actions in Southeast Asia.  We announced our 

decision to the press, and Newsday featured the two of us.  But as 
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sometimes is the case, there is less than meets the eye.  As a clergyman I 

paid an estimated tax, so I held back 20% of what I expected to pay.  

However, in 1970, I actually received a tax refund. The same thing 

happened the next year.  By 1973, the war was really over, and a 

continued protest made little sense.   I've always felt slightly guilty that 

others paid a dear price for their convictions while I paid nothing at all.  

 In 1970, I decided to run for a real political office, sort of.  My 

decision was part of a reform insurgency within the Democratic Party to 

push the party leftward.  The turnout for the primary for committeeman 

from my neighborhood in Westbury was about what is to be expected for 

the lowliest political office, with the possible exception of New York City 

Council, which was once compared unfavorably to a rubber stamp.  ("A 

rubber stamp at least leaves an impression.")  But I did win, this time by 

one vote, 13 to 12, although I don't know why anyone wanted to vote for 

a candidate whose only campaign literature was a smudgy handout 

printed in blue ink that showed a long-haired, bearded, brooding man.  

 I certainly made no impression on politics, but politics left its 

impression on me.  The Democrats met, planned and plotted their 

strategy in the Mineola headquarters.  The group, all white, discussed 

how to entice black citizens, presumably Democrats, to vote.  The 

discussion was patronizing, cynical, and racist.  That was the end of 

politics for me.  I resigned. 

 While not called a volunteer as the Leader of the Ethical Society, the 

pay, adjusted for cost of living in the New York area, was probably less 

than what I received in East Africa as a Peace Corps volunteer and 

comparable to what I received in the army as a Private E-2.  

 It wasn't the comforting part of my role as a humanist minister 

that interested me  (I seldom felt adequate or comfortable as a pastor), 

rather it was the Ethical Movement's strong dedication to social justice 

that attracted me.  I wanted to belong to and work for an organization 
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whose history included establishing the first settlement houses in the 

U.S., the first free kindergarten east of the Mississippi, the American Civil 

Liberties Union, the Urban League, the NAACP, and the Visiting Nurses 

Association.  I was proud to be working with Algernon Black, one of the 

Leaders of the New York Society for Ethical Culture, who co-chaired the 

NAACP and  who had just been appointed head of the Civilian Complaint 

Review Board.  I was thrilled to be a colleague of Jerome Nathanson, who 

headed the New York State Committee Against Capital Punishment and 

championed abortion rights.   I was happy to take on my role in the Long 

Island Ethical Society whose first Leader served as the chairman of the 

New York State Civil Liberties Union.  

 During my year as a trainee, the Society joined with the Garden City 

Unitarian Church in running a Saturday morning program at the Union 

Baptist Church in Hempstead, where I taught Swahili.  A deteriorated 

housing project dominated the neighborhood, and soon after the 

assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr., the Society launched an 

investigation into the conditions there.  With the help of my friend David 

Koff, who was now a documentary film student at NYU, we developed a 

slide and music show that depicted the disparity between the wealth of 

Garden City and the poverty of Hempstead.  Society members and 

community people conducted an apartment-by-apartment survey 

documenting broken windows, frayed wiring, radiators that didn't work, 

doors that wouldn't shut, holes in the walls, and missing floor boards.  

The press followed us around one day, and Newsday did its own 

investigation.  The fact that the owner of the apartments was a rabbi 

caused us much anguish, as this only added to the black-Jewish tensions 

that had surfaced in New York City around the teachers' strike. Within a 

year or so, the Union Baptist Church received funds to buy and 

rehabilitate the apartments. 

 I initiated the Learning Tree, a school founded in the spirit of the 
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Ethical Culture Schools but with a modern emphasis.  This nearly led to 

my leaving the Society. The school was directed by parents, teachers, and 

students, with open classrooms and a free-form curriculum.  The Board 

of Trustees of the Ethical Society, instead of remaining the governors of 

the school, decided to provide the space for those interested in creating 

such a school.  The Learning Tree soon spun out of control, with students 

receiving little supervision and even less instruction.  They cooked in the 

kitchen and clogged the drains with spaghetti; toilets overflowed; they 

wrecked furniture and played football in the meeting room, all in the 

name of freedom, all in the service of self-expression.  I defended the 

school, since I had initiated it and was one of the few links between it and 

the Society.   At the end of the year, the school was tossed out.  I was 

viewed as a defender of mayhem, a part of the hippie counter-culture, an 

anti-intellectual.  That's when I requested a leave of absence from the 

Society.  I wanted to return to Kenya, but we didn't have the money.  The 

treasurer of the Society called one night to inform me that a member had 

anonymously donated  $1,500 to make it possible once more to live in 

Kisii. 

 In 1975, living in the small village of Tabaka without means of 

transportation, walking with Eric and Kori to the Catholic mission school 

down the hill each morning, I was able to indulge another interest of 

mine.  I wrote poetry and continued to write when we returned home. 

 

  Nothing is shrill. 
  The nearest telephone  
  Rings two valleys away. 
  The golden dog cools in the shade. 
  We listen to our latest letter, 
  Bathe in a metal bowl, 
  Savor one chocolate bar. 
  My tea is amber. 
  Come sit with me in the dim light. 
  Look, 
  Our children smile in their sleep.  
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*  *  * 

 

In Westbury, our next-door neighbors at the time were the Cottins.  

Nikka, genteel, proper and upright, kept a garden filled with plants grown 

from cuttings snitched from botanical gardens around the world.  

Looking like the retired schoolteacher that she  was, she was in her 

backyard plucking blueberries and admiring her Scottish Broom, as 

though Long Island were Lyme Regis and her home the Kew Garden.  She 

and Lyn enjoyed working outside together, Lyn by far the junior who 

learned about flowers and trees from Nikka, including the volunteer kind.  

 Lou wrote a weekly column, "Life Over Sixty," for Newsday and was 

the author of Elders in Rebellion. Lou told me stories about being beaten 

by mounted police during union strikes and how he found anti-Semitism 

in Westbury when he moved in almost twenty years before we did.  

Although he was retired, Lou continued to agitate through his writing.  

One day he showed me a book about teaching poetry in a nursing home. 

 "Do you know this?" he asked me. 

 I wasn't familiar with Kenneth Koch's work with old people.  

 "This guy teaches poetry writing in nursing homes. Have you ever 

thought of doing that?" he challenged me. 

 "I write poetry," I said.  'I've never taught it." 

 "Read the book.  Tell me what you think." 

 I took it from him. 

 A few weeks later, Lou said, "So? in his typically pugnacious way.  

"Look," he said, "if you teach a class to senior citizens, I'll write about it in 

my column." 

 Koch explained his technique in the book.  It didn't seem especially 

difficult: Encourage people to write about their own experiences, offer a 

theme, read a poem on that theme, have them write and suggest they 

include a color, a sound, a smell.  If the Peace Corps wanted me to teach 
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African farmers and I had grown up in Brooklyn and the Ethical Society 

wanted me to be its Leader even though I wasn't yet 25 years old, I was 

willing to give it a try.  

 In Hicksville, about two miles from my house stood what was once 

a mansion at the end of a long alley of maples.   Now the building housed 

about fifty of the county's poor, homeless, physically and emotionally 

disabled people who otherwise would be living on the streets but for the 

fund left a century before by Samuel and Walter Jones to care for the 

indigent of North Hempstead.  I volunteered to teach poetry at the Jones 

Institute and got to know Dick Kimberly as he wrote about a forgotten 

piece of lace, Palma Benvenuto when she remembered a doctors' 

convention she had attended, and Mamie Brown who could hear the walls 

sigh at night. Our friend Joan Beder took photos of the class, and Lou 

wrote a preface to the book of their poems that was published by Cross-

Cultural Communications, my poetry publisher. 

 I received several grants from the New York State Council on the 

Arts to teach poetry writing elsewhere on Long Island.  During the next 

several years, I worked with inmates at the Nassau County Jail, teenagers 

at a facility for young people with psychiatric problems, and with old 

people at various nursing homes and senior citizens centers. 

 But it was the work at the Jones Institute that led to a social-action 

project.  I had been teaching there for three years, when, in 1980, rumors 

began to circulate that the place was going to be closed.  The residents 

were upset, and I asked the director.  It was true.  The trustees, all 

appointed by the county, had decided that they couldn't afford the 

necessary repairs to update the building.  It needed new windows and a 

new boiler.  While the building was structurally sound, everything in it 

was in shambles.  Anyone who walked through the door knew this.  The 

place was dismal and depressing.  People slept in dormitories with cheap 

furniture, the tiles in the bathrooms were black with mold, a smell 
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permeated the halls, the rooms were drafty.  The $1.2 million trust fund 

wasn't enough, they said. 

 "Where are people going to live?" I asked. 

 No one had an answer. 

 "But they can't stay here," the director said.  "There's no money to 

rehabilitate this place.  It's too old.  It's too expensive to do.  It has to be 

closed." 

 Despite the smell of alcohol and cigarettes in the halls, despite the 

pervasive sadness that defined the place, this was home to the residents.  

They had nowhere else to go. There was no family to take them in; they 

had no money to live elsewhere.  Many couldn't take care of themselves.  

 Joan and I decided to do something.  We called Newsday, and it ran 

a sympathetic article, "End of Home Creates Chaos for Indigents."  Two 

days later, Newsday's lead editorial was  "A Sale That Hurts the 

Defenseless."  The editorial pointed out that funding came largely from 

state and federal money.  They accused the trustees of visiting "fear and 

desperation on aged, sick, disturbed, retarded and destitute people” and 

called on the trustees to reconsider their decision. 

 We brought the matter to the Ethical Society and at a special 

membership meeting, Joan and I were authorized to do what we could to 

either keep the home open or find an alternative for the residents.  We 

tried to meet with the Jones trustees but were rebuffed.  We formed a 

coalition of religious and non-profit groups and showed up at one of 

their meetings.  We claimed the meeting was public, as the Jones Institute 

was a public facility, although endowed by private funds.  The trustees 

disagreed.  They shut the doors on us. 

 Joan and I met with an attorney, Charlie Robert, who worked on 

matters involving public agencies, especially as they relate to the elderly.  

He thought there was a legal case against the trustees.  Robert believed 

that they were acting arbitrarily and contrary to the charter they were 
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entrusted to uphold.  He also maintained that there was enough money 

available from the state to run the facility.  The trustees hadn't turned to 

the state for assistance before announcing the sale.  We explained our 

legal theory to the trustees, but they ignored us.  I circulated a petition 

amongst the residents, and nearly every one signed, asking for 

reconsideration of the sale. 

 One of the residents, who had lived there for six years and was a 

student in my poetry-writing class, agreed to act as a plaintiff against the 

trustees in a legal suit we initiated. As the sale of the property moved 

ahead, the Nassau chapter of the National Association of Social Workers, 

the Hicksville chapter of B'nai Brith, and the Catholic Daughters of 

America joined our suit in asking for an immediate injunction against the 

sale and for the removal of the Jones Institute trustees. But we failed, and 

the residents were moved out.  A few went to an adult home, the 

Westbury Arms, at the county's expense.  No one could account for the 

rest.  The train station?  A psychiatric ward?  Jail?  A dumpster? 

 Joan and I went to the Westbury Arms to see if they wanted to 

continue the fight.  This didn't have to be the end. The clerk at the front 

desk asked us what we were doing there.  We said we wanted to visit a 

particular individual. She wanted to know how we knew him.  We hedged 

a little.  The clerk then called over the manager. 

 "You are the people from the Jones Institute," she said harshly.  

"You can't see anybody here.  You're not wanted!  Get out of here!" 

 "Can't you call him for us?  Let him decide whether he wants to see 

us." 

 There were no telephones in the rooms. 

 "We'll leave a note." 

 We wrote one, but no one replied.  I never saw a resident from the 

institute again. 

 But we pursued the lawsuit.  The money from the trust had to be 
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used for a like purpose.  The trustees had presented no plan for buying a 

new facility, and it was our view that this was just a way for the county to 

increase its revenues.  Although the residents had been dispersed, it took 

another year before the injunction against the sale of the 13-acres to be 

used by a supermarket chain as a parking lot was lifted.  The court had 

forced the trustees to come up with plan to re-open the facility, which 

they did in about a year.  The victory was a pyrrhic one, though.  The 

number of spaces for people in need were still fewer than there were 

before the Jones Institute was sold.  At best it meant we kept a second 

facility from closing.  And even here it was less than met the eye, for the 

new home wasn't designed for the indigent. In fact, it didn't even remain 

an adult home. Within a few short years, it became a senior citizens 

center catering to the wealthy on Long Island's North Shore. 

 

*  *  * 

 

In 1976, my friend Joe Chuman, Leader of the Ethical Culture Society of 

Bergen County in New Jersey, the smartest and most passionate person I 

know, helped us start an Amnesty International chapter, Group #74, at 

the Long Island Society.  Lyn and Joan became co-leaders of the group.  

 This was the time that President Jimmy Carter had made human 

rights the guiding principle for foreign affairs.  I wrote an article in 

Newsday stating my support for the principle but that it shouldn't be 

confined only to foreign policy.  AI had designated several prisoners in 

North Carolina as political prisoners.  Joe and I made an appointment to 

see Allard Lowenstein, the U.S. Human Rights representative to the 

United Nations. I had met Lowenstein at dinner one night at Al Black's 

apartment; they had been friends since the summer Lowenstein had been 

a student at the Encampment for Citizenship under Black's direction.  

Lowenstein was as rumpled as always, looking as though he had pulled 
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an all-nighter, organizing the troops for the latest assault on the 

establishment, his thick glasses the sign of an earnest agitator who reads 

through the night and delivers furious manifestoes during the day.  He 

was a man who looked directly into your eyes but only for a moment, 

then gazed over your shoulder to see who else was in the room.  The coat 

tree by the window overlooking the East River stood empty, Lowenstein's 

nylon ski jacket tossed on the floor.  

 Joe and I explained our concern, coming armed with information 

from Amnesty's London office. When we began our USA Group #74 at the 

Society, two members accused us of being an anti-communist front.  Now, 

as we talked to Lowenstein about American political prisoners, the tables 

were turned.  It was as though Joe and I were fronting for a Communist 

organization. Lowenstein's face reddened. "America may have 

miscarriages of justice," he fumed, "but we don't have political prisoners."  

That was the end of the conversation.  

 The following year, my work with AI brought me into contact with 

Kenya again.  Kenya held a trade show on Columbus Circle in New York, 

and for the occasion, the government sent James Nyamwea as a 

representative.  We invited him to our house for dinner.  Nyamwea, the 

uncle of a Kenyan woman who had lived with us for five months, was a 

cabinet minister in the administration of Jomo Kenyatta, the country's 

first and then only president.  Coincidentally, Nyamwea was the person 

from whom we rented our first house in Kenya at the top of Nyanchwa 

Hill.   As we sat in the living room that night, we brought up Amnesty 

International.   

 "What do you know about this organization?" he asked.  "Just 

before coming to New York, there was a cabinet meeting, and a letter was 

passed around.  It was from Amnesty International.  We wanted to know 

about this group."  We talked about AI's concern for prisoners of 

conscience, about fair trials and preventing torture.  Then he said sadly, 
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"We are just eating one another in Kenya.  Just eating one another." 

 That night, Lyn dreamt of a slaughterhouse in which human bodies 

hung from hooks.  For several months after, she was a vegetarian. 

 One other time, AI and Kenya came together for me. We were 

assigned the case of detained writer Ngugi wa Thingo.  AI sent me a copy 

of the Kenyan constitution as part of their background information.  I 

skimmed through it and placed it on the shelf in my study.  Then on 

August 22nd, my birthday, Jomo  Kenyatta died,  and  I  recalled  a  

provision from the constitution, something about political prisoners and 

detainees.  It had something to do with a new president assuming office. I 

re-read the  constitution  and  found  the clause.  The new president, it 

said, had to either re-issue new orders to imprison these people or they 

must be released.  I phoned AI-USA.  They were unfamiliar with the 

provision. They then faxed the international headquarters in London with 

the information.  London, in turn, sent out messages to Amnesty groups 

around the world asking them to send telegrams to soon-to-be President 

Daniel arap Moi, urging him to not re-issue the arrest orders.  Towards 

the end of his inaugural address, the newly installed president 

announced that he would not re-issue the orders, and all political 

prisoners would be released immediately. 

 

*  *  * 

 

One night my dentist called. He was president of a drug-counseling 

program and requested that I join the board.  A few years later,  I was 

elected president.  By this time the Community Counseling Center of 

West Nassau had expanded to include services for alcohol treatment and 

had more than doubled its size.  The Department of Drug and Alcohol 

Rehabilitation insisted that we hire a financial officer, a position they 

would underwrite.  They also wanted to appoint the financial officer for 
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us.  We decided to hire someone of our own choosing, Jerry Ginsberg,  a 

retired businessman who had run his own successful company. 

 For more than a year, the department insisted that Jerry didn't 

know what he was doing.  We were told that the financial reports weren't 

on time; items weren't posted correctly in the ledger; that wrong forms 

were used.  

 "If you don't fire your financial officer," the department threatened, 

"we won't continue your funding."  Of course, without county funding 

there was no program. 

 Some social workers on staff explained how this pressure from the 

department was commonplace.  County politics was embedded in social 

services and the county rested on a huge patronage system that kept the 

Republicans in power for nearly a century. The question before us was: 

Were we going to take a principled stand and face closing the agency for 

lack of funding or accept the county's dictate?  We voted to back our 

financial officer. 

 When we told Jerry our decision, he resigned for the sake of the 

program. 

 "I can't let it die because of me," he said.  "I don't need the job, but 

people need these services." 

 That's how we wound up with a new financial officer, the person 

the county appointed.  This was his first job.  He kept the books in pencil, 

and several times posted the credits and debits in the wrong columns.  

He was the nephew of one of the top officials in the department. 

 My term expired that spring, and I left the board for good. 

 

*  *  * 

 

When a neighbor developed ALS and couldn't use his hands to turn the 

pages of a book, I went to his house to read to him.  I did the same when 
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Nikka was dying and she couldn't read for herself any longer.  Twice a 

week for several months, Lyn and I took turns spending part of an 

afternoon reading to her.   

 

*  *  * 

 

Geoffrey Black, a minister of an African American church, and I began the 

Long Island Alliance for a Common Future.  We conducted several 

forums—on education, affirmative action, and police-community 

relations—and wrote a position paper on multi-cultural education.  We 

organized a demonstration after the Los Angeles riots, and I conducted a 

study of the content of photographs that appeared in two newspapers, as 

we were interested in seeing how people of color were depicted.  Several 

of us met with the deputy commissioner of the Nassau County Police 

Department to develop an oversight committee to review civilian 

complaints against the police.  

 The Alliance collapsed when Geoffrey moved to Cleveland and his 

successor had less interest in our work. Although members of the Ethical 

Society wanted to continue the Alliance, we let it slide because the 

organization had been founded on the premise of shared racial 

leadership,  and now there was no black leadership with which to share. 

 

*  *  * 

 

For awhile I was a member of the Human Subject Review Committee at 

Long Island Jewish Hospital, where we reviewed protocols for new 

procedures and drugs, and beginning in the late 1990's, I joined the 

Ethics Committee at Winthrop University Hospital, where we mainly 

talked about end-of-life matters.  

 There were two other volunteer positions I remember: president of 
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the Off Center, a project of the Society that served as an advocacy group 

for former psychiatric patients, and chair of the Long Island Progressive 

Coalition. 

 

*  *  * 

 

My peach tree is now several years old, laden with fruit, and though none 

would ever make it to market based on looks, the fruit is edible.  Ryan 

and MacKenzie are in the kitchen with me, and I offer a peach, spotted 

and sticky with sap as it is. They look at it.  

 "No, thank you, Poppy," they say. 

 "But it's delicious," I explain, as I take a bite.  "It's the best peach 

I've ever eaten." 

 They don't understand.  They're too young.  But one day they will 

discover for themselves, the sweetness of volunteers. 
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Tropics 
 

. . . a night of tropical splendour 

—COLE PORTER 

 

 

 

ONCE I OWNED WHAT SEEMED LIKE A MAGIC LANTERN.  I would place a disk in the 

hand-held viewer and look in amazement as the colored pictures passed 

before my eyes: click, crystalline waters; click, palm trees taller than 

houses: click, pastel buildings; click, market stalls of tropical fruits.  

 So I was overjoyed when my brother George and his then-wife Alice 

took me to Nassau for three months, to baby-sit for Gary, less than a year 

old, sometimes watching him during the day but always at night.  I slept 

in a tiny dim room under the verandah of an old wooden building 

reserved for the staff, sat by the swimming pool during the day, walked 

through nearby neighborhoods of pink stucco houses whose lawns were 

broken pink shells. 

 I was sixteen that summer, and this was my first time on a plane, 

the first time I ate alone in a restaurant, choosing from a menu from 

which I could select turtle soup; the first time I met girls by myself, 

enjoying Josephine for one reason, Vicky for another.  This was also the 

first time I saw a turquoise sea, empty beaches, and palm trees. 

 Two years later, I met Lyn, and perhaps because of having lived 
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more or less on my own and more or less as an adult, I had few qualms 

when Lyn and I began to talk about marriage after only knowing each 

other for a few months.  I began staying at her New Jersey house on 

Saturday nights, after I finished my day's work at the New York Bar 

Association library.  Late Sunday night, Lyn drove me in her father's Buick 

to the bus depot  in Paterson.   We sat for an hour in the dark,  necking,  

dreaming,   and  making  plans. One of those plans was to join the Peace 

Corps as soon as I graduated from college.  

 I began to think of joining when Harris Wofford, one of the 

Kennedy clan, came to City College to recruit for the program.  Why not 

go to Africa instead of just studying about it?  Why not do some good in 

the world and have someone pay for our travel at the same time?  None 

of our parents approved of us joining the Peace Corps.  Jewish children 

didn't do that.  Morris, Lyn's father, called us to say that we were killing 

Rose.  

 While we weren't going to be dissuaded about the Peace Corps, we 

did relent on what we wished for our wedding.  We wanted something 

short and simple.  Instead, we got something long and lavish.  Dot, Lyn's 

sister-in-law, who was very pregnant, nearly fainted under the chuppah as 

we listened to the rabbi's lengthy homilies we didn't care for and prayers 

we didn't believe in.  But we couldn't deny that Rose was right about one 

thing: The gifts from the couple of hundred guests made possible our 

Jamaica honeymoon. 

 We were sure our Peace Corps training would be in Hawaii or 

Puerto Rico or, best of all, California, at least somewhere warm and 

tropical.  We were going to Africa, after all.  But we went to the University 

of Wisconsin-Milwaukee, in February, because several Kenyan exchange 

students were there and would be our language teachers.  There was 

snow on the ground until April. 

 We went to the language classes five hours a day, conversing with 
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Kenyans in the morning, putting on headphones to follow the 

instructions of language tapes from the Foreign Service Institute in the 

afternoon.  I had four years of Spanish in high school and college but 

couldn't speak it; and I had one year of reading French, but I was très 

illiterate in that language.  So I knew I would struggle with Swahili.  In one 

class, we counted out loud: Moja, mbili, tatu, nne, tano, sita, saba, nane, 

tisa, and what was ten?  "Kuma," I said. Charles Murethe said, "No, no!" 

indicating I had seriously blundered. He looked embarrassed as he 

glanced at Lyn, the only female in the class. 

 "What does kuma mean?" 

 "I'll tell you after class," he answered. 

 One of the students began a chant, and the room was filled with 

banging fists on desks. Kuma, kuma, kuma, kuma.  I had stumbled upon 

the word for vagina.  

 But I did learn to speak the language in Milwaukee and couldn't 

wait to use it.  On the flight from New York to Rome, my voice grew 

hoarse.  From Rome to Cairo it got worse.  We flew from Cairo, following 

the gray thread of the Nile.  Now I had laryngitis, and I could barely 

whisper. When we arrived at Embakasi Airport in Nairobi, we were met by 

Peace Corps representatives and Kenyan officials on the tarmac, and our 

first words were sung in Swahili.  Mungu nguvu yetu / Ilete baraka kwetu. 

A photo of our chorus appeared the next day in the Daily Nation.  

 I wanted to use my Swahili immediately, but I couldn't since it took 

days before I regained my ability to speak.  And, as it turned out, I never 

did become fluent in Swahili, for in Kisii Town, where we were posted, 

English was the language of choice.  We went to the only movie theater in 

Kisii later in the year to see Beach Party Bingo, in a movie theater where 

we sat on box crates in a room about the size of a bedroom.  Lyn and I 

stood when the national anthem was played and were the only ones 

singing. 
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 Even after three months of Peace Corps training, I'm not sure that I 

had correctly imagined Kenya.  Because we learned that the Mau Mau had 

camped in bamboo forests and that the equator bisects the country, and 

because we learned the words for pineapple, coconut, and mango, I 

expected the balmy climate of Nassau and Jamaica.  Parts of the country 

are like that, but not Nairobi, where the name in Maasai means the place 

of cold water, or Kisii where the humidity is low and the temperature 

seldom gets beyond 80 degrees and the nights require a wool blanket. 

 For the first week, we stayed in  downtown Nairobi, at Bruners, a 

turn-of-the-century hotel once popular with the less than wealthy 

colonialists, civil servants, and visitors.  A verandah faced the street 

where we had afternoon tea and sipped Pilsners.  The hotel was built 

around a courtyard in which dobis washed clothes and shined shoes.   

And we were awakened  by a knock at 7 o'clock, our morning coffee and 

tea left outside our door by a man wearing a white kanzu and red fez.  

 The Africa of our dreams existed just outside the city. So we rented 

a car with other newly arrived volunteers, Dan and Bobby Greene.  I had 

never driven a shift car before, but Dan taught me that morning and a 

few hours later we were off to the south, descending rapidly to the 

hellish floor of the Rift Valley at Lake Magadi.  This was wild country, 

seemingly uninhabited by beast or people.  Except for the two Maasai 

warriors who waved us down.  They stood with their revealing red togas, 

plaited ochre hair, each holding a spear. 

 We stopped.  One leaned into our already cramped and heated car. 

 "Saidia," he said.  

 He wanted help.  But what kind?  He motioned to the inside of the 

car.  

 "Look," we said, "there's no room in here."  

 "Saidia," he repeated.  

 "We can't," we said, 
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 He then thrust his spear through the open window and against 

Dan's chest. 

 Luckily Dan was driving at the time.  I would have panicked and 

stalled the car.  We left them standing in a cloud of dust. 

 Several hours later, we came back the same road.  In the same spot 

stood the same two Maasai, waving us down for a hitch.  This time we 

didn't stop.   

 It took several more months before we saw tropical Africa again.  

This came when our new friend in Kisii, Louis Pereira, asked if we wanted 

to go with him to the coast.  We knew that the country  along  the Indian 

Ocean  was  indeed like the Caribbean—a place of warm water, wide, 

white beaches, and coconut palms.  We were eager to go anywhere, see 

anything.  We had no car and little money.  Louis explained that his 

brother John had retired from the British civil service and had decided to 

return to his ancestral home in Goa.   We took a long weekend and drove 

with  Louis five hundred miles from one end of Kenya to the other.  

 From Kisii to Nairobi, Kenya is farm and ranch country, green hills 

mainly on either side of the Rift, and sere plains in the Rift.  But east of 

Nairobi, the land turns to dust and scrub.  About halfway to the sea is 

Tsavo National Park, which, at the time, supported thousands of 

elephants. We asked if we were likely to see any. 

 "It's a huge area, so you never know.  But often you can.  Be on the 

look-out," Louis said. 

 We looked but saw nothing. 

 He stopped the car.  "There!" 

 "Where?" 

 "There," he pointed. 

 We saw nothing.  Everything was red dust—the road, our car, and 

clothes.  Louis, who was color-blind, saw shapes, so the beast by the tree 

was plain to him.  Then we saw the red elephant as it walked into the 
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bush. 

 We stayed with John's family in their house behind a mosque 

whose the muezzin's call to prayers woke us before sunrise.  John and 

Melisia's two little daughters shyly peeked in the doorway at the 

strangers in their beds.  It scarcely seems possible that the daughter who 

would be born in India would become our daughter-in-law or that one day 

we would attend the wedding in Goa of Michelle, one of the young girls 

whose bed we had occupied in Mombasa.  

 While we were in Kenya, my brother moved to Florida, and my 

parents soon followed.  By the mid-60's, my father's night work delivering 

pastries and breads had become dangerous.  Many of the luncheonettes 

had shuttered their doors, as drugs and murder became old news.  My 

mother had good reason to stay awake nights worrying.  He had been 

mugged several times and now rode with a German shepherd at this side.  

He couldn't continue.  

 Several years later, Lyn's father sold his pharmacy. and he and Rose 

also moved to Florida.  So we had our house on Long Island while both 

sets of parents and my brother and his family of five children had all 

moved near each other in the Miami area.  

 From then on Eric and Kori saw their grandparents and cousins 

annually, and we enjoyed picnics on the beach and sunbathing by 

swimming pools.  But family entanglements began to complicate our 

trips.  George and Alice decided that our parents were bad influences and 

kept them away from their children.  Also, my in-laws had never liked my 

parents.  They saw each other only when we visited, so we shuttled 

between the apartments of people who wanted to have little to do with 

one another. 

 When my father-in-law died, a miraculous thing happened.  Millie, 

who had been in Los Angeles for about twenty years, moved to Florida 

after being traumatized by the earthquake.  By chance, she rented an 
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apartment less than two miles from Rose's place.  Rose didn't care that 

Millie lived so close by, as she had always been uninterested in her. She 

never could understand why we had brought a teenager into our home 

when we had two small children.  She thought we were wrong to bring in 

a virtual stranger to share our house.  Rose never asked about Millie.  It 

was as though she didn't exist.  Millie, though, thought of us as her 

parents, called us Mom and Dad, and, by extension, considered all our 

parents her grandparents.  So Millie began to phone Rose every day, 

called her "Grandma," and visited several times a week.  Millie spoke 

Spanish with Rose, reviving my mother-in-law's long-dormant language of 

her Yugoslav childhood, Ladino. They had lunch; they had dinner.  Millie 

took her shopping and drove her to the hairdresser.  She encouraged her 

to exercise her hand weakened from a stroke.  She introduced her to her 

partner Theresa, and the three went to cafes and restaurants in South 

Beach where fashion, dancing, and Latin music spilled onto the sidewalk.  

Rose reveled in her newfound honored status as respected elder.  And 

she enjoyed going out at night, something that none of her older friends 

were able to do any longer.  

 This was perhaps the purest relationship Rose ever had.  It was 

similar to what a grandparent often has with a grandchild—no 

expectations, no demands.  Rose simply adored Millie. 

 At more than ninety, my father also began to slow down.   Millie 

helped arrange my father's health care.  When he could no longer take 

care of himself,  I went to Florida again.  We slept in the same room; I 

prepared his food for him and took care of him on the toilet.  I kept track 

of his many pills and their proper dosages and gave them to him many 

times a day.  We kissed each other more than we had ever done before, 

and, for first time, he told me that he loved me. 

 Rose came to visit one afternoon.  The two of them seemed pleased 

to see each other, something I had never seen before.  
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 "I'll say hello to Morris for you," my father said to her the day she 

came to visit.  

 Maybe he did, the next day, when he died. 

 Millie and Theresa became Rose's aides during her final months.  

They brought her to doctors' offices, they made sure she had the proper 

medication.  It was because they were there with her that Lyn could stay 

in New York. 

 We went to Florida once more when Rose became seriously ill.  

Theresa kept watch over Rose the night my mother-in-law agreed to end 

all treatment and move into the hospice section of the hospital. 

 Not long before she died, Rose said to Lyn,  "If I come back after I 

die, I want to come back as a Cuban lesbian.  I've never known anyone 

who has so much fun!" 

 Maybe she did.  For Millie bought my in-laws' condominium.  She 

sits on the seventh-floor terrace overlooking crystalline water and palm 

trees that tower over houses, pastel buildings, and tropical plants.  I can 

see her there talking about Grandma in the kitchen, where a photo of  

Lyn from a Long Island newspaper that Rose had on the wall still hangs. 

 Now my children are grown and have children of their own.  Every 

few years we all go on a tropical vacation so we can swim in turquoise 

waters and sit under susurrating palms. And I remember the many years 

we went to Florida, a place I have not visited since. 
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Food 
 

Africa teaches you how little food you really need . . . 

—M. G. VASSANJI 

 

 

 

SOME RAISE EATING TO A HIGH ART; others treat it as a necessity of nature. My 

mother had no more talent or interest in food than my father had in 

fixing broken objects.  Things were better before either of them put their 

hands to them.  One of the few memories of food that I recall fondly was 

eating at the kosher delicatessen around the corner from our apartment.  

Oh, the potato knishes, the pastrami club sandwiches, the sour pickles, 

the black cherry, celery, and cream sodas.  Far more interesting than the 

deli, however, was the eating that followed a day of strolling and 

shopping in Brownsville.  There was a cafeteria filled with the clatter of 

trays and the hum of people in the spacious area.  Seltzer came out of 

spigots in the marble walls.  Chafing dishes steamed with gray meats and 

soft vegetables, most of which I wouldn't touch, and neither would my 

mother.  The only thing she liked there was the coffee.  For me, it was 

desserts, either rice pudding or Jell-O with whipped cream. 

 The other Sunday gustatory experience was what my parents 

referred to as "eating Chinks."  This was at a restaurant up a long flight of 

stairs where there were frequently long lines stretching into the street.  

"We Chinese like to think of cooking as a distinctive art form," said the 
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cookbook writer Grace Zia Chu.  The atmosphere and food in the Chinese 

restaurants I knew certainly was distinctive: starched white table clothes, 

blue-and-white dishes, and pictures  of  dragons on cups  without  

handles.  I remember once I was intrigued by the small dish with yellow 

sauce.   So I covered my finger with the mustard, and, before my parents 

could cry out their warning, my eyes watered and my brain melted.  What 

I liked most about the restaurant, though, was that it was the only place 

with pistachio ice cream. 

 My father's meal was almost always the same, Combination 

Number Two—shrimp chow mein with fried rice; my mother and I always 

ordered Combination Number One—chicken chow mein with fried rice.  

Every once in awhile, my father would say, "I'm going to have something 

different today."  He would study the menu as though for the first time, 

then order, and that was also always the same—the American plate, pork 

chops.  

 Later in my childhood, he convinced my mother to cook pork 

chops.  She killed them just as she did everything else she tried, 

somehow making every piece of meat taste just like every other one, with 

every bit of juice totally drained.  Kori shudders when she recalls her 

grandmother's chicken.  My mother took a pot of boiling water and 

tossed in a chicken.  Sometimes it was a whole chicken, sometimes just 

the breast.  It didn't matter.  It was simply put into the boiling water and 

boiled and boiled, then put on the plate, chalk white and tasteless.  My 

mother's cooking was simplicity itself: no sauces, no herbs, no spices, no 

condiments.  Hamburgers, or, as my mother called them, "meatballs," 

were made from chopped meat shaped into squat patties, then thrown 

into a skillet, one of three cooking utensils my mother owned (the others, 

a pot and a sauce pan).  My father used a lot of ketchup and salt.  And, to 

accompany the main dish, we had canned peas or canned corn and 

mashed potatoes.  My mother never followed a recipe.  As a child, I never 
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saw any cookbooks; I didn't even know they existed. 

 My mother's approach to food was Brooklyn Basic. Our fresh fruit 

choices were apples, oranges, and grapefruits. That is, until a large 

package arrived from Florida one day. We seldom received packages in 

the mail, so we opened it with great anticipation.   It was from  my 

brother  who  was working with Alice in a club in  Sebring,  Florida, that 

winter. The crate was filled with gorgeous oranges and grapefruits. And 

tiny, misshapen, misbegotten things found amongst the tissue paper. 

 "What's this?" my mother said indignantly, eying a kumquat, a fruit 

we had never seen before.  "Look what they put in.  Pieces of junk!  What 

nerve, them packing unripened oranges!  We have to tell George to go and 

complain.   He should get his money back." 

 I was surprised my mother even considered eating the oranges at 

all, not coming from a store but straight from the grove.  My mother 

never cared for natural things.  Years later, when she visited me at my 

home in Westbury, I plucked a mulberry from the tree that shaded our 

backyard.  

 "Here, Mom, do you like mulberries?" I asked her, as I held out my 

hand stained purple by the juice. 

 "How can you eat something right off the tree?" she said. 

 I learned to appreciate kumquats later.  One of my favorite snacks 

became bittersweet chocolate, marzipan, and the small misshapen 

"oranges."  Over the years, I have learned to love many foods my mother 

never dreamed of: loquats and persimmons, couscous and calamari, and I 

bake my own bread, adding tamarind for tartness.  

 My mother did buy quality food, though.  Our meat came from the 

local butcher, and she always bought the most expensive cut, although 

why remained a mystery.  She put the meat in the broiler and broiled 

away.  Meat was meat, so why do anything to it?  Vegetables were 

vegetables. How can there be anything fresher than something canned? 
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Her idea of haute cuisine was canned salmon.  The first time I ate canned 

tuna, at my friend Stanley's apartment, she made sure that I knew that 

this was several steps below acceptable.  

 My exposure to food as art rather than as a duty came when I met 

Lyn.  Lyn always had an interest in food and cooking, having come  from 

a home  where  salads  were often tomatoes, peppers, cucumbers, and  

onions with vinegar dressing.  In my home we also had salads, but they 

consisted of iceberg lettuce and tomatoes.  Salt was the only dressing I 

knew.  

 The first time I ate dinner at Lyn's home, I  couldn't believe that 

there were two shakers on the table.  Salt I recognized.  But it couldn't be 

pepper in the other—that was found only in restaurants.  

 When Lyn came to my parents' apartment and wanted to cook, she 

was taken aback by the Spartan kitchen my mother kept.  Lyn looked in 

the refrigerator, then searched the closets above the sink.  The only thing 

she found besides salt was a tin of paprika that had rusted shut. 

 "Oh, that," my mother said, who had already celebrated her silver 

anniversary.  "I got that when I first got married.  I think I opened it one 

time." 

 That's why I was astonished to find pepper on Lyn's table.  And it's 

the reason why, the first time I saw Lyn bake a cake, I asked her what she 

was going to do with the flour she hadn't used. 

 "Are you going to throw it away, or what?" 

 At first, Lyn thought this was a joke.  I didn't know what was so 

funny. 

 My mother had no reason to bake because my father brought home 

what he hadn't sold from the truck that day: apple turnovers, crullers, a 

variety of Danish, Napoleons, jelly doughnuts or—my favorite—honey 

cake at Passover.  I don't know what reason my mother had for her lack 

of interest in culinary things.  Her idea of kitchen creativity was to put 
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leftover soup in a jar.  The next time we had soup, she added the new to 

the old.  She kept this going for years with an astonishing blend of 

unrecognizable flavors always at hand. 

 Not surprisingly, I looked forward to dessert.  I ate canned peaches, 

canned apricots and, best of all, canned mixed fruit.  My mother did make 

chocolate pudding and, her signature dish, the original fusion cuisine, 

Jell-O—yellow, green, red, orange—in layers with suspended  pieces  of 

fruit and a sliced banana.  And, if I were really lucky, at the bottom of the 

pan there would be a quarter-inch rubber-like skin lining that I could roll 

into a ball and chew.  

 It's no wonder why my father would often say, "Let's eat and get it 

over with." 

 I discovered the pleasures of tea in 1963, the time I stumbled upon 

Empire  Tea  Importers   on  42nd  Street,  close by the Hudson River 

where cruise ships and ocean liners docked.  I had never been to this 

neighborhood before, but now I was attending weekly meetings of my 

army reserve unit near Eleventh Avenue.  On warm days, I walked from 

City College uptown in Harlem and strolled through parts of the city new 

to me.  Before putting on my private's uniform and pretending to be a 

soldier for a couple of hours, I looked at the stores along the way. 

 This one in particular intrigued me.  What is a tea importer? I 

wondered.  I went into to find out and discovered that I could buy tea 

myself.  Didn't all tea come from the grocery store?  I only knew Lipton's 

teabags, the kind my mother drank, never more than one cup a day, 

except when sick.  She poured tepid water into a cup and dipped a tea 

bag once, twice, three times, then hung it on the side of a drinking glass 

and put it on the sink, to be used again and again.  The bag lasted an 

entire week, turning stiffer and more brittle with each day.  By the end of 

the week, the water didn't change color at all, and only she called it tea.  

 I learned to be frugal from my mother. 
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 The day I walked into Empire Tea Importers, the wider world 

opened to me.  Scattered throughout this dimly lit small warehouse were 

glass jars filled with loose tea. Some were behind the counter, some on 

the floor; there were scales to weigh the leaves, there were pamphlets 

describing the teas.  As I looked around, I thought of the nearby ships 

ready to sail to distant ports.  And here in front of me were places barely 

known to me: Assam and Darjeeling, Kandy and Sumatra.  There was a 

reference to a Russian caravan and breakfasts had by both the English  

and  Irish.   I didn't need the price of a trans-Atlantic ticket to travel.  

Here, for less than a dollar, I could have blacks from India, oolongs and 

souchongs from China, greens from Japan.  There were leaves scented 

with blossoms.  I could drink something called "Gunpowder."  Such 

possibilities, such choices, such places. Every week now I bought a small 

amount to take home with me,  faraway places  in paper bags,  places  to 

be released  at my kitchen table.  

 I bought books  on tea,  and I learned  the proper way to brew tea: 

heat the teapot, make sure the water is fresh, make sure it is boiling when 

poured, let it steep between three and five minutes.  The drink turned out 

to be a thing far different from my mother's tinted water.  

 My romance with tea began at about the same time as my romance 

with Lyn.  During our engagement, she bought me an antique Chinese 

teapot with calligraphy incised in its side.  Then, when we were married, 

she put a bowl on the fire escape of our Hackensack apartment to collect 

rainwater for me to use.  This lasted about a week, but I still have the pot 

she bought; it has a prominent place in my kitchen, where I admire it 

daily. 

 With this introduction to good tea, I began to search out new types 

and blends, and, whenever I found something I'd never tried before, I'd 

buy it.  By the mid-1970's, China began to export tea to America, and now 

I couldn't keep up with the possibilities.  So I chose teas by the 
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attractiveness of caddies in which they were packaged.  Some containers 

were round, some square, some were made of tin and some of bamboo.  I 

bought tea because there was a picture of ancient scholars sitting on 

craggy rocks gazing into a snowy valley. There were golden fish 

swimming in blue water, butterflies winging amongst jasmine flowers, a 

courtesan playing a lute. The containers were too beautiful to throw 

away, so I kept them and gave them to Kori who kept them in her room 

amongst her stuffed animals and schoolbooks. 

 

*  *  * 

 

Lyn weaned me from my mother's culinary shackles.  She liked food and 

used cookbooks to make dishes like chicken with peaches and layer 

cakes.  So today I will eat almost anything.  I have eaten bear, sea 

cucumber, blood pudding, fruits with no English names, flowers, cocoa 

mucilage, and fly pupa.  This taste for the exotic began in the Peace 

Corps.  

 We had a cook in Kenya. Martin had worked for an Englishman 

before independence and brought to our government issue mahogany 

table a British version of curry. It was our first exposure to Indian food.  

But we discovered real Indian food with Dr. & Mrs. Singh.  Ripi was a 

modern Sikh. He had no turban, no beard, no symbolic dagger.  He didn't 

wear a bracelet.  Surjit was more conventional in her silk saris with folds 

of flesh exposed at her waist and a red dot on her forehead.  She was 

Hindu and had a home shrine in the garage next to their house near the 

hospital. Surjit's cooking was a bit like Ripi's English, familiar enough to 

know what it was, sufficiently accented that I could take it only in small 

measure.  Surjit introduced us to chapatis, the Indian flatbread, and 

vegetable curries, food so spicy that we had to eat it in very small 

quantities and drink lots of soda.  When Lyn invited them to our house 
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for dinner, she decided to cook fresh lake fish made with a light lemon 

and butter sauce.  Very French, very subtle.  Ripi and Surjit, without 

comment, vigorously covered their food with a week's worth of salt and 

pepper. 

 Living next door to the Yugoslav Groznics in Kenya expanded my 

appreciation for food.  Dr. Groznic, the veterinarian for the district, 

brought warthog, dik-dik, and several kinds of gazelle from his hunting 

trips, while Mrs. Groznic created incredible confections in her wood-

burning stove.  But I had limits.  I didn't like the avocados that fell from 

our tree, and there was a delicacy in Kisii that was free for the taking but 

which I never wanted to avail myself—termites.  My co-worker, Aloysius 

Otundo, told me about this feast.  These bugs swarm from the mounds 

only for a few days a year, he explained.  Parents send children to wait by 

the mud hills, and, when the termites emerge, the youngsters pluck them 

as they begin to fly—one for the bowl, one for the mouth.  What would 

my mother say?  

 "You eat termites?" I squeamishly asked Aloysius. 

 "As a child, I couldn't wait to catch them," he said. "They are 

delicious. But there is something I hear you eat that doesn't sound good 

to me."  He described a peculiar fish that crawls on the floor of the ocean 

and eats garbage. 

 "Do you mean lobster?" 

 "That's it."  

 By the time I lived in Kenya again, ten years later, I was willing to 

try nearly everything.  However, termites didn't swarm the season  we  

were  there,  so  I  never  found  out whether I would really have put one 

of those squirming things into my mouth. 

 But I did meet up with Aloysius and reminded him of our 

conversation a decade before when he talked about the termites and 

lobsters. 
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 "After that time," he said, "I was transferred to the coast.  People 

eat lobster there, so I ate lobster, too, and liked it.  Then I was transferred 

to the north.  In the desert, I ate camel." 

 I became friends with Luke in 1975.  One day, he invited me to his 

place.  

 "I've hired someone to get blood from my cow," he told me.  I knew 

that the Maasai bled their cattle to obtain blood to mix with milk.  But I 

didn't know that this was a Kisii custom, as well.  

 "We haven't done this in a long time.  But I thought you would 

enjoy it."  

 There at Luke's house, I saw a small man in an old army overcoat 

tighten a rope around a zebu's neck.  A few of Luke's children watched 

with me.  Years later, I read this description in Elspeth Huxley's Red 

Strangers:  "A heifer's legs were roped with leather thongs and she was 

thrown to her side.  One herdsman seized her horns and half twisted her 

head over his knee,  so that  the neck  was laid  bare,  while another fitted 

to his bow an arrow that had been blocked by winding a thick roll of 

twine just below the point.  He aimed carefully and fired into the cow's 

jugular vein.  The arrow was jerked out and a jet of blood sprang from 

the wound, to be caught in an open calabash.  When the measure was full, 

the skin around the wound was pinched together and the heifer released; 

the blood was poured, frothing, into two gourds half filled with milk."  

The gourds had been readied with urine, to turn the milk sour, and ash, 

to give it a smoky flavor. 

 By the time Luke invited me to the treat, the knowledge of how to 

properly perform the bloodletting had fallen into disuse in Kisii.  I 

watched the man put a crude arrow in his bow and aim at the distended 

vein, but the arrow didn't penetrate the hide.  He attempted several more 

shots,  but with no more success  at getting  the cow to bleed. This 

continued for about a half-hour until he took his bow and arrow and left.  
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There was no cow's blood to drink that afternoon.  

 So I never did taste the strawberry-colored sour milk drink that 

Huxley described as a "warm, satisfying fluid."  We had Cokes instead. 

 During this same period,  we became friends with Samuel Ombasa.  

One day, Ombasa showed up at our house with a basketful of what he 

called European potatoes.  He didn't know what to do with these white 

tubers that had just been introduced into the area and wanted Lyn to 

show him the possibilities.  Lyn made mashed potatoes, boiled potatoes, 

French fries, home fries, and latkes, Jewish potato pancakes, the only 

thing that my mother cooked that was truly worth eating.  Ombasa so 

liked the pancakes that he decided he was going to introduce them to his 

menu at his bar in Nyachenge market.  One day, not long after, we sat 

with him at a wooden table behind the one-room metal building that was 

his African hotel eating potato pancakes at what was probably the only 

bar anywhere in Africa to offer latkes along with goat, Fanta, Pilsner, and 

ugali. 

 Ugali was ubiquitous in Kenya, a thick, heavy, gritty  

pasty dish of ground white corn meal cooked with water. Eating it was 

like eating plaster of Paris.  Ugali often accompanies stews and is used in 

a culture without utensils to sop up gravy.  

 A decade after our second stay in Kenya, I ate at Minar, an Indian 

restaurant behind carved wooden doors, on Banda Street.  This time I was 

with Maria Pereira, who by then was engaged to Eric.  She sat next to me 

as the plates of savory curries and breads were brought to the table. Part 

way through dinner, she turned to me and asked, "Do you mind if I use 

my fingers?  That's how we eat curries at home." 

 She showed me the proper way to do it.  

 Whenever I am in Kenya, I drink tea.  The odd thing is that it is 

impossible to drink a good cup of tea there.  It isn't that the best tea is 

exported; the quality is consistently high wherever it is bought.  Rather it 
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is a problem the high  altitude.  The water never gets  hot  enough,  so   it 

simmers instead of boils, thus, the full flavor of the tea is never released.  

 Drinking tea without milk or sugar is a source of astonishment to 

Kenyans, as they drink theirs Indian-style—a few leaves boiled with lots 

of milk and prodigious amounts of sugar.  In Kisii and elsewhere in 

Kenya, there are two words for prepared tea.  One is chai, derived from 

the Chinese cha.  The other word is eturungi or some variation on this 

word.  This is used to describe tea as I took mine, straight. It is odd that 

Kenyans have a word for this.  Why describe something that you don't 

have or use yourself?  It turns out, we later learned, that it isn't based on 

an African word at all, but a corruption of two English words: "true tea," 

the expression used by the British colonialists when ordered their tea 

without sugar or milk. 

 

*  *  * 

  

I was forced to cook when Eric and Kori were young because Lyn returned 

to work full-time, and,  if I wanted any supper at all before I went to an 

evening meeting, I had better do the cooking myself.  I began with what I 

knew best. I opened a can of Spaghetti-O's and, like God at the moment of 

creation, I called it dinner.  But even I have some standards, not to say 

some concern with the health of my family, so eventually I made meat 

loaf, lasagna, and my own meatballs and spaghetti. 

 I never wanted to follow recipes, as all the ingredients and the 

multiple steps needed to put them together seemed impossibly difficult.  

I was elated, then, when one day I heard a simple biscuit recipe on the 

radio.  Only two ingredients were necessary: butter pecan ice cream and 

self-rising flour.  I tried these out on guests one evening.  They were 

wonderful, and Sybil so liked the biscuits that I gave her what seemed 

like a magically simple recipe.  She called a few weeks later to tell me that 
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she followed my instructions, baked them for friends, and was chagrined 

when all she could produce were things that more resembled hockey 

pucks than biscuits.   How could she have made a mistake?  She repeated 

the instructions I had given her.   

"Self-rising flour?" she asked. "You never said self-rising." 

 Indeed, I had forgotten this bit of information. 

 Somewhere along the way, I discovered the joys of cooking Chinese 

food.  Slicing, dicing, and stir-frying appealed to my masculine 

sensibilities, as did no other food preparation.  It also suited my lactose 

intolerance, the reason, I believe, that I prefer Chinese cuisine to all 

others.  I looked at cookbooks, got the basic idea, and continued straight 

ahead from there, taking a spoonful from one jar and mixing it with 

pastes from another, picking things from the refrigerator and stirring 

them together with chicken, tofu, or beef.  Once in a while the meal was 

brilliant, but it was a feat never to be repeated, as I couldn't remember 

the next time what it was I had done exactly. 

 In 1978, since I was invited to visit China, at last I could taste 

authentic dishes.   It was there that I realized how far my interest in food 

had evolved. That brown gelatinous thing the size and shape of a 

cucumber? I'll try it. Green bean ice cream? I'll try that, too.  The red 

sizzling paste? Sure.  Every morning, I ate a Chinese breakfast, the only 

one in my group who persisted until the day we left—rice congee with 

pickled vegetables, a steam bun and tea.  

 On the way home, I stopped in Kyoto where I stayed at a 

guesthouse.  The last time the proprietor spoke English was when 

American troops occupied Japan.  As a good geisha host would, she sat 

on the floor with me in my room.  We smiled a lot as she served me tea.  I 

told her that I wanted to eat dinner with her family that night.  She 

nodded her head. "Don't make anything special for me," I said.  "Not 

American food.  I want to eat what you are having, Japanese." 
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 She smiled.  Several hours later, a knock on the door aroused me 

from my nap on the futon.  The owner came in with a tray of food on a 

lacquered tray.   I wasn't going to eat with her family after all.  When she 

left, I lifted the cover from the dishes.  One was a black lacquered bowl of 

miso soup.  And, on a plate, there was a hamburger just like my mother 

used to make.  

 

*  *  * 

 

Just as my father's pronouncement "Let's eat and get it over with" was 

really a matter of self-defense, so was Lyn's insistence that we eat out 

after I began to cook.  She didn't mean pizza or Chinese take-out, diners 

or fast-food places; she meant at real restaurants.  I didn't agree.  To me, 

eating out was a sign of bourgeois decadence.  The pleasure of food was 

too transitory, the effect too private, the experience too subjective. It was 

indulgence savored by those who were disinterested in social justice.  If I 

were going to spend money on entertainment, then let it be on books or 

travel.  

 My attitude towards eating in restaurants altered, however, when 

Kori fell in love with one of the owners of Scotch  'n Sirloin,  a  restaurant   

where   Lyn   and   I   ate occasionally, and now where our daughter 

worked as a waitress.  We began to go this restaurant about once a week, 

and Dan, soon to be our son-in-law, wouldn't charge us for soup or 

coffee.  For me, this transformed the experience of spending money on 

food from an indulgence to getting a bargain. 

 As I think back on my love affair with tea, it may have stemmed 

from my mother's frugality.  I could get a good deal, the biggest food 

bargain anywhere.  I can buy tea at the wildly high cost of $150 per 

pound and still pay only a few cents for each cup I brew.  I can take ten 

trips to China, Africa, and the Indian sub-continent for less than the price 
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of a candy bar.  

 However, it's near impossible to get a good tea at even the best 

restaurants.  The time and attention it takes to brew a good cup isn't 

cost-efficient.  So you get a tea bag and warm water, or it's improperly 

prepared in the kitchen.  All these years, I've been spoiled.  I won't drink 

anything but good tea.  This I turn into an advantage.  I skip ordering a 

hot beverage altogether at the end of a restaurant meal, and I feel 

virtuous, having saved a few dollars.  

 I begin every morning quietly and slowly with a cup of brewed tea.  

I choose from amongst a half-dozen, some strong and astringent, some 

milder and smoother.  In the afternoons, I drink green, oolong, or 

jasmine.   I love the color of the liquor as light is refracted through a 

glass cup, and I smell the rising steam.  When I take a spoonful of the 

dark, powdered Kenyan tea, my favorite tea of all, and place it in a warm 

pot, I think about the green fields of Kenya and some of my friends who 

grow tea there.  I remember those who invited me into their homes and 

served bread-and-butter and tea from blue metal kettles.  They drink 

theirs sweet and milky.  I always have mine eturungi.  

 On the shelves in the kitchen next to the refrigerator and on a shelf 

above my bedroom window, I have a collection of tea caddies, most of 

which Kori had kept in her room until the day she moved from our house 

to her own apartment. 

"Dad," she said to me as I helped her pack her belongings, "all these 

tins?  Thanks for giving them to me, but I didn't have the heart to tell you 

I never really wanted them.  I just didn't know how to say no to you.  I 

don't want to take them with me.  Do you want them back?" 

 Of course, I did, although I don't have enough room to display 

them all.  I've packed many in cartons to put in the attic.  The most 

beautiful ones I keep out. 

 Over the years, I also have acquired many teapots. There's an 
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unglazed blue one with a white dragon, several purple sand pots from 

Yixing, a Japanese cast-iron one, a large elegant glass pot for parties, and 

two hand-carved soapstone teapots given to me by my friends in Kisii.  

Pots are dedicated for use with different teas, and I use some only in 

particular seasons.  The antique pot Lyn bought me has a hairline crack, 

so I use it sparingly.  

 

  My life is ordered 
  Around teapots and tea: 
  A morning pot for black, 
  An afternoon, for green or oolong. 
  On the first day of summer 
  I take out two 
  Appropriate for the season— 
  Purple clay and one smaller. 
  To celebrate autumn 
  I use a pot the color 
  Of fallen leaves. 
 

 I also have a miniature porcelain teapot in the English-style that 

comes with tiny cups and saucers.  Lyn and I bought the set for 

MacKenzie and Ryan in Victoria, at the Empress, where, for breakfast in 

our room, I had chocolate-covered strawberries, lemon poppy biscuits,  

and  a mango tapioca parfait.  Lyn was on assignment, and we were 

treated very well. 

 On summer days, my grandchildren and I have tea parties in my 

backyard, where once stood the mulberry tree whose fruit their great-

grandmother refused to eat.  I want to introduce them to the pleasures of 

tea.  This is the beverage of emperors and laborers, good only when made 

slowly and appreciated only when sipped.   

 It's also cheap.  
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Wildlife 
 

Nobody eats the wildlife, certainly not the bugs or leaves. 

—GISH JEN 

 

 

 

THE SCRATCHING AT THE BASE OF THE BEDROOM WALL woke us up the 

night we came home from one of our trips to Kenya. It couldn't be mice 

since we had a cat. No mouse would dare to face our fearless Tamu, the 

cat from hell that would sit on my lap happily purring one moment, then 

turn and sink her teeth into my hand the next.  Paka, our first cat for 

sixteen years, an elegant dark chocolate-brown Burmese, often carried 

mice in her mouth and laid them at our feet, as gestures of pride and 

gratitude.  

 But what else could the clawing be? The noise continued for several 

weeks, always in the middle of the night, always in the same place.  We 

finally called an exterminator who looked in the crawl space and 

searched the attic.  He found no evidence of small rodents and said that 

it probably wasn't mice at all, more likely, squirrels. We called wildlife 

removers, a father and son, specialists in large rodents, who opened the 

hatch in the cupboard, shined their flashlights in the crawl space, and 

examined the attic. They walked into the street and gestured at the roof.  

 "You could easily get squirrels in your house," they explained, 
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pointing to the branches from the linden and wild cherry trees that 

arched over the house.  "But," they added, "the noise you hear isn't from 

squirrels.  Squirrels leave telltale traces, and they do a lot of damage.  We 

would know if they were in your house.  It has to be mice.  Call your 

exterminator back." 

 The exterminator returned and, with a shrug of the shoulders, laid 

down poison pellets in strategic places. We thought we  were  done  with  

the  annoyance,  as  we  heard nothing more for quite awhile.  But, when 

Eric and Maria moved into our downstairs room after their wedding, they 

reported hearing strange noises in the wall next to their bed. The mice 

were back, having taken up residence on the lower level.  Maybe they had 

been hiding out there all along.  

 We laid traps, caught a few on glue pads, some in have-a-heart 

traps, lured some to their deaths with cheese and peanut butter, but the 

noise continued.  This time, the exterminator drilled holes in the wall and 

poured in poison. The noise disappeared.  About six years later,  

it was back, and, once again,  we heard the clawing of nails inside the 

plaster wall in our bedroom, a plaintive sound like the desperate 

scratching of a not-so-dead person calling for attention from the inside of 

a shut coffin.  

 One morning, while eating breakfast alone, I saw a gray blur scurry 

out from under the refrigerator.  A few weeks later, as I was eating a pre-

sunrise breakfast, I saw a gray thing run from the kitchen to the laundry 

room.  Once again, a mouse was living with us.  One night, during a 

rehearsal of the women's chorus of the Ethical Society, Lyn and the group 

were singing in our kitchen.  Something ran across Lyn's ankle.  She was 

startled and screamed, and the mouse was gone, this time under the 

stove.  When I came home and heard Lyn's story, I was reminded of the 

mouse at the Ethical Society.  Non-traditional Jobs for Women was 

housed at the Ethical Society.  Women with tool belts and T-shirts 
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destined for construction jobs frequented the offices.  One day, the 

director rushed to my study.  

 "We need your help in our office," she implored.  I followed her 

upstairs and found several of the women standing on their desks.  Maybe 

they were thinking of my African connection when they demanded, 

"There's a mouse!  Catch it." 

 Once I did try to catch wild animals, but it wasn't on the African 

savanna but in my Long Island house.   I heard a thud upstairs, then the 

unfamiliar sound of the scampering of small things.  When I went  into  

the den,  I  saw  the screen from the skylight hanging on its hinge, and 

several squirrels were running madly and flinging themselves against 

furniture and into walls, desperately seeking a way out.  I quickly closed 

the door and devised a plan.  

 Eric was still living home, so I woke him up, and we closed all the 

doors upstairs.  Then we opened the front door, while Eric stood at the 

bottom of the stairs with an opened umbrella to form a barrier to prevent 

the squirrels from running into the living room.  Finally, with my heart 

beating as fast as the squirrels', but with the courage of a big game 

hunter, I walked into the den of nervous, chittering creatures.  I slowly 

walked towards them, and, one by one, they darted around me, found the 

stairs and ran out into the street.  All except the last squirrel.  It ran into 

one corner, then another, bared its teeth, but wouldn't use the door.  

Slowly I opened the window, and, finally, sensing freedom, it leaped and 

sailed out like a bungee jumper without the rope. 

 But whatever we did to make our house inhospitable to mice was a 

failure.  They liked the crumbs on the floor, the flour in the closet, the 

beans and pasta in the cupboard. Scratching nails on the inside of our 

bedroom wall awakened us again.  

 Animals in Africa had awakened us, too, but not wild creatures.  In 

Kisii, it was the before-dawn crowing of roosters and the mooing of cows.  
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Of course, we were eager to see the African wildlife, so, when during 

Christmas week in 1965 Steve and Sherry Hartwell arrived unannounced, 

as most did in Kenya, since there were no telephones and mail could take 

a week or longer and said they were on their way to Uganda, we decided 

to go with them. 

 The next day, we crossed into the Northern Hemisphere for the 

first time since arriving in East Africa and stayed the night in Vihiga with 

the Greens.  The next morning,  we went to the border town of Busia 

where Lyn and  I got into one Peugeot jitney  and  Steve and Sherry  into 

another. The drivers careered down the two-lane highway into Uganda, 

their hands stuck to their horns, their heads out the windows, as they 

raced each other in what we thought was going to be a very short 

vacation.  

 We were let off in Jinja, near the only European hotel in town.  We 

carried our bags down a long driveway bordered by an expansive lawn to 

the lobby of a hotel whose rooms cost more than any of us Peace Corps 

volunteers were willing to pay.  We walked back to the road, uncertain 

where to go. As we stood on the roadside discussing our possibilities, a 

car drove by, stopped, and then turned around.  

 "Where are you going?" the Indian asked from his car. 

 "We're looking for a place to stay."  We explained that the one we 

had just left was too expensive for us. 

 He suggested there was one other hotel, really just rooms above a 

bar, but the price was probably right.  We squeezed into his car, and he 

drove us to town.  But, when we got there, we learned that all the rooms 

were occupied. The Indian became pensive. 

 "There is one other place, if you would consider it," he 

said.  "There is a Sikh temple here.  Perhaps you want to stay there?  

There's no charge." 

 A purple-and-white wall hid the compound from the street.  Once 
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inside, we saw that in the center of a courtyard stood the temple and 

around it on three sides were connected rooms, much like a modest 

motel or beach cabana.  We were taken to see a thickly bearded priest in 

his office.  He was a husky turbaned man dressed in white and wearing, 

as all pious Sikh men do, a metal bracelet on his wrist.  Our rescuer 

explained our plight for us.  The priest listened with concern, then said 

there was one room available.  We were given the rules: no drinking, no 

smoking, and no gambling. And we had to be in our room by nine.  No 

question about whether we four were related, whether we were husbands 

and wives.  We were invited to sign the thick guest book: Singh, Singh, 

Singh, Singh, pages of Singhs, nothing but Singhs, then Hartwell and 

Dobrin.  

We checked into a large dark room filled with many metal beds 

with rolled mattresses.  At nine, the priest came to our door to wish us a 

goodnight, give us sweets for bedtime, and, we supposed, to make sure 

the room didn't smell of smoke or alcohol. 

 It was dark when music and chanting filtered through the window, 

but I continued to doze, dreaming of places  I'd never been.  We had all 

had the same experience, unsure whether we were awake or asleep, 

listening to prayers from the temple before sunrise, just loud enough to 

arouse us from our sleep, hypnotic enough to keep us in bed with our 

eyes closed. 

 After washing in a common trough in the courtyard, we left the 

gurdwara and made our way to Kampala.  In that capital city, the sky 

darkened at dusk with a flight of a million fruit bats.  

 

  Seven hills rise 
  In Kampala 
  Each crowned with 
  A temple raised 
  To a separate god.  
  And fruit-tree bats 
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  With pulsing flight 
  Darken the Nile-dusk sky. 
 

 I was reminded of the time that a bat haunted the hall in my 

Woodhaven apartment house.  My brother had come home from working 

at a nightclub and woke us up with the breathless news that a bat in the 

hallway had attacked him.  My father got dressed and searched for the 

flying rodent but had no luck.  The next morning, he looked again and 

found it over a neighbor's door.  My father took a paper bag and snatched 

the animal.   Then he tossed the bat into the incinerator to be burned 

along with the rest of the garbage.  

 We rented a British car from an Indian in Kampala and drove north 

to Murchison Falls National Park on the Nile River.  

 "You can't enter," the ranger said at the entrance gate.  "It's too late.  

You can't get to the ferry on time to take you across the river."  A river we 

knew was filled with crocodiles. 

 We hadn't known that the camp we wanted, Paraa, was on the other 

side of the Nile, a long way down an unpaved road.  But we convinced the 

guard to let us through. Steve drove nearly as wildly as the Busia-to-Jinja 

taxi drivers, ignoring the "Elephants Have Right of Way" signs, pitching us 

over the tops of hills, until we came over one ridge and had no choice but 

to wait until the half-dozen elephants, which were indifferent even to the 

tooting of the horn and Steve's shouts, ambled across the road just a few 

yards in front of us and shuffled into the bush.  

 The sun had set by the time we reached the riverbank, and the 

guard was right.  There was no ferry at the end of the road.  We saw 

lights on the far side.  Perhaps the ferryman would see us and take pity.  

We flashed our headlights under a deep black sky, hoping to attract 

attention.  The only sound was of snorting and splashing in the water, of  

hippos, we imagined, lumbering their way into the Nile.  

 We were prepared to sleep in the cramped car when we heard the 
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chug of a motor.  The headlamp of the launch on the far side of the river 

was lit.  We listened as the boat crossed to our side.  Elephants had the 

right of way throughout the entire park, and some walked into our camp 

that night.  Steve called us out of our tent to see.  He was shining a 

flashlight on an elephant that was grazing by the cars parked beside a 

large tree.  We were afraid that the light in its eyes would anger it, but it 

ignored the beam and our hushed voices.  We watched for a few minutes, 

then Lyn  and  I returned  to our cots  in the tent.  The night was quiet for 

a while, but, before we could fall asleep, we heard the sound of 

something large slowly walking around just beside the tent.   I quickly got 

out of my bed and into Lyn's, as we clutched each other in fright, 

expecting any minute to have the tent collapse on us or have an animal 

burst in with bared fangs.  

 The next morning at breakfast, the owner told us that hippos were 

in the camp that night.  Hippos, we learned later, were the second 

deadliest killer of humans in Africa. 

 Sherry kept a diary on that trip.  Here are her entries for the next 

couple of days. 

 

December 21, 1965 

 

Woke at 7:00 a.m. for tea in bed.  (We're in Murchison 

Park, Paraa Lodge; the night before was us spending 45 

minutes with flashlights looking at an elephant 60 feet 

from our tent and then back to sleep.)   Washed clothes.  

Had a 10-minute breakfast and reached the launch just 

in time for a three-mile trip up the Nile towards 

Murchison Falls. 

 

Saw countless crocodiles, hippos, elephants, birds, 
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including saddle-crested crane, buffalo. Took numerous 

pictures and enjoyed a Fanta.  Ate a huge lunch, washed 

more clothes and rested.  About 3:30 we made a loop 

going next to the Albert Nile and back. Fantastic 

amount of elephant and buck. Supposed to be white 

rhino but we did not see any.  Saw warthogs and 

duikers.  Elephants were the most exciting. Several in 

the road.  Steve made noise by racing the motor and 

they moved away.  Took showers back at our tents and 

ate too much.  To sleep about 10:30 p.m. 

 

 

December 22  

 

Broke camp and left about 9:00.  Drove off the main 

road to see Murchison Falls. The water used  to 

channel through a 22-foot-wide crevice.  But in 1961 

there was a great deal of rain which made all the lakes 

rise.  Albert about 13 feet and Victoria is still 5 feet 

higher.  The Nile now has made a second channel next 

to the first so there is a tremendous amount of water 

going over each of the falls.  Huge spray and plenty of 

mist to wet the land near the edge of the falls. Two 

viewpoints top and bottom.  

 

Extremely hot. Started back towards main road and 

one car traveling quite fast slowed and swerved  and 

bent down the back bumper on our car.  He didn't stop.  

About four miles from the turnoff we stopped to take 

a picture of the bridge.  Discovered we had a flat tire.  
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Discovered the spare tire also had a leak. [Actually, 

Steve opened the trunk, saw that the spare had a nail 

in it and decided to pull it out.  With the nail also came 

the air.]  At 1:00 a car full of Asians gave Art a ride 

with the spare back to the Park Entrance.  Lyn is in the 

car (while we are waiting). Steve and I are sitting in the 

shade of the cement bridge writing to the tune of water 

falling over rocks.  I switched places with Lyn. Seeing 

elephants and water buffalo grazing nearby.  

 

We drove to Hoima, and once more we looked for 

accommodations. We looked for Peace Corps volunteers who worked in 

the town, but they were on vacation.  After eating dinner at a bar—eggs, 

potatoes, two tins of beefex, cooked bananas, bread and butter, two 

pineapples costing 20/- ($3.00)— we were directed to the house of a 

princess, a woman recently deposed from her royal stool by the 

republican government.  What was an African palace like?  A moat?  

Turrets?  In actuality, the building was much like our first house in 

Kisii—no electricity, no running water, a substantial concrete building  

with  casement  windows,  but  this  time without panes.  There were 

cobwebs in every cranny, for the woman who had fled the country had 

abandoned the house. There was no furniture, no beds, no bedding.  We 

opened our sleeping bags on the floor.  Throughout the long night, a 

swooping bat kept us company as it winged its way to and from the 

outdoors, returning quickly to its nest in the rafters.  

 

 

December 23  

 

Woke up about 6:00 and since everyone was awake 
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decided to get an early start. Reached Fort Portal 

(practically all dirt road) by noon.  All but one shop  

closed due to the death of their king the day before.  

Huge Asian-run store where we bought cheese and 

tuna fish for lunch and more film.  

 

Then took the road around the northern end of the 

Ruwenzori to Bundibugyo.  [As we approached the 

foothills of the Mountains of the Moon, we saw a large 

worn signboard announcing that the area was 

restricted.  All visitors need permission from the 

District Commissioner.  We assumed the sign hadn't 

been removed at independence and no longer applied, 

so we continued without even after the briefest of 

discussions.] As you drive north, the eastern side of 

the hills was covered with grass and a few scattered 

houses.  Then the road crosses to the other side and 

you drive south with the Simliki River (the border of 

the Congo) on your right. Arthur said the Ituri forest 

starts in western Uganda and extends into the Congo.  

This is the only known place today where pygmies live.  

Quite hazy (some from burning) over the valley below.  

Bundibugyo is at 2800'.  Fort Portal at 5,000'.  

 

About five  miles  before  we  reached  Bundibugyo,  a 

group of people stood in front of the car, so we 

stopped and they sold Art and Lyn a musical 

instrument. The bargaining was hectic and they finally 

got it down to 20/- and a book from the Peace Corps 

locker.  I gave one kid a pen.  There was one pygmy 
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among them.  Copper colored as well as being short.  

They also had skins (colobus), knives, bows and arrows 

for sale.  The area is dense and green with numerous 

clear rivers and at least one hot springs.  We were all a 

little edgy, partly because the road was narrow, we had 

been warned against thieves and because the people 

surrounded the car so closely, the area is remote and 

none of us knew much about these people.  Stopped 

and ate lunch under the trees. People gathered around, 

one woman carrying around a huge fish which looked 

like a catfish. We gave them raisins to try and they 

wanted the empty tin cans. They refused to have a 

picture taken.  Earlier we took a few pictures at a 

shilling each.  A long curving road back out again.  

 

Drove from Fort Portal to Kasese at the foot of the 

Ruwenzori.  Nice sunset.  Reached Uganda hotel about 

6:30.  Lots of hot water so we made good use of it to 

get our moneys worth (90/-). 

  

 

 We had seen more than we expected on this trip, but there was still 

one more thing: gorillas.  We came back over the mountains, then headed 

south and west.  A road sign directed us to the park.  We drove for an 

hour, seeing not a single car, not a house, not a person, nothing but 

golden grass.  Finally, we reached the entrance to the reserve.  The ranger 

told us the entrance fee, which was higher than at any other reserve.  It 

was also several more hours of driving before we'd reach the campsite.  

We consulted with one another and decided we  had seen  enough  

animals,  so we turned around and drove back down the deserted road 
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and on to the next town.  

 We took a narrow-gauge over-night train from Kampala to Eldoret, 

let off in the dark in a very cold highland town.  There was no waiting 

room, so we sat with our suitcase by the curbside of a deserted road, 

having no idea where to go.  When the sun rose, a European farmer in a 

Land Rover gave us a lift to the bus stop.  From there, we took  a vehicle  

in  to Kisumu  where,  once more,  we  waited. Finally, there was a mini-

van going to Kisii.  Somewhere near Sondu, we got stuck in the mud.  

Now we loaded onto a Peugeot taxi.  Near Oyugis, near the Kisii district 

border, the axle broke.  

 "Don't worry," the driver said. 

 Who could worry and be exhausted at the same time? 

 The driver crawled under the vehicle, and with some strong rope 

solved the problem.  

 As usual, rain came to Kisii, and the murram road turned to glassy 

mud.  The taxi wouldn't take us any farther than downtown,  and Lyn and 

I, with our suitcase, walked the last half-mile on the streets in a town that 

didn't have electricity, our hair wet, our feet caked with red mud.  

 One hundred fifty miles and more than sixteen hours later, we were 

home. 

 We entered our house and found a co-worker, who had stayed in 

the house while we were away, sleeping upright in a chair in the living 

room. 

 "Why aren't you in bed, Aloysius?" we asked after we lit the 

pressure lamp. 

 "I was in the bed the first night," he said.  "But something was 

bothering me.  I turned on the torch, and I saw.  There were bedbugs all 

over me."  

 Nine months later, Eric was born.  We wanted to give him a Swahili 

name, so his middle name is Simba, the Swahili word for lion, although 
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we hadn't seen a lion on the safari.  We should have called him Kiboko, in 

honor of the hippo in Uganda.  

Shortly after our trip, Lyn had a dental appointment in Nairobi.  I 

picked up a local magazine in the waiting room. Ruwenzori, I read, was 

the site of an active insurrection and that a mission station there had 

been attacked, killing several people. 

 In the letters and tapes we sent home from Kenya, we didn't 

include most of these details.  Lyn's mother, after all, had announced that 

our going into the Peace Corps would kill her.  And how could my mother 

understand sleeping on a straw mattress and not having hot water?  

 

*  *  * 

 

Because my mother was so concerned with cleanliness, she didn't allow 

my brother or me to have pets.  Instead, I had a plaster dog, called Lucky 

that I kept next to the fake fireplace in the Brooklyn apartment. There 

were two exceptions to this ban on animals, though.  For several 

summers, my father would drive us in his white De Soto from our 

apartment  in   East  New  York   to  not-distant   Valley Stream State Park 

to picnic on grassy slopes and take pedal boats on the lake.  I was 

fascinated with the smaller wildlife at the park.  For me, the wildest 

animals were sparrows that sat on the clothesline strung in the 

apartment house courtyard, stray cats that rummaged in garbage cans in 

the alley,  silverfish in the bathtub.  But there was a horse that came 

through the neighborhood, a nag that pulled a wagon loaded with rags 

and an old man who called "Alte claass!  Alte claass!"  If my mother had 

any old clothes, she would call back from the window to have him stop.  

One day after school, there was a crowd on the corner.  I went to see what 

had happened.  A policeman kept the throng away from the horse that 

now lay on its side with its tongue hanging out.  The old old-clothes man 
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may have died soon after.  I never again heard his call or saw a working 

horse pull a wagon in New York. 

 At Valley Stream Park,   I caught  orange newts  and snails.  I don't 

know why my mother agreed, but several times I brought home fragile 

lizards and put them in a fish bowl.  They never lived for more than a 

week.  One snail I brought home lived beyond the usual limit.  But it 

disappeared one morning, the fish bowl empty.  I hadn't thought that it 

could climb up the glass side, so I never put a lid on it.  We searched 

under the bed and cast-iron radiator, everywhere, but it was never to be 

found, not its shriveled body nor its hollow shell.  

 That was the end of my pets, until I was about ten years old.  We 

were still living in our railroad flat of an apartment in Brooklyn.  I heard a 

noise in my parents' bedroom, the room after mine in the line from the 

kitchen. The light was on, and my brother was talking to them.  I ran into 

the room. 

 "Come on, I have something to show you," my brother said.  George 

came home late when he was working as part of a trio at a nightclub.  But 

he usually came in quietly, and usually I found him asleep in the bed next 

to mine since he often slept until noon.  "I think you'll like what I've 

brought home." 

 We followed him back through my bedroom,  then the living room, 

and finally into the kitchen.  He turned the light on, and there, sitting on 

the table, was a monkey. 

 George explained that a customer had come in with a monkey and 

offered it the trio.  Two of the three agreed that the monkey would 

distinguish their group, as it could sit on the stage and be entertaining 

even while they took a break. Since the other musician who liked the idea 

was married and a monkey in the house would probably lead to a divorce, 

George took it home with him.  

 My mother, too, would have divorced my brother, if she could have.  
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The monkey was put in the bathroom that night, and the next morning 

we found the medicine chest door opened and everything in it thrown 

around the room, the monkey leaping about and yelping.  But there was 

nowhere else for it to go. When I went to the toilet, it leaped on my 

head, and I can still  feel its bony hands and nails on my hair and its feet 

gripping my scalp.  It bit me as I raised my hand to remove it from my 

head.  That afternoon, we put a diaper on the monkey and brought it 

outside for fresh air.  Before the end of the week, it was gone,  not only 

from our house but from the trio's act.  One night, a customer spotted 

the monkey sitting on top of the microphone.  She screamed, frightening 

the monkey, which screamed in turn, this time into the microphone.  As 

the monkey screeched and leaped, about the stage, this created general 

pandemonium in the nightclub.   

 When MacKenzie was four, she wanted a pet.  Her dad said no. 

  One morning she said to Lyn and me, "I want a dog, Poppy." 

 I knew that MacKenzie had been asking for months about getting a 

pet, so I said to her,   "Maybe  you  can  get  a  

fish."  

 "A fish?  Oh, Poppy," she responded downcast. "It's in water.  I want 

something I can walk." 

 I wanted to say that not far from our home in Kenya there was a 

fish that walked on land, but she wouldn't have believed me. My other 

Kenya fish story is nearly as unbelievable. Several of us  went to  Lake  

Turkana  in the middle of the desert near the Ethiopian-Sudan border, as 

desolate a place as can be imagined, a body of water with no outlet.  We 

fished for perch from a thirty-foot fishing boat in the crocodile-infested 

lake, and, when one was snagged, we went into the swivel chair to reel it 

in.  Mine was over ninety pounds.  The largest in our party that week was 

nearly 150 pounds.  We ate one fish for breakfast, lunch, and dinner for 

all the three days we were there. 
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 "Then, how about a giraffe?" I asked.  

 "You're so funny, Poppy.  A giraffe would eat us!" 

 "A giraffe doesn't eat people.  It only eats leaves.  But then we'd 

have to move out of the city and our houses."  

 Lyn, who was listening to our conversation, decided to write down 

the dialogue: 

 "What about a rock?"  

 "You can't take a rock for a walk!"  

 "What about a pet cloud?"  

  "It just hangs in the sky.  I want something that walks." 

 "An elephant, then?" 

 "It would snore and jump on your house." 

 "How about a monkey?"  

 "A monkey would eat all your bananas. You can't have a pet 

monkey" 

 "Yes, you can," I said.  "I once had a monkey." 

 "You are so silly, Poppy," she said.  "You didn't have a monkey." 

 "Yes, I did," I said.  "And it didn't eat all our bananas." 

 I told her about the monkey  on my head  who wore a  

diaper.  I also told her about the time in 1975 when Lyn and I were living 

in Kenya with Eric and her mother who was then eight years old.  We 

were at Mzima Springs, an oasis in the middle of the red dust of Tsavo, a 

water hole for the park wildlife.  We were on a path to the spring, when 

we came face-to-face with an elephant.  We began to walk briskly back to 

the car, Kori a little ahead of us.  A baby monkey came out of the bush, 

which frightened Kori.  She began to run, and the monkey ran after her, 

leaping around Kori's feet. 

 Now she got scared and burst into tears and insisted I hold her 

until we were back in the car. 

 Years later, when Lyn and I led safaris to Kenya, Eric was eager to 
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come with us.  Kori was eager to stay home.  It was on one of our trips 

that Eric, too, had his monkey experience.  We were in the Masai Mara, 

staying at the Fig Tree tented camp.  While we were having a meeting with 

those on our trip, a couple came over and said there was a monkey in 

someone's tent.  From the location, it sounded as though it might be 

Eric's.  He went to look. The tent had  been  zipped  opened,   and  candy  

wrappers  were strewn about.  In the tree next to the river, there was a 

monkey greedily eating his chocolate bars. 

 "The monkey isn't such a good idea," I suggested to MacKenzie.  

"Let's forget about the monkey.  How about a turtle?" 

 "You'd need millions of rocks and a little pond." 

 "Let's see ... how about a skunk?" 

 "That pet stinks P.U." 

 "Well, what about a cow?" I asked. 

 "A pet cow needs a baby cow to drink all the milk. You'd have to 

live on a farm.  You need to move your house.  Then you'd need a pig." 

 "Then, how about Ryan?" 

 "Oh, no, Poppy.  That's my cousin!  He's not a pet!" 

 I didn't suggest a pet mouse, that she could have one just for the 

asking.  

 Nor did I tell her about the day when the scratching became ever 

more insistent and much louder.  

 "It sounds like it's moved into the hot air vent," I said.  I tiptoed 

through the house, tracking the noise to its source.  I traced the sound to 

the laundry room.  

 "This is where it's coming from," I told Lyn. 

 "It sounds too big to be a mouse." 

 "It has to be a mouse," I said.  "What else could it be?" 

 We called the exterminator and described the noise to 

him. 
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 "I don't think it's a mouse," he said on the phone. "It's probably a 

squirrel.  You need to call a wildlife remover." 

 Steve of Steve's Wildlife Remove came and pressed his ear against 

the pipe above the water heater.  "I'm sure it's a squirrel," he said.  "It 

probably fell down the chimney and now can't get back out." 

 By the afternoon, he had enticed the young squirrel into a cage.  

 For months after, the only sound at night was the eighteen-

wheelers rattling down  Brush Hollow Road  and the whistle of the Long 

Island Railroad not far away.  On those nights, as I dreamed, I could hear 

wildlife noises: hyenas howling under the stars, a thousand wildebeest 

stampeding by our safari van, the crack of a fig tree uprooted by an 

elephant. 

 One summer morning, as if being awakened in the equatorial dawn, 

I heard a rooster crow.  It was unmistakable, this barnyard sound, this 

rousing to an ancient but absurd alarm in suburbia with Manhattan only 

twenty miles to the west.  It couldn't have been, but it was the next day 

and for weeks after, the sound of a rooster an hour or so before sunrise.  

 Then one day, an explanation appeared in the newspaper.  A 

cockfighting ring had been busted in the neighborhood across the street, 

an area now dominated by Hispanics.  The rooster ceased to crow. 

 In April 1998, Steve Hartwell came to visit, and he and I went to the 

Japanese Garden at the Brooklyn Botanical Gardens then in splendor with 

cherry blossoms falling on the lake that reflected red tori.  

 I picked up some seeds that were strewn on the path we were 

walking.  I held them in my open palm, as I said to Steve, "I read that 

chickadees will eat from your hand . . ." A black-and-white bird alighted 

on my palm before I could finish the sentence and flitted back into the 

trees.  

 Ah, wilderness! woodpeckers at a suet feeder, goldfinches  eating 

thistle  by  my  forty-foot-high  linden  tree. 
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 Oh, wildlife! an opossum walking through my backyard, Mice still 

wintering in my walls.  

 Someday, I'll take my grandchildren to Kenya as I once did their 

parents, to see elephants covered with dust and hippos that graze on 

riverbanks, in a country where there are too many animals to know by 

name, a place where bedbugs and bats accompany you to sleep.  
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Kisii 
 

These white people will stay and later leave for their country, leaving us to 

rule ourselves as we have always done. 

—SAKAWA 

 

 

 

1965-1967 

 

 

JOSHUA  HAD NEVER BEEN TO NAIROBI.  So, when a Peace Corps vehicle came to 

take Lyn and me to the city, we asked Joshua Abuya Ong’esa if he wanted 

to go along.  One of the things I had been trying to do as an assistant 

officer in the Department of Cooperative Development was to organize 

the stone carvers of Tabaka into a marketing cooperative. Joshua, a 

slightly built man with an overbite and high cheekbones, and his brother, 

Nelson Nyangati, a more muscular and taller man, had asked for advice 

on how to make their products more marketable.  They had just 

expanded their repertoire to include chess sets, but mostly they were 

turning out ashtrays and other prosaic carvings. When Lyn and I were in 

Nairobi previously, we had promoted the stoneware to curio shops.  We 

thought it would be good if Joshua could talk to the owners directly, so 

he could hear from them what they thought would sell.  He agreed to 

come along.  
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 Lyn and I hadn't seen many animals since arriving in the country. 

We had been to Nairobi National Park and had seen a few zebra and 

gazelle but not much more. Since a Land Rover was made for rough 

terrain, we convinced the driver to take the shortest but very rugged 

route to the capital,  a road  that  existed  only as a hint on a map.  This  

was  the wildlife country  of  southern  Kenya,  the preserve of hunters, 

the playground of the adventuresome and wealthy. It was also the home 

of the Maasai.  

 Joshua had seen even fewer wild animals than we had—none, in 

fact, even though he lived just seventy miles from the Serengeti 

ecosystem, the greatest concentration of wildlife anywhere in the world.  

Occasionally,  there were reports of leopards in Kisii, but no one had 

actually seen one. Every once in awhile, anteaters left traces from their 

nocturnal rounds, but no one we knew had seen one of these, either.  The 

last anyone could remember an elephant in the district was before World 

War II.  Shields and spears in Kisii, which were kept in houses of those 

who lived along the Maasai border, weren't for protection against 

animals.  They were to be used on raiding parties to retrieve cattle stolen 

by their southern neighbors.  

 Cows play a central role in the lives of the Kisii. Traditionally, they 

count wealth in the number of heads of livestock, pay bride prices with 

cattle, sheep, and goats, and slaughter cows only on special occasions.  

For the Kisii, land ownership also matters—to have a shamba and cows, 

that's what it means to be Kisii.  

 We lived in Kisii Town, where spacious lawns surrounded houses, 

not farms.  But there were cows everywhere.  Old men and young boys 

walked with zebus on the streets, and nearly every day one of these cows 

would wander into our yard to eat the grass as though it were a pasture.  

One of the hazards on the golf course at the Kisii Sports Club was cows 

and an occasional invasion of army ants.  
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 Most of my work was uneventful: reading files, translating co-op 

by-laws into Swahili, giving a lecture or two about co-ops at the Farmers' 

Training Center, arranging to teach week-long courses about 

cooperatives, learning what I could about growing, pulping, and storing 

coffee.  

 Lyn's work differed.  She used our house as a meeting room for 

women  who had established  a club that  eventually incorporated as part 

of the new national women's organization, Maendeleo wa Wanawake.  

When I came home for lunch, I found a dozen women sewing children's 

clothes or talking about childcare.  

 Soon after arriving in Kisii, my boss, Steven Onsario, drove me 

through the district to the nearly fifty coffee and pyrethrum (a daisy-like 

flower processed into an insecticide) cooperative societies.  Suddenly, a 

zebu jumped from the rise beside the road, and, before Onsario could 

swerve out of the way, his blue Peugeot smacked the zebu on its flank.  

 I expected to get out, examine the animal, and look for the owner. 

 "We can't stop," Onsario said in a near panic, keeping me inside.  

"We'll be in big hell of trouble."  In this cattle culture society, where 

livestock sometimes counts more than people, as money sometimes does 

in America, our lives were at risk.  This was a corporal offense as far as 

the farmers were concerned, and justice was swift at the hands of those 

nearby.  

 We drove off quickly to our appointment. 

 Onsario experienced a different kind of trouble, as he found 

himself caught between tradition and the demands of modern life.  The 

ties that bind Kisii families are different from anything I had ever 

experienced; the social web that weaves people together in obligatory 

ways was foreign to me. On the first Saturday of every month, Onsario 

dismissed me early from work.  I had noticed a number of people lining 

the hallway every time he did this.  I thought they were members of 
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societies who had problems that only the big boss could solve.  But I was 

wrong. They were family members—brothers, half-brothers, cousins, 

uncles, second cousins, third cousins—trying to receive a share of 

Onsario's paycheck.  

 One day, Onsario told me that he was requesting a transfer to 

another post outside the district.  

 "I have to move," he explained to me with resignation and some 

resentment.  "I have no money for my farm or my wife  or  to send my 

children to school.   I want to put a metal 

roof on my house." 

 "Can't you tell them you can't give it to them?  That you need 

money for your own family." 

 "No,  I  can't  refuse  them,"  he  said.   "They  are  my family, too.  

When they make a request, I have to give them. Some need but don't want 

to work.  If I get posted someplace else, they won't be there when I get my 

salary.  They won't know, so I won't have to give." 

 Onsario received his transfer to another part of the country and 

returned to Kisii only a few more times.  On his way home for one of his 

visits, he was killed in a road accident. 

 

*  *  * 

 

Joshua wasn't a wealthy man.  He had a small farm on which he had some 

coffee trees, no goats, and only one zebu. His brothers, from his father's 

two wives, lived almost as modestly as he did.  The wealthiest man in 

Kisii district, Chief Musa Nyandusi, lived about ten miles down the main 

road to Nairobi.  The senior chief, a man who put on a top hat and tails 

for state functions, had enough cows—zebu, and grade cattle—to have 

married thirteen wives and have enough land to support more than fifty 

children. 
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 The pastoral Maasai, on the other hand, take their livestock 

straight.  They don't care about land or crops; they have no shambas, 

farms to be passed on to sons, foodstuffs to worry over. They subsist on 

milk and blood, with the occasional vegetable bartered from a nearby 

tribe, and meat only on the most important occasions. The Maasai erect 

temporary villages built in large circles, each house no more than my 

height, everything temporary, the warriors sleeping on the plains, women, 

children and old men left in the manyatta. The Maasai abandon their 

villages as they see fit and rebuild elsewhere.  They roam wide spaces, 

protecting their cattle, sheep, and goats with spears.  The payoff of this 

communal way of life is huge herds of livestock. 

 It wasn't long after descending the escarpment from the Kisii 

highlands onto the Mara plains that we saw our first wild animal. 

 "There! A giraffe!!" we shouted as we spotted the animal in the 

distance. 

 Joshua looked but said nothing. 

 There were  also  zebra and gazelle  that  morning  on the way to 

Narok, and, each time we saw animals, Lyn and I pointed with jubilant 

excitement.  Joshua remained nonchalant, until we drove into a dust 

cloud churned up by the shuffling of hooves.  Here was a Maasai cowherd 

tending more than one hundred cows and goats.  The tinkling of the bells 

that hung from the animals' necks must have been like the music of the 

spheres to Joshua's ears. 

 "Look! Look!" he said, barely able to contain his excitement.  "I 

heard that Maasai had so many cows, but I never could believe it until I 

saw it with my own eyes." 

 Early one morning, I heard an owl.  I looked and thought I saw the 

bird folded into the leaves of a large tree. When I told Joshua what I had 

seen, he said he didn't know what I was talking about.  

 I described it again, this time suggesting an owl. 
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 "It must have been something else," he insisted. 

 This was something I shouldn't see.  Owls are omens of bad luck 

and, therefore, it was better for me to be mistaken.  

 I met an itinerant soothsayer in town one day.  He wore sunglasses 

and clothes in the city style.  He came to our house, and we sat around 

our government-issued mahogany table.  He had potions for all sorts of 

ailments. 

 

  You brought your wares 
  For me to see: 
  Bottles filled blue, red, yellow 
  The shade of gooseberries 
  And a mirror of magic. 
 

 He was a modern man, unlike the medicine woman at Daraja Mbili, 

the Thursday market just beyond the Kisii Hotel on the other side of the 

Nyakomisirao River, who sat on a hide, shoeless, with worn clothes.  She 

was surrounded by desiccated animal parts and did a brisk business with 

local people, who also bought crude tobacco from her. 

 Unlike other Kenyans who practiced their customs and rites in 

secret, the Kisii were happy to invite us to their ceremonies.  It  may have 

been because  we  belonged  to  the white tribe, wazungu, Europeans, a 

group beyond taboo.  Or it may have been that never having had their 

land stolen by the British, they were less wary.  Or it may have been more 

like the time when I met an elderly man who accosted me as I bicycled to 

a course I was teaching down the Tanzania road. He had been watching 

me for several days as I pedaled past his home.  

 "British?" he demanded. 

 "No," I said, "I am American."  

 He smiled and pumped my hand, his left hand gripping his own 

right wrist, a sign of respect. 

 "Good," he said.  "I hate the British.  I'm glad they are gone.  
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Welcome to Kisii." 

 Joshua and Nelson came to our house whenever they visited town.  

We made small talk, something I found difficult in Swahili.  One time, 

though, the conversation turned more serious.  After much formal 

greetings and inquiring about everyone's health, they finally got to the 

point.  They wanted to know about birth control.  They couldn't talk to 

their wives.  Discussions such as this were forbidden between the sexes, 

even between husband and wife.  Neither could parents talk to children.  

That's why Chief Musa could freely talk to us about sexual customs, but 

his grown son had to leave the room when he did so.  It was as though 

wazungu were androgynous beings.  We fell outside the rules of custom 

and propriety.  This came in handy whenever we visited a home.  Food 

and drink were always  offered.    Usually,   we  took  what  was   given,   

but sometimes we were unsure whether the water had been properly 

boiled or if the meat had been thoroughly cooked. That's when we fell 

back on, "Thank you, but it's not our custom," and everyone was satisfied. 

 This same kind of openness extended to other activities as well.  

Our presence, it seemed, bestowed a kind of honor on the participants. 

 John Ibongia, who was helping Lyn collect local folktales, said that 

his aunt was about to have the trepanning operation and asked me to 

come to his shamba.  His   aunt  sat  under  a tree  with  her  father  and 

husband standing behind her.  The omobari washed his tools—a razor 

blade and chisel in a basin of soapy water.  The patient's head was 

shaved, and she sat without response as the razor cut into her scalp and 

the skin peeled back to reveal the bone. 

 "He wants you to look at what he's done," Ibongia said, translating 

from Gusii into English for me.  "He wants your opinion." 

 I looked at blood and bone. The omobari presented his diagnosis 

and explained his procedure. No matter what I said, I couldn't dissuade 

the surgeon that I wasn't a doctor and had no medical opinion to offer. 
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 I grew weary during the four-hour-long operation.  I didn't want to 

look any longer as the chisel scraped the skull, thinning out the bone.  I 

knew that sometimes the operation exposed the brain. 

 "This is the problem," the omobari said to me, pointing to the 

exposed skull.  "See the line there?" He pointed to a fissure.  "This is the 

injury.  I'll scrape it smooth now." 

 He did, then washed the wound with cow fat and placed the flaps 

of skin back over the bone.  Then he wrapped her head with a piece of 

green cloth pinched from the hospital by someone who worked there, the 

same material from which patients' gowns were sewn.  The two men 

helped the patient  to her feet,  and  she walked  back to her house as 

they gripped her under her arms.  The omobari buried the blood-soaked 

cloth by the tree where he had washed his surgical tools. 

 "In a few days, she'll be fine." 

 What happened to people after the operation?  Lyn and I 

interviewed a woman who had undergone trepanning four separate times.  

The top of her head looked like a piece of black ice that had frozen over 

during a windstorm.  As she spoke to us about snakes and dung falling 

from the sky and into her head, she continuously waved her hand in 

front of her face. She also heard voices.  We arranged for her family to 

send her to Mathari Psychiatric Hospital in Nairobi. 

 Once we were on a street in Kisii with a doctor from the Kisii 

Hospital.  This sturdy woman pointed to a shoeless boy practicing soccer 

with a rock.  

 "He was brought to our hospital five years ago," she said.  "After an 

examination of his brain, we decided there was nothing we could do for 

him. I sent him home, fully expecting him to die.  He had the trepanning.  

Look at him now!  They accomplished something I thought impossible." 

 

*  *  * 
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1975 

 

 

When first in Kenya, we lived in the administrative center,  and our 

neighbors were other civil servants.  But this time,  we rented a stone 

house in Tabaka, 17 miles from the town. Joshua and I had written to 

each other for years, and now that I had a five-month sabbatical, I had 

asked if he could find someplace for us to live near his own home.  We 

wanted to be close to our friends.  

 Our house was situated on a Catholic mission and had once been 

occupied by nuns.  There was a little garden of cosmos by the front steps,  

and from there we looked west and on clear evenings could see the hazy 

gulf at Lake Victoria twenty miles away.  

 Unlike our house in Kisii Town, which I thought of as a country 

cottage, this stone building was more like a bunker. In Kisii, we had 

running water but no electricity.  Here it was the opposite—one light bulb 

flickering until 10 p.m., if the generator worked, which it frequently did 

not, but there was no tap.  The outhouse was twenty yards down the hill.  

Rain collected in a large metal cistern set by the back door.  

 Tabaka was so small that the closest market was five miles away.  

Tabaka had a small shop where we could buy bananas, razor blades, 

soap, beer, and soda  Near the hospital was a butcher who opened shop 

whenever he had an animal to slaughter.  Lyn was anxious about having 

sufficient food for the family.  Each week, when we went to town, we 

stocked up at Shamji's general store, buying enough cheese,  spaghetti,  

bread,  and packaged soups  to last  until the next trip.  Every once in 

awhile we bought a Cadbury bar.  

 I was anxious about having enough water for drinking and bathing.  
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Every day,  I tapped the side of the tank to estimate how much water 

remained.  We bathed once a week, limiting ourselves to a soaping from a 

metal basin.  I felt relieved only when water spilled from the overflow 

pipe tap after a rain, which happened often.  Realistically, we were not 

going to go hungry in a land brimming with the world's best bananas, 

where cabbages and beans and foot-long carrots grow year round.  And 

we were not going to go thirsty in a place where there is nearly 75 inches 

of rain a year. 

 We bought a camp stove to boil milk and water.  Eric and Kori used 

beds brought over by Joshua and Nelson's families; Lyn and I slept in our 

sleeping bags on mattresses placed directly on the cold floor. 

 Joshua, knowing my interest in Kisii practices, took Lyn and me to 

meet a man who lived next to the crossroads in Tabaka, not far from our 

house, next to the stone carvers' center.  We talked to this middle-aged 

man who sat on his wooden folding chair  in front of his mud house.   He 

lifted his shirt to show us a thick scar on his side.  The traditional bone 

surgeon had removed a broken rib and replaced it with one taken from a 

goat.  

 No infection, just as there was none in the trepanning operation I 

had witnessed ten years before. No one has ever offered a compelling 

reason why this is so. 

 "It's the same with circumcision," Tom, our friend the Dutch doctor 

at the Tabaka Hospital, said.  "Infections are a problem when 

circumcisions are done in the hospital. Infections are a problem in every 

hospital in the world.  But it's not a problem in the field.  On the other 

hand, we control bleeding easily at the hospital, but they have a hard 

time stopping the bleeding when it's done in the bush." 

 Lyn became friends with Anna Ombasa who lived with her 

husband, Samuel, near the Tabaka hospital.  Her husband was a local 

entrepreneur.  Ombasa owned a bar at Nyachenge market and had 
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unsuccessfully tried his hand at politics.   This,  combined with the fact  

that he was Catholic, didn't ingratiate him to Joshua and his clan who 

were Seventh Day Adventists.  Nelson, however, had left the church 

several years before when his wife, Yuneka, couldn't bear a second child.  

The church barred him from taking on another wife, but he and Yuneka 

agreed that they needed a younger woman to extend the family.  Chief 

Musa Nyandusi, who was also an SDA, had solved the dilemma another 

way. He and his youngest wife lived on one side of the fence next to the 

main house; all other wives lived on the other side in smaller domiciles.  

This way he could claim to have rejected polygamy, and the church 

accepted this reasoning. 

 Ombasa invited us to meet his brother, Paul, whose house was on 

the family compound.  Two years before, while a student in Nairobi, Paul 

had fallen into a coma.  Despite the efforts of European doctors to treat 

him and Kisii medicine to cure him, no one understood the cause of the 

illness.  He had never been roused from the death-like slumber.  The 

family, though, never gave up hope that he would someday recover  and 

resume  a normal life. Each day he was taken out of bed and placed by 

the opened shutters of the window, so he could look out upon the 

compound.  

 Ombasa talked to Paul as though nothing was wrong with his 

brother, as though he could hear and understand everything that was 

said, although Paul was no more animated than a store manikin. 

 "These are my new friends," he explained to Paul.  We addressed 

him briefly, then went to meet the others who lived there. 

 Not long after this visit, Paul died.  

 "You have a camera, don't you?" Ombasa asked when he told us 

about his brother's death.  "I would like you to take pictures at the 

funeral." 

 Paul was in his bed inside his house.  He was wrapped in a cloth, 
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his face now painted in a chalk-white death mask, and he was placed on 

his side.  Ombasa directed our picture taking, making sure we got photos 

of him from all angles.  A group of men carried Paul out of the house on 

his bed,  then lifted him  into  a homemade  wooden coffin.    Just then, 

the women relatives came out of another house.  The women wailed, 

ripped their dresses, and ran about the coffin as it was lowered into the 

grave, a pit dug next to Paul's house.  Father Witte, the European priest 

from the mission at the top of the hill, offered a prayer.  For the next 

several days, people took turns guarding the grave.  They were afraid that 

his body would be snatched from the ground.  

 A few days after the funeral, Anna talked to Lyn as they were 

cooking together on a two-burner hotplate in our house.  While she was 

saddened by Paul's death, she explained, she hadn't felt like crying.  She 

had no choice, though, for she would be shamed if she didn't perform as 

expected.  I had learned about the power of shame the time I walked with 

a woman friend to Riosiri market, about four miles from Tabaka.  On the 

way back, I offered to carry her basket full of food.  She protested 

slightly, but, as a good, gallant male,  I persisted.  The closer we got to 

Tabaka, the more  determined  she  became  that  I  give  her  the  basket. 

When we were half way back, she said, "I have to take the basket back 

from you.  If anyone I know sees a man carrying my load, I will be 

shamed." 

 Shame and the fear also prevented boys and girls from crying out 

during circumcision.  Nine-year-old Daudi, a schoolmate of Eric, stood 

naked, his back against a sapling, his hands behind his head.  Standing in 

a cold stream was the only anesthesia.  Now his male relatives stood 

around him brandishing pangas and spears.  If Daudi were anything 

other than stoic, he would live with the stigma of cowardice for the rest 

of his life.  Daudi was mute as he stared in an unfocused gaze, while his 

relatives threatened him if he were to cry out. 
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 From Anna we also learned about nightrunners, the witches who 

kill livestock, uproot gardens, burn corncribs, and cause hail to destroy 

houses.  They were also responsible for digging up cadavers and stealing 

them away.  

 Around the time of Anna's commentary on Kisii beliefs, I saw a 

man rushing down the road in Tabaka, sniffing like a bloodhound, 

followed by an agitated group.  He was a witch smeller, employed by a 

family to find the source of bad luck that had befallen them.  To this day, 

there are news stories about neighbors in Kisii who don't wait for the 

police to arrest suspects or for the court to try them.  Crowds drag 

witches from their houses, beat them, and even burn and lynch those 

who they feel bring evil to the location.  

 Not long after Paul's funeral,  Joshua and Nelson came to our house 

to visit.  They seldom came merely to socialize.  There was often 

something they wanted to know, such as the time they had asked, with 

much hesitation and obvious embarrassment, about an American custom 

so barbaric that it couldn't possibly be true. 

 "In America," Nelson had said, "we heard that, when people get old, 

you send them away to die." 

 What satisfactory explanation could we give when we admitted that 

it was true? How can you abandon a person into the hands of strangers?  

 "At Ombasa's house," Nelson said, "we heard you had a camera.  

They said you were taking pictures of the body."  He hesitated.  "A lot of 

people want to know about your custom.  Why do Americans want 

pictures of dead people?" 

 "That wasn't our idea," we explained.  "We thought that it was a 

Kisii custom." 

 

 

*  *  * 
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2000 

 

 

Beginning in 1987 and until the early 1990's, Lyn and I with Eric led 

safaris to Kenya for the Adelphi School of Social Work.  We met with 

social workers in Nairobi, visited social service agencies, and even visited 

Mathari Psychiatric Hospital, a park-like compound where some of the 

patients were caged in an outdoor pen.  We also toured the country's 

spectacular game reserves: Buffalo Springs, Shaba, Samburu, Meru, 

Amboseli, Tsavo, and, of course, Masai Mara.  But for us, the highlight of 

the safaris was always our stop in Kisii and the trek to Tabaka to see 

those we had grown so fond of. 

 Now on my living room wall in Long Island,  I have a painting by 

Janet Martone on the last safari we led to Kenya. She painted it from a 

photograph she took, and it has a hyper-real quality to it.  It's of an older 

boy wearing a T-shirt, green shorts, and rubber flip-flops.  He is in profile, 

leaning against a doorframe.  Behind him are shelves filled with carvings, 

and there is a notice tacked to the inside wall of the building.  It says, 

Kisii Soap Stone Carvers Christmas Exhibit Bishan Plaza.  This is a 

portrait of Joshua's youngest son, David. 

 There's hardly a day that I don't think about Joshua and long  for  

Kisii.   I  have  known  Joshua  and  his  family longer than I've known 

almost anyone else.  It seems ages ago that we dropped him off on a 

street corner in downtown Nairobi.  The capital was an overgrown town 

then but now chokes with more than two million people.  A couple of his 

children live there.  

 Kisii Town now has the Sakawa Tower, a six-story tall hotel behind 
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the municipal market, a commercial bakery, a bookstore, many private 

schools, a shopping plaza, and its own slum.  There is violent crime, and 

the only time I have ever used an ATM was at a bank in Kisii Town.  Few 

Indians remain, although Shamji's is still there and is now a supermarket 

and keeps track of inventory with a computer. Kisii Town is a small city 

of 30,000.  

 Joshua and Nelson's mother, whose house was situated between 

those of her sons, developed Alzheimer's disease and subsequently died 

at home.  (Surjit Singh, too, died from this disease.) 

 Every curio shop in Nairobi now carries the Kisii stonework.  I've 

seen Kisii soapstone carvings at many street fairs in the U.S., including 

one in Westbury.  The work is often featured in mail-order catalogues.  

The assistant dean at my college has a Kisii stone ashtray on her desk 

that I recognized immediately.  Someone had given it to her. 

  Prosperity, though, has by-passed the Ong’esas and most nearly 

everyone else in Tabaka.  Those who have benefited from the worldwide 

popularity of the carvings come from elsewhere to purchase the raw 

soapstone from the Tabaka quarry.  While all the stone comes from this 

one village, many carvers are from outside the district.  

 Joshua lives in the same two-room home, the mud walls having 

been replaced several times, his coffee trees neglected, and he no longer 

owns a cow.  He has no electricity, no running water.  The corn is usually 

abundant enough to feed the family.  The road isn't paved, and women 

still walk down to the stream to the bottom of the hill to collect water. 

 Joshua doesn't have a telephone, and he receives his mail in Kisii 

Town  at a postbox  that he sublets.   Just after the turn of the new 

century,  I opened my e-mail and found this sent to me: 

Dear Dobrin, 

It has taken some time since I wrote to you. We are very happy to 

receive your letters which you sent during Christmas eve. 
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 This has made me to be warm and forget what passed last year that 

was a year of problems in the country mostly in Kisii where there was  a 

lot of malaria.  So many people lost their lives. 

 Also, we are happy to hear that you always enjoy teaching about 

Kisii in the University.  You have made Kisii to be known in America and 

the rest of the world.  Another thing that makes me happy is that you 

always like your work even though you are becoming old.  It is not an 

easy thing for old people. 

 Here in Kisii, we do not work as before.  Our speed of working has 

reduced.  It takes me several days to finish one carving at the quarry. 

 Here in Kisii, we are divided into three districts: Northern Kisii, 

Central Kisii and Southern Kisii which is Ogembo (our town) and here in 

Tabaka, we have been given a town Council. Ogembo town is steadily 

growing. 

 As I told you last time, David has already done his exams, but he 

did not perform well to enable him proceed to university. He is now 

looking for a job. Now I am remaining with two school-going children: the 

last born Peter Mogendi who is joining secondary school this year and 

Sarah who has joined form four this year. 

 Pass my Millennium greetings to everyone, your grandchildren, 

Nyakundi, Moraa and family and also Kwamboka and the family and all 

those friends 

who have visited Kenya. 

 I am sending this email from Kisii.  It is from a gamma computer 

center, an internet service bureau in Kisii Town. It is cheap and you can 

use it. 

 God bless you. 

 Yours 

 Brother Joshua Abuya Ong’esa 
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I write back, using his e-mail address. 
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Race 
 

I can't think of but one thing that's worse than being called a nigger-lover.  

And that's being a nigger-hater! 

—HAZEL BRANNON SMITH 

 

 

ON MY STREET ARE AFRICAN AMERICANS AND HAITIANS, Puerto Ricans, and 

Salvadorans, two mixed families (Eric and Maria being one of them) and 

Lyn and me.  In my apartment house in East New York, Jews, Italians, 

Poles, and an Hawaiian-Filipino family lived cordially with one another.  

This meant that everyone was invited to view the Christmas tree at the 

Vacarelli's apartment in winter, spend summer nights gathered on folding 

chairs on Hemlock Street, and watch television at a neighbor's apartment, 

until we could each afford our own sets with screens that were made 

larger by tacking on a plastic sheet that acted like a magnifying glass.  

 Blacks were like fictional characters to me, their lives more 

imagined than real.  We knew no black family, and all the children in my 

school were white, although my memory must be faulty on this for I 

remember playing with a black boy in my apartment.  I can recall doing 

this only one time. Most of my life,  I have assumed he was a janitor's son 

from a nearby apartment building.  

 I had reason to re-evaluate this conjecture when I attended a party 

from the Adelphi School of Social Work, where I had received my 
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doctorate ten years prior.  One of my former professors, who had 

suffered a stroke, was walking haltingly into the room  with a black 

woman  at his elbow.  I greeted Bob.  

 Then the woman with him said to me, "Arthur.  How are you?  I 

haven't seen you in a long time."  She,  too,  was a retired professor.  I 

didn't recognize Ivory for I had immediately assumed that she was Bob's 

aide, not one of the many professors at the event.  

 What was I thinking?  It's not as if I don't have a black neighbor 

who keeps a Rolls Royce or that I don't know a black psychiatrist, a black 

investment banker, a black director of a university counseling center or 

other black professors and professionals.  How could I think such a thing 

after having lived in Africa twice and being part of an inter-racial family 

for more than 30 years?  This party was in the year 2000, after all, and I 

was deep into middle age, and still I harbored such assumptions.  It was a 

discouraging moment. 

 And that black boy years ago—who was he, where did he come 

from, where did he go? 

 My earliest memory of a reference to race in my home occurred 

when I was about ten.  My father was talking about his youth.  He told me 

about smoking corn silk behind barns in Illinois and about being a 

sparring partner to professional boxers in Chicago.  He then told me 

about getting into a fistfight with someone on the street. 

 "He was as black as coal," my father said, full of recollected pride.  

"I hit the schwartze and knocked him down." 

 Race entered my life in a more direct way the summer I was 

fourteen when I went with my parents on a car trip to Virginia.  As we 

waited for a ferry to take us to Norfolk, my mother went to the toilet.  

She came back a few minutes later, laughing. 

 "I went to the bathroom," she said.  "And when I get there, there are 

two doors, one marked White and the other Colored.  All my life I've lived 
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in an apartment and I always wanted a colored bathroom, so I wanted to 

see what it looked like.   I was about to go in  when  a colored woman  

came out, and I  realized what it was." 

 We all laughed at the absurdity of my mother's innocent mistake, 

as though this was an episode from I Love Lucy.  None of us was angry at 

the injustice. 

 By the time I  began college,  racial  concerns  reached into the 

heart of New York.  There had been a race riot near City College and a 

number of my friends went south one summer to Mississippi while I went 

to summer school.  My soliciting money for their efforts at my future 

father-in-law's Masons' dinner didn't meet with much success.  Maybe it 

was because I refused to wear a sports jacket, and on my sweater I had 

pinned a nuclear disarmament button. 

 The connection between race and religion became one of my 

interests at CCNY.  I had heard about a group of Negro Jews in New York 

who had founded a synagogue in the 1920's.  The Commandment 

Keepers' religious home was near Mt. Morris Park, not far from City 

College and I became intrigued with this group that called themselves 

Jews.  I decided to write my honors thesis on "The History of Negro Jews 

in America."  The Negro History professor declined to be my advisor since 

he knew nothing about the subject; the Jewish History teacher declined 

for the same reason.  Finally, Bernard Bellush agreed to supervise my 

project, although he knew no more about black Jews than either of the 

other professors, since his area was the history of the American labor 

movement.  

 The Commandment Keepers in Harlem claimed to be the lost tribe 

of Israel, having recently emigrated from Ethiopia, both dubious claims.  

More likely, many were converts to Judaism during Marcus Garvey's back-

to-Africa movement in the early part of the 20th century, and a few may 

have been descendants of former slaves from Jewish plantations in the 
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Carolinas or the Caribbean.  

 Years later, after I officiated at a wedding, a woman introduced  

herself  to  me  as  a  librarian  at  the Schomburg Collection of the New 

York Public Library, the place where I had  done  much of my  research.     

She  told  me  that  she frequently received requests to read my thesis 

that is housed there.  In 2000, thirty-five years after having written the 

paper, I received a telephone call from a student at Lincoln University 

who was part of a team working on Black Nationalism.  He had found a 

mimeographed copy of my dissertation that I had given to the library  

and  had tracked me down  through the Internet.   Mason  Jones  told  me 

that my work was well-known in African-American scholarly circles and 

that photocopies of the paper had been circulating for years.  He and 

others were curious about what had happened to me. 

 Until the open admissions policy that went into effect a few years 

after my graduation from college, CCNY stood like a hilltop citadel of 

white privilege in the middle of black Harlem.   In the early 1960's,  there 

were few minority students of any sort at this college dubbed the 

Harvard of the Subway.  One year while in college, I decided to volunteer 

to teach literacy.  Vito was the first student I met, a burly high school 

student who had only rudimentary reading skills.  I worked with him for 

several months, sometimes at the office of Manpower Development on 

Lenox Avenue but mainly on the CCNY campus, where we would sit 

together in the library or out on the lawn.  After Vito decided he didn't 

want to continue any longer, I was invited to meet another student who 

had come to the program.  I bought a small adult picture book to give 

him as we sat across from each other at the Manpower office.  I gave it to 

him as a gift. He took the book but said very little as I explained to him 

what we were going to do.  He glowered with piercing eyes. While Vito 

had doubted his own abilities, this black youth seemed to doubt me.  

Finally, he agreed to take a look at the book and meet with me the 
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following week. 

 A couple of days later, I received a telephone call at home from the 

program director. 

 "Did you read the paper today?" he asked.  I hadn't. 

 "Well, it's a front-page story.  The guy you met the other day.  The 

story is about him." 

  I looked at my father's Post.  Members of a gang were charged with 

killing white social workers.  

 Race became a recurring topic of discussion in my home as the civil 

rights movement dominated the news,  as the city streets became more 

violent, as poverty swept over formerly white middle-class 

neighborhoods.  My mother worried every night when my father went to 

work delivering breads  and pastries in  some of the rougher sections of 

Brooklyn,  and she worried about me  walking from the 125th Street 

station to the campus several blocks away.  

 One day, my father called me a "nigger-lover," perhaps in response 

to my trying to understand the reasons why someone would want to 

murder white people, why my white friends would risk their lives for 

blacks by going South for the summer.  I was often frustrated by what I 

took to be my parents' small-mindedness.  

 

*  *  * 

 

Lyn and I arrived in Kenya as the country was moving quickly from a 

white-dominated colony to an independent largely black-controlled state.  

The only thing I heard about Kenya before joining the Peace Corps was 

the Mau Mau uprising.  Like most others in America, I thought it was an 

anti-white movement and that we would be at least at some risk there.  

Mau Mau wasn't anti-white but anti-colonialist. It wasn't racially 

motivated but politically driven.  The British called them Mau Mau; they 
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called themselves the Land Freedom Army.   

 In any case, we were posted to Kisii, far removed from the heart of 

the uprising.  There hadn't been any white settlers in this part of the 

country, and there hadn't been any fighting during this period. The last 

battle in Kisii took place during WWI, when the Germans, coming north 

from Tanganyika, occupied the town for a day.  The Kisii looted the town 

when the Germans withdrew  and before the British 

army  returned.   The  Kisii  were  severely  punished  by  the  

British for this, something the Kisii never seemed to have forgotten. They 

were, however, welcoming of Americans. 

 There were a handful of wazungu and a sprinkling of Indians and 

Arabs.  All of the other 6,000 residents of the town and half-million 

residents of the district were black Africans.  Wherever we went, there 

were stares from children, from women, from men carrying sharpened 

two-foot long cutlasses, pangas like metal claws that weren't hostile just 

full of curiosity. The Kisii seldom saw a young white couple before and 

never a white couple walking.  

 Although  removed  from  white  colonialism, the town  

wasn't immune to the racial hierarchy that colonization had spawned.  

Near the District Commissioner's headquarters stood the dour Kisii 

Sports Club.  This club, like all the others throughout the British Empire, 

had been a bastion of white privilege, but things were slowly changing. 

The newly installed D.C., a black African, was a member, as were several 

Indian families.  But the tennis court and golf course, the long bar, and 

the afternoon tea served by Africans in white kanzus and red fezzes, and 

the fact that the members were primarily white left a residue that Lyn 

and I found distasteful. 

 Invidious comparisons based on color aren't the domain solely of 

whites, I learned one day while attending a political rally at the Kisii 

sports stadium.  Jomo Kenyatta, the Kikuyu president from Central 
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Province, was in the Kisii District for political reasons.  His chief rival, 

Oginga Odinga, a Luo from a neighboring district, was testing his claim to 

office.  Along with several thousand Kisii, I listened to the president's 

mesmerizing voice as he spoke over the loud speakers and waved his 

symbolic flywhisk.  I couldn't follow it all, as I wasn't fluent enough in 

Swahili for that.  So when the crowd rippled with laughter, I asked the 

person next to me what Kenyatta had said. 

 He had called his rival a "black neck," a reference to the darkness of 

Luo skin relative to that of the Kikuyu and Kisii.   The crowd adored the 

remark.   I wonder what was in Kenyatta's mind and in the hearts of his 

listeners that day at the stadium. 

 When we returned from Kenya, we decided to adopt an inter-racial 

child. In preparation for Kori's arrival, we went looking for a house on 

Long Island, a place with beautiful coves and beaches.  But our goal 

wasn't to find the loveliest place in which to live or to find a house that 

would return the best investment.  We wanted to live in a neighborhood 

where our soon-to-be daughter would have friends who looked like her, a 

place that would honor and treasure her black heritage.  This 

requirement narrowed our focus to only a handful of communities in the 

county.  

 We went to several real estate agents in Westbury.  They wanted to 

show us homes  only in white neighborhoods.  

 We insisted  on seeing houses  in the integrated  and black parts of 

the Village of Westbury. 

 "You don't want to live there," one told us. 

 "Yes, we do," we said. 

 "There are no houses for sale in that area," some agents told us.  

"The last one we had listed was just sold" was another excuse.  We 

persisted and bought our house in 1969 and have lived in it ever since.  

Our children grew up in it, and Lyn and I hope to grow old in it. 
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 The real estate agents' blockbusting was successful, though.  

Within a few years, an area that had been mostly white with a sizeable 

black minority had become nearly exclusively black with only a handful 

of white families.  

 Until they died, the house to our east belonged to the Cottins.  Lou 

and Nikka had never wavered in their devotion to social justice, and we 

were happy to have each other as neighbors.  The Figeiras, a black family 

with three children, Roger, Wayne, and Jan, lived on the other side of us.  

Jan occasionally baby-sat for Eric and Kori.  And across the street was a 

Jamaican family whose father flew a British flag and wore a hat 

embroidered with the Union Jack.  The Mitchell children were taught that 

they were different from others. One day  Lyn had the Mitchell and 

Figeira children in our VW hatchback, and the rear door was opened.  One 

of the Mitchell girls whispered to Lyn that everyone was looking at Roger 

and Wayne, inferring that they somehow looked different from her family 

black, while she, a West Indian, wasn't.  

 For a few years, our family was part of a study of trans-racial 

adoptions sponsored by the Louise Wise Agency. When Kori was about 

six, she was instructed to draw two pictures of herself, one as she is now 

and one how she thinks she would like to look as an adult.  As a child, 

she had curly hair and big feet.  She took much delight in presenting her 

adult self—a pile of hair on her head, tiny feet, high heels, a necklace and 

earrings, an evening gown, and apron. She was pushing a baby carriage 

and holding a dog on a leash.  

 Oh, well, we thought, we've failed the feminist test. Kori was then 

given  an array of crayons   and  asked  to color herself in both pictures.  

Without hesitation, she reached for a brown crayon.   Whatever else Kori 

wanted to change about her appearance, her color wasn't it.  

 When we returned to live in Kenya, the girls in Kori's class at the 

Tabaka mission school didn't know what to make of her.  Her skin was 
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lighter than their sometimes black-purple skin; her face was framed not 

by close-cropped tight curls of her classmates but in a soft halo-like Afro.  

Alongside Africans, my mixed-race daughter stood out, looking almost 

like the Indians and Pakistanis who lived in town, but not quite, nearly 

like the Arabian traders who lived on the coast but not that, either.  By 

then, Kori identified herself mainly as Jewish and brown.   

 Living in Westbury has come with a material cost, as the schools 

became almost exclusively black and Hispanic, the gap in price between 

houses in Westbury and elsewhere on Long Island continued to grow.  I 

grow poorer relative to what I would have if we had moved into a white 

area.  But a disadvantage of one kind can also be an advantage in another 

way.  When my children married and bought houses, they  found  

Westbury  to  be  one  of the  few communities  in which they could 

afford to buy.  So now we see both children and their children nearly 

everyday, and our grandchildren sleep in the room their parents once 

used when they were children.  MacKenzie and Jordan have blond hair 

while Ryan, aside from his mother, more resembles his Aunty Kori than 

nearly anyone else in our family.  For Kori married Dan, a man with 

German-Irish backgrounds, while Eric married Maria, a woman from Goa 

whose ancestors were mixed Indian and Portuguese.  She and Kori could 

pass for sisters.  

 Placing Maria in a racial category is as impossible as is determining 

Kori's race and that of my grandchildren. Where do you place Asian 

Indians?  In 1923, the Supreme Court rendered the remarkable decision 

denying citizenship to an Indian immigrant.  At that time, the only people 

eligible for U.S. citizenship were whites and those of African 

descent.  The court stated that while Indians were Caucasian, they 

weren't white.  

 Soon after arriving in this country, Maria was walking on one of the 

main avenues nearby  when  someone in a passing  car  slowed  down,    
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opened   the  window  and  shouted, "Nigger!," thereby fulfilling the 

charge my father had made against me more than three decades earlier.
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Travel 
 

 

Traveling teaches toleration. 

—BENJAMIN DISRAELI 

 

 

MARGIE MARANGA LIVED WITH US FOR A SHORT WHILE, until she could get settled 

in the U.S.  This is how it happened:  I had met a Kisii man who was living 

in Queens and Margie came to New York to marry him.  Or so he said,  

when he asked if I could pick up her at the airport and have her stay with 

us until their wedding.  When I mentioned her impending marriage to her 

in the car back to my house, she said she didn't know what I was talking 

about.  She wasn't engaged.  He was always making up stories, she said.  

Years later on a street in Mombasa, I saw Joseph.  We didn't talk about 

Margie. 

 Margie noticed several American customs that she found 

mystifying.  Coming from Kenya, where being aged is an honored and 

dignified state, she asked, "Why do older women wear more make-up 

than younger ones?"  And, when she saw me in my house bare-chested, 

Margie asked, "How come men take off their shirts?"  Only the insane do 

that in Kenya.  Observing that our children frequently and easily entered 

our bedroom, she wanted to know why Americans permit their children 

access to their private spaces.  Margie also wondered about Lyn's 

seemingly immoral behavior. "Why do mothers go into their sons' 
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bedrooms?"  

 "You Americans are really lazy, you know," she said one day. 

 "Why do you say that?" I asked in surprise, for I always thought 

that Americans are simply driven.  

 "You don't go  to the post office,"  she  said,  "but have your mail 

delivered straight to your home." 

 I'm glad mail wasn't delivered to our Kisii home. Maybe I would 

have missed some things if I had stayed at our house instead of walking 

the half-mile into town every day to collect the mail sent to my office.  I 

would have missed the man with the wild hair who had just one leg.  His 

family had attacked him when he gave his land to the local church, and 

now he remained mute, a martyr to Christianity.  He slept under the 

overhang at the post office and silently held out his hand at local shops.  

This was unlike another beggar who jabbered in a language no one could 

understand and followed you from one end of town to the other. 

 Then there was the man who stood in the middle of the one paved 

street, his clothes no more than tatters, trailing a long line of twine 

behind him.  He directed cars into parking spaces, a not very difficult 

task at the time since there were few cars in Kisii. 

 Once near the bus depot, a man wanted me to give him a shilling to 

see his hand hidden in a burlap bag.  I refused to give him the small sum. 

He couldn't resist revealing his treasure: fingernails, russet brown, nearly 

a foot long.  Another time someone took a cobra from a sack he had 

slung over his shoulder and charmed the snake into submission. 

 This was our town in East Africa, the place where a woman sold 

millet gruel by the half-calabash in front of my office for less than a 

penny, and boys hawked roasted peanuts wrapped in paper cones to 

strollers and passengers in overland buses. 

 This was the muddy town we lived in, far from New York, far from 

Nairobi, near the equator and nearly touching the sky, today a place far 
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away for Margie, too, who is now raising a son in Manhattan.   

 The week after Margie arrived, we went to Manhattan to straighten 

out her visa.  On the subway there was a loud man who made harassing 

comments to her.  I walked over to him where he was seated, drew myself 

up,  and said, "I don't think you should do that any more." 

 When he got off at the next station, several passengers thanked me 

for getting rid of a nuisance that had bothered them for many stops. 

 The incident reminded me of conversations I had with Kenyans in 

1965.  While some wanted us to pack them in our luggage when we 

returned to the States, there were just as many who said they wouldn't 

dare come to America.  They expected shoot-outs on the streets by 

mobsters and cowboys. 

 Concerns about safety are reasonable in any large city and 

especially so when it comes to traveling abroad.  In Paris, I encountered a 

drunk who stumbled into the subway car and grabbed a woman as he fell.  

She turned around and whacked him in the head with her purse.  He 

stood up and lunged at her.  I stepped forward and grabbed him from 

behind, pinning his arms to his side.  He was cursing in French, and, 

when he calmed down a little, I let go. Then he turned to swing at me, 

and I caught his arm. When the train stopped, I rushed off thinking, I 

don't want the police to get involved; I'd be in the station house for 

hours.  The drunk got off the car with me.   I got  back on  and  so  did  

he. I got off again, and finally the doors closed, leaving him inside, 

shouting his drunken French. 

 When Lyn received an assignment to do a story about Rio de 

Janeiro, friends expressed concern.  

 "I've heard it's a very dangerous city," they said.  "Be careful when 

you walk around." 

 We stayed at a hotel across the street from Ipanema beach.  We had 

no trouble with safety, in part because we had a guide who told us which 
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areas were safe.  And Luiz, who came from S‹o Paolo to see us, was 

amazed that we drove with the windows down and went to a midnight 

market at an abandoned soccer stadium.  He said that no one would do 

that in his city. 

 Our guides in India were our daughter-in-law's family.  Maria's 

sister Michelle was being married, and we stayed with her father and 

grandmother, along with Armand and Mena  and  another uncle,  her 

other sister Milenna,  and Milenna's daughter and son, in the house in 

which Maria had lived for her first nine years. The Pereiras are Catholic, 

but Goa, a Christian enclave with crumbling cathedrals and the 

desiccated body of St. Francis of Xavier entombed in a crypt in an old 

church, is dominated by Hindu home-shrines decorated with swastikas 

(ancient symbols).  Holy men walk the streets with elephants, and there 

are cows everywhere, some yellow, their hides powdered at this time of 

year for a Hindu religious holiday.  This is a place where spices and 

natural medicines mix with the smell of soap, fruits, the fumes of 

gasoline from motorbikes and buses, where monkeys cross the cricket 

field and disappear into the forest beside the house.  On the beach, which 

we shared with bathers and cows, a vendor offered to clean our ears with 

a swab of cotton at the end of long, thin wire.  At the market there was a 

girl tethered by a rope to her father.  She danced and begged while an 

accordion bellowed.  I looked away when I noticed a long needle stuck 

through one cheek, into her tongue, and out the other cheek.  

 Michelle's wedding was in a small church, and her uncle was the 

officiant. The night before, she sat on the floor of her father's home to be 

washed with coconut milk and eggs.  At the wedding reception in a 

downtown hotel, Lyn and I stepped out onto a balcony overlooking the 

Mandovi River.  A band played western dance music, and our hands 

smelled of curry. 

 After leaving Kenya with five-month old Eric, we went to Ethiopia.  
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The day we went to the market in Addis Ababa without a guide, I carried 

Eric in an aluminum-and-mesh baby carrier on my back, which perhaps 

was the reason people stared and followed us.   Women, not men, carry 

children in Africa.  The crowds grew larger,  and we felt increasingly 

claustrophobic.  No one spoke Swahili in this Hamitic country; no one 

spoke English in this former Italian-occupied nation.  

 We had no guide in Europe either for the next two months,  but,  at  

every  pension  and  small hotel  where  we stayed, the concierge spoke at 

least enough English to check us in.  I wonder if times were different then 

or if we were we naive. Did being in Europe after two years in Africa 

somehow feel so much like home that we would leave Eric alone in the 

room after he fell asleep, asking the desk clerk to look in every few 

minutes?  In Corinth, an old woman sitting on a folding chair in front of 

her apartment house motioned to us that she wanted to hold Eric and 

sent us to lunch at a nearby café . But all this was before terrorists and 

kidnappings and military coups, before American children went missing, 

their pictures printed on the side of milk containers. 

 We felt safe on our trip to Brazil.  One night, though, my sleep was 

disturbed by a nightmare that had been prompted by a visit to the 

Museum of the Republic.  This museum, housed in a colonial-style palace 

in the city's center, featured the life of Getulio Vargas, Brazil's dictator 

who went on to be elected president.  In this museum, there were 

newsreels of Vargas addressing crowds from a balcony, a photo of Hitler, 

Vargas the populist despot. In a corridor was a wall display of personal 

memorabilia as though a reliquary of a saint, and strikingly spotlighted in 

the midst of the quotidian items was a silver pistol with which he had 

committed suicide while still in office.  

 In my dream,  I  am  standing  in  front  of  a building much like the 

palace, and there are many people on the street at the bottom of the hill.  

I am married not to Lyn but to the daughter of a prominent person.  I am 
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ready to walk down the hill but receive an urgent message to stay where I 

am.  People from the bottom of the hill are being marched to detention 

with armed soldiers at their sides.  I know many of them.  There's been a 

coup, and my wife's father has taken charge.  He tells me that he wants 

me to go to America to be his country's propagandist.  If I don't agree, he 

will kill my wife, his own daughter. 

 The dream reminded me of several events in Kenya. The first was 

being confronted by a soldier in combat gear with an automatic rifle.  

That such things could happen—underpaid   men   with   guns    without   

supervision    in    a  country run on nepotism—was not a surprise.  When 

Lyn and I first considered leading educational tours to Kenya in the 

middle 1980's, we wondered about the advisability of doing so.  At that 

time, our concern was based more on politics than prudence.  Should we 

bring people to that one-party state that arrested the opposition that ran 

corrupt elections?  We contacted Micere Mugo, a Kenyan writer living in 

exile who was teaching at Cornell University, and invited her to meet with 

us.  When she was in New York City, she came out to our house with 

Salim Lone, another Kenyan in self-exile who worked for the United 

Nations. 

 "It would be wrong if you brought people and only showed them 

the animals," she said.  "But, if you are really going to teach them about 

all the true conditions in Kenya, I think it is a good thing." 

 So from the mid-80's to the early 90's, Lyn and I, along with Eric, 

who was then a college student, led social work-oriented tours.  We soon 

came to know what Mugo meant about the true conditions in Kenya.  We 

met Terry Kantai, at that time the president of the Kenya Social Workers 

Association.  She lectured our group about poverty, and we went with her 

to visit one of the world's largest slums.  We visited a mental hospital 

where some patients were kept caged in an outdoor holding pen.  We 

went to clinics and saw children in a Nairobi orphanage.  
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 On one trip, Lyn and I arranged to meet Terry, a woman with a 

heart-shaped face and easy smile, at a coffee shop on Kenyatta Avenue.  

She insisted we sit at a table as far from the front door as possible.  We 

were the only customers present.  Terry talked to us only when the 

waiters were out of earshot. 

 "I want to tell to you about a friend," she said in a near whisper, 

leaning across the Formica table. "He's been detained by the government." 

 As we drank cups of coffee in the late afternoon, Terry told us 

about a lawyer who had defended political figures arrested by the 

government.   Making  sure  no  one  else saw what she was doing, Terry 

handed us a few articles that had appeared in a local news magazine.  She 

knew about our work with Amnesty International and asked if we would 

contact the organization about her friend when we returned home.  In 

fact, Gibson Kamau's case had already been taken up, and he was soon 

released. The next year when Eric was in Kenya as an exchange student, 

he met Kamau.  Kamau told Eric that, if it weren't for Amnesty 

International, he would have died from torture. 

 When Terry visited us in New York several years later, she told us 

that she had come to the attention of the government herself.  She was 

working with an education project, explaining to farmers the democratic 

process. In one of his speeches, President Moi asked, "Who is this Terry 

Kantai?  Why does she think she has  to teach us how to vote?"  At one of 

her meetings, a truckload of police arrived and charged the crowd.  She 

fled into a cornfield.  Her less fortunate colleagues were beaten with 

clubs. 

 On one trip to Kenya, after having been out at sunrise looking for 

cheetah on the foothills of Kilimanjaro, I came into the dining room at a 

game lodge.  That morning a group of well-dressed, prosperous Africans 

were eating their breakfasts of fresh fruit, sausage and eggs, and cups of 

coffee and tea.  A group of politicians from the area had checked into the 
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lodge the previous night, but I didn't know that the country's vice-

president was among them.  When I recognized George Saitoti, I walked 

over to the table and introduced myself.  His companions were startled, 

and his bodyguards stiffened.  But the vice-president seemed pleased 

enough.  I told him I had been in the Peace Corps in the 1960's and had 

met the country's first president and vice-president.  I was now leading 

an educational safari.  I just wanted to say hello.  He invited me to sit 

down and join him for breakfast.  I drank the glass of passion fruit juice I 

had gotten at the buffet table.  He then asked me what I thought Kenya 

should do to make it more attractive to American tourists.  

 Root out corruption,  allow for free elections,  free your political 

prisoners, I wanted to say.  But I didn't.  Instead, I said that Americans 

like their creature comforts and that the roads to the lodges needed to be 

better maintained, especially this dusty one from Namanga.  Saitoti 

thanked me.  I then excused myself and joined my group in the outer 

dining room overlooking the Amboseli plains where monkeys needed to 

be kept away from the tempting bananas in the dining room, pleased with 

having met the vice-president, angry that I hadn't given a real answer. 

 Later I had a dream that I was alone with the president  If I killed 

him, the country would be saved.  I debated with myself, and the moment 

was lost.  

 My host in Germany for a few days hadn't done anything, either, 

about political conditions in the country he loved,  fifty years before.   He 

was  a likable,  recently  retired engineer for Mercedes Benz when I stayed 

at his sister's house. 

 "Why do you want to go there?" he responded incredulously to my 

request to visit Dachau. 

 I hadn't gone to Germany with the intention of visiting a 

concentration camp.  I didn't even know where concentrations camps 

were located.  But when I saw that Dachau was one of the stops on the 
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Munich subway, I had to go before leaving the country.  

 "Americans always ask about it and want to visit," he continued.  "I 

don't understand why. It's so depressing. And it was a long time ago.  

You already know about it.  I don't know why you want to go." 

 Although Karl had grown up in Munich,  he had never been to the 

camp. 

 "What did you know about it during the war?" I asked him. 

 "Now you can get on a subway, but then it was very far away," he 

answered.  "It was on the other side of the woods.  We heard that 

something was going on there.  But we didn't know what it was.  We knew 

that it wasn't good. But we didn't ask questions then.  It was too 

dangerous.  We knew what happened to people who asked questions. " 

 Karl told me this as we drove to the camp in his mustard-colored 

Mercedes.  As a cordial host, he had volunteered to drive me to the camp 

so I wouldn't have to deal with the several changes that taking the 

subway would entail.  When we arrived at the gray wall hiding the camp 

from the tree-lined street, he said he wanted to stay in the car.  He didn't 

want to go inside with me.  

 People walked quietly around the path in the camp, their feet 

crunching the pebbles the only sound.  They looked at the bunks in one 

of the barracks, standing in front of cramped ovens, reading a sign 

explaining the gallows—a few old people alone, some couples, school 

children being lectured to by a middle-aged man wearing a yarmulke.  

Dachau was the first concentration camp built by the Nazis, a prototype, 

a place to experiment with efficient methods of murder. Because of the 

nature of the camp, many records and photographs of the activities are 

kept there.  One picture of a man wearing what looks like a leather 

football helmet hooked to wires hangs on a wall.  His face is screwed with 

pain.  The explanation next to the photo explains that he is the subject of 

an experiment to see how much pressure the human head can endure 
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before the skull explodes. 

 Did Karl know what was going on at Dachau?  What does anyone 

say in the face of fear? 

 When I was in Changchun in 1978, a gray factory city in Manchuria 

at the twilight of a revolution so monochromatic that, when a shopper 

wearing a white suit entered a department store in Guangzhou, he caused 

a stir.  In the theater of the Chinese opera we attended, it was packed 

with soldiers and workers on leave.  There were only two rows occupied 

by non-Chinese—mine, with Americans struggling from jet lag and 

boredom, and another filled with young black men looking equally 

uninterested.  During the intermission, I talked to those African exchange 

students in the lobby and was introduced to the only one from East 

Africa, Mohammed Ali from Zanzibar.  He was eager to meet with me, 

and we did so the next evening at my hotel.  

 

  The sun hangs white 
  And the sky is never visible 
  Not in Changchun or Shenyang, 
  Not in Harbin or Wuxi 
  There is black instead of blue: 
  Cooking smoke, 
  Factory smoke, 
  Cigarette smoke, 
  Fumes from trucks, 
  Buses, motorcycles. 
  Everything is occluded 
  And changing. 
  Red yellows wide 
  Like the Yangtze behind 
  The great dam. 
  I am facing west. 
  Is it the sunset I see? 
 

 Ali had taken a trolley from his polytechnic college. We went to the 

lounge on the second floor and chatted a little about inconsequential 

things, but, when I asked him what it was like being only one of a handful 
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of blacks in a city of three million people, he said that this is what he 

wanted to talk to me about.  He was the only African at his university; the 

rest were at other Chinese colleges throughout the city. With a motion of 

his head, Ali called my attention to the only other person in the room 

with us.  I assumed he was a guest watching TV.  Ali whispered to me 

that the gentleman was a government spy sent to monitor what was being 

said amongst foreigners.  Then I proposed that we speak in Swahili, Ali's 

native tongue, and one that I could then speak only haltingly but with 

enough proficiency to carry on a limited conversation.  Ali agreed,  and 

he proceeded to tell me  

what was on his mind.  

 He had been in Changchun for several years, coming  on a complete 

scholarship, thereby making it possible to receive a university education 

that he could never have gotten at home.  He told me about being a star 

athlete, the premiere runner for the college. On the track he was cheered.  

Banners bearing his name unfurled, and he could hear his name echoing 

in the stadium.  But when he left the track, he was as much as invisible.  

Not once during his time in China had he been invited into a home.  

Fellow students in the cafeteria shunned him,  and  he received  not  a 

single  invitation  to a party.  Ali couldn't wait to go home.  But he kept 

his mouth closed until he could graduate, at least one more year, for, 

without a degree, he would become just another poor farmer in Zanzibar.  

He had lived through the tail end of the Cultural Revolution and had had 

enough of revolutionary idealism. 

 Although socialist fervor was winding down, factories still posted 

names of workers with stars next to those who did outstanding work.  

Long lines of silent workers wound across Tiananmen Square waiting to 

file past the crypt of Chairman Mao, men taking off their hats as they 

passed by the waxy figure under a crystal vault, a rite as solemn as any I 

had ever seen in church or synagogue.  Ten years later, the line was 
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shorter, and, when I exited the mausoleum, I stood in front of a Kentucky 

Fried Chicken and stands selling souvenir T-shirts and wind-up toys.  

 One dawn during my first visit to China while I was in the northern 

city of Harbin, I put on a pair of cotton shorts, an athletic shirt and blue-

and-yellow Puma running shoes and headed into the streets for a half-

hour jog.  The air was cold in October  and so filled with smoke and 

diesel  fuel that 

globules, like bits of coal, quickly formed to clog my nostrils.  As I ran 

past the gate of a college, a young man accosted me. 

 "Excuse me," he said haltingly, as I slowed down my already slowed 

pace.  "Do you speak English?" 

 "Yes," I said. 

 "Can you help me, please/" 

 I told him I was  American.   I was sure  he wanted a  

scholarship at an American college, a common petition from Kenyans. 

 "I am learning English," he said.  "I hear it only on the radio.  I have 

to read English in my class soon.  This is the book with the lesson.  Could 

you read it to me, so you can tell me what it should sound like?"   He did 

have a heavy accent, but that is what I think he said. 

 It was getting near 8 o'clock, and I needed to get back to the hotel 

to meet my group. I couldn't spend much time with him. 

 "I'll read it to you," I offered, "but you'll have to walk with me 

towards my hotel." 

 He agreed, then handed me a worn paperback book he had been 

holding.  It was opened to the day's exercise, an excerpt, I soon learned, 

from Malcolm X's autobiography.  In this particular passage,  the high 

school student  in Michigan, seeks the advice of his guidance counselor 

regarding college. 

 In the cold gloom of this city not far from Siberia, I read out loud 

the passage in which Malcolm X is called a '"nigger."  I wanted to stay 
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longer and explain to him that not all America is like this, that it was a 

generation ago.  But he thanked me as I gave him back his schoolbook, 

and he turned on his heels and headed off to his first class of the day, 

having heard how to pronounce a word that I had hoped would never 

pass my lips. 

 Ten years later I was in China again, this time leading a trip for 

social workers.  The day we went to the Great Wall, Pauline wore her 

African-print dress that ended just above her dark ankles, on which, like 

her wrists, were silver charms that jingled with each step she took on the 

serpentine rampart.  As Pauline shuffled past the dourly dressed Chinese, 

they looked at her in amazement, as though she had just stepped off the 

pages of a forbidden book.  They watched,  and I wondered if they had 

ever seen a black person before and if they too had read The 

Autobiography of Malcolm X.   

 Or maybe it was more the shock of the unexpected, as  

it was the time I went to a shower room in Germany.  I was attending  a  

Humanist  conference  in  Amsterdam,   but  my flight home was through 

Frankfurt.  I had met a delegate  who invited me to her home in 

Wiesbaden for a couple of days, before I returned to the States.  

 Wiesbaden is a jewel-box city noted for its therapeutic baths.  Since 

I had enjoyed hot springs in Saratoga, Little Rock, and Radium Hot 

Springs in Colorado, I went to the famous spa once frequented by 

European nobility.  I paid my fee, changed in the men's locker room, then 

soaked in several of the mineral pools. Once again I did the calculation I 

do every time I'm in Germany: I surveyed the people, guessing how old 

they were in 1940.  Most come to the spa for its healing properties, and 

rippled skin, sagging bodies, and arthritic gaits left little doubt that at 

least some of these people in 1988 were ones I would rather not know. 

 After an hour, I grew bored with poaching myself in mineral water.  

I saw a sign with an arrow and the word "sauna," and decided to take the 
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stairs to the welcome dry heat.  I opened a door and found myself in a 

locker room.  At the end of the room, I saw an attendant, a young woman 

wearing shorts, T-shirt, and sneakers sitting on a bench reading.  I must 

have walked into the women's dressing room.  I blushed, then quickly 

left, hoping she hadn't seen me.  I went downstairs and asked about the 

sauna at the front desk.  The clerk pointed to the sign by the stairs.  I 

went up again.  I couldn't have made a mistake, as there was only one 

door.  This must be the sauna.  I hesitated, then went in.  The young 

woman hadn't moved. 

 "Is this the sauna?" I asked, not knowing whether she understood 

my English. 

 She raised her head and motioned to her far side.  I walked past 

her, and there in front of me now was a shower room.  In it were a dozen 

naked men and women engaged in easy conversation.  I turned and saw 

the door to the sauna.  I looked in the window and saw men and women, 

some sitting,  

some  sprawled  on the bleacher,  some  quiet,  some  talking, none 

wearing bathing suits or wrapped in towels. 

 My heart raced. 

 "Did you find the spa today?" my host wanted to know when I 

returned to her house. 

 "Yes," I said. 

 I couldn't tell her about my queasiness around the folks whose 

aging bodies told me that they had seen and chose not to see or 

remember, unthinkable things.  I said nothing about the showers and my 

inability to sit on a wooden plank as the Germans did without inhibition. 

 What would Margie have thought about men and women talking to 

each as they shampooed their hair and lathered themselves with warm 

water running down their naked bodies and laughing?  
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Guns 
 

 

Soldiers are dreamers; when the guns begin 

They think of firelit homes, clean beds, and wives. 

—SIEGFRIED SASSOON 

 

 

"I NEED A FAVOR FROM YOU," said Steven Arata, a man too likable to be a 

professional warrior.  But that's what he was—the commanding officer of 

the Reserve Officers Training Corps at Hofstra University and a veteran 

command officer in Haiti. 

 Being friends with Lieutenant Colonel Arata, even for a short time, 

was something that surprised me since the military and I were never on 

good terms.  He went to West Point and made a career of the army; the 

moment I joined the army, I knew the date I was leaving.  Arata went to 

West Point partly for a tuition-free college education but also as part of 

his family tradition.  The only military tradition in my family was running 

from it. It began with my maternal grandfather who fled from being 

conscripted into the Czar's army.  I was proud of having served in the 

Peace Corps; no one in my family was proud of my military service. 

 Having a toy gun in my house was as forbidden as pork in my 

grandparents' home.  As far as I know, my father had never touched a 

gun.  He had been too young for WWI and too old for WWII.  Although he 
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wasn't in the military, he did serve, as an air raid warden, watching 

Brooklyn skies for German planes during blackouts.  My father kept his 

gear after the war and stored it in a box of assorted galoshes and old 

coats on the floor of his closet.  I often played with his heavy white 

helmet and gas mask with the crack in one lens, imagining  shooting  

down  German  bombers  over my school.  

When an aunt bought me a cap gun as a present, my mother and 

her sister argued about its appropriateness, and the gun went into the 

garbage as soon as my aunt left.  This didn't put a stop to my attraction 

to guns, though.  I used my forefinger and thumb to kill bad guys and put 

myself in the comic book ads for Daisy rifles.  I played with a real BB gun 

in "Junior" Lo Strappo's basement when I was about ten.  One of us took 

target practice as another ran past an open doorway with a pillow across 

his face.  I also used a handmade gun made out of wood that used a 

rubber band to shoot small squares of linoleum. 

 Another difference between Arata and me is that I don't put much 

stock in patriotism.  Possibly I can trace this to the time when a relative 

gave me a small silk Japanese flag.  I took it out to the street.  Junior 

thought I was a traitor for carrying a flag of America's recent enemy.  He 

insisted that I grind the flag under my shoe.  I refused.  He took it from 

me and did it himself, thereby ripping a hole in it.  Junior and I parted 

company when he went from guns that shot BB's and cut-up floor 

covering to zip guns that used real bullets.  

 At that time, I didn't know that my neighborhood was a Mafia 

center.  That prosperous church by Linden Boulevard? Mob controlled.  

The weedy marsh by the abandoned water works? A burial ground.  The 

candy store, the one I wasn't allowed to go to? Headquarters for a 

numbers racket.  I went to Mr. Flicka, the Jewish barber, but the other 

barbershop? A bookie joint.  Some of the boys who frightened me from 

walking one block away, on Crescent Street, became infamous as 
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mobsters.  When, as an adult, I heard about all this for the first time, I 

thought about Junior's father who was a bricklayer and parked his vehicle 

in front of his house, a black van that looked suspiciously like a hearse.  

 My mother didn't want me to go to the local high school because it 

was a rough and dangerous place full of switchblades,  black  leather 

jackets,  and  engineer  boots. I didn't confront a real gun until years 

later, when at the gate to the Jomo Kenyatta Airport in Nairobi one night, 

a soldier stopped our two buses on an unlit road.   Lyn and I were leading 

a safari to Kenya, and after two weeks we were heading home having 

safely taken care of thirty anxious Americans.  He told Lyn to get out of 

her bus and opened the luggage bin. 

 "Out with the bags!" he ordered.  "All of them." 

 She talked to the soldier in Swahili.   

 I talked to him in English.  I explained that we wouldn't get to our 

plane on time.  The bus owner began to berate him, as he began to 

examine the bags.  I knew what his automatic rifle could do.  It was more 

sophisticated than the M1 I had been issued in the army.  After a bribe, 

we reloaded the luggage and just made it to the plane. 

 

*  *  * 

 

Arata likes giving orders.  I don't. He can also take orders, something I 

also have trouble with.  This is partly the fault of my small learning 

problem—mixed-brain dominance, an educator friend called it, when I 

explained that, although I'm a righty, there are some things I prefer doing 

with my left hand, such as shooting a rifle.  This makes me naturally 

clumsy.  Once, when my mother saw me play basketball, she wanted to 

know why I spent so much time on the floor.  

 I met Arata because I was working on a book of applied ethics that 

included moral dilemmas, and I wanted a military response to one of the 
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questions.  One day, he was in the hall with an inspector general.  I 

introduced myself to them both and asked the white-haired senior officer 

if he would agree to answer a question for the book.  Arata, afraid I was a 

lunatic anti-ROTC professor, like a good junior officer, deflected the 

request and said he would like to see the question himself.  

 ROTC and The New College, where I teach at Hofstra,  were uneasy 

neighbors housed in one building.   The New College began as an 

alternative  to traditional education in  the  60's,   and  by  the  1990's   

contained   the   rump  of progressive causes, a place sometimes 

identified by the rest of the university, and the local press, as a bastion of 

feminist and Marxist ideologies.  For years, my only association with 

ROTC was looking at a display on the ground floor, trying to remember 

which ranked higher, colonel or major. 

 Arata read the scenario I presented to him about a West Point cadet 

caught between the honor system and loyalty to a cheating friend and 

asked if he could contribute to the book.  Arata, it turned out, wasn't like 

any professional soldier I had known before, and, over the next several 

months, we developed a fondness for one another. 

 During the Vietnam War, I declared myself a conscientious 

objector.  This was largely a symbolic gesture, since I already had 

finished my military obligation. When I was a teenager, it was simply 

assumed that you would be drafted.  It was only later that young men 

drank quarts of honey to raise their blood sugar to dangerous levels or 

had their doctors write reports on their delicate constitutions.  In 1961, 

when I joined the army, these options were beyond consideration. 

 My friend Joel Feldman told me that, if we joined the army reserves 

before we were 18, we would only serve three-and-a-half years attending 

weekly meetings and two weeks of active duty during the summer, 

instead of the usual six years required of reservists.  There was no way 

we could escape six months of active duty, though, and, for that period of 
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time, I would have to be a real soldier.  

 The added bonus of joining the reserves so young was that we 

could choose whatever unit we preferred.  We heard about a Special 

Services company, a unit that during WWII ran the R&R  (Rest & 

Recreation) center at the French Riviera for American troops.  The group 

also met in an office building in midtown Manhattan, and no one wore 

uniforms.  The company  required   that  its  members  take  an  audition  

to demonstrate a talent, but none of us had any.  Still, because of our 

youth, we had to be accepted.  

 Joel, Marty Schlow, and I signed up and joined a company of 

soldiers who were opera singers, musicians, athletes, dancers,  and 

directors.  Some of the reservists were also comedians and TV comedy-

show writers.  One night, someone instead of using a training film 

showed the Hollywood movie Picnic, running it backwards, so we saw it 

from end to beginning.  Another night, we watched a first-aid 

demonstration in which the instructor, explaining how to treat a cut, 

swathed a companion in bandages from head to foot like a mummy.  

 During summer camp, a ballet dancer led our PT exercises in the 

quadrangle in front of the barracks.  

 "OK, men," he said, with no authority whatsoever. "Take your 

positions.  “Now, hands on hips," and we bent our knees, feet straight 

ahead. “One-two, one-two, now one foot at a right angle, up-down, 

through all four ballet positions.” Thirty Tinkerbelles in combat boots.  

Soldiers from other companies stopped their exercises to watch us place 

our arms over our heads and position our feet now splayed 180 degrees.  

 Another day at camp, we had a lecture on camouflage.  One of the 

men found a tree limb and stuck the limb taller than himself into his belt, 

wrapped a roll of toilet paper around his head, and sang an Israeli song 

as he charged around as if crazed from a blazing desert sun.  

 These antics didn't sit well with our supervising officer, an earnest 
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soldier from the Pentagon who had apoplectic fits, which only further 

undermined whatever respect the others may have had for him.  In 

exasperation, our commanding officer issued dire warnings: If we kept 

this up, our reports to the Pentagon would be so bad that we were in 

danger of being disbanded. 

 During our second year in the reserve unit, we were told that we 

had to wear our uniforms to the next meeting. Despite the protests that 

some didn't even know they had a uniform, that morning we lined up in 

the hall of the office building  in which  we met.   There were  dress green 

trousers that weren't hemmed, patches sewn upside down on sleeves, 

loafers with fatigues, sport shirts with khaki field jackets, argyle socks, 

and silk ties.  Soon after this costume ball, the unit was disbanded.  I was 

transferred to a company of journalists  and  issued typewriters  at 

meetings  to men who sat and wrote stories about fictitious battles. 

 I didn't make any better soldier than I did a Boy Scout, an affiliation 

that lasted through one week at summer camp.  I cried so bitterly when 

my parents visited on the weekend that they had to take me home.  I 

hated wearing a uniform.  I hated being told what to do.  I hated washing 

dishes and scrubbing pans in the mess hall. 

 I also cried the first time they visited me at boot camp in Ft. Dix.  

One Saturday, they found me behind the mess hall scrubbing the 

underside of a removable walk-in refrigerator floor.  I had KP duty 

thirteen times during eight weeks of basic training; I lost weekend passes 

because my blanket didn't fit tight enough on my bed.  During advanced 

infantry training,  I was tossed out of the color guard because my boots 

didn't shine sufficiently; I never learned to put my rifle back together in 

the dark, and the machine gun always wound up with extra parts after re-

assembly.  When I received my honorable discharge in 1965, I hadn't 

made PFC, an amazing achievement since Private First Class is a rank 

usually achieved by simply not expiring.  



	   169	  

 Arata wears a uniform most of the time.  You can't avoid uniforms 

in the military, even at night, as this time calls for boxer shorts and T-

shirts.  I always slept in pajamas and saw no reason why I should give up 

the practice now that I was in the army.  Mine were red polka dot.  My 

bunk was at the far end from the hall, so when the commanding officer 

came in just before lights out, we jumped to attention and stood mutely 

at our bedsides.  He inspected the troops as he walked by solemnly in his 

paratrooper-starched uniform.   Finally, he reached my end of the 

barracks and, for the first time, saw me.  He walked past, then returned.  

He stared and said,  shaking his head,  "Dobrin, I've been in this  

man's army for twenty years, and I've never seen anyone wear pajamas 

before."  

  

*  *  * 

  

 "Are you busy right now?  I can use your help," Arata said. 

 "I have a class in a half-hour." 

 "This won't take longer than about fifteen minutes." 

 

*  *  * 

 

My brother, who had been in the army band, warned me, "Never volunteer 

for anything in the army."  Not everyone heeded this sage advice, though.  

Just before the first weekend pass during basic training, our company 

sergeant, Torres, asked who played an instrument.  A number of hands 

went up.  He told them to bring their instruments from home, for he was 

creating a marching band.  From then on, the musician soldiers marched 

through the New Jersey Pine Barrens in the summer, not only with rifles 

and packs, but also with their musical instruments.  Once, the bass 

drummer, trying to balance himself on a log as he crossed a creek, 
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stumbled and fell in.  Maybe Sgt. Torres had shouted a warning to him.  

But, even if he had, there was no way to know what he meant.  Everything 

in "this man's army" was a grunt— haa, huu! or huu, haa!  With his thick 

Spanish accent, it became impossible to understand anything he said.  

 Once, we were in formation in front of our barracks, ready to break 

at the end of the day.  Since this was basic training, we had been trained 

to respond to orders the split second they were issued.  So, when Torres 

barked and our platoon sergeant repeated the same "Haa, huu!," some of 

us thought we were ordered to fall out, but others thought he said "Huu, 

haa!," and stood at attention.  There was a crash and clang of steel and 

rifles, helmets and bodies piled up quickly.  

 Nothing stopped the marching band, though. Wherever we went, 

they went, too.  While other soldiers marched to the cadence of left-right, 

left-right, your-left, your- left, we double-timed to the beat of the bass 

drum.  Other troops waited quietly in front of the mess hall, but we 

arrived in style and did the bunny hop to the chow line. 

 I violated the "never volunteer" advice once.  My company was 

going to the field, a dirty day when we might again be exposed to tear 

gas.  A deal was offered: Donate blood, take the rest of the day off.  I 

raised my hand.  

 Cots filled a large gym.  Mine was somewhere in the middle.  

Orderlies began inserting needles at one side, moved to me, then to the 

end of the line.  By the time they were finished putting the needles in, 

they returned to the beginning to take them out.  By now, the bags were 

filled. Mine had little in it, though.  Thin veins, I think they said. They 

reached the end of the line and returned to me.   Only a trickle collected.  

Now they took out the needle and stuck it in again, in another part of the 

arm.  Five minutes later, there was no more blood than before.  They put 

the needle in the other arm.  Same results.  Finally, the doctor came over.  

He looked down at my pale face and saw that the tube to the bag had a 
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knot in it.  He untied it, the blood flowed.  Only when I'm feeling 

sufficiently guilty for not doing a good thing do I now donate blood to 

the Red Cross. 

  

*  *  * 

 

 "What do you need?" I asked Arata. 

 I thought that maybe he wanted me to read something he had 

written. 

 "I want you to be part of the panel." 

 Was I going to make a mistake by volunteering yet again?  

 

 

*  *  * 

 

The first year after active duty, at summer camp in Ft. Drum, I was 

directed by my commanding officer to run the projector for our weekly 

meetings.  This prospect didn't appeal to me because it meant coming 

early to meetings to get things ready, then staying late to pack away the 

film.  But my CO was sending me to projectionist school, so I could 

receive a license.  The army wouldn't let anyone touch a projector without 

a license. 

 "Don't worry," the teacher said, reassuring the class. "By the end of 

the day, everyone will have a license."  Not me, I thought.  Most of the 

mornings, I sat diligently writing not notes but letters to Lyn who by then 

was my fiancé.  At first, the instructor was impressed with my eagerness 

to take down his information, but he grew suspicious as the morning 

drew on.  He'd walk by my desk, and I'd put my arm over the paper so he 

couldn't see.  Finally, he insisted, and I had to show him my love letter.  

He didn't find this amusing and issued me a warning.  I put away the 
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paper.  After lunch, I decided to ask questions.  I wanted to know how the 

picture appeared on the screen; I wanted to know how to get sound from 

celluloid.  I continued to ask technical, obscure questions, and all he 

wanted to do was show us how to thread the film and fill out a packing 

order. 

 At the end of the day, he gave out certificates to everyone but me.  

"You're going to the CO," he told me. 

 The commanding officer sat imposingly behind his dark desk.  This 

wasn't a reservist, like my reservist CO.  Perhaps I had gone too far this 

time.  "I've heard about what you did today, private," the colonel said.  

"I'm going to report you.  Your commanding officer will discipline you."  

He dialed the phone as I left.  When I returned to my barracks, a group 

was outside, including my CO.  They cheered and congratulated me.  My 

CO, it turned out, had no more military discipline in him than anyone else 

in my reserve unit. 

 

 

*  *  * 

  

"We are interviewing a student for a full ROTC scholarship," Arata 

explained.  The army would pay his tuition at the university. 

 

*  *  * 

  

When Eric was a junior in high school, he told me that he had invited an 

army recruiter to meet us in our home.  He explained, reasonably, that 

the army would pay for most of his college education.  What was so bad 

about him saving half my annual salary?  This was like a policeman's son 

telling his father that he could make life easier for the family because he 

could make a lot of money by joining the mob. That's what was wrong 
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with it! 

 The recruiter sat in our living room.  I was as polite as I could be 

under the circumstances.  Lyn gave me looks. 

 Eric didn't join the army, but he did apply for the Peace Corps after 

graduating from college, maybe as a way of making up to me for his 

anxiety-producing rebellion.  He didn't join the ranks of Peace Corps-baby 

volunteers, though. Instead, he got married. 

  

*  *  * 

 

 "Are you sure you want me?  I don't think I'm really the right 

person for this."  Are you crazy? I thought.  I'm the last person you want 

for this.  I'm the last person who's going to help out the army. 

 "We'll ask the questions about the military," Arata said.  "You just 

need to ask him about his academics." 

 I had related some of my army stories to Arata, so this must have 

been a mistake of some kind, a thing not unheard of in the military.  In 

fact, the army had made a big mistake with me.  After basic training, I 

was supposed to spend the rest of my active duty learning my military 

occupation,  recreation specialist.   But  instead of  going  to a recreation 

center after boot camp, I went to advanced infantry 

training, an eight-week extension of basic training, only, in addition to 

learning how to shoot rifles, we would learn to use other weapons, such 

as grenade launchers and flame throwers.  

 My parents also preferred that I not crawl under barbed-wire while 

live ammunition flew overhead in the dark, so they complained to our 

congressman, who wrote to the general of Ft. Dix, who wrote a personal 

letter to me.  The army did, indeed, make a mistake in assigning me to 

AIT, the general said, without apology, and, when my cycle is complete, I 

will get my proper assignment.  Until then, I should be proud that I was 
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receiving the training that was the envy of real soldiers.  I was now an 

infantryman and should be glad for the error.  

 I was glad, in hindsight, not because I learned to use the weapons 

of my childhood dreams but because it was in AIT that I met Lyn's 

brother, Barry.  He was supposed to be there.  Barry was an infantryman 

in the New Jersey National Guard. 

     

*  *  * 

 

 "We are required to have one faculty member on the committee, 

someone not in the military, but I just got a call to tell me that the 

professor who usually does this can't make it.  I could use you." 

 I agreed. What are friends for? 

 "We're meeting in a room downstairs in five minutes."  

 Rumor was that rifles were stored in one room and another room, 

which no one I knew had ever seen, was used for rifle practice.  What 

were they shooting there?  

  

*  *  * 

 

Barry stood behind me at the pistol range, since we were learning how to 

shoot pistols for the first time.  I pulled the 45's trigger.   I didn't expect  

such  a kick.   My hand flew over my shoulder, and the pistol pointed 

straight at Barry's head. I guess this got his attention because, before 

that, I hadn't talked to him very much.  One evening as I sat on my bed 

with a novel, he told me that he had a sister who also liked to read.  

Maybe I wanted to meet her.  Maybe he was getting even?  

 The following week, he showed me her photo, and we arranged a 

double date. They were driving in from New Jersey, while I took the 

subway from Queens and waited near  Times Square, then a squalid 
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center of dissolution.  I was relieved when the Corvair pulled up.  This 

was Lyn's 19th birthday, and I spent much of the night avoiding her 

inquiries about my age.  She might not have gone out with me again if 

she had known I was ten months younger than she was.  But she didn't 

ask.  Instead, she introduced me to Kafka and Kahlil Gibran, impressed 

me with her prodigious store of musical song lyrics, her recitation of the 

balcony scene from Romeo and Juliet, the nose soliloquy from Cyrano de 

Bergerac, and passages from Auntie Mame, which she enacted with great 

verve.  While I liked jazz, I didn't know jazz singers.  She had records of 

Dakota Staton, Nina Simone, and Etta James and played them for me in 

her darkened living room.  I was most impressed with her dripping 

candle wax on Chianti bottles.  

 

  Until that New York night 
  In a car on 42nd Street 
  Octobers were waystations 
  To warm suns and beaches. 
  But the car door opened. 
  And I sat beside you 
  And I sat beside you 
  All the way to Africa, 
  On a hill above the Aegean, 
  By dusty Tucumacari, 
  almost everywhere to this: 
  measuring October by color, 
  Not the number of fallen leaves. 
 

*  *  * 

 

I walked down a dungeon-like hall to a windowless room, a passageway 

into a dismal dreamscape.  Lt. Col. Arata was there, as was a lieutenant 

and a sergeant, each in uniform, their chests covered from neck to navel 

with medals and ribbons, all sitting behind a table like a jury waiting to 

pass sentence at a court-martial.  Had I gone too far, after all? Maybe I 

hadn't really ever received my discharge papers. Maybe they were waiting 
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to interrogate me.  But Arata invited me to sit at the table beside them, 

not in front of them.  I was wearing my own non-uniform uniform: 

sweater, blue jeans, and desert boots, not even the more conventional 

academic attire of tweed jacket and black jeans.  

 There was a knock at the door, and the candidate, wearing his 

uniform, entered.  He saluted the three soldiers and me.  I didn't know 

what to do with my hands, but I didn't think it was proper for me to 

salute back.  

 The cadet stood at attention while they asked him questions about 

why he wanted a career in the military and why he thought he was good 

leadership material.  I asked him what his favorite subject was, how he 

got the time for school, work, and athletics, and what he liked best to on 

his own.  He punctuated his answers to me with lots of  "sirs"—yes, sir; 

thank you, sir; run track, sir—and that sort of thing. He was addressing 

me, Sub-Private Dobrin. 

 Arata dismissed the cadet. The young man turned smartly and left 

the room.  Was he really interested in guns and war, or was this a high-

risk strategy to have his tuition paid? Arata left Hofstra before we could 

become good friends. He was transferred to Paris where became the 

American liaison to the French War College.  He was replacing an officer 

who was being sent to the American embassy in  

Kenya. 

 The following year, ROTC moved its headquarters to the swim 

center across the Hofstra campus, and I took the space they vacated, a 

large room with two south-facing windows.  There was a special lock on 

the door, so not even the custodians or the dean had a spare key to what 

was once considered a repository of government security and secrets. 

One of the black metal filing cabinets I now use must have contained my 

report on the prospective cadet, a report I wrote to help my friend fulfill 

his duty, a man whose profession my mother wouldn't approve of.  I 
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write Arata e-mails at my desk that is in the very spot once occupied by 

the ROTC lieutenant.  And every once in a while, I dream about the army 

and worry that I've never been discharged, and I still don't know how to 

assemble my machine gun in the dark. 
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Beauty 
 

A thing of beauty is a joy forever. 

—JOHN KEATS 

 

 

 

WHEN I finished my six months of active army duty in December 1961, 

my parents bought me the most beautiful thing I ever owned—a double-

breasted camel's-hair coat.  This came as a surprise, since gift giving was 

unusual in our family and unheard of at that time of year.  Chanukah 

hadn't yet been transformed into Jewish Christmas.  The only gift I had 

ever gotten as a child in December came when my Hawaiian friend, 

Barbara Ramos, invited me to hang a stocking in her apartment.  Since the 

only one in my family to wear stockings was my mother and a stocking 

was a stocking, not a sock, she gave me her hosiery.  I thought how clever 

my mother was when I saw that the other children had brought footwear 

fit for seven-year-olds while mine nearly reached the floor.  That night, I 

dreamt of what must await me the next morning: trucks and yo-yos, balls 

and trading cards.  I rushed upstairs to Barbara's apartment and found 

my stocking full of grapefruits and oranges while the other children's 

socks were stuffed with small toys.  

 I suppose my parents brought me to a clothing store when I 

returned to civilian life because they were as eager as I for me to wear 

civvies.  Buying the coat was my mother's idea. Appearances were 
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important to her, unlike my father who didn't care what he wore.  My 

mother, Anne, was a beautiful woman,  and my father was good looking 

in a rough George Raft sort of way.  My mother managed to be well 

dressed on a modest income by buying classically styled clothes of good 

quality.  When  I  was   an  older  teenager,  she returned  to  work  at 

Bloomingdale's so she could get an employee's discount.  The main 

reason she worked, though, was to get out of the apartment, a place too 

small, too uneventful, too confining, too domestic.  There was nothing 

glamorous about housework.   

 There was nothing glamorous about my father's work, either.  

Delivering pastries and breads to grocery stores in the middle of the 

night isn't glamorous.  Several times I rode with him, sitting on a foam 

rubber pad that covered the box that housed the engine of the step van, 

"so you can learn the route in case I get sick."  When I was young, riding 

with my father was exciting.  There was the thrill of working in the dark 

and being with him as we went to the commercial bakeries shortly after 

midnight.  I enjoyed the smell of the baking bread, eating jelly doughnuts 

and honey cake on the truck, being introduced to luncheonette owners as 

his son, and later, at home, helping him as he spread the day's collection 

of coins and bills on the kitchen table.  

 The glamour in my father's life was my mother.  In all other 

matters, he preferred function to form.  To hang a picture, he used the 

first thing he could find, even if it was more a spike than a nail.  When 

the plaster crumbled after a heavy blow, leaving a little crater, he would 

say, "It's going to be covered by the picture anyway."  My mother hated 

this attitude, but there was nothing she could do.  It never occurred to 

her that a wife could handle a hammer.  It never occurred to my father 

that a husband could wash a dish. 

 My father bought practical things and kept them as long as he 

could, seeing no reason to replace in the 1960's a green-striped suit he 
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wore for his wedding in the 1930's. 

 After my mother died, it bothered me that he would put on a 

stained shirt and a pair of polyester pants that my mother  never  liked.   

Soon  after  my father died,  I  made  a request of Kori.  "When I'm old," I 

said to my daughter when I was in my mid-fifties, "I want you to be 

responsible for my clothes. Go through my things and get rid of whatever 

you want. Make sure I never dress like an old man." 

 I do better in the suit department than my father did.  

I usually have two suits, one light and one dark, which I wear when 

presiding at weddings and funerals.  Wearing a suit for these two 

occasions wasn't always the case, as I used to dress in a way I thought 

appropriate to the level of formality of the particular ceremony.  I learned 

my lesson when a hippie couple asked me to officiate at their wedding, at 

a beach in Bayville, on Long Island Sound.  I wore a pair of slacks and a 

hand-embroidered white shirt from the Philippines that is worn outside 

the pants, appropriate, I thought, for a wedding by the water. The couple 

arrived in an electric psychedelic, multi-colored, flower-adorned VW 

camper. The doors opened, and  the bride emerged  wearing heels and a 

flowing white wedding gown and the groom in a black tuxedo with white 

shirt and bow tie.  

 I've worn a tuxedo only three times in my life.  Once was at Kori's 

wedding.  She wanted me officiate, and she also wanted me to be a real 

father-of-the-bride.  I rented a tux.  I also wore a tuxedo when I officiated 

at my nephew Merrick's wedding.  My father-in-law had died shortly 

before the wedding, and my mother-in-law, Rose, wanted me to wear his 

tuxedo.  This was a small price to pay to give her pleasure. 

 The only other time I wore a tuxedo was at my own wedding, in 

1964.  There seemed no choice then.  Once Lyn and I had decided not to 

elope, we had no illusions that we were nothing but mannequins for 

Rose's show.  The wheels ground on, from a grand smorgasbord before 
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the ceremony to the cutting of the cake after. 

 Rose always thought  she could win me over to the life  

of fine things, if she only exposed me to them.  Rose was under the 

impression that I was susceptible, I think since the first time she saw me 

when I had come to the house on Arnot Street in Fair Lawn to date Lyn.  

That day I was wearing my new camel's-hair coat.  

 I wanted to look my best at my wedding, so I took a scalding 

shower late in the afternoon, soaked my face with a hot towel, put a fresh 

blade in the razor, rubbed in shaving cream and stroked down, sideways 

and up until my face was as smooth as possible.  Then, just before 

leaving, I shaved again.  But no matter what I did,  I always looked as 

though I needed a shave.  So, during the reception, relatives of mine, 

Ashkenazim from northern Europe, wondered if perhaps I was following 

a custom unknown to them but one from Rose's Sephardic family.  

Looking at my wedding album, I can see what they meant.  My chin is 

dark, as if I were growing a goatee. 

 Which is what I did the following year, in Kenya.  

 Beards were rare in America in 1965, but goatees were de rigueur 

amongst the Indian-Portuguese Goans with whom we became friends.  

Two weeks after arriving in Kisii, Lyn and I were in our first house, owned 

by James Nyamwea, a large, lonely place a half-mile from town, at the top 

of Nyanchwa hill, the very place where Sakawa, the legendary seer, 

prophesized the coming of wazungu, people as white as babies and their 

eventual departure.  We were seated in front of an unused fireplace, 

awake to the light of a camping lamp, the cold from the concrete walls 

and floor penetrating our bones, frightened of the unfamiliar noises, not 

knowing a neighbor, when Armand, Mena. and their six-year-old son 

Clifford, pulled up in their Peugeot.  They had heard there was a young 

American couple living on top of the hill and came to welcome us to East 

Africa.  We became good friends, not only with them, but also with their 
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extended family in town—Mena's brother, Louis, in charge of the coffee 

experimental station and his new wife Millie, and Mena's brother,  Joe,  

the forestry officer and his wife,   Carmen,  who was secretary to the 

District Commissioner.  They were all called Pereira, and all the men had 

goatees. 

 Within a month, Lyn and I moved to a house closer to town.  We 

convinced the government to postpone the demolition of a house that 

was being churned into sawdust by carpenter bees.  We loved the wooden 

bungalow built on cinderblocks, even though the living room wall 

hummed with a hornet's nest, and we had no electricity.  Brown water ran 

from faucets.  The grounds were large enough for a vegetable garden, 

black wattle, gum and lemon trees, a poinsettia that grew to eye level, 

pineapple plants,  and a towering  ghost-white  eucalyptus  tree.  There 

was a gardenia bush by the front door, the heady aroma drifting into the 

house through the casement windows, and  five-foot-tall African 

marigolds thrived in the rich soil. 

 A dense cypress hedge separated us from the Yugoslav's family on 

one side and the Indian's family on the other.  Behind the house, we had 

an expansive lawn on which we set up badminton net.  The Pereiras often 

came on weekends to picnic and play.  The men's beards inspired me.  

But what finally moved me to let my beard grow was the lack of hot 

water. 

 When I grew my goatee, function and form were perfectly matched.  

But,  when I returned to the States, facial hair had taken on an entirely 

new, political meaning.  Two education professors interviewed me for a 

teaching program sponsored by Farleigh Dickinson University.  "If the 

school we placed you in told you that you had to shave your beard, what 

would you do?"   Not take the job, I said. 

 The situation never presented itself.  Instead, I began my life in the 

Ethical Culture Movement, as a trainee at the New York Society.  I had a 
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small office on the fifth floor.  I kept the door open.  This seemed like the 

friendly and inviting thing to do.  During my first week, an older member 

was walking down the hall, looked in, and saw me at the desk. I was 

wearing a red plaid shirt that my mother had gotten for me at 

Bloomingdale's. 

 "Who are you?" the woman inquired sharply.  I told her.  "Since 

when did we start hiring woodcutters?" she said. How did she know that 

as a child my ambition, after wanting to be a fighter pilot, was to be a 

lumberjack in Oregon?  

 A few years later, I was the Leader of the Ethical Humanist Society 

of Long Island.  I liked wearing dashikis and my hair was long enough to 

curl in the back.  Leaving a Garden City clergy meeting, I was stopped by 

a police car as I drove my motorcycle on Stewart Avenue in a 

neighborhood of great wealth and conservatism.  Until just a few years 

before, no Jews or blacks were allowed to buy a home in the village. My 

beard was full, and my hair fluttered from the bottom of my helmet.  

 "What did I do wrong, officer?" I asked, as I hadn't been speeding;  I  

hadn't  gone through  a stoplight;  I  hadn't even made a turn.  He wanted 

my license and registration. He said nothing as he slowly walked around 

the motorcycle, then said, "You're license plate is loose.  You better 

tighten it." 

 For years, my mother wanted to know when I was going to shave 

off "that dirty thing."  Twenty years later,  I did on amateur night at the 

Ethical Society.  I had no talent to share, so decided that I would shave off 

my beard in public, in stages, between other acts. As in any good 

vaudeville act, I did it to music.  First, I wore a dashiki and jeans and 

shaved my cheeks to rock; then I wore a sports shirt and chinos and left a 

goatee as jazz played; next, as Sinatra sang, I wore a sports jacket and 

slacks and had just a mustache; finally, I shaved off the last bit of facial 

hair to classical music while wearing a three-piece suit. A friend 
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announced that I now looked like a Presbyterian minister.  At one point, 

Lyn, who was the emcee  saw me and wondered who the stranger was.  

"But," she said, "I prefer the beard."  Eric and Kori, who knew me only as 

their bearded father, wanted me to re-grow it immediately.  As for my 

mother, she said, on a visit from Florida, "Grow it back." 

 By then having a beard had become  as much form as 

function.  It took me a while to admit that how I looked mattered.  I 

believed that being concerned with personal appearance was a sign of 

vanity. Living in East Africa deepened my appreciation of nature—the Rift 

Valley at the escarpment; the fragrance of the gardenia and lemon 

flowers in our garden; tea plants dipping into a ravine,  like a green wave 

shimmering at Kericho; flamingoes so thick that the lake seemed to be a 

pink beach; a giraffe loping beside our train at sunrise; bougainvillea 

cascading like a waterfall at the Grosvenor in Nairobi; the mauve flowers 

from the jacaranda trees covering the grounds in Jivanjee Gardens.  I still 

think of the grove of pale fever trees near Naivasha. 

 The Kisii people seemed to be indifferent to pretty things.  They 

never spoke about the beauty of their green rolling hills; they didn't plant 

flowers around their houses or paint  the mud  walls.   There were  few  

body  decorations or adornments.  Clothes were for warmth, the body 

meant for work.  Soapstone carvings were plain things—ashtrays and 

candlesticks—always using white-chalky stone, not the rose-colored kind.  

The loveliest items were four-legged stools carved from a single piece of 

wood, but the most attractive ones were for sale to expatriates for home 

decor.  

 But other Africans were different in this regard.  In Uganda, people 

planted home gardens and painted their houses with floral designs and 

women wore Victorian dresses with billowing sleeves and spectacular 

bustles.  These people cared about appearances.  And the Maasai, the 

neighboring tribe immediately to the south of Kisii, also had a wholly 
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different attitude towards beauty than the Kisii.  They are fond of red and 

blue and orange, and both men and women wear colored bracelets and 

take great care in plaiting their hair.  Young men dye theirs with ochre 

paste to create a kind of orange carapace.  One day, I was walking in Kisii 

and came face-to-face with a young Maasai.  Warriors were often arrested 

for cattle theft at the district border and brought to Kisii, the nearest 

court, for trial.  The fellow was probably waiting for his case  to be called  

and  decided  to see  what a garage and sidewalks and butcheries were 

like, as his home was all rolling country of grasslands, tangled woods, 

and cattle.  

 The young man was as curious about me as I was about him.  We 

stopped to stare at one another.  He wrapped his shoulders in a red-and-

blue checked blanket and wore sandals made from tires; I wore a nylon 

sports shirt with shorts and desert boots.  He didn't speak Swahili or 

English. I didn't know Maa.  Finally, he reached for me and ran his fingers 

on my hairy arm, then gently stroked my goatee.  I took his smooth arm, 

admired his bracelets and gingerly touched his hair-do. 

   

  One day 
  In a little café  
  On a muddy street 
  You ran your finger on my lip 
  and touched the soft hair on my arm. 
  I looked at your orange ochre hair 
  Braided as warriors do 
  And admired the bracelets on your wrist,  
  Around your young dark leg. 
  Then our shadows disengaged 
  Mine forever a darker shade of black. 
 

 The Maasai weren't responding to created fashion. They weren't 

manipulated by advertising.  A comment in Louis Simpson's memoir, The 

King My Father's Wreck, allowed me to understand personal appearance 

in a new way.  The poet wrote, "Italians are good-looking.  Even the old 
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ones  who are thin  or  fat  and  bent out of shape seem to remember 

when they were good-looking.  They care how others see them and try to 

make the best of what's left. . . Italians know they are being looked at; 

you can't go through life trying not to be seen; you are here definitely, a 

part of the universe, so you should try to make as pleasing an impression 

as you can.  You owe it to others." 

 Simpson's insight is a variation of my favorite quote, by George 

Eliot, "What do we live for, if not to make life less difficult for one 

another?" Dress doesn't have to be  a form of self-advertising; it can also 

be used to bring pleasure to others, the way an impala viewed by 

someone on safari does or a Yixing pot to a tea drinker.   

 I never met anyone who lived in beauty like Jack Larsen.  Lyn had 

an assignment to write a profile of him for Distinction magazine, so we 

drove to his home in the Hamptons for an interview. Larsen, a textile and 

fabric designer, a decorator, a weaver, and collector of fine crafts, lives 

surrounded by bamboo in a home modeled after a Shinto temple.  Bowls, 

chairs, chests, lamps, baskets. Everything is resplendent, everything is 

touchable.  Everything is beautiful.  This isn't a museum to be looked at 

but a house to be lived in, where daily items are moved from one place to 

another, the angle of placement changed, the pattern re-arranged, as 

Larsen continues to create a living work of art in which to surround 

himself, where he isn't an observer as much as part of the creation itself.  

 He carefully placed  mats on the table, making sure each sat exactly 

right, then removed them for those of a different shade.  The napkins 

had to fit the overall design; the silverware needed to be placed precisely.  

He put the flower vase just so, to catch the sunlight streaming through 

the windows.  

 "There is no right way to decorate your home," he said.  "Don't be 

afraid to experiment.  Most people think there is only one right place to 

put a painting.  There isn't. Move things around.  If you are reluctant, try 
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things out first in your summer house." 

 We don't have a summerhouse, but I do have a winter coat.  For the 

last Christmas of the century, Lyn and I drove to New York with Eric, 

Maria, and Ryan to see the lights on the tree at Rockefeller Center.  There 

is nothing more beautiful than the Manhattan skyline on a clear, cold 

night.  I held my three-year-old grandson in my arms.  I could 

feel his warm breath on my grizzled beard.  I pressed him against my 

camel's-hair coat, the same one my mother gave me,  the one I passed on 

to Eric  when he was a teenager and  had returned to me when he 

outgrew it. 

 Ryan looked at the lights on the tree. 

 "It's beautiful," he said. 
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Memory 
 

 

How is it possible to bring order out of memory? 

—BERYL MARKHAM 

 

 

 

AFTER DAYS OF CLASSROOM INSTRUCTION, we were ready to fire our machine 

guns.  Trucks took us to the range one morning; the targets were raised, 

and we had taken the prone position, one the gunner, the other feeding 

the magazine of bullets.  My finger was on the trigger, ready to squeeze 

at the sound of the command. Suddenly, a deer walked out of the woods 

and onto the field between the target and us.  

 "Hold your fire!"  The range officer then asked for a volunteer.  

 Silence descended over the field.  The deer raised its head and 

returned to the scrub oak before a shot was fired. 

 I have told this story many times to friends.  I even wrote a poem 

about it.  But when Barry and I were talking about our time at Ft. Dix, and 

I related the incident, he said he didn't remember it.  

 "You don't?" 

 "Not at all," he said. 

 One of us was wrong.  If it really happened, how could he forget?  

But if it didn't happen, how could I make up such a story?  I don't know 

which one of us is right; maybe my imagination is too active, maybe his 
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memory is porous or vice versa.  Maybe, if I told this story soon after 

Advanced Infantry Training, not two decades later, we both would have 

remembered it the same way. 

 For seventeen years, until 1998, I taught a class once  

a week at the Wantagh Senior Center, so I was aware of how  

time thins and pales memory like water diluting paint.  One day, I told 

the class a joke about three old women who lived together.   The first one 

goes upstairs to take a bath.  She fills up the tub, then looks at the water 

and calls down to the second one, "Am I going to take a bath or did I just 

finish taking a bath?"  So the second one comes upstairs to help.  When 

she gets to the top of the landing, she looks around and says, "Did I just 

come up the steps, or am just getting ready to go down the steps?"  The 

third one, listening to the confusion, says, "Thank goodness, knock on 

wood, I still have a mind."  She raps on the table and looks around. "Is 

that the front door or the back?" 

 The class liked the joke, as it had the ring of truth for them.  A 

couple of weeks later, one of those who had been there started the class 

by saying, "I don't remember who told this to me, but I have a good joke."  

She then related the story of the three old forgetful women. Everyone 

listened dutifully to Estelle and laughed at the punch line. No one told 

her where she had heard it. 

 My own memory has never been good. Although I majored in 

history in college, I never had a strong grasp of facts.  The intellectual 

and conceptual aspects of subjects held my interest.  My memory tends 

to be impressionistic, not specific.  I never managed details well.  This 

occasionally caused trouble, as when I would forget an appointment or 

that I had a class to teach one night at the Ethical Society. Using a date 

book helped to keep things straight.  But sometimes I forgot to look in 

the book, certain that nothing was scheduled for that day, or, when I did 

look, couldn't read what I had written.  
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 One Saturday, thinking I had a wedding at four in the afternoon, I 

played paddleball until late that morning. When I got back home, I had a 

message waiting for me. Where was I? the groom wanted to know.  The 

wedding was scheduled to start in fifteen minutes.  I had misread the 11 

in my date book for a 4.  Without showering, I put on my suit and tie and 

rushed to the country club. I arrived about fifteen minutes late, and most 

guests were happily eating cocktail franks and sipping drinks under sun 

umbrellas.  I felt especially embarrassed by my mistake since this was the 

wedding of the daughter of a childhood friend.  But I did have a chance to 

ask Stanley if he knew what had ever happened to Junior.  The three of us 

had played in Junior's basement together.  The last I remembered, Junior 

began hanging out  with tough kids who lived near the abandoned 

waterworks by Jamaica Bay and was bodybuilding by lifting garbage cans.  

He had married and was a father at 17.  Stanley said that he happened to 

meet up with him a few years before. Junior was a stockbroker on Wall 

Street. 

 Not keeping dates or numbers straight, though, was different it 

seemed from Estelle's mistake.  Hers felt like a harbinger of a looming 

catastrophe, an indication of what strange blankness may lie ahead.  Her 

lapse in memory, although minor, struck a chord of horror in me because 

my mother had had Alzheimer's.  Alzheimer's is like radioactive waste—

invisible, ineradicable, deadly.  

 I didn't know my mother had Alzheimer's until she had had a heart 

attack, and I flew down to Florida.  My father had never mentioned my 

mother's dementia before, nor did my brother, who lived not far from our 

parents.  On the phone,  my mother sounded fine.  She was more 

forgetful than usual, but she still carried on simple conversations and 

told me about the weather.  It wasn't so different from conversations in 

the past.  But, when I spent time with her, I realized that she wasn't right.  

My father said that it had happened suddenly.  This was far more serious 
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than the typical forgetfulness of not remembering where you put your 

keys. 

 My father was in his mid-80's at that time.  He was in excellent 

health and very vigorous.  But I wondered what my father would do if my 

mother died or if he needed to take care of her.  He had never lived alone 

in his life, not even when  he was  a bachelor.   My  mother  took  care  of  

all  the household chores.  My father had never cooked, washed dishes, 

cleaned, made beds, or done laundry. 

 George and I went to the doctor's office with my father.  The 

physician said that at the rate at which my mother's mental state was 

deteriorating, which my father agreed was rapid, she wouldn't be able to 

care for herself within a year or so.  He presented two options.  One was 

to let nature take its course and not operate.  Then, in all probability, she 

would die from heart disease within the year. The second course was to 

do an angioplasty procedure.  The surgeon explained that this was a 

relatively low-risk operation, one that he had been doing for more than 

twenty years with 100% success, and Anne would essentially have a 

healthy, normal heart. 

 My father would then be faced in the near future of having to care 

for my mother.  If she continued to mentally deteriorate at the rate she 

had been in the last few months, her mental faculties would be all but 

gone in a short time.  My father would be faced with two other choices: 

care for her  himself or institutionalize her. 

 My father wavered wildly, one minute saying that my mother would 

have no quality of life with Alzheimer's, the next saying that it would be 

like killing her if he didn't consent to the operation. 

 "If I can save her, I have to do it," he would say one moment.  "I 

have the power to save her life.  If I don't choose that, it's  like I killed 

her."  He would be silent for a while.  Then he would say, "But she's going 

to become a person without a mind.  She would never want to live if she 
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couldn't take care of herself.  I won't be able to take care of her for long 

before she'll have to go to an institution.  She said she never wanted that.  

She couldn't stand to even visit friends who were in nursing homes."  He 

continued to carry on this debate with himself.  Whenever he seemed to 

firmly decide on one course of action, I said I agreed with him, even if I 

had reservations.  He needed my support in whatever choice he made.   

But  a short while later,  he changed  his  mind,  and, once again, I said 

that I agreed with his decision, even though it contradicted the earlier 

one.   

 In fact, I don't think I was much help in assisting my father to make 

his decision, except perhaps to serve as a sounding board.  But my 

brother and I were useful in letting him know that the choices were 

impossible, and whichever decision he made would be the right one. 

 My father authorized the operation, only for my mother to be the 

exception to the doctor's impeccable record. She died on the operating 

table. 

 With Alzheimer's disease, a life of memories (how to wash a dish, 

your child's face, remembering that you are married) dies before the 

body. Even without disease or the normal abrasion of time, accurately 

remembering the past is difficult.  But reconstructing the past with 

another is a different matter.  Here is the possibility of common 

remembrances.  Distortions and forgetfulness are less likely when the 

experience is shared. 

 "That's not what happened," Lyn said, when I was telling a Kenya 

tale to friends many years after the fact. "First we drove with the Meroses 

to Kilgoris, then they dropped us off near Keroka." 

 Not at all, I insisted.  We didn't go to Kilgoris with them.  I would 

remember that, as Kilgoris was in Maasai country.  We went straight to 

Keroka. 

 Here is what Lyn and I agree upon.  David and Galia Merose were 
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Israelis on an aid mission.  They lived in Nairobi and had come to Kisii for 

a short assignment. Without a car, we couldn't get around much, so when 

they were returning to Nairobi, we asked if we could catch a ride with 

them for part of the way.  We'd make our own way back to town. 

 "How will you do that?" they wanted to know.  

 "We'll walk."  

 So we did.  They dropped us off on the main road.  Soon children 

began to follow us.  They watched from higher ground,  giggled and ran 

off when we waved to them.  Adults joined them.  As we walked, the 

crowd thickened like the afternoon clouds in these highlands.  The more 

we walked, the more people gathered to look at the two strangers. 

 Finally, we rounded a bend to find a group waiting for us on the 

road.  An old man asked where we were going.  We may as well have 

dropped from the sky, as far as he was concerned, as our ambling on the 

road was inexplicable in a place where most children had never seen a 

white person, no less a peripatetic white person. 

 "To Kisii Town." 

 "Where's your car?" 

 We told him we didn't have one.  The Peace Corps didn't allow 

volunteers to have cars.  He didn't know what we were talking about.  He 

had never heard of the Peace Corps. We said we were walking.   He said 

we couldn't walk. 

 "Why?" 

 "It's too far." 

 "It's not that far.  Besides, we like walking," we said with innocent 

sincerity.  

 Lyn and I really weren't outdoors people.  A day in a park was 

outdoors enough for us.  During Peace Corps training, the other 

volunteers teased me about my city ways. Somehow the three-month mid-

winter training program in snow-covered Wisconsin was meant to get us 
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ready to be farmers on the equator.  We spent all but three days in 

Milwaukee, but during our time in Madison we wrestled with sheep and 

clipped their toenails.  I also castrated a lamb, although learning by doing 

is not always the best approach, at least as far as the victim was 

concerned.  

 There were two physical requirements for the Peace Corps training.  

Completing a mile run was one of them.  The rest of us had already 

finished our four laps when Lyn came at her desperate pace down the 

track, her face red and sweating.  

 "Come on," we cheered.  She chugged to the finish line and broke 

into a smile. Later she confessed that she was only on her  third lap,  not 

the final fourth.   But everyone else thought she had completed the 

requisite mile, so she wasn't going to argue. 

 "Wazungu don't walk," the old man said, either as a command or 

description, we weren't sure.   

 But we learned what he meant just a few minutes later.  As far as 

we could tell, every white person in the district owned a car.  There 

wasn't a European or American missionary or aid worker who walked.  

This must have been equally true before independence. The first whites 

to arrive in Kisii came on horse, and many Land Rovers that were used by 

African officials at that time were remains from colonial days.   There 

were  always cars  at the corner  of  Shamji's,  a shop where expatriates 

came for packaged and tinned goods and for bottled liquor and beer, 

butter, and propane gas.   The U.S. Agency for International Development 

officer in town outdid everyone: He and his wife possessed two white 

Chevrolet station wagons. Americans must be born in cars and piss 

gasoline.  

 But Lyn and I had no other means of transportation, so we walked. 

 When a taxi van passed by, the old man waved it down and 

engaged the driver in Gusii, which we didn't understand.  A large group 
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kept a polite distance but stared silently at the transaction.  The old man 

opened the door of the van, which was filled beyond capacity, and pulled 

off two reluctant people. 

 "Get in!" he commanded.  

 By then, the sky was dark with thundering clouds.  In fact, we were 

relieved by his persistence.  We never knew saw the mzee again, but we 

did wish we could thank him.  It was a half-hour ride to town.  Keroka 

was about fifteen miles from Kisii,  and we would have arrived sore and 

long after dark.  

 

* * * 

 

Lyn and I agreed  upon all these facts.  But  had  we  gone  to Kilgoris or 

not? How could we know? 

 The answer to our disagreement sat close at-hand for many years.  

In addition to writing letters, Lyn and I had also sent tapes home from 

Kenya.  About once a month or so, we received a tape from our parents, 

listened to it, then recorded over it and sent it back to the States.  Our 

parents had decided to keep them for us, so when we returned we had an 

audio library.  We hadn't put everything that happened to us or thought 

on tape.  There had been an incident in West Africa where a volunteer 

had written an uncomplimentary description of the country on a 

postcard.  An African read it; the volunteer was immediately sent home. 

We weren't going to take any chances,  so we monitored what we said.  

But chances were that we would have described our jaunt with the 

Meroses. 

 The problem was  that we couldn't listen to our tapes.  In Kenya, we 

used a portable reel-to-reel player, and these were no longer being made.  

There was no recorder any longer that played tapes at the speed at which 

we had recorded them.   Then, through the Ethical Society, I met Andy 
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Jacobs who owned a recording studio, and he figured out a way to re-

record the tapes onto cassettes.  Nearly thirty years after we made the 

recordings,  we could now hear our own voices from the past.  

 By chance, the first tape we listened to was a report of our trip with 

the Meroses.  

 Lyn was right.  We had gone to Kilgoris first. 

 There was another matter that could be cleared up by the tapes.  In 

1966, Armand had asked me to ride with him in the Kisii Road Rally.  He 

drove; I was the navigator. We left the town and headed on the stony road 

to the top of Manga Hill, roared by coffee farms and fields of corn, 

women scattering with bundles on their heads and children watching 

streaming cars full of Asians and Europeans.  I didn't know what I was 

supposed to do, but I worked very hard.  Since the winner was 

determined not only by time but also by answering questions at the end,  

I  kept  track  of  everything, writing down the number of cows we 

passed, how many bridges we crossed, the names of the markets we 

passed. 

 Armand's expert driving made us winners. Years later, this time at 

his home in Bexley Heath, London, we were reminiscing about Kisii.  I 

enjoyed doing this, and Armand began to call me a Kisiiwalla, using the 

Indian suffix to indicate that I was an expert on Kisii matters.  I wondered 

about the fate of the winners' trophy.  We had a photograph of Armand 

and me sitting on the steps of Louis's house, each of us in our goatees, 

each of us smiling and holding aloft a small shining cup.  In front of us, 

on a table, is a silver trophy.  Armand thought that I had it all these years. 

 In another tape, there was the story about the road rally.  Lyn and I 

learned the fate of the trophy.   Armand  and  I  had given it to the third 

person in the car, an African who helped us out.  The next time I saw 

Armand, I told him I knew what happened to the missing trophy.  

 "We didn't have anyone else with us," he said when I finished.  
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 "It's right there on the tape," I said.  

 "That's not the way it happened," he insisted.  'There was no one 

else with us." 

 I never did convince Armand as to what I believe had happened.  

 L. P. Hartley wrote, "The past is another country." Many of those 

countries are like deserted islands with a sole occupant.  At least Kenya is 

another country whose past I'm able to construct cooperatively with Lyn's 

memory, as well as mine.  And the tapes have become the final arbiters of 

reality, although not everyone accepts voices from the past.  

 I stayed with my father during the last week of his life.  He could 

no longer take care of himself.  One of the last things he said to me was 

that I was the best nurse he ever had.  We talked about the things we 

usually talked about sports and politics.  But we also talked about his 

dying and how he had no fear of death and how he accepted his fate as 

part of life.   He had lived long enough.   My father had finally become 

one of the old people. 

 His mind was clear, though.  Unlike my mother, his mental faculties 

were never molested.  I had many questions about my father's personal 

life: Did he really love my mother? Why did he marry her?  Why did they 

argue all the time?  But I never asked these questions.  I lacked the 

courage; he deserved the dignity of preserving the secrets he had with my 

mother. 

 But I did ask how long he had been aware of my mother's illness 

and why he had chosen not to tell me about it.  Why didn't I know until I 

saw with my own eyes? 

 He answered, "What do you mean, Alzheimer's?  She never had 

Alzheimer's.  Where did you get that idea?" 
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Misunderstandings 
 

 

But here's the thing; just because we haven't understood something doesn't 

mean we haven't been shaped by it. 

—MARK SLOUKA 

 

CONFUCIUS SAID THAT HAPPINESS REQUIRES UNDERSTANDING; where 

there is misunderstanding there is unhappiness.  The Chinese sage is 

right on the whole, but misunderstandings can create something quite 

the opposite, like the time I visited a sporting goods company in 

Chicopee, Massachusetts.  

 For twenty years I had been playing paddleball, a New York sport 

identical to handball, except a wooden paddle is used instead of the hand 

to hit a small rubber ball. The game appeals to me for two reasons: first, 

it is played outdoors and I can't get enough of heat and sun; and second, 

it is cheap.  Since the game is played in a public park, the only expense in 

paddleball is the racquet, which can last for years, and the balls, which 

usually last for a couple of dozen games, though sometimes less when 

the weather is hot.  

 One summer,  there was a heat wave, and balls were breaking at a 

record pace.  One game, one ball, sometimes more, and the cost of 

playing the game was beginning to resemble aristocratic tennis instead of 

proletariat paddleball. 
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 Not wanting to feel like a victimized consumer, I decided to take 

action.  I found Spalding's toll-free number (I wasn't going to pay to 

complain) and explained the situation to a person in customer relations. 

 "Just send the broken ones back to us, and we'll replace them," the 

representative offered nicely enough. 

 "I  can't  do  that,"  I  replied  indignantly.  "I  threw them away as 

soon as they broke.  And, even if I had kept them, it would cost me just 

as much to send them to you as it would if I bought new ones." 

 Then I noticed that the company headquarters was located near 

our friend Emily's house in Amherst.  So I decided that on our next visit 

there I would go to the factory myself.  Meanwhile, I kept every broken 

ball and even collected those that were broken in other games by other 

players.  I had two cartons full in the trunk of my car when I arrived at 

the factory gate. 

 The Spalding building, the old factory, looks like a prison, a brick 

facility that sits behind a fence and at the gate has a watchtower where a 

guard sits who opens his window and peers down.  The lobby, unlike the 

rest of the building, is lovely corporate marble, cushioned couches, 

potted plants, and a large reception desk behind where sat a smartly 

dressed, very attractive receptionist.  I told her the guard had directed me 

to see the customer service representative. 

 "She's on vacation," the receptionist explained. "Maybe I can help.  

What's the problem?" 

 "Well," I began with a smile, "I have defective balls.  She looked at 

me.  I continued, "I have twenty-four of them.  And," I added, "they're 

green." 

  She laughed so hard that she got up from her desk and ran to the 

ladies room.  She returned in a few moments, her eyes wet with tears. 

 Lyn took a picture of me handing a carton of broken balls to a 

receptionist with a very wide smile, as though I were the CEO giving her a 
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plaque for being the Employee of the Year. 

 

*  *  * 

 

Sometimes misunderstandings have led not to unhappiness or laughter 

but to frustration.  My "mixed-brain dominance" causes   me   to   reverse   

digits   and   letters,    misinterpret instructions, and misread signs.  I'll 

read notices several times and still not get it right.  There were two signs,  

one above the other,  on the post next to the parking meter on Seventh 

Avenue, one in red NO PARKING 7 A.M. TO 10 P.M. MONDAY-FRIDAYÑ 

and the other in green 1 HOUR PARKING 10 A.M.-7 P.M. MONDAY-

FRIDAY.  I thought I understood the meaning, but, just before inserting 

my quarters in the meter, I had second thoughts.  Could I park or not?  I 

noticed a police car double-parked a few yards away.  

 "Do you know if I can park here or not?" I asked the officer sitting 

behind the wheel.  

 He read the signs several times.  

 "I don't know," he finally said.  Just then, his partner returned from 

the grocery store carrying a paper bag.  I asked her if I could park.  She 

looked at the signs. 

 "What day is this?" she asked.  "... Monday?  Yeah, you can park." 

 "But it says no parking Monday through Friday," I pointed out.  

"What does that mean?" 

 "It means . . ."  She stopped.  "Well, it means  . . . I don't know what 

it means." 

 They laughed and drove away. 

 This kind of uncertainty plagued me in the army.  I was given 

orders, but I didn't know what they meant. Am I supposed to clean this, 

or am I supposed to go do that?  So I took a reasonable guess and 

followed what I thought was the most logical course.  
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 "Why did you that, private?" the corporal or sergeant or lieutenant 

yelled at me. 

 "I thought . . . "  I would begin, only to be cut off, with some 

variation of "You're not supposed to think." 

 I don't know how to understand without thinking, and I can't be 

happy without understanding.  But the army isn't meant to make soldiers 

happy, and I wasn't. 

 The Peace Corps was another matter, though.  Part of our task was 

to promote understanding between Americans and Africans.   Our  

training  was designed to help us read the signs of Kenyan culture so as 

to minimize misunderstanding and increase happiness between peoples.  

 As soon as we arrived at our assignment up-country, I came down 

with a fever that kept me in bed.  We were staying at the Kisii Hotel  until 

a house could be found for us. I was more frightened than sick, as we 

were 250 miles from Nairobi.  Although Kisii Town was an administrative 

center, we hadn't yet made friends, we didn't know what resources there 

were nearby, and we had no idea what we would do if we really needed 

help.   

 We had become friendly with the hotel manager, so we turned to 

him to arrange for a doctor to see me in the room.  While we were waiting 

for him to arrive, Lyn called the Peace Corps doctor in Nairobi to get his 

advice.  By the time she returned, the African doctor had finished 

examining me and was preparing to give me an injection.  

 "You can't do that," Lyn said, mustering all the authority she could 

for a twenty-three-year-old female in a culture that honored males and 

the aged.  She told him that our doctor had said that under no 

circumstances should I be given an injection. 

 So much for fitting into the local culture; so much for social 

harmony.  

 The doctor snapped his satchel shut and left the room.  My 
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condition improved, and a few days later the Peace Corps doctor showed 

up.  He left behind for us a plastic gallon container of tetracycline that he 

said we should take whenever we felt sick. 

 So much for good medicine. 

 We lived at the 1930's hotel with lush gardens but shabby rooms 

for a few weeks, then moved from there to our first house at the top of 

Nynachwa Hill above the town. The Pereiras had befriended us by then, 

and one afternoon Lyn and I were on the way to meet Armand and Mena 

at the Kisii Sports Club where we intended to take their picture to send 

home to our parents.  We had been told during our training  in  

Milwaukee   that   many  Africans  were  wary  having their pictures 

taken.  So, when we saw a man wearing khaki shorts and a torn shirt who 

was tending to his cow, Lyn quickly put the camera into her bag, out of 

view.  But it was too late.  The man stopped us, and, after an exchange of 

greetings and our explaining to him that we were newcomers to Kisii, 

having just arrived from America, he asked about the camera he had seen 

Lyn sneak into her bag. 

 Lyn removed the camera for him to see and to show that we meant 

no offense.  

 He looked at the device, then said, "Take my picture! I want people 

in America to know what Africans are really like." 

 In training, we were also told never to wear red.  Red, though, was a 

popular color with women in Kisii.  Another custom we learned about 

was never to give things to people with the left hand, the left being 

associated with the sinister, the left hand being the one used to wipe 

oneself.  However, nobody cared about right or left in Kisii, whether in 

handing something to someone or in choosing which side of the road to 

drive upon.  By the time we took a train from Nairobi to Mombasa, I had 

forgotten about the left-hand prohibition.  The porter who had made up 

our berth hadn't, though.  So, when I wanted to give him a tip with my 
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left hand, he declined to take it, insulted by the ignorance of another 

mzungu.  He waited until I gave it to him with my right hand. 

 In some Nairobi office buildings at that time there were signs in 

washrooms: DON'T STAND ON THE TOILET! Kenyans, accustomed to 

upcountry latrines that were simply holes in the floor, couldn't 

understand why people would sit and not squat.  What I didn't 

understand was why this was written in English, not Swahili.  

 In China, our national guide ate dinner with us on our final night in 

her country. 

 

  For three weeks 
  She watches our behavior 
  Listens to our ceaseless chatter 
  And explains her ways to us. 
  Tonight she joins us at the dinner table 
  As we say farewell to one another. 
  Our American talk drifts 
  To foreign trips we've taken before, 
  To the cuisines of choice: 
  Italian, says one. 
  French leads another's list 
  And one remarks, 
  "We like to eat Chinese." 
  Confusion crosses her round face 

as she puzzles the confession 
  and our natural acceptance. 
  She rolls the words quietly, 
  Trying to understand: 
  "Eat Chinese?  Eat Chinese?" 
  Until she bursts into laughter, 
  "Eat Chinese.  Now I get it!" 
  Raising a glass of beer, she says, 
  "To better understanding." 
  Everyone agrees, but maybe 
  She was right the first time. 
 

 Although my work in Kenya was primarily with farmers, I dabbled 

in a few other things.  I cajoled the Department of Community 

Development to open a shop along the main road where local soapstone 
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carvings could be sold. And I was given space near the district prison for 

a basketball court, a game never before seen in the area.  I bought the 

necessary equipment when I went to Nairobi, and, about a year later, two 

backboards and hoops were up, and I had a group of twenty children 

eager to learn the new game.  Kisii had basketball.  Building the court was 

easier than teaching the game, though.  I found many children eager to 

play, but they only knew the rules for soccer, in which the use of hands is 

forbidden. In basketball,  of course,  just the opposite is true—you can't 

kick the ball. They ran down the dirt court dribbling the ball with their 

feet, then shooting it with their heads, all terrific soccer moves, but all 

illegal in basketball.  

 If the point of playing any game is fun, then my work at bringing 

basketball to Kisii was successful.  By the same token, I was a failure at 

the game when I tried to play basketball at the Christian Bruderhoff 

commune in Connecticut where I stayed for two weeks in the 1976.  I 

wanted to see what life was like in a place without guile, ambition, or 

competition.   

 I  worked  at  their  children's  play equipment factory  during the 

day, a place where even the most disabled found respect no matter their 

capabilities, a place so utopian that Marx would have celebrated the dawn 

of the Messianic age if he could have paid a visit. Well, not exactly 

utopian.  You couldn't read what you wanted, for example.  The few 

secular books were kept in a small library, the most cramped and raw 

room in this otherwise splendid place of large windows and flowers.  

 One day as I left the factory, I saw two teenagers on the basketball 

court.  I asked if I could join them, and we shot around for a while.  Then 

I suggested we play a game. Since I was clearly better than either of them, 

I proposed a game of two-on-one.  I took the ball out and drove to the 

basket.  They didn't try to guard me at all but stepped aside, as if to say, 

"If you want to score, all you need to do is ask." When the ball was in  
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their possession, I got close to them, put my hand in their faces and tried 

to take the ball from them.  They offered no resistance.  They simply 

stood there, not knowing what to make of my aggressive, competitive, 

and obviously anti-social behavior.  Finally, they handed me the ball and 

walked off the court.  

 

*  *  * 

 

In 1975, we lived more than ten miles from Kisii Town. There,  in  this  

backwater  district,  once  more,   we  objects of curiosity—Americans 

living in Tabaka, husband and wife with two young children staying in a 

former nuns' quarters, a family that didn't attend mass or any other 

church, neither on Saturday nor Sunday.  

 Our children attended school on the compound.  Classes in this 

windowless school were conducted in English.  All the children sat on 

wooden benches, and the teacher lectured while waving a switch.  There 

were no books.  Eric's grade had lessons in the Gusii language. Eric got 

one question out of ten right, and this led to a standing ovation led by his 

teacher. 

 Eric and Kori came home with a trail of pupils who  camped  

outside  our  house   for  the  remainder  of  the afternoon.  These largely 

silent children peered through our windows, stood at the doorway, sat on 

the sloping lawn, or  squatted on the steps.  More than anything else, they 

stared. They gawked,  just as I supposed we would have if a Maasai family 

with a hundred head of cows, sheep, and goats and wearing nothing but 

blankets and beads took up residence on my block in New York.  

 Eric's hair grew until it reached his shoulders.  He wouldn't let us 

put a scissors to it.  Kori kept her hair in a small Afro, puffed and 

springy.  Kori and several  schoolmates  wanted to see what she would 

look like if her hairdo were like theirs.  So they clipped it as short as 
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possible. 

 This hair business caused a great deal of confusion, as we now had 

a son with hair to his shoulders and a daughter with hardly any hair at 

all.  "What a nice son, people said referring to Kori.  "What a beautiful 

daughter," they said about Eric.  

 Luke was a schoolteacher who lived down the lane that ran behind 

the back fence of the mission.  We became good friends over the next few 

months.  I frequently visited Luke's compound.  There was one house for 

his brother, whose wife stayed behind while he worked at a curio shop on 

the  equator  near  Mt.  Kenya,   and   another  house  for  his father, a 

man who always wore a suit jacket and brimmed hat.  The house next to 

that was his mother's. An unmarried brother, Peter, lived just behind 

Luke.  

 Luke lived in a house with his wife, Elizabeth.  A young and 

exuberant woman with a vigorous handshake and easy laugh, she didn't 

speak English.  

 "Bring Lyn over," Luke requested.  "I want her to meet my family." 

 I went early to Luke's house; Lyn would come later. He introduced 

me to his married sister, a good-looking woman whose English was as 

good as Luke's.  Luke had invited her so that she, too, could meet the 

American visitors. When Lyn arrived, the four of us went into the house 

where we talked and snacked on white bread and butter. Lyn drank 

bottled soda, but I had tea. 

 On our way home, Lyn remarked, "It was really nice to see a 

marriage that I can relate to.  Luke and his wife really seemed to like each 

other, and they're affectionate." 

 At first, this puzzled me. 

 "Wait," I said.  "Do you think the woman we were talking to with 

Luke was his wife?" 

 "Yes." 
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 "That was his sister," I said. "His wife was the one who served us." 

 I suppose that, when a prospective husband pays his future father-

in-law with goats for his wife-to-be, affection doesn't always come along 

with the deal.  Warmth and companionship and friendship arise more 

naturally amongst brothers and sisters.  

 

*  *  * 

 

Most misunderstandings are minor matters, either too trivial to 

clear up or providing a source of humor when they are.  But sometimes, 

as unhappy couples learn sooner or later, the problems are of such 

proportions that that the relationship founders  and  sinks.   

One  such  mistake   nearly  ruined  a friendship of mine.  The 

problem began in 1966 and took two decades to resolve.  It involved 

Armand.  We were closer to him than anyone else in Kisii, so, when 

Armand asked if he could be our baby's godfather the following year, we 

answered, "Sure."   

In truth, neither Lyn nor I had any idea what it meant to be a 

godparent.  We had no ceremony for Eric and, therefore, didn't mark 

Armand's relationship with our son in any special way.  But our 

friendship changed after that.  At first we didn't notice, as we were busy 

with a new baby.  We saw less and less of the Pereiras, and, by February, 

five months later when we left, it was clear that something had gone very 

wrong in our relationship.  We didn't know what, nor how to rectify it.  

Armand, who had always been warm and welcoming, had become cold 

and distant. The friendship was over.  It must have been my blindness to 

the mutual requirements of godparenthood.  We had failed to honor our 

commitments, whatever they might have been.  Perhaps there should 

have been some formal recognition, a ceremony of sorts, a letter of 

appreciation. 
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 At least this is what we thought,  only to find otherwise twenty 

years later, when, for the first time since leaving Kenya, we met up again.   

From this point on, the story becomes like a boxwood maze, confounding 

but ultimately leading to a happy ending.  Here's what happened: In the 

mid-80's, Lyn and I decided to lead educational tours to Kenya.  At that 

time, Margie Maranga worked for the Kenya Tourist Office in New York, 

and she put us in touch with Ed Williams, a former teacher in Kisii whom 

we had known only briefly.  Ed ran an educational tour company, and, as 

chance would have it, Joe Pereira, Armand's brother-in-law, ran the 

company he worked with in Nairobi.  When we met Joe, I asked about 

Armand, saying I very much wanted to contact him.  Armand and family 

had left Kenya a couple of years after we did, Joe said, and were now 

living in London.  

 I wrote to Armand, and he wrote back. We began a correspondence  

that  was  filled  with  the same warmth and the closeness we had once 

known.  The years had healed the rift, whatever its root had been.  

 "What went wrong?" I asked Armand, when we finally met face-to-

face.  "Did it have anything to do with your being Eric's godfather?  Did 

we neglect to do something?"  

 "No," he said.  

 "Then what?"  

 "Let's forget about it."  

 I brought up the Kisii Sports Club and our choosing not to join.  

That wasn't it,  either.  I needed to know, so I persisted.  

 "It was the pups your dog had," he said.  

 The day we had brought Eric back to Kisii from Nairobi, our dog 

Gypsy had given birth to a half-dozen pups.  

 "What about them?"  I didn't know what Armand was getting at. 

 "I asked for one, and you wanted to charge me.  I thought we were 

like brothers.   You don't sell something to a  
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brother." 

 Suddenly, I recalled a contract I had made long ago, a deal which I 

was so ashamed of that I had suppressed its memory, and the memory 

came flooding back.  We had gotten Gypsy from an English woman who 

was leaving behind her colonial Kenya and bequeathed to us her 

pedigreed Airedale. In accepting Gypsy, I had promised I wouldn't give 

away whatever pups she would have but would only sell them, as a  

way of ensuring the dogs had a good home, something that could only be 

provided for by a person able to purchase them. In looking back, I see 

that I had been complicit in a kind of restrictive covenant, a gentleman's 

agreement to keep Britain's best canines out of African hands.  

 "That was a long time ago," Armand continued.  "It doesn't matter 

anymore." 

  "Yes, but it was wrong, and I feel awful about it.  I am really sorry 

for what I did." 

 Understanding had been achieved, and, over the next few years,  

harmony  was restored. Supreme happiness was achieved on a cold 

winter day in 1991.  Armand and Mena came to America on their first trip 

across the Atlantic.  They were here to attend their godson's marriage to 

their niece. Once again, Armand sang with Lyn, as they had years before 

in Kisii, this time as part of a wedding service, a ceremony that united our 

families in a way that even today seems fantastical. 

 Eric and Maria are parents, and  Ryan's middle name is after his 

mother's uncle, our old friend, Armando. 
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Names 
 
in the garden 
of gentle creatures 
waiting for a name. 
—STANLEY H. BARKAN 

 

 

 

MY FATHER'S FATHER, SAM, WAS A STATELY PATRIARCH who had a full 

head of white hair as fine as corn silk. The smoke that curled from his 

cupped hand in which he held his cigarettes European-style caused his 

moustache to yellow.   

 My grandfather died in his late eighties, a man supported by his 

many children for nearly half his life.  In his younger years, he had 

worked as a house painter and carpenter, but ever since my 

grandmother's death, several years before I was born, he lived upstairs in 

a two-family house with his two bachelor sons.  

 One of his sons, Jay, never seemed to have had a job of any sort 

and spent much of his time in Coney Island sunning himself on the 

boardwalk with actors and other bon vivants.  But he also disappeared for 

long stretches of time.  I received several postcards from him, cryptic 

missives from California and other places that seemed impossibly exotic. 

Mainly, though, there were long periods of silence.  Once when he came 

to our apartment for lunch, he talked about how men would walk on the 

moon one day. He showed me a clipping from a newspaper showing 
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someone wearing a space suit.  Everyone in the family thought Jay was 

crazy, just a bit better than the hydrocephalic girl neighbor who ran 

joyfully down the street, her arms waving wildly.  No one knew for sure if 

the shock treatments were making Jay better or worse.    My   other  

bachelor   uncle   had  a  face   that   was beardless and smooth.  He 

belonged to the auxiliary police. Over my mother's protests, he took me 

to the pistol firing range to watch him shoot at paper targets.  Bobby 

owned a tape recorder, the first I had ever seen, a big contraption that he 

used to capture the voices of members of the family.  He also had a 

home-movie camera.  Unlike Jay, Bobby had been married.  But his 

marriage to Kitty ended in less than a year, the reason for the annulment 

a secret kept from the young nieces and nephews.  

 One of my grandfather's daughters, Della, lived downstairs with 

Ben, her cigar-smoking husband, and their three children.  Ben read the 

racing pages of the Daily Mirror and played a lot of pinochle with his 

father-in-law.  

 I also had an Aunt Fay.  I saw her about twice a year, once at the 

facility upstate where she had lived since she became a teenager and her 

mother could no longer manage to care for her Down's Syndrome child.  

My father and I would drive to the institution.  My mother seldom came 

with us, the experience too distressing for her.  I also saw Aunt Fay when 

she came to New York and stayed for several weeks with her sister Lily.  I 

liked Aunt Fay, although I was a little frightened by her strangeness.  She 

didn't look like anyone else I knew, and she didn't speak, communicating 

only with grunts and expressive body language.  She smiled with wide 

eyes and gave me wet kisses and strong hugs.  

 Where Lily's only child, Richie, lived when Aunt Fay visited I don't 

know. Usually, Richie shared a one-bedroom apartment with his mother.  

He did this as long as I can remember and well into his adult years.  

Richie's father had disappeared when he was very young.  He slept in 
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what must have been his father's bed, a twin separated by a night table in 

a bedroom that was too small for three pieces of furniture.  

 When we moved to Queens, my grandfather refused to visit us.  

Our new apartment was only two miles from the old one, but, once we 

crossed the borough border, we had moved to the Island, a distant 

suburb in his mind, as well as our own.   He also claimed he couldn't walk 

up three flights of stairs, and, since he had never ridden in an elevator 

before, he wasn't going to do it now.   But,  one day,  he relented and 

visited us.  I met him downstairs, put him on the elevator, pushed the 

button, and raced up the steps.  I beat the elevator again, as I knew I 

would.  But this time the elevator took too long to arrive.  Then I heard 

the emergency bell ringing and realized that my grandfather was stuck.  

The elevator started up again in a few minutes, but that was enough for 

my grandfather.  He never visited us again.  

 I thought that my father enjoyed visiting his family.  He didn't.  He 

went out of a sense of duty.  Sons couldn't turn away from their fathers.  

They owed them at least a visit.  

 "He was cold and mean," my father said after his father's funeral.  

He added, with a hint of disappointment, "He wasn't an affectionate 

man." 

 I thought of this a few days before my father died.  We both knew 

this would be our last time together.  I remember we kissed each other 

and him saying, "I love you," to me for the first time. 

 Certainly my grandfather displayed no special interest in me.  I 

don't remember him touching me or even acknowledging me in any way.  

He didn't lift his head to say hello when I entered the cement backyard 

where he was sitting at a card table.  This didn't bother me. I didn't 

expect anything more, as I thought of him as someone who came from a 

remote and distant world, somewhere on the far side of the sea, and I 

had no more interest in him than he did in me. 
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 Long into my adulthood, I thought my grandfather had never 

talked to me because he spoke only Yiddish.  I couldn't speak Yiddish 

myself, although I understood a few words.  My parents said things such 

as, "You're acting like an alte kocker," and "What a zhlub."  I knew they 

were talking about old people and slobs.  My mother told me to stop 

being a tummler  or a  vildeh chaya,  when  she  wanted  peace  and 

quiet. 

 As I thought  about it,  I also realized that  I  couldn't  

have been right about my grandfather not knowing English. One time I 

asked him a question, and I almost received an answer.  At about thirteen 

years old, I had become interested in my family genealogy.   I made  a 

chart  and  began working my  way  upward  through  the  tree  of  

generations.    I  was curious about our family name.  It is an unusual one, 

and only once in my childhood had I met another family not related to us 

with the same name.  Perhaps the name had been shortened or altered.  

Dobrynski?  Dobrynska? 

 Maybe the name was made up whole cloth out of nothing other 

than a mangling of something completely different.  Many strange 

alterations had taken place as people passed through the gates of Ellis 

Island.  All I knew was that my grandfather had been a young man by the 

time he emigrated from that area of Eastern Europe that had passed 

many times between Poland, Lithuania, and Russia. Surely, he would 

know the correct family name.  Here is the entire conversation: 

 "Was the name always Dobrin?" 

 "Yes." 

 "You didn't change it?" 

 "No." 

 Of course, my mother acquired a new family name when she 

married.  The Slavin name remained with her brothers.  Slavin was as 

unusual as Dobrin.  However, in my high school homeroom I met George 
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Slavin, a bulking boy with bad skin who always took a seat in the back of 

the room.  I liked him because of our matronymic connection.  But, after 

all, we weren't related..  He was an Irish Catholic. 

 I never asked my maternal grandfather about the surname.  He 

died when I was four.  He collected rubber balls from the streets for me 

that he found as he made his rounds delivering coal or ice; he had wads 

of tin foil and rubber bands in a drawer in his kitchen on Pennsylvania 

Avenue in the East New York section of Brooklyn. He shared this dark 

apartment with a bachelor son,  Barney. Barney  had  never  

worked in his life  and  collected monthly checks,  from  whom and for 

what reason I never knew. 

 My mother also had a brother, Charlie, a large-lipped man who 

chomped on a cigar stump and had once been a merchant marine.  He 

had brought back silk paintings from China.  Mike was my favorite uncle 

whom I introduced to Laura, a neighbor on our floor in Brooklyn. They 

got married. I had an Aunt Millie, who was married to a WWI veteran. Ida  

lived  in Hartford  with a husband  who wore  blue suede shoes, and 

Sylvia, my mother's twin, often wandered the streets in Greenwich Village 

with a shopping bag and had to be brought home by her daughter. Estelle 

was also known as "Eky," named after a racehorse because of her running 

ability.  She also rode a bicycle, wore pants, and had her nose broken by 

Mike, who accused her of being a communist.  

 In Jewish (Ashkenazic) tradition, a child is supposed to be named 

after someone in the family who has died.  The custom was modified so 

that all that was necessary was to use the first letter of the name.  Until 

the day I was born, my name was supposed to be Elliot, after my 

grandmother Elsie. At the last moment, Elliot disappeared, and I became 

Arthur. My middle name, Barry, came from my grandmother Bessie. 

Maybe Arthur was meant to match the British royal names already 

claimed—Anne, my mother, and George, my brother.   
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  It turns over 
  Like sod in spring 
  And hesitantly from 
  My darkened center rises: 
  Arthur. 
  From afar and softly: 
  Arthur. 
  Saying it aloud 
  It quavers, then strengthens 
  And stands before me: 
  Arthur 
  Arthur. 

My own name, 
  As rich as honey mead, 

  As mine as my finger or foot: 

  Arthur 

  Arthur 

 

 My parents gave me Jewish names, though, ones that no one has 

ever used.  Here they followed the ancient Hebrew formula.  I am Elia 

Shimon.  I never knew the origins of my brother's Jewish name.  Yudel 

Velvel is as mysterious as it is comical.  

 In grammar school, I was always Arthur, and, throughout my adult 

life, I have been Arthur.  As a teenager, having moved into a new 

neighborhood, some friends called me Artie.  It was during this period 

that I met Lyn.  Barry knew me in the army as Artie   and this is how he 

introduced me to the teenager who became my mate for life.  Lyn says 

she fell in love with the sound of my name: Artie Dobrin, she said, was an 

adorable name.  

 Barry told me his sister's name was Marilyn, a name I didn't like 

very much.  Fortunately, she didn't like it much, either.  She says the 

name never fit her, as it was inescapably linked to Marilyn Monroe.  So 

she had no objections when I shortened it to Lyn.  I also gave her a pet 

name, Mukden, after the Manchurian city I had read about in my Chinese 
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history class.  I just liked the sound of it. Years later, I visited Mukden, 

then called Shenyang, a grimy, non-descript industrial city of several 

million people.  I should have given her the nickname Suzhou instead, 

after the beautiful city I also visited, a place of gardens built by artists, 

scholars, and merchants, a quiet town full of shops that sell purple clay 

teapots of superior quality.  

 Since 1961, she has been Lyn to everyone who has met her, 

although during our Peace Corps service, she once put Bubbles on a 

nametag, and one volunteer liked to call her by that name.  

 

 

*  *  * 

 

In Kenya, we learned that the Kisii changed their names at will.  There are 

traditional names and there are Christian names, but no family names.  

Once a Kisii friend took me to meet her mother.  We drove off the main 

road to a secondary road, then to a smaller one, until there was no more 

road.  We parked on a ridge and walked into a valley, then climbed up a 

hill on the other side.  There we found a house in the old style, round, 

with mud walls and a straw roof.  A barefoot woman with a large goiter 

on her neck came out to greet us. Around her legs  were rings of iron  to 

indicate  that  she  had 

been married. 

 "Bwairire buya," we greeted each other in Gusii, as we shook hands. 

 We chatted a bit and then I asked her name. 

 I expected something traditional, like Nyanchoka or Bochere, or a 

standard British Christian name, such as Martha or Mary.  

 She answered, "Jennifer," at that time the most popular name given 

to baby girls in America. 

 People seemed to take up new names all the time.  If you liked a 



	   217	  

name, you were free to use it.  So we had new names in Kenya.  I was 

called Osoro, after a tall, thin man of some political prominence who 

lived around Kisii Town.  Lyn chose her own Kisii name, Moraa.  She 

simply liked how it sounded.  In 1975, I met another Moraa in Kisii.  I had 

been trained as a family psychotherapist, so I had an interest in meeting 

someone who practiced what came closest to a talking cure.  Moraa was  

a diviner.  

 Moraa went into her home, and I could hear a preternatural voice 

issuing from inside.  When I went in, I could hardly see, as the only light 

came from the fire burning in the three-stone hearth.  The diviner sat on 

a beaded stool. She rubbed her palms  together,  and a fine grain fell into 

the sputtering flame.  Smoke filled the room as it filtered out through the 

roof.  Only when Moraa began asking questions in her transformed voice, 

speaking as she drew in her breath, did  I  realize  that  this  was  neither  

a conversation  nor  an interview.  Something had gotten lost in 

translation.  I was being divined. 

 She asked direct questions, those that could be answered by a "yes" 

or a "no."  No, no, I said to most of her questions, as these were wild 

guesses on her part.  But gradually, through the process of elimination, 

she gathered accurate information, and she began to get more questions 

right.  

 "Yes, my children sometimes have bad dreams,"  I said.  And, "Yes, I 

do have a bad stomach every once in a while."  The diviner also learned 

that Lyn had been injured in a bicycle accident, that our neighbors 

weren't all from the same tribe, and that there were lightning storms 

around our home in New York.  

 "Do you sacrifice to your ancestors?" she asked towards the end. 

 "No," I answered. 

 A half-hour after the diagnosis began, she was ready to offer her 

prescription.  First, we needed to move so we could be with our own tribe.  
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Living amongst strangers would only cause misfortune.  Second, I needed 

to sacrifice a black goat to my ancestors. 

 "But my tribe doesn't sacrifice," I explained. 

 She looked at me, as if to say, I'll give you my expert advice, but if 

you don't want to take it, that's up to you. 

 I understood her resignation. A common problem in the U.S. is that 

there are patients who never complete the prescription given to them by 

their doctors.  And I often felt frustrated as a psychotherapist when 

clients didn't do what they said they were going to do to make their lives 

and the lives of their families better.  

 Later, I learned that a diviner's advice was stock—always  a  

ceremony  to which  the clan  was invited  to feast. This struck me as a 

sensible idea, as a kind of family therapy intervention or community-

service project. 

 When Eric was born, the women who came to our house to meet 

with Lyn and to gossip spent days debating a suitable Kisii name for him. 

On his birth certificate is Eric Simba, but in Kisii they settled upon 

Nyakundi, the name of an historic warrior.  

 For our daughter two years later, we chose Kikora Anana.  We 

arrived at these names for her by going through our Swahili dictionary 

until we found two words whose meaning and sound we thought 

appropriate.  Kori has been both gentle and  a joy.  We wrote to our 

friends, Joshua and Raili, and asked them to give our daughter a Kisii 

name. They chose Kwamboka, meaning a child born on the river's far 

side.  While Lyn and I have thought of Kisii as our second home  (and,  to  

a lesser degree,  Eric does  as well),  Kori,  as everyone but people in Kisii 

call her, has little desire to go to Kenya. 

 Our five-month stay was enough for her.  While we did visit a game 

park occasionally, since we had no car and little money, mostly we stayed 

in a house on mission grounds.  Kori remembers the day when a man 
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with a goat passed our house, then slaughtered the animal, and we could 

hear the bleating.  To bathe, about once a week, we went into Kisii Town, 

where we used the tub either at Bob and Sarah LeVine's house, American 

anthropologists who studied Kisii culture, or at Ripi and Surjit Singh's, 

the same Dr. Singh who treated my hand when I fell from my motorcycle.  

 For many years, I thought I had the only motorcycle in Kisii.  But I 

learned this wasn't true when Lyn and I were listening to the tapes we 

had made in the Peace Corps.  How both of us could have forgotten this 

fact is really quite amazing.  There was a Maasai named Morris who also 

worked for one of the government offices in town.  The two of us would 

go out together to meet with farmers.  He drove his motorcycle, and I 

drove mine.  How could I ever have forgotten that I used to ride my 

motorcycle with someone else?  How could I forget that I had had a 

friend who was a Maasai? How could I have forgotten a Maasai whose 

name was Morris? 

 Morris was my father-in-law's name. It  was also my father's name, 

at least for part of his life.  My father's birth certificate, issued in 

Manhattan in 1902, called him "Baby" Dobrin.  His parents called him 

Moishe.  In school, my father became Moses.  When he received his 

driver's license, he further Anglicized his name and called himself Morris.  

For a short while he went chic and called himself Maurice.  In his wedding 

photograph, the one in which my mother is happy and is wearing a hat, 

my father looks like a Maurice.  His hair is slicked back, and he is wearing 

a double-breasted pinstriped suit.   My father dropped Maurice in favor of 

Moe, the name he kept for the rest of his  life.  

 I  thought  the   entire   Dobrin   family   immigrated   to America.  

No one ever said otherwise.  So, when I saw the Margaret Bourke White 

photograph of liberated prisoners at a concentration camp, I couldn't 

imagine that any were my relatives.  I pictured Dobrins as victims of 

pogroms but not of the Holocaust.  One day, I received a phone call from 
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a funeral home. 

 "I am with a widow here," the director said.  "She doesn't want a 

Jewish service since it was a mixed marriage. When I mentioned the 

Ethical Society and your name, she said she thinks you are a cousin of 

hers.  Here, let me put her on." 

 Ruth was my father's cousin. Her father, Ed, was my grandfather's 

brother.  I remember visiting Ed in Long Beach, when I was a boy.  He was 

a husky and kindly man who owned a store and had a missing finger.  I 

don't think I had ever met Ruth before. 

 After Byron's funeral, I went back to Ruth's house, where I talked to 

her sister, Dorothy.  Dorothy told me about Lilly, a Dobrin, originally 

from Germany, now living in London.  Lilly said that, at the turn of the 

century, someone (perhaps  my great-grandfather's brother) left Russia, 

but, instead of following the typical immigrants' route to the New World, 

went to Germany.  There, in Berlin, he opened the Dobrin Konditorei, a 

kind of café  with rich cakes and pastries.  She was his daughter. 

This is all Dorothy knew, and for several years the story lay 

dormant, until one Sunday afternoon.  I had finished speaking at the 

Ethical Society in Teaneck, New Jersey, when Isidore Canner introduced 

himself to me.  With a thick German accent, he explained that he had 

seen the signboard outside and wanted talk to me.  He had never met a 

Dobrin in America and wondered if I had any relatives from Berlin.  I told 

him the third-hand fragmentary story I had heard.  

 Canner said, "The café was in the Jewish Quarter, not far from the 

Jewish cemetery.  If my memory serves me, it was on 

Oranienburgerstrasse, and around the corner was the Jewish student 

center.  I used to go there with my father when I was a little boy. It was a 

very popular place.  People from the neighborhood would come there to 

talk and have a good time." 

 I pictured a place with steamy windows filled with the aroma of 
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coffee, chocolate cakes, and raspberries tortes. My father made his living 

delivering cakes to grocery stores and coffee shops in New York. 

 I asked if he knew what had happened to the Konditorei.  

 "Oh, yes.  It was shut down by the Nazis," he said.  

 "And the owners?" 

 He didn't know for sure, but very few Jews escaped the 

concentration camps.  

 In February 2001, I saw an article in the Times that explained that 

the names of holders of more than 21,000 dormant Swiss bank accounts 

owned by Jews who were victims of the Holocaust had been posted on 

the Internet.  I searched the website.  There, under the D's, I found 

Dobrynsky and Dobrynska and one couple by the name of Dobrin.  They 

must have been husband and wife.  They wherefrom Berlin.  

 Her name was Lotte.  

 His was Moritz. 

 That is, Maurice.  

 That is, Morris.  

 That is, Moses, Moishe. 

 That is Moe, my father's name. 

 Canner called me at home. 

 "I have some more information," he said.  "My son sent me a book 

about the Jews in Berlin.  I'll make a copy to send to you." 

 From Peter Wyden's Stella, I learned that Moritz was indeed the 

owner of the pastry shop, the Fa. Moritz Dobrin, Karlsbader Feinbackerei 

und Konditorei. In late 1942, Wyden reports, the Nazis rounded up Jews 

for deportation. Moritz Dobrin was assigned to Theresienstadt, "then 

considered on a par with a senior citizens' retirement center."  A Jewish 

collaborator noticed an error in Moritz's age and reassigned him to 

deportation to Auschwitz. 

 So Moe Dobrin did die in the Holocaust.  
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 Or maybe not.  

 For  Canner  also  included  a  copy  from  a memorial book of the 

victims of the Nazis, published in 1995 by the Free University of Berlin.  

Thirty-one Dobrins are there, but Lotte and Mortiz are not amongst them.  

Then I found a website for the Jewish Archives in Berlin and requested 

them to send me information about the Dobrins who owned the pastry 

shop. 

 First, I discovered that there was an Isidor and Rosalia Dobrin who 

also owned a pastry shop and café in Berlin.  

 Second, Helene, not Lotte, was his wife's name.  She worked at the 

café with Moritz and died in Theresienstadt. 

 Third, Mortiz's middle name was, in fact, Moses. Here is the rest of 

the information:  He "was born on the 02nd of February 1872 in 

Schlochau, West-Prussia.  He was a master  baker,  pastry cook  and  

owner  of  the  'Fa. Moritz Dobrin, Karlsbader Feinbackerei und 

Konditorei' (Moritz Dobrin company, Carlsbad fine bakery and pastry 

shop).  He lived in Berlin-Wilmersdorf, Grunewald, Hagenstr. 19 and in 

Wilmerdorf-Grunewald,  Konigsallee  34a.   This was also his last address 

before his deportation.  Mr. Moritz Moses Dobrin was deported with the 

"37. Alterstransport" (37th transport) from the 05th of August 1942 to 

Theresienstadt.  It is mentioned, that he has survived the Holocaust." 

 Then he did he go to Theresienstadt after all?  And he survived.  

What was his wife's name?  Who was Lotte?  

 I think about all this and remember riding with my father in the 

night, his green-and-white step-van filled with the aroma of freshly baked 

breads and pastry.  But now the Danish is baked in Berlin, made by two 

master pastry cooks, Isidor and Moses Dobrin. 

 I look at the list of 31 from the memorial book again. There is 

something that I had overlooked until this very moment.  There, the 

second name.  Nine months before I was born, a young man is sent to 
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Auschwitz, someone called Artur Dobrin. 
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Privilege 
 

 

In England how many people know their Shakespeare? In America, 

however, a great mass of people have bathtubs. 

—CECIL DELISTLE BURNS 

 

 

 

THERE ARE TWO ARTHUR DOBRINS.  I was raised by both my parents, 

the other, called Little Dobrin, is being raised by an unwed mother.  I 

have always known running water, electricity, and central heating; the 

other is often cold on July nights in Kenya as he sits in a room lit by a 

kerosene lamp and bathes in a basin.  I have been in school most of my 

life; my younger namesake will be lucky if he goes to school at all.  I use 

two computers to do my work; he's happy to have a pen.  Although 52 

years separate us, the amount of time left to each, as calculated by 

actuaries, is about the same. 

 I often think about Kenya and my connections there.  I met Zachary 

Motari in 1965.  He was an assistant officer for community development. 

We returned to New York in 1967 and kept up a correspondence.  In 

1975, when we lived in Kenya again, I saw Zachary just once, as he had 

been posted to another part of the country.  Then we lost touch, and he 

slipped from my consciousness.  But for years, Zachary kept a photo of 

me in his house, and his daughter, Rose, chose to name her son after me, 
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an mzungu she had never met. 

 I become upset as I think about Zachary's four-year- old grandson, 

Arthur Dobrin, and estimate the differences in privilege between us, a 

gap so vast that I can describe our differences without end.  

 I grew up privileged, coming from a family of two children  and  

always  having  had  my  own  bed.   But  my parents'  childhoods  weren't  

so privileged.  My  father  came from a family of eight children; my 

mother was one of nine.  

 I've worked my entire adult life with my head, not my hands.  My 

paternal grandfather painted houses; my mother's father carried coal in 

winter and ice in summer. Both my grandmothers died before I was born.  

My children's grandparents died when they were young adults, and I see 

all my grandchildren nearly every day. 

 I was married just a week after my twenty-first birthday, and I 

never had doubt that I would get a good job with adequate pay as soon as 

Lyn and I finished our stint in the Peace Corps.  My father, on the other 

hand, went to work at sixteen out of desperation, spent most of his life as 

a teamster, and told me that he didn't get married until he was in his 

mid-30's because it was the Depression era, and it would have been 

irresponsible to start a family before he knew he could support one.  

 He thought I was wasting my time by going to Africa. He wanted 

me to be an accountant or an engineer. 

 I've always taken privacy for granted, never having had to share my 

clothes with anyone, never having had to share a bed.  As children my 

parents each had to sleep two to a bed, head-to-foot until someone 

moved out.  I once asked my father what he liked most about being 

married. 

 "I could walk around the house in my underwear," he answered.  It 

was as though privacy was an invented thing, like air travel, and he could 

remember a time before its arrival.  



	   226	  

 My mother often mentioned the blessings of a washing machine 

and vegetables that came from a can. She harbored no desires to 

recapitulate her mother's lot.  

 By the time I was born, my parents had moved to a two-bedroom 

railroad flat in Brooklyn.  In winter, we piled coats on the bed at night to 

keep warm; in summer, we'd sometimes sit on the fire escape to keep 

cool.  But this didn't seem like a hardship.  It was far better than the lives 

of those  who  occupied  the  shacks  on  the  other side of weedy fields, 

next to Conduit Boulevard, just five blocks away from our aging 

apartment house.  My parents warned me about the place,  but  they 

needn't  have worried.   I  knew  nowhere more unattractive, less 

desirable, more frightening, except for the dark basement in my own 

apartment house where we stored beach chairs.  The Hole, as that 

neighborhood was called, is where the wild dogs came from, the packs of 

canines that occasionally wandered into the alley between our building 

on Hemlock Street and the two-family house next door.  

 But even life in The Hole seemed better than what I saw in India 

when Lyn and I attended the wedding of Maria's sister, Michele.  We went 

with Joe Peirera to Tivi, a small village, to take a look at the house where 

their family had been raised.  Amidst the tangle of jungle weeds stood 

the ruins of a house, the walls crumbling, the roof long-gone.  But behind 

the shell of a house was a largely untouched cooking house.  After a brief 

exchange between Joe and a woman in Konkani, Joe said that squatters 

now occupied the house. We were invited into an anteroom so dark, at 

first, we only saw the glow of a tip of a cigarette close to the ground.  As 

our eyes grew accustomed to the dark, we saw an old man on his 

haunches.  The wooden shutters were opened revealing several more 

people utterly quiet, shy, scared.  A woman gave a barefoot girl 

instructions, and, a short while later, she returned with soft drinks.  I 

couldn't help but calculate the equivalent cost for me—a new suit?  
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theater tickets? plane tickets to India? 

 "Thank you, Uncle.  Thank you, Auntie," they said to us, using the 

honorifics reserved for persons of higher station. It was as though we 

had bestowed a great gift by our presence, like the Pope gazing upon the 

faithful.  They grasped our hands with downcast eyes. 

 We couldn't avoid titles or deferential treatment when we lived in 

Kenya, either.  People greeted Lyn with "Jambo, memsahib," the latter 

word lifted straight from the Raj with all  its pomp  and  hint  of  

Himalayan  hill  cottages.    I was called "bwana," a word once reserved for 

use by Africans when addressing European men.  By 1965, colonialism 

was already being written into Kenyan history books, and all men—black, 

white, or brown—were being addressed this way. But we were memsahib 

and bwana not simply by default but with the original implications of 

privilege,  as well.   How else can I explain elders attending my classes on 

cooperatives and listening seriously when we were only twenty-three-

years old and had no life experience to speak of?  

 We had more than almost any African we knew.  As little as this 

was by American standards, we were wealthy beyond compare in Kisii.  

We had a car in New Jersey (a gift from Rose and Morris).  We had 

honeymooned in Jamaica (money from wedding gifts) and had spent a 

few days in Bermuda before beginning Peace Corps training (savings from 

Lyn's work as a substitute teacher).  We slept on a mattress and ate meat 

every day. 

 In Kenya, we had a cook, a gardener, a house with windows, 

running water, money enough to take one vacation on the Indian Ocean 

and another in Uganda.  We owned a radio and a tape recorder.  We took 

anti-malarial medication while others fell ill because they couldn't afford 

the prophylactic pills.  We went to the dentist, sprayed for bedbugs, 

bought sausages, and owned a library of paperback books.  

 Ten years later, when we lived there again, I could spot my friend 
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Joshua from a distance by the shine of his blue shirt, the one he wore all 

week.  The wrappers and empty tins we threw into a pit beside our house 

were picked over and taken away by local children to be refashioned into 

wall decorations or lamps.  We had a tank beside the house to collect 

water.  Others walked to the river to get theirs. 

 To this day, many in Kisii fetch water in jugs and find their way at 

night by moonlight.  They live in small houses, some still made out of 

mud and dung, homes with shutters but no glass or heat.  No telephone, 

TV, VCR, or computer.   They choose  between  educating  their children 

or keeping healthy.  I get rid of more clothes each year than they may 

own in a lifetime.  

 As if my life weren't already overflowing, it increased several-fold 

when Lyn began to write articles as a food and travel writer in the early 

1990's.  Now hotels and restaurants gave us their products for nothing.  

So, periodically, we experience a life like those that even I consider rich. 

We have eaten in world-class restaurants and stayed at five-star 

Caribbean resorts.   

 In August 2000, after a seven-year hiatus from of our nearly annual 

trips to that country, Lyn and I have returned to Kenya.  We're traveling 

with Steve and Sherry, who hadn't been back since they were volunteers.  

But we're going with trepidation.  After a decade, much has changed in 

Kenya.  Stories of official corruption, political assassinations, road 

accidents, ethnic violence, the breakdown of social services, overcrowded 

hospitals all make the news in America.  The 1998 malaria outbreak in 

Kisii is now an entry in the Guinness Book of World Records: several 

hundred dead in just a few months. One-out-of-four Kenyans between 20 

and 40-years old is HIV-infected. 

 Now we have been in Kenya for more than a week.  The country is 

suffering from its worst drought in more than 40 years.  Maasai bring 

their cows to graze in Nairobi streets; electricity is being rationed.  In 
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Nairobi, we stay at the Serena and use the sauna and steam room.  

Upcountry, we watch giraffe and elephants as we drink coffee on the 

slopes of Mt. Kenya.  From a swimming pool in the Mara, we look on the 

plains below as a thousand wildebeest cross the river, and, from our van, 

we follow stalking cheetah. 

 But it is to Kisii that we have really traveled so far to visit friends, 

to experience once again the land and the people we've come to love.  

And now we enter the Kisii highlands, and they are as verdant as ever, 

the rains here not having ceased completely.  There is maize in the fields, 

bananas in the shambas, tea on the hillsides.  But now plots are  no larger 

than the land  upon which  my suburban home  stands. Not an acre is 

untouched.  Roadside villages that once were a few shops now are rattling 

towns bursting with stalls and streaming with people, people, people.  

There is a stream of cars, trucks, buses, vans, pick-ups slowed by speed 

bumps and police checks.  There are people walking, holding baskets in 

their hands, balancing baskets on their heads, children in school 

uniforms, children pushing iron hoops, kicking rocks, laughing.  There 

are merchants, buyers, lookers, talkers.  There are stalls and shops and 

goods laid out on mats.  Iron, wood, rope, rubber, tin.  Used shoes, shirts.  

This is Kisii: more people per square kilometer than any other rural area 

in the world. 

 I meet Zachary on the second floor of the new post office building.  

People stand in queues, a new custom, better than the old days when 

everyone shoved and shouted to get the clerk's attention.  Zachary wears 

a sparkling white sweater, gray trousers, and polished shoes.  He wears 

eyeglasses.  

 "Dobrin," he says, as he takes my hand, "after all these years.  Now 

we can smell each other again." 

 We walk through the town together, visiting the site of our cottage, 

since replaced by a two concrete houses.  The eucalyptus tree is gone, the 
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cypress hedge has disappeared. The dirt lane from town is now a dirt 

road.  Trucks and cars groan and spew diesel fumes as they struggle up 

the incline out of the valley.  

 We walk to the golf course, still in use.  Many people are walking on 

footpaths that crisscross the links.  Zachary takes us to meet the District 

Cooperative Officer, and we tell him about the time just after 

independence.  We stop at Barclays Bank, a glass building with potted 

plants cascading down a concrete walk. This is the most attractive 

building in town.  I stand on line outside the building, next to a security 

guard who wears a helmet and holds a rifle, and, for the first time, use an 

ATM card.  

 Zachary brings us to a photo studio to have our pictures taken as,  

once more,  we are honored guests and our images will reside for years in 

a gallery of portraits high on the wall of his house.  Zachary wants to hire 

the photographer for the afternoon  But we have a camera. Why should 

he have this expense?  We'll send him copies of our photos when we 

return to the States. 

 I meet Rose for the first time.  She is beautiful with a broad but shy 

smile. She is wearing an ankle-length, African-style dress, the yellow-and-

white pattern radiant against her dark skin.  She works in a shop 

embroidering but gets paid very little.  She would like to buy a machine 

of her own, about $250, the equivalent of Kenya's average annual salary.  

Rose doesn't ask, but I know she wants me to give her the money.  

 Little Dobrin has been told that the man in the photograph, the one 

whose name he bears,  is coming to visit. But he has never been this close 

to a white person before. Rose encourages him to shake hands with us, 

which he does with great reluctance, then runs back to his mother's side.  

He stays close to his mother and says nothing.  Rose tells me that he 

often talks about me.  She says that, when she threatens to punish him, 

he tells her that he is going to run away to America to be with me.  
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 By the end of the evening, Little Dobrin is standing between my 

knees as I sit in the living room crowded with furniture brought in for 

"the historical visit," as Zachary calls it.  Little Dobrin is happy to have me 

hold him.  

 There are school fees to be paid for Little Dobrin, about $100 per 

year.  I know why she has told me.  Zachary's brother-in-law is a teacher 

who will be forced into retirement next year when he reaches 50.  He 

won't receive his pension, the price exacted by the government for having 

gone on strike. He introduces us to his six daughters.  They have all gone 

to school, but what jobs will they find when the unemployment rate is 

50%, he asks?  

 Zachary is more forthright about what he wants.  His new house is 

only walls and floor, abandoned hardly before even starting.  That's why 

we are at his brother-in-law's place.  Can I contribute to a building fund, 

so he can complete his house? Zachary tells me he wants to visit America.  

Maybe I can write a letter on his behalf to the American Embassy.  

 The house is filled with many children of all ages. There must be 

twenty people here, and everyone wants something.  One teenager 

admires Lyn's camera and asks me to send him one when we return to 

America.  Two or three of the young people here will die from AIDS in the 

next few years.  

 It's dark, and, although the house is wired for electricity,  there is 

none this night.  Power is rationed. Maybe the lights will go on at 11.  

Then food arrives, a feast of millet, vegetables, chicken stew, soft drinks, 

and peanuts. 

 After dinner, there is a ceremony. 

 "Take this seriously," Zachary says.  "This is a great honor for us.  

We've never had guests from abroad in this house before.  You are the 

first.  Believe me.  This is an important occasion." 

 We are given a gourd, a clay pot painted pink and black, a wooden 
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mixing spoon, a basket made of millet and hide, and a wooden stool, the 

traditional symbol of respect amongst the Kisii. 

 I feel manipulated and resentful.  But I have no right to these 

feelings.  This is this family's best chance at catching the golden ring.  I 

was born into good fortune.  They have to seize it.  They are making 

connections, using what they can. This isn't so different from how I've 

spent my life. I just have a fancier word for it, "networking."   

 Feeling used by them is mixed with a sense of guilt, a feeling I must 

acknowledge.  It is the price of privilege.  I've already spent more on this 

trip than the family will earn in a decade. 

 The next morning, Rose comes to say goodbye.  I give her a check 

for $250, "for the machine," I say.  But, it turns out, the bank won't cash 

my check for her.  It needs to have all three of her names: Roselyn 

Mokeira Motari.  So three days  later,    Rose  takes  the  overnight  bus  

from   Kisii   to Nairobi and meets us at the Norfolk.  She freshens up in 

the marble bathroom, a room with two sinks, terry cloth robes, and a 

toilet with an expensive wooden seat.  There is a shower stall and a 

bathtub.  Even though there is a water and electricity shortage in the 

country, you would never know it here.  The lights turn on without fail, 

the water runs from the faucet.  The Norfolk trades on its colonial 

heritage, and the gardens and walls of this sprawling complex are filled 

with memorabilia from that era: paintings and photographs of hunters 

and settlers, a chosen life built upon stolen land and black Africans who, 

in the photographs, stand beside them, ready to serve. 

 We buy coffee to bring home and go to a bookstore where I look for 

novels to use in my "Kenya Through Literature" class.  Rose stands, holds 

my package, says nothing.  We go to the Trattoria for pizza.  Rose has 

never eaten pizza before.  She stares; we explain how to eat it; she 

watches us, then takes one small bite at a time.  She says she likes it, but 

I don't know for sure.  She is polite, she doesn't want to offend.  
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 She is so quiet. 

 I don't know what Rose is thinking or feeling. 

 As I am writing this, I am preparing for my class.  I read in a book 

on applied ethics, " . . . when a person is faced with a choice between 

spending ten dollars on a trip to the movies or contributing it to famine 

relief, he should ask himself which action would most effectively 

promote human welfare, with each person's interests counted as equally 

important." 

 I ask. 

 And I don't know. 

 I don't have answers anymore. 
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Stories 
 

 

To be human one must have a story. 

—CHINUA ACHEBE 

 

 

AS A CHILD I WANTED TO BE A FIGHTER PILOT.  I was crazy about 

airplanes.  I had built several plastic models that I kept in my bedroom, 

some on stands, others hanging from the ceiling by string and chewing 

gum.  Unfortunately, I had inherited my father's lack of talent when it 

came to working with my hands.  This meant that the planes I had put 

together from kits bought at Woolworth's had wings that drooped, 

propellers that wouldn't spin, decals that didn't lay straight and 

windshields that were smeared with gluey fingerprints.  

 Once, when I was about ten, my brother, who is nearly eight years 

older than I, told me about a large model plane that he saw displayed in 

the window of a travel agency in upstate New York where he was working 

for the summer as a musician.  I longed for this plane, for, as it was 

described to me, it would be the treasure of my fleet, the gem of my 

collection, huge and unmarred.  

  George came home for a couple of days, and, after sleeping late 

the next morning, said to me, "I have a surprise for you."  
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 We went downstairs, and there, on the back sill of his orange 

Pontiac, the car with the ornament of a plastic Indian chief on the hood, I 

could see the very plane he had described. But the sun had melted the 

model into an undulating mass like the hulk of an aircraft after a crash 

landing.  It was now much like all of my other models. 

My  slapdash  approach  to model building,  my being the last in 

my class to learn how to tie my shoelaces, and difficulty in distinguishing 

p's from q's and b's from d's should have told me that I would never 

make a living from being a pilot, as right-side-up and up-side-down, as 

well as knowing right-from-left are all challenges for me.  But it wasn't my 

ineptitude or my parents' caution that kept me from pursuing a career in 

the skies.  For whatever else I may have wanted to be when I grew up, my 

parents hoped that I would follow in my brother's footsteps.  George 

began to play the accordion very young, and, by the time he was five 

years old, he was a regular on a radio show.  My mother was fond of 

telling me that at my first birthday party I spoke my first comprehensible 

word.  "Accordion," I said, sitting on the table next to my brother's 

instrument. 

 The accordion didn't interest me, but the piano did.  We had an 

upright, a spinet, as small as our Brooklyn apartment.  My parents took 

me to a teacher on Riverside Drive in Manhattan, a very long subway ride 

on the "A" train from East New York.  The train ride was an adventure all 

by itself, and the teacher's apartment was a marvel of European 

furnishings and had a glorious view of the Hudson River.  

 "The piano teacher said that you have more talent than George 

does," I remember my mother saying to me one day. 

 Perhaps my father thought so, too.  His chastening comments, 

calling from another room, "That's not right," had the effect not of 

correcting my errors but having me lose my taste for practicing.  I no 

longer wanted to play. 
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 "You'll be sorry when you grow up," my mother said to me.  "It's 

nice to know how to play an instrument just for your own enjoyment."  

 But I wasn't interested any longer, and, as a seven-year-old, the 

immediate was all that mattered.  

 I've wondered whether my father was simply a poor teacher or 

whether he got what he unconsciously wanted an elder son whose talent 

wouldn't be challenged by me.  At that time, though, this possibility never 

occurred to me.  I idolized my brother;  he loomed as an  almost  other 

worldly presence. I couldn't imagine ever being as accomplished as 

George and could only hear years of listening to my father's 

admonishments:  "You hit the wrong note.  That's not the way it goes!" 

and hearing my father's thick hand on the table as he beat out the time. 

 Only as an adult did I learn that my brother felt threatened by me, 

something about which I had no awareness, although this shouldn't have 

come as a surprise, this being typical of older siblings.  

 One day, as an adult, I mentioned to Aunt Laura that I didn't enjoy 

dancing. 

 "You know why, don't you?" she said.  I had always had a special 

fondness for Laura, maybe because I had introduced her to my Uncle 

Mike, maybe because she and Mike were the only ones in the family who 

drove to exotic places like Mexico, frequented art museums, and listened 

to classical music; maybe because she was always blunt in her 

assessment of family politics.   

 I had never given any thought to why I didn't like to dance.  It 

probably had to do with my natural clumsiness.  In the fifth grade, I took 

a sewing class, and, after three months, I had basted one side of a 

dishtowel.  In high school, my ceramics teacher wouldn't accept my 

ashtray as a Christmas donation to the Red Cross, and an art teacher 

threatened to fail me because, since my drawings never progressed 

beyond kindergarten level, he thought I wasn't making an honest effort.  I 
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once tried to change a light bulb in my house and twisted it in the wrong 

direction, thereby leaving the metal base stuck in the socket.  I've run into 

poles and found myself sprawled across benches while playing ball. 

 So, of course, I didn't like dancing very much.  

 "You used to enjoy dancing as a child, you know," Aunt Laura said.  

"But something happened at my wedding that changed that." 

 I remembered her wedding.   I was about four, and as Laura spoke I 

could almost feel the joy of twirling, spinning, my arms folded across my 

chest and kicking in center of a circle of guests.  

 "What happened?" I wanted to know. 

 "George told your parents that, if you continued to dance, he would 

never play the accordion again," she explained. 

 "What did I do?" 

 "You stopped dancing." 

 

*  *  * 

 

And I stopped playing the piano and began to write stories, something I 

could do without competition, corrections, or comparisons.  I wrote my 

first stories in a school notebook: a voyage to the moon, a matador killed 

in a bullfight.  For my thirteenth birthday, George gave me a green Royal 

portable typewriter.  I quickly learned how to type, and my drawers filled 

with short stories.  I loved the smell of the machine, the lubricant and 

ink, the feel of the metal and the sound of the keys hitting the paper.  

And I loved reading my stories out loud to my brother for the next couple 

of years, until he married and moved into a house of his own. 

 I wanted to be a writer and in high school wrote for the newspaper, 

mainly articles about basketball, something I could easily do as an 

observer than a participant, since I sat on the bench every game, getting 

in only when there was no chance of us ever winning.  I wrote a short 
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story for an English class in high school.  The teacher had liked my initial 

efforts so much that, when it was finished, she asked me to read the 

entire story to the class.  In this story, a man is killed while crossing the 

street and finds himself in heaven, surrounded by beautiful music and all 

the other pleasures he enjoyed on Earth, that is, all but one.  He missed 

his wife.  He visits God to tell him that all the wonders of heaven were 

finally boring and meaningless because he couldn't be with the one 

person  he truly loved.  God wasn't sympathetic and encouraged him to 

wait, as one day his wife would join him. The man was short on patience, 

and, as he leaves God's company, he curses God's seeming lack of 

compassion. 

 "God damn ...," I started to say, when the teacher quickly 

intervened, livid with my indiscretion. 

 "You cannot say that!"  she  said,  and  sat  me  down 

before I could finish the story.  

 But my major literary effort was in writing my first novel.   I had 

been fascinated by the Civil War and was more interested in the South's 

loss than the Union's victory.  In my story, Loren's mother, a slave, dies in 

childbirth, and Claude Jennings, a bachelor and owner of a small farm in 

Virginia hill country, raises Loren almost as if he were his own child. 

However, because he was educated, Loren reads about the North and 

decides to run away to gain his freedom.  In New York,  he can't find 

work, lives on the street. and is beaten by a gang of white youths.  Loren 

decides that paternalism was better than injustice and so returns to 

Virginia as the Civil War breaks out.  Jennings gives Loren his freedom.  

The novel ends as Loren takes up arms to defend the farm against the 

Union troops. 

 But what did I know about the Civil War, Virginia, New York in the 

1860's?  What did I know about slavery and race?  

 "Write about what you know," several people advised me.  So the 
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next novel was about a teenage boy growing up this time in Queens, this 

time white instead of black, this time not coming home.  The advice also 

steered me away from majoring in journalism in college and into political 

science and history.  Writing was a skill I could develop with time, but, a 

journalist friend of the family said, I should first learn a subject before 

writing about it. 

 My creative writing nearly came to a halt in college. There were two 

short stories published in the City College literary magazine, but my 

writing was mainly directed into term papers, while works of imagination 

were left on the back burner.  

 I brought my typewriter to Kenya with me, but it was Lyn who put 

it to good use, as she collected and published folktales from Kisii.  The 

Magic Stone has remained in print in East Africa all these years, having 

gone through two publishers and many editions.  However, I didn't totally 

abandon creative arts during those two years abroad. Although I 

primarily worked with farmers,  I  also visited high schools throughout 

the district to explain to future farmers the potential benefits of co-ops.  

Some of the boys at the Kisii Secondary School became interested in 

putting on a play as a way of bringing home the message.  I worked with 

them in scripting and production throughout the year, and, during one 

school holiday, they invited me to see their work at a chief's camp atop 

Manga Hill.  

 The play was performed in a meeting hall, a long building with a 

metal roof and a raised platform at one end. Farmers filled the room and 

sat on metal folding chairs.  The play had two acts.  The first sets up the 

conflict: neighbors are arguing and concludes with shouts and threats.  

Since the room had no curtain and the only exits were at the opposite end 

of the long hall from the stage, the boys jumped from the platform, 

rushed up the aisle and out onto the lawn.  The audience, rapt by the 

action, leapt to their feet and ran out the door after the boys to see what 
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was happening.  Never having seen a play before, the farmers couldn't 

distinguish between reality and pretense, the beginning and end of acts, 

on and off a stage.  So, during intermission, they were disappointed to 

find that the boys were talking amicably to one another instead of 

bloodying each other's noses.  

 The schoolboys had recognized that the basic problem facing Kisii 

farmers wasn't agricultural but relational.  How do you settle disputes, 

what does it mean to vote, how do you run a meeting?  Whenever I was 

asked to conduct a course at the Community Development Training 

Center for boards of directors of co-ops, by the end of the week, I would 

hear a comment like, "We elect people who go to Nairobi.  Then they 

come  back here  and  make  trouble  at  our meetings.   They don't know 

what's going on in the co-op.  They are only causing trouble. But these are 

big people, and they make a big noise.  What can we do?"  

 There is an African proverb: "Where elephants fight, the grass gets 

trampled."  So I responded with a parable.  I later discovered a similar 

Jewish tale that was similar. 

 "Once there was a man ...," I began.  Did they know the story wasn't 

a true one?  Fact and fiction, truth and myth, information and 

enchantment—where was the line for people who had never been to the 

theater or seen television or a movie and whose government bent the 

news twice a day on the one radio station?  

 "He was a farmer who lived in a mud house with his wife.  He 

worked very hard and finally had enough money to build himself a new 

home.  So he built one out of stone, and it had several rooms with 

windows and a metal roof.   It was the best house in the area.  Everyone 

agreed about that.  The house was so nice that the farmer decided to first 

bring in his cows, then his goats, and then his chickens.  Soon the house 

was filled with animals, which were making a big mess. The new house 

wasn't any better than the old one.  So what should he do?  Should we 
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build new one? Should he tear down this one?" 

 "No, no!  Throw the animals out!" they laughed. 

 I hadn't thought about the school plays until more than twenty 

years later.  In 1990, we visited Kisii again.  The village of Tabaka had 

gotten larger since we had last lived there.  But the biggest change was 

the fact that there was now a soapstone carvers' marketing cooperative, 

an enterprise I had failed at starting while in the Peace Corps.  The 

chairman of the stone-carvers' cooperative was there the day we visited.  

Lyn and I remembered the name of the chairman, Elkana Omweri 

Ong’esa, from the 1960's.  

 "We have one of your sculptures at home," we told him when we 

met.  It was a piece that won first prize in the Freedom from Hunger 

Campaign at the Nairobi Show in 1966.  Elkana,  who was now a college 

professor teaching art, said that he had won several prizes since and that 

one of his large sculptures was displayed in front of the UNESCO building 

in Paris. 

 Elkana thanked me for helping to start the co-op. 

 "Well, I tried," I said, "but I wasn't successful." 

 "Yes, you were," he explained.  "Not then, maybe, but you were.  For 

years we used the building only as a warehouse.  We wanted to make 

chalk, but the quality of the stone wasn't suitable for chalk."  I knew this 

part of the story.  The American Agency for International Development 

constructed the factory to make soapstone into chalk but never  did  a  

quality-control  test.    The  chalk  was  useless.  "And we couldn't afford 

to run the machines or repair them."  I wondered what had happened 

after that.  "A few years ago, I helped here," Elkana continued, "and we 

formed the cooperative you see today." 

 What did this have to do with me?  

 "Do you remember when you came to Kisii Secondary School to 

help us write a play?  I was one of the students in the play.  You came to 
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see it, don't you remember?" he asked. "I never forgot it. After that, I 

always wanted to have a cooperative in Tabaka so everyone could sell 

their carvings at a fair price." 

 I couldn't believe that this project, which had materialized after all 

these years, had something to do with my efforts.  After all, the curio 

shop at the Department of Community Development I had opened was 

gone, the basketball court I had built disappeared under the press of 

buildings, and the coffee cooperatives were beset with the same problems 

in 1990 as they had been in 1965.  But, here it was.  An unlikely outcome 

to a small event. 

 Before we left that afternoon, Elkana asked a favor of us. 

 "That sculpture of mine you bought," he said.  "I was very young 

then,  and it was the first time I won a prize.  I've always wondered what 

happened to the piece.  I have been looking  for it  for years.   It's  an  

important  piece  to  me.  I would like to have it.  Is it possible for you to 

return it to me?" 

 We were happy to send it to him. 

 

*  *  * 

  

I published my first poems in the East Africa Journal: 

 

  Wind down sand; 
  Desert call of thistle whine; 
  Crocodile heads 
  Empty like the sky. 
  Dream nights away burn the body.   
 

 Several more were published in a literary magazine in India.  

Creative writing satisfies something in me that nothing else can.  Since 

I've never liked things in process. I hate  having pictures that aren't yet 

hung or things that haven't been put together, poems have the advantage 
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of being brief.  I'd work on a poem for a month, adding a line, taking 

away a comma, substituting words to get the sound and the rhythm just 

right.  But then, there it was, something complete, whole.   

 While in  our second stay in Kenya, I wrote poems during the long 

quiet hours in the morning, my children in school, no telephone, no car, 

nowhere to go, nothing to do but watch a chameleon walk across a bush, 

nothing to hear but birds, nothing to smell but the pungent cypress 

hedge, nothing to see but the red earth, the grass and cypress hedges, 

and the lavender sky. 

 The collection grew into a book, Sunbird, which was published the 

following year by Cross-Cultural Communications, a small press on Long 

Island.  Margie Maranga was working at the Kenya Tourist Office at that 

time, and, through her, I was invited by the Kenyan government to 

display Sunbird at the Kenyan Trade Fair in New York City  in  1978.   At 

the Trade Fair,  my  interest  in Kenya, my writing and my social activism 

coalesced.  I was already a member of Amnesty International Group #74 

and, at my request, our chapter had been assigned the case of Ngugi wa 

Thiongo, Kenya's most famous writer, who was under house arrest in 

Limuru near Nairobi.  So, while I stood behind a table and talked about 

Kenya to anyone who came by, Lyn came in periodically to give me an 

update on the demonstration on Ngugi's behalf that was taking place in 

front of the building with PEN International.  

 Poetry also involved me in a matter that wound up in the news.  I 

was a member of the board of the Westbury Arts Council in the 1970's 

and had volunteered to create a center for the collection of contemporary 

Long Island poetry.  I proposed to the arts council that we bring poetry to 

Long Island's masses, and that there was no more captive mass on Long 

Island than on the railroad.   Several cities had poetry posters on buses, 

and Adelphi University was conducting classes for commuters on board.  

So the idea seemed reasonable enough.  We announced a contest, and 
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more than 300 poems were submitted for consideration.  However, the 

State Council on the Arts said that they could award us our proposed 

$2,000 for printing costs if we showed them what we had in mind.  While 

we were making our final selection of 10 winners, an artist made a mock-

up of a poetry poster, but we needed a poem to use.  We used one of 

mine, one stanza of a six-part poem about Westbury that had been 

previously published in The New York Times Long Island Section.  A 

short while later, we received a rejection from the State Council.  

 "Our review panel didn't think the quality of the poetry submitted 

was high enough to use state tax dollars for," the executive director told 

Newsday. The director wouldn't speak to a reporter from the Times.  The 

council had misunderstood.  My poem wasn't one of the winners.  It had 

never even been submitted for consideration, and it wasn't meant to be 

an example of the quality of the poems to be put on posters.  Both The 

Times and Newsday reprinted my poem: 

 

  Oregano and mozzarella. 
  Pizza parlors face each other off. 
  Young men in European shoes 
  Whistle in front of the café_. 
  Plump women walk in thick black stockings. 
  Tomato gardens are readying 
  And arbors turn rich with wine.  
 

 The next morning, I turned on the radio in my car as I headed 

home from the Ethical Society. "Young men in European shoes," I hear 

someone say, "Whistle in front of the café_."  My poem, on the radio, 

WNYC, being read by a Newsday editor,  as he talked about the 

interesting stories from Long Island that week. 

 The Arts Council tried once more to widen the poetry circle.  I 

spoke to the head of public relations at the LIRR about setting aside one 

car in which poetry could be read aloud.  The public relations person 

liked the idea and presented it to his bosses. We thought we had 
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everyone's approval, but we were wrong.  The LIRR said they couldn't 

rope off part of a car for those who wanted to listen to poetry. The 

Westbury Arts Council didn't last much longer after this, so we never had 

the chance to bring poetry to the public. 

 I published several other poetry collections, and, over the years, I 

read my poems in various places and with a variety of people.  The most 

memorable was reading in a theater at the United Nations and at the river 

festival at the South Street Seaport Museum.  And one time, I read with 

the American black poet and playwright Amiri Baraka, a less than friendly 

person, and, at the Long Island Fine Arts Museum, I read before an 

overflowing crowd who weren't there to hear me but the composer Virgil 

Thompson who was giving a lecture on his music.  

 

*  *  *  

 

Just  as  unexpectedly as I had  begun  to  write  poetry, I stopped and 

began writing fiction again.  The commitment to this longer form 

occurred at the same time I began my doctoral dissertation, a 

quantitative social science survey, writing so dry, so formulaic, so anti-

creative that my creative impulses began to flow just to keep my balance.  

For a while, I had been thinking about the fact that Lyn and I had arrived 

in Kenya just one year after independence.  We knew a man who 

remembered seeing the first white person in the district, we knew the last 

of the white administrators and the first of the black ones.  I thought of 

writing a series of linked short stories about the "last" and "first" things 

in that new nation.  So I began what I thought was a short story. But the 

story wouldn't let me go; the characters had too much to tell me.  Each 

day, as I sat at my desk at home, the people came to me, first a dispirited 

British surveyor, then his house servant, and finally a mysterious African 

woman, Sarah Kwamboka.  The characters talked to me every day, telling 
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me their stories, and I listened, much as I did to the clients I had in my 

small marital counseling practice I conducted in the same room in which I 

wrote.  

 I was under a spell while writing the novel.  The more I knew about 

Sarah Kwamboka, the more I admired her. Actually, I had fallen in love 

with her.  She began to leave notes around the house.  Her story grew into 

Salted With Fire, a novel set in Kenya shortly before independence.  

 While there was a great deal of interest in America about Kenya at 

this time because of the movie based on the Isak Dinesen book, Out of 

Africa, I couldn't find a publisher here.  But Oxford University Press East 

Africa was interested.  It would be one thing to have the work published 

in the States, clearly an outsider writing about Africa.  But, in Kenya,  it 

would be judged very differently.  Could I present Kenya and Kenyans 

accurately and fairly?  Could I, as a white American male get a black 

Kenyan woman right?  Did I really understand Kisii people well enough to 

portray them to themselves?  What embarrassing biases of mine would be 

revealed?   Getting  it  right  was  important  to me. And I wondered 

about the propriety of an mzungu writing about black Africa. 

 I raised these concerns with the publisher. 

 "We don't care who writes it," the editor in Nairobi said.  "We only 

care about whether it is good or not.  What difference does someone's 

color make?"  In a country divided along ethnic lines, where suspicion 

between Kikuyu and Kalenjin, the Kisii and the Maasai is far greater than 

the enmity directed against white non-Kenyans, I could understand the 

editor's point.  But what would other Africans think?  I wanted—and 

didn't want—to read the reviews.  I was greatly relieved when I read the 

review in the Sunday Nation.  "When I first read a novel by Arthur Dobrin, 

Salted with Fire, recently published in this country, I must confess it was 

not without prejudice.  I thought that this novel, set in the Kisii country 

of the early 1960's, was going to be another anthropological joke like 
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Joyce Cary's Mister Johnson and others like it.  However, it turned out to 

be an engaging novel, and a perceptive record of human response to the 

exciting news of forthcoming independence."  

 My friends  in  Tabaka  honored  me,  too,  with  their reaction.  

Joshua and Raili's son, John,  read the book out loud to them, translating 

from English to Gusii as he went along.  In a letter to me, they said that 

parts of the book brought tears to their eyes.  

 But Sarah Kwamboka wasn't finished with me.  What had happened 

to her since the end of the first novel?  I didn't know, and it bothered me.  

Where was she living, what was she doing, what had become of her life?  

She told me about five years later. Malaika was published in Kenya in 

1999, and, the following year, I found the novel in a bookstore in 

downtown Nairobi.  When I introduced myself to the shop owner, he 

kindly moved Malaika from the top shelf and placed it beside Ngugi wa 

Thiongo's books.  That summer, the publisher had arranged for me to 

meet Egara Kabaji, a lecturer at Kenyatta University. Kabaji uses my book  

as  one  of  seven  novels  in  his  contemporary African literature class. 

 "I have a secret to tell you," Kabaji said, as we drank coffee in the 

lobby of the Nairobi Serena hotel.  "I am the chairman of the Jomo 

Kenyatta Literary Prize, an annual award sponsored by the Kenya 

Publishers Association.  Last year, we had an interesting situation.  We 

narrowed down the list of winners to three, and your book was on that 

list." 

 Really? I thought.  Short-listed as the best novel in Kenya?  I didn't 

ask how many novels had been published all together. 

 "In fact," Kabaji continued, "I voted for your book as the best novel 

of the year.  But then someone looked at the by-laws and it said that the 

winner must be a Kenyan citizen.  The same thing happened in the other 

categories, too.  Everyone was a non-Kenyan.  We talked about it a lot, but 

we couldn't change the provision.  So, when it came time to announce the 
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prize to the press, I stood up and said that we couldn't give the award 

this year because the best books published about Kenya weren't written 

by Kenyans." 

 But I had met President Jomo Kenyatta twice, I wanted to say.  The 

late president had even flirted with my wife and kissed her hand.  I have 

a Kisii name.  My son was born in Kenya.  His wife was a Kenyan citizen.  

Doesn't any of this provide dispensation? 

 Later that afternoon, Kabaji returned to the hotel and drove me to 

the studios of the Kenya Broadcasting Corporation, a facility close to the 

old Peace Corps offices. Kabaji, in turned out, was also something of a 

radio star, as his show, Books and Bookmen, was a popular fifteen-minute 

weekly talk show. We sat across from one another in the worn sound 

booth,  and he interviewed me for two segments. I had gotten the people 

right, he said.  The characters were very much like people he knew, 

especially the people up-country.  Some of the students in his literature 

class had challenged me, though.  Not as an American writing about 

Kenyans; not as a man writing about women.  They wanted to  know  why   

I   was   more   sympathetic   to   the   female 

characters than to the males. 

 "Well, I'm not sure I am," I said.  "All I'm doing is telling their 

stories as they tell it to me."  Really, it was because I was in love with 

Kwamboka and charmed by Malaika, and men in their lives had 

mistreated them both. 

 When I visited Kisii on this trip to Kenya, my friend Joshua's son, 

John, talked to me about the novel, too.  He learned some things from it 

they hadn't known before. 

 "Like what?" I asked. 

 "That it was a woman who speared the first European District 

Commissioner in Kisii," he said. 

 "That's what Kwamboka thought," I tried to explain. "The book is 
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fiction, not history." 

 But my attempted clarifications failed, just as the farmers at the 

chief's camp thirty years before couldn't distinguish between a play and 

reality.  This all made me wonder about what I think I know about my 

life.  My history is viewed through a viscid and sooty screen, and what I 

know isn't simply a product of my own memory but a blend of stories 

that I have shared with others, stories they have told me about myself, 

stories that have been corrected and amended and altered through many 

tellings, stories more or less true, stories maybe neither true nor false.  

This is my life as I think I lived it. 

 This story I am telling now is much like the model airplanes I once 

built—there are pieces that don't fit just right, my fingerprints are all 

over, and there are parts left over. 

 "Some day you’ll be sorry," I hear my mother say. 

 No, Ma, I want to tell her.  If I had played the piano, I wouldn't have 

written the stories. 

 "That's not right!" I can hear my father call from another room.  

 "No, Dad," I would tell him.  "It is right, just like the Kenya stories."  
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Affirmation 
 

 

Out of the infinite dark I've stumbled 
A billion, billion years in waiting, 
Honey and oak, cotton and wind, 
Scarlet and dust and dung am I. 
These eyes of mine are made of winter wheat, 
My hands of woven linen. 
The sky combs my chestnut hair, 
My coat is cleaned by friends. 
We lean against all others breathing, 
Raddle our blood on a rainbow loom, 
Scatter our stars like seed 
For the children, 
For the mice, 
For horses that fly in our dreams. 
Life, never could I imagine such as you, 
Summer slowing to autumn and summer again,  
Leaves burning brighter than crystal 
Tilling the fields and sleeping raspberries. 
Life, sister a Russian called you, 
Overflowing and I build with the gold 
In the nest of my heart 
For those night-walkers in the dark. 
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Arthur at a poetry reading, Westbury, Long Island, 1980 
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