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Chapter 24 – Family Remembrances 
 

 
 

Vital records and family trees are important tools 

in understanding the relationships between the members 

of a family.  They can tell us how we are connected to 

one another, and from whom we descend.  However, 

they tell us very little about who we are as human 

beings.  For that, we need to search beyond where the 

records can take us.  We need to search our memories.   

 

The events of our lives would not have much meaning if 

we did not integrate them into our own memories, for it 

is what we choose to remember that largely defines who 

we are, shapes our view of the world, and determines 

how we perceive and relate to others. 

 

Rabbi Abraham Twerski offers an interesting perspective on the value of memories.  He points out that 

the expression “A diamond is forever” is not quite true.  A diamond can be lost or stolen, leaving the 

grief over its loss.  “If you wish to give a gift which truly is forever,” said Rabbi Twerski, “give 

memories.” 403F

487
   

 

He then recounts the story of how he once mentioned to a dinner guest how upset he was with his 

uncle, who had been a virtual treasure-house of family traditions and stories laden with precious 

teachings, and who had committed only a small fraction of these to writing, and took the rest of them 

with him to eternity.  “You are critical of your uncle,” his guest said, “but aren’t you guilty of the same 

thing?” 404F

488
   

 

The points Rabbi Twerski makes are important ones.  Memories are priceless.  Too often we take for 

granted that our loved one – our parents and grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins – will always be 

there to share their stories and memories with us ... it is generally only after they are gone, that we 

regret not having asked them the many questions that we wished we had asked.   
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When I was in my early teens, I asked my father if he believed in life after death.  He paused, 

reflecting on my question for a moment, and then, choosing his words very carefully and deliberately, 

he said: I believe that heaven is our spirit that lives on in other peoples’ memories after we’re gone. 

 

I never forgot the wisdom of my father’s words.  Our ancestors’ spirits do live on in our memories of 

them, and I believe that it is important to share those memories, and to preserve them for future 

generations.   

 

I wish to thank my cousins in the Polonsky and Paull family for sharing their treasured memories of 

their parents, grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins.  Their remembrances of our family are filled 

with poignancy, warmth, humor, joy, and love, and it is comforting to know that these wonderful 

memories will indeed live on.  

    

The following three pieces, entitled: “Baba and Ruth,”  “Bob and Morty,” and “The No-Hitter” were 

contributed by Robert Erskine (Nathan Polonsky’s grandson).  They present Bob’s remembrances about 

growing up in the Polonsky family, in Brooklyn, from 1929 to 1939.405F

489
 

 

Baba and Ruth 

  

When grandfather [Nathan] Polonsky died (our only name for him was Zaida), Grandma Bessie (who 

we called Baba) moved in with the Erskines.  I always wondered why Baba who appeared to be very 

religious, moved in with us who were decidedly the least religious.  Anyhow, she didn`t speak ten 

words of English, and I didn`t speak ten words of Yiddish, yet we got along just famously.  My most 

important daily chore for her was to visit the nearest news stand and buy The Day, a Jewish 

newspaper.
490

 

 

I’m not sure how long Baba lived with us, but after she moved out, [her daughter] Ruth Polonsky 

moved in.  Ruth lived with us for years, and became almost an older sister to me.  I got to know her 

pretty well, and got to meet some of her boyfriends when they came to pick her up.  One in particular – 

I can’t remember his name – was an actor, and was then playing the “Shadow” on that most popular 

radio series.  Imagine meeting a celebrity!  We were so close that she was the only elder who I 

addressed by her first name – everybody else was Uncle Charlie, Aunt Pauline, etc. 

  

Bob and Morty 

 

[My cousin] Morty Chaber (he was Murray then) and I used to have wonderful days with each other as 

little kids.  We developed a game we called “war” with marbles and a chess set.  We each would set up 

our chess players on opposite sides of the linoleum floor in the kitchen/dining area.  The goal was to 

knock down your opponents men with marbles.  The king was protected heavily – if you knocked him 

down the game was immediately ended.   
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We played this game for hours until someone’s parent decided to return home.  Remember, this was an 

era with no TV, cell phones, or electronics.  You created your own entertainment – cost: 1 chess set, 

and 10 cents worth of marbles.  For posterity, it’s important to explain this nomenclature: marbles – 

used only for the very large ones; immies – used for the smaller variety; shooters – used for the very 

few immies that were your absolute favorites, which you used to “shoot” at the enemy. 

 

The No-Hitter 

 

June 15, 1938 – a day that will live forever in baseball history, but even more so in Erskine history!  

The details: This evening was to be the first night game in Brooklyn Dodger history – a momentous 

event with fireworks, celebrities, and, of course, the baseball game against the Cincinnati Reds.  My 

brother Gene offered to take me to this very special event.  What a thrill!  It’s the first time my big 

brother (then 17 years old) treated me (12½ years old) as an equal. 

 

We took the “L” (elevated subway train), went to Ebbets Field, stood in line for about 2 hours, and 

finally got seats in the next-to-last row in the center-field bleachers.  Then the game goes down in 

history.  Johnny Vander Meer of the Reds throws a no-hitter against the Dodgers.  He had done the 

same in his previous start.  It is the first time in baseball history (and still to this day) that a pitcher 

threw consecutive no-hitters!  And Gene and I (and only 33,000 others) were there to witness it.  But 

most of all, it’s the first time that Gene and I did something major together as brothers.  I was now 

officially a mensch. 

 
The following four pieces entitled “Brooklyn and the Dodgers,” “The Brooklyn Polonsky Clan,” “The 

Polonsky Sisters,” and “The 1939 World’s Fair” were contributed by Marty Robbins (Nathan Polonsky’s 

grandson).  They present Marty’s remembrances of what it was like growing up in the Polonsky family in 

Brooklyn, New York during the period from the 1930s, to the early 1950s. 406F

491
  

 
Brooklyn and the Dodgers 

 

The Brooklyn that I grew up in during the 1930s, 1940s and early 1950s was a big small town.  We 

lived in Brooklyn, and New York was across the river.  There was no Manhattan – only Brooklyn on 

one side of the river and New York (or “The City”) on the other.  We lived in Flatbush and Crown 

Heights – the Brooklyn Museum, the Brooklyn Botanic Gardens, the main branch of the Brooklyn 

Public Library, Grand Army Plaza, and, most importantly, Ebbets Field, were all within walking 

distance. 

 

Everyone was a Dodgers fan. Unlike today, the ballplayers were not millionaires but hard-working, 

ordinary people.  For the most part, they lived in Brooklyn and you often ran into them in stores and on 

the streets.  Many of them had their hair cut at the same barber shop that I frequented on Washington 

Avenue, where they got free haircuts because the shop owner was the brother-in-law of the Dodgers’ 

first baseman, Gil Hodges.  
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We all went to as many Dodger games as we could afford.  Tickets were low-priced, and you could 

easily buy bleacher seats at the gate.  After the seventh inning the entry guards went off their posts, so 

you could walk in for nothing for the last two innings of a game.   

 

I couldn’t have been more than eight years old when my cousin, Mort Chaber, (then known in the 

family as Murray) took me to a Dodger’s game and taught me how to keep score.  That changed my 

life, and made me a life-long devoted baseball fan.  I passed this arcane skill along to my three children 

but it did not stick with Audrey, the oldest.  Paul remains a great baseball fan as does his younger sister 

Carrie.  She even worked in organized baseball, after college, as an assistant general manager of a 

Class A team in Iowa.  I still try to get to Tucson each year to visit with Paul and his wife Sarah for 

spring training games with the Colorado Rockies.   

 

My father Harry never forgave the Dodgers for leaving Brooklyn.  It took him many years to become a 

Mets fan, but the feelings that engendered were never close to what he felt for the Dodgers.  We were 

all heart-broken, but Harry was devastated. 

 

The Brooklyn Polonsky Clan 

 

The Brooklyn branch of the Polonsky family, in addition to my mother Pauline and father Harry, was 

made up of Leon and Ida Polonsky, Max and Vera Erskine, Fannie and Charlie Chaber and 

occasionally Ruth Polonsky and her then-husband Jules.  I was the youngest of the cousins in the 

family, followed by my sister Naomi with everyone else being many years older than me.  

 

As the junior members of the family, my sister Naomi and I always sat at the “children’s table” during 

family events.  It wasn’t until a Polonsky family reunion in Florida in the early 1980s that I was 

allowed to sit at the “grown-ups’ table.” 

 

In the beginning, for me, it was all about the Great Depression, and then the war years.  There really 

wasn’t much money around, and the main family entertainment was to meet once a week in one or 

another’s home to eat, argue, gossip, and then play poker.  What I remember most was the shouting 

during these games.  It took me more than 25 years to realize that all families were not as loud and 

raucous as a heated Polonsky poker game.   

 

I learned, many years later, that in my wife Mari Jo’s genteel, Southern family, the worst thing one can 

do is raise one’s voice.  Whenever I visited with her family in Georgia, I thought I was transported into 

a scene from Woody Allen’s movie Annie Hall.   

 

During summer weekends, the entire Polonsky clan would meet at Brighton Beach for sunshine, the 

ocean, and the eating of enormous quantities of food.  I usually came away with a bad case of sunburn.  

 

I loved my uncles.  Leon Polonsky was the “leader” of the family.  Max Erskine was a self-educated 

intellectual who provided me with much of my political education.  He was a wonderful Socialist.  

Max owned an up-scale dress manufacturing business which was located in New York’s garment 

district.  I wonder how he reconciled his socialist beliefs with his role as an entrepreneur.  
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Charles (Charlie) Chaber, my Aunt Fannie’s husband, was always great fun to be around. Interestingly, 

Fannie was a long-time member of the International Ladies Garment Workers Union (ILGWU).  I now 

wonder if Max and Fannie ever argued about the union-management problems that plagued that 

industry.  After all, the family argued about almost everything else.  

 

From a kid’s point of view, my Aunt Ruth’s first husband Jules (Julie) was also wonderful.  Only much 

later did I learn that he was a liar and a cheat.  But what did we know as children?   

 

My male cousins, of course, were my heroes – Richard [Chaber], Mort [Chaber], Eugene [Erskine], 

Bob [Erskine] and Arnold [Polonsky, later changed to Paulen].  They were all much closer in age, and 

were good friends with one another.  As a child, many years their junior, I could only look up to them, 

and wish I was like them.  During the war they were all in the service, and the entire family worried 

about them.  Tragically, it was Eugene who would not return from the war.  

 

The only two female cousins in the Brooklyn Polonsky clan were Arnold’s sister Doris and my sister 

Naomi.  While I had many cousins from the Detroit, New Hampshire, and Pittsburgh branches of the 

family, I only saw them at major family events, such as weddings.  Many years later, when I was in 

school in Boston, I got to know Ruth and Arnold Polonsky from New Hampshire, and became much 

closer to them.    

 

During many family gatherings and events, the Brooklyn clan would be joined by relatives from my 

grandmother Bessie’s side of the family.  One group living in the Bronx occasionally made the long 

subway ride to Brighton Beach to join the family on a summer day outing.  In addition, Bella Cogan, 

her husband, and her daughter Nora were frequently included in Polonsky family events.  Bella was a 

cousin from a different branch of the Polonsky family. 407 F

492
  Sometime in the 1930s, the Cogans moved 

to what was then called Palestine, but returned when it appeared that war was imminent in Europe.   

 

Back then I was totally in love with my cousin Nora.  I thought she was the most beautiful girl that I 

had ever met.  While I haven’t seen or heard from Nora in more than 50 years, I still think of her.  She 

lived in the Sheepshead Bay section of Brooklyn.  My wife Mari Jo indulges me in this wonderful, 

fantasy memory. 

 

Other cousins from Bessie’s side of the family lived in Cleveland.  I believe the last contact with them 

was in the 1960s, when Leon, Ida, and my parents Harry and Pauline, took a driving trip to Canada, 

and visited Cleveland along the way.  I remember this visit because they took my mother Pauline to the 

track, and she hit a few big-time winners, which was a nice change from her usual gambling ways. 
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The Polonsky Sisters 

 

In the heart of the Depression, things were not going well for my father or for anyone else at the time.  

His brother Irving, who was living in Long Beach, California, asked him to come out and join him in 

his liquor store business, which was apparently doing well.  My father made the trip out to California 

and stayed and worked in his brother’s business.  But he then returned to New York.   

 

I always assumed that he had a falling out with his brother.  However, Naomi recently told me that the 

real reason was that Pauline would not move away from her sisters.  They were very close and were 

probably each other’s best friends. Moving so far away from the family (expressed by Naomi as “her 

sisters”) was just too hard.  They all probably felt that way about each other. 

 

The 1939 World’s Fair 

 

The 1930s Depression was very hard on everyone in the family. But, by the end of the decade things 

had improved.  I assume there was a little more money to go around for discretionary spending.  I 

clearly remember the summer morning when the entire family went to the 1939 World’s Fair, which 

was held in Flushing Meadow Park in Queens, NY.  I was only six at the time but I do remember it as 

one of those wonderful but raucous Polonsky family gatherings.  The Fair was a really big deal, and 

going there carried much more meaning than such an event would today. 

 
The following piece entitled “The New Hampshire Mink Farm” was contributed by Judith Bridges (née 

Saravay, Nathan Polonsky’s great-granddaughter).  It presents Judith’s remembrances of what it was 

like visiting her grandparents’ (Joseph and Lucy Polonsky’s) mink farm in New Hampshire, during the 

period from the early 1940s to 1960. 408F

493
 

 

The New Hampshire Mink Farm 

 

Some of my most positive childhood memories revolve around my family’s annual visits to my 

grandparents’ home in New Hampshire.  We spent 7–10 days there every summer from my second 

through eighteenth year and I looked forward to it every time.  I remember the excitement I felt as we 

neared the huge, but warm, country home and couldn’t wait to be wrapped in my grandmother’s 

(Lucy’s) arms.  She was warm and loving and had the incredible patience to play with me for hours on 

end.   

 

As my parents and I lived in Brooklyn and later Long Island, it was such an exciting change for me to 

be in the country, with unpaved roads and apple orchards, and large porches, and, of course the mink.  

I remember being intrigued by them...unfortunately, too intrigued.  When I was about 3, my curiosity 

got the best of me.  I stuck my finger in a cage and, of course, got bitten.  Other than that experience, 

however, all my memories are of fun and love.  Although I have only minimal recollection of my 

Grandfather (Joseph), I did enjoy being with him and I have happy memories of playing with my 

cousins when they visited from Manchester. 
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The following two pieces entitled “A Visit to the Mink Farm” and “Mady and I Go to the 1964 World’s 

Fair” were contributed by Barbara Erskine Miller (Nathan Polonsky’s great-granddaughter).  It presents 

Barbara’s remembrances of what it was like visiting her grandparents’ mink farm in New Hampshire, 

and attending the World’s Fair, in New York, with her cousin Mady Chaber, during the early 1960s. 409 F
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A Visit to the Mink Farm 

  

It must have been around 1960, which would have made me ten years old, and we took my brother 

Gene, then 12, to Boy Scout Camp somewhere in the Adirondack Mountains.  Then Mom, Dad, and I 

continued east to visit Arnold and Ruth Polonsky in New Hampshire.  It is my first memory of them, 

even though I probably had met them earlier in life.   

 

What I remember is going to their lovely home and the mink farm which were in separate cities.  One, 

I think, was Bethlehem and one Littleton.  I remember the mink were so ferocious, that the handlers 

wore the thickest gloves I’d ever seen to catch the loose ones and return them to their cages – and they 

always seemed to get loose!  I have a vivid “scent” memory of Arnold taking us into the mink food 

processing plant, where they mixed fish and dog food, as I recall.  It was really quite overwhelming – 

the odor that is!  

 

But, the best memory I have is driving with Arnold from the farm to the house, or vice versa, while my 

parents followed.  Remember this was 1960, and Arnold had a hard-wired record player as well as a 

phone in his car, if my memory serves me correctly.  I thought that was the coolest thing ever and as a 

result I developed a crush on my cousin Arnold Polonsky, which lasted for many years!  

 

Mady and I Go to the 1964 World’s Fair 

 

Somehow when we were down on Long Island for an annual visit to my uncle Buddy’s in Bayshore, 

and the Chaber’s in Hicksville, Long Island, our collective parents let Mady and me go to the World’s 

Fair in Flushing Meadows, NY.  I would have been 14 years old, and Mady a year older.  I think a 

friend of Mady’s came with us too.  My main memory is that of seeing the first-ever Ford Mustang on 

a large turntable.  I remember Mady and I felt very grown-up because we were able to go to the Fair by 

ourselves, without adult supervision. 

 

The following piece, entitled “My Father and Mr. Robert Louis Stevenson,” was written by Bertha Paull 

Friedman (Nathan Polonsky’s granddaughter).  It presents Bertha’s fond remembrances of her father, 

Louis Isadore Paull. 

 

My Father and Mr. Robert Louis Stevenson 

 

As I look back, I must admit my father [Louis Isadore Paull], good person that he was, was probably 

considered “a character” along with being the best watchmaker in Pennsylvania.  Unfortunately, this 

did not mean he was a good businessman, at least for himself and family.  Papa made and kept many 

friends from all walks of life. 
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In the little town of Cresson, PA, there was the little shoemaker who adored my father, often quoting 

his words as gospel, and who also got him into trouble with my mother by inviting him to poker games 

at his repair shop.  The games, which often lasted far into the night, [were] looked upon with disfavor 

by the good citizens of our town. 

 

Then, there was Patsy who worked for the railroad – a bit of a mechanic, often driving our car as well 

as keeping it in a good state of repair, and during the cold winters, seeing to it that the tires were 

removed and the car jacked off its wheels.   

 

It is impossible to enumerate the many people who would stop off in Cresson which was on the Main 

Line just to visit an hour or so at the store, and then taking a later train to their destination.  As you can 

see, people didn’t seem to be in a great hurry [in] those days. 

 

The person I remember most was a man whom we know as Robert Louis Stevenson, a very imposing 

Englishman who probably adopted the name of the great writer from his country.  He may or may not 

have lived in Cresson, but he would visit our home often, always alone.  When Mama would ask about 

his family and or wife, father would always answer: “It is not my business to ask questions.” 

 

Mr. Stevenson was proud of being British, and apparently was a frustrated actor.  When he visited our 

house, always alone, it seemed he directed the evening which always found us using the living room.  

First, I would stumble through a piano selection, then Ella would recite a poem which I had taught her 

– then the great moment – it was Mr. Stevenson’s turn.  

 

His selection was always the same – a very sad poem with endless verses entitled: The Baggage Car 

Ahead, which was the pathetic story of a young husband’s struggle to keep his young sick wife from 

dying, then the inevitable death, and the necessity for the young husband to accompany her body on 

the train to her [burial] which was to be her final resting place.  Mr. Stevenson was caught up in the 

story and would use every gesture possible, and when at the end, he would use his handkerchief, we all 

had tears in our eyes.   

 

But then the time came when we rebelled and the four of us would ask prearranged questions while 

interrupting Mr. Stevenson’s delivery, and eventually he did not offer to perform although we would 

listen to stories of his life in England. 

 

Eventually, we moved to Altoona, PA, and Mr. Stevenson continued to stop in my father’s store.  I 

often listened along with my father [to] his many plans of getting rich.  On one occasion he dashed into 

the store enthusiastically exclaiming – “I’ve got it this time Paull!  I’m manufacturing something new, 

something wonderful, which I call ‘Crazy Salts.’  It is made out of pure mineral water and other 

natural ingredients which does the body good.  You start taking it and you will feel better.” 

 

My father by this time had started ailing.  Then Mr. Stevenson suggested Papa invest some money with 

him in this new venture.  Money which my Dad didn’t have.  Mr. Stevenson continued stopping in the 

store saying he was doing well and better each time he came in, and he talked of the many friends he 

made, for he too had moved to a different part of the town which was more in the country. 
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When my father told him that he promised to chaperone a group of my friends on a sleigh ride, he 

assured my father he had the perfect place, and one beautiful starry moonlit night in January my father 

chaperoned a group of twenty boys and girls on a wonderful sleigh ride to a cottage ten miles away. 

While I can’t recall who provided refreshments, I know we had them, and there was no charge, for I do 

believe Mr. Stevenson took care of this, although again, we never did learn who owned the cottage. 

 

Several years later we moved to Pittsburgh, my father had lost his business, and now was operating a 

small repair shop opposite the William Penn Hotel.  Shortly after the shop was opened, Father came in 

one evening and said of all people, Mr. Stevenson saw his name on the window and stopped in to see 

him, also telling us that he [Mr. Stevenson] must have many problems too, for he was no longer portly, 

and seemed to [have] aged a lot. 

 

This was the beginning of another association with Mr. Stevenson who would often visit us 

unannounced.  He would visit with my father for a short time and then leave and always mother would 

ask why he didn’t bring his wife and my father would have a standard answer: “I didn’t ask him.” 

 

But this time, I was working in a linen shop and one day a distinguished elderly man stopped in to see 

me and when I didn’t recognize him, he said in dismay, “Bertha, don’t you remember Mr. Stevenson?”  

“I remember you” [I said].  I asked where he was living, [and] what he was doing, especially in 

downtown Pittsburgh.  “I’m doing well” he replied, “selling lots of Crazy Salts, and I came this way to 

eat at that big cafeteria – McCanna.  You know I get an order of rice pudding and a dish of poached 

[eggs], put them together and have all the necessary food for a meal.” 

 

I was a bit skeptical about the Crazy Salts for now it was the height of the Depression, and difficult to 

sell anything.  After he left the linen shop I never saw him again, although he would visit my father 

quite often, especially after my father was forced to retire after suffering a stroke.   

 

He often said, “I told you Paull to take those salts – you wouldn’t have had the stroke at such an early 

age.  You know that’s what keeps me young” and my parents didn’t dispute that fact, for he was at 

least ten years older than my Dad. 

 

After my marriage [I had been] living in Snow Shoe for several years [when] the housekeeper for 

Father Palfy, the local priest, told me to stop and she would give me some perennials for my rock 

garden.  We went into the kitchen as she wrapped the plants in wax paper, and I noticed a shelf 

covered with many bottles of medicine, among which was a bottle of Crazy Salts.  “How did you get 

this?” I asked Mary.  “Oh! You know the Father, he takes anything anyone recommends.  But this one 

is good, he said it helped him.  He used many bottles of the stuff, but can’t get it anymore.” 

 

I told her I knew the man who manufactured it, and would ask my father if he could get in touch with 

him, which I did when my father visited me, and at the same time commenting on the strange 

coincidence.  My father told me he hadn’t seen Mr. Stevenson for several years, and that he too would 

like some of his medicine which he knew was good – better than Alka Seltzer which had just become 

popular.   Poor Mr. Stevenson – all he needed was a break! 
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My father died Christmas Eve, December 24th, 1955.  Due to the holiday, only one issue of the 

Pittsburgh paper contained his obituary and yet the funeral services were attended by almost three 

hundred people and several members of the family observed a shrunken old man who nevertheless 

carried himself well, and was well-groomed.  Later someone suggested that it could have been Mr. 

Stevenson, and I do believe it was.       

 

The following piece, entitled “The Architects of the Paull Family,” was contributed by Rachel Ballon (née 

Friedman, Nathan Polonsky’s great-granddaughter).  It presents Rachel’s fond remembrances of 

growing up in the Paull family, and of her grandparents (Isadore and Mary Paull), during the 1940s and 

early 1950s.410F
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The Architects of the Paull Family 

 

As the first and oldest grandchild of Grandma and Grandpa Paull, I probably had all the attention any 

child could want.  When I was born they all drove up to see me in Bellefonte, PA – an entourage, 

including aunts and uncles, too.  [Their house on] Hobart Street [in Pittsburgh] became my second 

home, one that I loved to visit.  

 

No wonder the meals were great – Grandma was a terrific cook in her little kitchen.  She made some 

incredible holiday meals.  I loved the Seder where so many of us gathered around the dark oak table in 

the dining room and I could never wait until we were finally ready to eat, after the long rituals were 

finally over.  We played poker around that table – of course I wasn’t allowed to join in, but I got my 

first taste of gambling from those times.   

 

I, too, remember the “Gems” as Barbara called them – that Grandma would buy at the bakery, and I 

not only ate one, but two or three – the dark sweet chocolate cupcakes covered in thick dark icing 

melted in my mouth.   

 

When we’d visit the other cousins would come over with their parents.  There was a never-ending 

parade of visitors.  When I was very young, I remember my Uncle Phil, and I believe it was Melvin 

too, taking me along with them to meet their friends.  I guess you could say they were showing me off 

to them.   

 

For a small row house, there always was room for a large crowd of relatives – talking, eating, visiting 

and catching up on what was happening.  I loved the clocks that chimed, except in the middle of the 

night when I was kept awake by the constant ringing of the chimes every 15 minutes.   

 

Grandpa and I had a special bond.  I loved to make him laugh and would sit in the kitchen with him 

while he drank his glass of tea and bit into the sugar cube and then take a sip.  I was fascinated by his 

small jewelry store in Braddock and loved to observe him fixing the watches – ever so delicately – 

making them run with precision with the intricate detail of his craft.   
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I loved when I could make him smile or even laugh, for he usually seemed very serious.  Grandma 

would take me on shopping trips on Murray Avenue and we’d go from butcher to baker to fruit stores 

to another bakery.  She’d carry me on her hip and sing, “A bag of flour for sale,” as she walked back 

home.   

 

Summer was a great time as all the family would gather in the front of her house, sitting on the stoop, 

eating corn on the cob, cherry soda and fried chicken.  I’d run around catching fireflies and put them in 

a glass jar with holes in the lid.   

 

[I enjoyed] the Squirrel Hill picnic, [but] Kennywood Park was my favorite time of all.  Aunt Lenore 

would take me on the three roller coasters: the Pippin, the Rabbit and the Racer.  I do remember the 

time that we lost Barbara [Paull] – It was a big place.  But of all the families at the picnic tables I was 

so happy to be a member of the Paull and Gelman family because Grandma had the best food in all of 

Kennywood Park.  We’d run between the rides and the picnic tables always secure in knowing she and 

Grandpa and the gang would be gathered at the tables way into the evening.   

 

Everyone – cousins, aunts, and uncles – were made to feel welcome and we were all so lucky to have 

had such a large contingent of family who shared so many, many holidays, good times and family 

gatherings, where we all were together and made to feel wanted and welcomed.   

 

I could go on and on relating stories about the relatives, but suffice it to say, we were a large, extended 

family who came together in celebration and love – connected with one another through the architects 

of the family – Grandma and Grandpa.  I had the privilege of living with them and Aunt Lenore and 

Uncle Harold in the summer after I graduated from high school.  I had more fun, and I brought a lot of 

laughter and excitement during that time.   

 

Grandpa and I would sit together in the parlor waiting for my new blind date and we’d guess the cars 

that passed by the house, and it always turned out to be a big, luxury car and he got a kick out of 

that.  Too bad the cars were nicer than most of the dates. Anyhow, it was after his stroke and I feel so 

fortunate that I had that summer to get close to him, as he died later in December – just as I made it to 

the hospital in time to say goodbye. 

 

The following piece, entitled “Family Evening,” was contributed by Fred Abrams (Nathan Polonsky’s 

great-grandson).  It presents his mother’s, Ella Abrams’ poignant remembrances of life during the 

Depression, as told to her niece, Barbara Paull, during an interview that Barbara conducted with her 

during the mid-1990s.  

 
Family Evening 

 
Barbara: [Gene Kelly grew up and attended Peabody high school in Pittsburgh.  Do you remember 

seeing him in his younger days?] 
496
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Ella: I remember Gene Kelly from way back.  Let’s see; it must have been 1929.  They used to have a 

revue at Pitt every year – Mask and Wig – where the men dressed up in women’s clothes.  Oh, it was 

really good.  My friend, Gertie, well her brother played the piano and he had a big part in the revue.  

So we got tickets.  I was still in high school, so it must have been 1929.  

 

Barbara: You mean you graduated during the Depression? 

 

Ella: Right in the height of it.  It was terrible.  Everyone was out of work.  I don’t know how my 

mother managed with all those kids to feed. 

 

Barbara: How did you get a job? 

 

Ella: Well, I didn’t at first.  I took a secretarial course in high school, but who needed secretaries?  I 

used to go downtown [Pittsburgh].  Bankers and businessmen were sitting on the street corners selling 

apples.  Apples!  It was a dreadful period. 

 

I subbed at Rosenbaum’s a couple of times and then Hymie Little called me to work at the shoe store.  

That was in 1931.  I worked there for years – until I got married.  I was making $12 a week.  That was 

a salary then.  I was working and [so was my sister] Bertha.  But Bertha had a job, and I don’t know 

why, but she quit the job.  And she was afraid to tell my mother.  So she walked the street from early 

morning till night, for two or three days.  She was kind of heavy, you know, and between her legs, it 

got rubbed raw.  Well, on the third day, she was tired and she ached all over and she was just 

miserable.  And when she got in the door she started to cry.  She was always a cry baby. 

 

And my mother said, “Don’t worry.  If you don’t have this job, you’ll get another one.”  You know, 

Mum was always trying to appease everyone.  Then Bertha took a test to work for MGM, and they 

hired her.  It was a really good job.  Good – I mean about $35 a week.  That was good!  Lou didn’t 

make that much when we got married.  He was a pharmacist, and he made $25 a week.  So with my 

$12 and his $25, we got married [on June 6, 1937].  And we had a good time.  He loved the movies.  

He could see two movies a day.  But we usually went to the movies twice a week.  We got all dressed 

up and went downtown to the Stanley. 

 

Do you know, if you got there before noon, the ticket was 35 cents.  And for 35 cents you not only saw 

the movie, but they had the best bands, and then there was entertainment.  It was something.  I saw – 

what’s the name of that colored lady who lived in France? Oh, yes, Lena Horne.  And Louis 

Armstrong.  And just everybody.  Friday was the day they changed the feature, and they always said 

that at Taylor Allderdice on Friday the school was half empty.   

 

Do you know the lines would stretch clear around the block?  Thirty-five cents.  And those artists lived 

pretty good.  They had a good life.  I don’t know how the prices could have gone up so.  I read that 

these rock concert tickets cost ten dollars.  And what do they get for ten dollars?  But we did have to 

struggle.  Lou and I lived with my mother for about a year. 
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Barbara: Where did you all sleep? 

  

Ella: It wasn’t too bad, really.  We lived on Greenfield Avenue then.  Bertha was away from home.  

[My sister] Lenore slept with my mum and dad.  [My brothers] Herbie and Melvin shared their 

“private attic,” and they just loved it.  And your father [my brothers] Harold and Phil shared a 

bedroom.  By that time [c. 1936], things weren’t actually so bad. 

 

It was much worse when we lived in Homestead.  We lived in the Mexican section, below the tracks.  

There was a Mexican pool hall on the corner and there was a building on the street where real gypsies 

lived.  Real gypsies!  Oh, it was interesting. 

 

We saw things then.  We lived on the second and third floors.  I had to come downstairs to go to the 

bathroom, and one night I looked out on the street and I saw something gleam, and I heard a scream.  

This Mexican had stabbed a woman.  I just stood there and screamed and screamed and we called the 

police.  Sure enough, she was dead. 

  

And then one time my mother saw this Mexican man coming up the back steps and she just called out 

as loud as she could, “Paull, bring the gun.”  And that man just turned and ran down the stairs.  That 

was really presence of mind. 

 

We had to cross the tracks to get home, and it was so dark.  So there was this Jewish delicatessen on 

the corner, and if we had to come home after dark, we would stop there and call and Mum would send 

one of the boys to walk us home. 

 

I graduated from eighth grade when she was pregnant with Lenore [1926], but she came to my 

graduation.  We were crossing Eighth Street, and it was so icy.  She fell and couldn’t get up, and these 

men came out of the bar and helped her up and walked us home.  That’s the kind of place it was.  That 

must have been in February.  Then in March – it was Pesach – and she had the baby.  Pup [my father] 

was working and [so were] Phil and Bertha, so I had to make the Seder.  I must have been about 14. 

 

Barbara: What did you make? 

 

Ella: Well, I made the kneidle.  But I forgot that you were supposed to put water in them.  So to make 

them moist I kept putting in eggs.  I must have used a dozen eggs.  And I like little kneidlach, but these 

got huge, they just puffed out so.  And everyone told Mum how good they were and how fluffy, so she 

asked me how I made them and I told her everything I did. 

 

And then we moved to North Homestead.  There was this boy in my class named Paul Kelly.  He lived 

on the same street we used to live on below the tracks.  Well, one day his father died.  But they got it 

wrong.  They called me out of class and told me that my father died.  Well, I just raced home and I got 

in the house and I was almost hysterical.  My mother was there just as if nothing happened.  “Didn’t 

Pup die?” I asked her.  And she said, no, she had just finished talking to him that minute.  And then I 

found out it was Paul Kelly. 
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There are things I remember.  Like in Altoona that time [c. 1922].  We lived far from the school, but 

we used to walk home anyway for lunch.  Once I got home and Mum wasn’t home and there was 

blood everywhere.  I mean it was just in puddles.  I went next door and asked the neighbor.  She didn’t 

want to tell me, but finally she told me.  It was Melvin.  You know he is missing one finger.   

 

Well, Mum had just turned her back on him for a minute – he wasn’t even walking yet – and he put his 

hand up under the washer.  In those days the washers had big exposed gears that moved around.  It 

took off one finger completely and the other was just hanging there by a thread. 

 

My mother hailed a coal truck and begged him to take them to the hospital.  One of those dirty coal 

trucks, but she wrapped his hand in a big towel.  The doctors wanted to take off the second finger, too, 

but she begged with them to try and save it.  And they did.  They sewed it back on.  It’s crooked now, 

but he’s only missing one finger.  And then your father [Harold].  He only weighed two and a half 

pounds when he was born [1916]. 

  

Barbara: Wasn’t there a child who died? 

 

Ella: It was stillborn.  A miscarriage.  That was the one between me and your father [c. 1914].  There’s 

three and a half years between the two of us, and only two and a half years between all the other ones.  

Your father was a seven month baby.  They didn’t have incubators in those days.  They wrapped him 

up in cotton.  Not strips, you know, just big full sheets of cotton.  I don’t know how many times he had 

pneumonia in that first year.  But how Mum used to take care of him!   

 

And there was this Jewish lady who knew about doctoring.  She used to smear him with this poultice 

of goose fat and onions.  On his chest.  Well, one day she made it too hot and she burned his skin.  You 

know how delicate a baby’s skin is.  Especially a little baby like that. 

 

Mum was always partial to your father [Harold Paull].  But then they always said that I was the “little 

girl,” the favorite.  But then, when Lenore came along, it was as if she was the only baby in the world.  

Everything was for Lenore.  Any time anyone gave Mum money she would buy something for Lenore.  

It got so I wouldn’t give her money any more.  If I wanted to give her something, I’d give her a 

present. 

 

But Lenore never believed that [she was special].  She believed she was unwanted.  She used to yell at 

Mum and say, “You never wanted me!  You never even wanted to have me!”  But Mum just 

worshipped Lenore.  She always wore good clothes, not like the rest of us.  She was just different.  Not 

like the rest of us.  I guess it was having a baby late in life like that [Mary Paull was about 38 years of 

age when her daughter Lenore was born]. 

 

I don’t know how she [my mother] made the Shabbos.  Mum had five dollars.  And she’d make the 

food.  I don’t know how she ever fed so many of us.  And then if there was some money left over, 

she’d give it out to us for the movies or some candy.  By that time [c. 1937] we had moved to Squirrel 

Hill.  Things were better then.  Of course, I never lived in Squirrel Hill.  By that time, Lou and I had 

the apartment on Mount Oliver. 
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The following two pieces, entitled “Growing Up in the Paull Household,” and “Family Biography” were 

contributed by Barbara Paull (Nathan Polonsky’s great-granddaughter).  They present Barbara’s fond 

remembrances of growing up in the Paull family, and of her parents and grandparents during the 1940s 

and 1950s. 412F
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 413F
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Growing Up in the Paull Household 

 

Being at my grandparents’ [Isadore and Mary Paull’s] house was such a usual thing I can’t really 

remember life any other way.  I have strong memories of the World War II period.  I remember 

Grandma Paull’s flag in the window.  At first she was a three-star mother; then when my father was 

drafted, she had another star for the flag. 

 

Some of the things I really loved: walking on Murray Avenue with my grandmother.  What I liked best 

was going to Silberberg’s Bakery.  There she picked out the goodies for the day, which always 

included gems (they were big and puffy with a chocolate coating and something gooey inside). My 

favorite was some kind of a white cake with a layer of lemon cream.  We went to another baker for 

bread.  There were at least five bakeries in the two business blocks of Murray Avenue, and each one 

had its own specialty.  Grandma also bought fruit and meat.  I liked the kosher butcher shop with 

plucked chickens hanging from the ceiling. 

   

Grandma was a very gentle person.  I never heard her raise her voice or shout.  Mostly she would kind 

of croon, especially if there was a baby around.  I remember one time during a black out when we had 

to pull the blinds and keep the house dark.  Grandma had a living room floor lamp with a light on the 

marble base, and she would light that light which cast a soft glow.   

 

At that time [my cousin] Richie was a baby and she would push him from room to room in his baby 

carriage, singing “ingle, ingle, ingela.”  I’d be surprised if that little croon isn’t imprinted in Richie’s 

brain somewhere. 

 

I always loved it when Aunt Bertha came from Bellefonte, PA.  There was usually an entourage, 

sometimes including Uncle Jake [Friedman], usually including Teedie [Jake’s daughter-in-law, 

Margaret Friedman], and of course [Bertha and Jake’s daughter] Rachel.  What I liked was having a 

girl cousin to play with.  Rachel being older than me, she was always in charge. 

 

Each year we went to the Squirrel Hill picnic at Kennywood.  One time [my cousins] Rachel, Fred and 

I went on the whip, which only seated two people per car, and Rachel got on with Fred, because he 

was still pretty little.  Unfortunately for me, we got off at different exits and I couldn’t find them. So I 

wandered around Kennywood looking for someone I knew.  It may have been 10 minutes, but it felt 

like hours until I saw Grandma sitting on a green park bench with her sisters.  Nothing was more 

soothing than to have Grandma put her arms around you and make you feel safe. 
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When it came time to eat, we would have several big picnic tables to accommodate all the Paulls and 

the Gelmans [my grandmother’s side of the family].  The older generation would bring every kind of 

food, but what I liked most were the hard boiled eggs dyed with beet juice. 

 

Grandpa Paull liked to play poker, so in the summer my other grandfather [on my mother’s side] – 

Grampy Dancoff – would fill up his car with the Paulls and we’d all go to Schenley oval for a picnic 

and a night of cards.  Grampy Dancoff was the only one with a car, so he must have made lots of trips 

to get us all there.  I can remember rolling down the big hill at the oval with Freddy while the 

grownups were totally involved with their poker game. 

  

After Grandpa Paull was no longer working in his Braddock store [during the early 1950s], he 

continued to fix watches at his bench in the front hall of the Hobart Street house.  There were a lot of 

cuckoo clocks and other clocks on the wall, but they weren’t all set to the same time.  At about five 

minutes to the hour, some clock would go off, maybe with Westminster chimes or  a cuckoo, and then 

others would go off until maybe five or six minutes after the hour.  At the half hour, the concert was a 

little shorter.   

 

Grandpa Paull didn’t talk much, so you never really knew if he even knew you were around.  One day 

he walked over to me and gave me a little clock he had just fixed.  It had a small painted, black face of 

wood from the Black Forest, and a tiny pendulum, and a key to wind it up.  I still have the clock, 

though have long since lost the key and the pendulum. 

  

I was always so proud of my uncles and my father, too, in their uniforms.  They were so 

handsome.  Melvin I remember vividly.  He would have long telephone conversations, usually with the 

girl of the moment.  But he was so good at talking softly into the receiver, held right up to his mouth, 

that no one could hear a word he said. 

  

After the war, the Paull soldiers came home, and one by one they married.  The family got bigger and 

bigger.  Sunday night dinners were divided between the dining room (where the adults sat) and the 

living room, where the kids sat at a card table.  Those Sundays, with lots of cousins around, good food, 

the sound of the poker game, and the trips with Harold Berman to Carnegie Museum, are my most 

precious memories of childhood.   

 

Maybe our parents made mistakes in bringing us up, but what they did right was to make those weekly 

trips, bringing us along even if we didn’t want to go, and enabling us to forge those bonds with our 

cousins, our aunts, uncles, grandparents, and second cousins, on down the line. It was their gift to us. 

 

Family Biography 

 

I was born in Pittsburgh, PA in 1939, but lived in New Castle from age 2 to 4, where my father worked 

for Gerson Jewelers.  Some of my first memories were from New Castle.  We lived in the basement 

apartment of a house, and we were friends with the upstairs neighbors.   



A Noble Heritage – The History & Legacy of the Polonsky & Paull Family in America Page 514 

The mother was very protective of her furniture, covering it in plastic and always hovering behind her 

daughter Joanne and me in case we had dropped a crumb.  I remember my mother saying she would 

never be like that; she did not want to live in a museum.   

 

Also in New Castle, I fell down a concrete set of porch steps while playing with my new kitten, the 

first in a long line of well-loved felines.  Though I don’t remember the incident, I have a scar on my 

eyebrow to show for it. 

 

I also remember visiting my Grandpa Dancoff during this time.  He lived in a drafty old house on 

Murray Avenue, in Squirrel Hill, the Jewish part of Pittsburgh.  I remember fire engines and firemen 

putting out a fire in the corner house of this block.  Sometime later we moved into that very house at 

the corner of Murray and Nicholson.   

 

At age five or so I entered Davis School, a five-room schoolhouse with a kindergarten, first and second 

grades.  My father was drafted near the end of World War II and was serving somewhere in Georgia.  

Before he left he taught my mother to fix clocks; our dining room table now held clocks and bits of 

clocks, mainsprings, radium dials and other innards.  At about that time, my brother Gene was born 

and my father returned from the army. 

 

I owe my love of travel to my mother.  She would get up in the morning and say, “Let’s go to 

Williamsburg,” or “Let’s drive up in the mountains,” and just like that we’d set out in the car.   

 

My father was a model of kindness and honesty.  My parents imbued me with the value of the 

extended family.  It is through them that I was able to form such close bonds with my aunts, my uncles 

and my many wonderful cousins.  They may be far away (we are scattered now, like every family) and 

we may not be in touch for a time, but when we are together again we take up our life stories as if we 

had not been absent for more than a few minutes. 

 
The following short vignettes were contributed by the author, Jeffrey Mark Paull (Nathan Polonsky’s 

great-grandson).  They present Jeffrey’s remembrances of his grandparents, his father, and each of his 

aunts and uncles in the Paull family. 

 

Our Grandparents 

 

When I was a very little boy, I remember that much of the Paull family would congregate around my 

grandparents’ (Isadore and Mary Paull’s) house.  They had a large duplex on Hobart Street, in the 

Squirrel Hill section of Pittsburgh, which back then was almost entirely Jewish.  I loved their big sun 

porch with its comfortable wicker furniture, from where I watched all of the comings and goings of the 

family during those years.  I loved the grandfather clock that seemed as tall as a streetlight, and the 

joyous music of its chimes announcing the hour.   

 

I always felt very fortunate to be part of such a large, close-knit family, and to have so many loving 

aunts, uncles, and cousins.  I have wonderful memories of that house – it seemed like there was always 

someone to play with, or a family dinner, Jewish holiday, card game, or celebration of some kind 

going on. 



A Noble Heritage – The History & Legacy of the Polonsky & Paull Family in America Page 515 

But, I remember experiencing a feeling of sadness there too.  I was barely four years old when my 

grandfather passed away, in December of 1955.  He has suffered a stroke several years before, and was 

largely confined to the upstairs of the house.  I remember going upstairs to visit with him, and how 

quiet, reserved, and soft-spoken he was.  I didn’t really understand much about his illness, but it made 

me sad that my grandfather was almost always upstairs by himself, and that he rarely participated in 

any of the family meals, festivities, or interactions downstairs.   

 

After my grandfather passed away, we still visited my grandmother nearly every week, but even as a 

very young boy, I sensed that things at her house were never quite the same.  Something was missing. 

The chiming of the grandfather clock didn’t have the same joyous musical quality, and the empty 

chairs around the dining room table would remind me of my grandfather’s absence.
499

   

 

Aunt Bertha  

 

My Aunt Bertha Paull Friedman was a delightful lady – warm, cheerful, gracious, and interested in 

family.  She was my dad’s big sister.  She helped care for him, and looked out for him when he was 

growing up, so he had a special place in his heart for her.  Dad wrote her a series of letters from 

England during the war, and when he needed something, whether it was food, spending money, 

cigarettes, or warm clothes, Bertha is the one he would ask.  

 

We visited her quite often in Bellefonte, PA when I was a kid, and I continued to visit her after she 

moved to Santa Monica, CA.  I’ll never forget how, at eighty years of age, she traveled all the way 

from California, by herself, to attend Kara’s and my wedding ceremony in Baltimore, and how much 

she enjoyed herself at the wedding.   

 

Aunt Bertha also enjoyed writing, and she was quite good at it.  In addition to the letters that she wrote 

to my father during the war, she wrote many memoirs about the family.  My favorite is her beautiful 

memoir titled “My Grandparents Betrothal,” in which she recounted the story of how her grandparents 

met, and came to be married (see Chapter 11 – The Family Patriarch).  She was the unofficial family 

historian, and I credit her for igniting my own passion for family history.     

 

Uncle Phil  

 

Sadly, I didn’t have the opportunity to know my uncle Phil very well, which is something that I always 

regretted.  He lived in Latrobe, as did my uncle Harold.  Phil and Harold had a falling out, and for 

reasons which were never made clear to me, whenever my parents took us to Latrobe we would visit 

Harold, but not Phil.  Hence, I saw him mostly at family gatherings.  What do I remember about Uncle 

Phil was that he was somewhat reserved, but gentle and soft-spoken, with kind eyes and a warm smile.      
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Aunt Ella  

 

My Aunt Ella Paull Abrams lived down the street from us in Stanton Heights when I was growing up.  

She lived on the part of Woodbine Street where the street leveled out, so all of the neighborhood kids 

would play pickup games of baseball and football in front of her house. 

 

Whenever we visited Aunt Ella, she always made time to sit and talk, and make me something good to 

eat.  She never seemed to be in a hurry or rush to do something else.  Long before cell phones and the 

internet, Ella was the communications hub in the family; all news traveled through her.  

 

Aunt Ella always impressed me as a strong, independent woman.  She ran her house, and raised two 

sons by herself, and she never complained, or seemed sad, lonely, or helpless.  I always admired Aunt 

Ella for her self-assurance and inner strength, and she was a great female role model for me as I was 

growing up.  I think that it is only fitting that at ninety-six years of age, she represented the last 

surviving member of her generation of the Paull family. 

 

Uncle Harold 

 

I always enjoyed visiting Uncle Harold and Aunt Bobbi Paull’s house in Latrobe, PA.  It was my 

favorite place to spend the Passover holiday.  Aunt Bobbi was a great cook, and a wonderful hostess.  

She always had a twinkle in her eye, and I sensed an undercurrent of joy flowing through the room 

whenever she was around. 

 

Uncle Harold was intelligent and erudite.  I always thought that he would have made a great teacher or 

professor.  He was very well-read and knowledgeable about a great many topics, and he always had 

something interesting to contribute to the conversation.  He had a very deep, sonorous voice, and he 

spoke with a quiet self-assuredness, and a passion for the issues of the day.  He was never afraid to 

express a difference of opinion on an issue, but he always did it in a kind and courteous manner that 

would really make you think about what he was saying.  I always admired that about him.   

 

Uncle Herbie 

 

Uncle Herbie was very family-oriented, and loved large family gatherings and events.  I remember him 

as having three chief passions – family, golf, and the Pittsburgh Pirates.  He was very active in the 

Jewish community, and was an avid supporter of Jewish charities and social organizations.  He was 

recognized for his many contributions to the B’nai Israel Men’s Club throughout the 1960s, and served 

as its president during the early 1970s.  He also served as chairman of the Stanton Heights Recreation 

Baseball Committee, which sponsored community baseball and softball for children.   

 

Uncle Herbie passed away from a sudden heart attack on March 5, 1979.
500

  He was only sixty years 

old, and he hadn’t been ill, so it came as quite a shock to everyone in the family.  It hit my father 

especially hard, as he and Herbie were very close growing up.  I was working for OSHA in Cincinnati 

at the time, and my father was so shaken up that my mother had to call me and tell me the news. 
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Aunt Lenore  

 

My father and my Aunt Lenore Paull Berman had a great sibling relationship, and they remained close 

throughout their lives.  Although she was five years younger than my father, I always sensed that she 

was very caring and protective of him, almost as an older sister would be.   

 

When I moved to Baltimore to attend Johns Hopkins University in 1981, Aunt Lenore was the only 

family nearby.  That was a comfort to me.  I was always welcomed by her with open arms.  After Kara 

and I were married, Aunt Lenore was wonderful to us.  She was a great cook, and we enjoyed dinners 

at her house with the whole family around the table – Aunt Lenore, Uncle Harold, Lewis, Michael, 

Kara, and me. 

 

Aunt Lenore was a truly caring person.  She was present at many watershed moments in my life.  She 

was at my Bar Mitzvah in 1964.  She was one of the first people in my family to meet Kara in 1986, 

and she was at our American wedding ceremony in Baltimore in 1987.  When I traveled back to 

Baltimore from California for the oral defense of my doctoral dissertation, in February 1997, I stayed 

at Aunt Lenore’s house.  She was the first person in the family to know that I passed my oral exam. 

 

I spoke with her frequently during the spring of 2008, when I was gathering information on the family 

for this book.  She was battling breast cancer, and the prognosis was not good, but to speak with her, 

you would never suspect that anything was wrong.  I told her about how I had located her father’s and 

grandfather’s Ellis Island immigration records, and the steamships on which they emigrated from 

Russia.  She very encouraging and supportive of my decision to write a book on our family history.  I 

wanted very badly to finish the book for her, but I knew that time was running out. 

 

Whenever we talked, Aunt Lenore asked about Kara and the boys.  She told me that Josh looks just 

like my father did when he was that age, which meant a lot to me.  I know how much she would have 

loved to have attended Joshua’s Bar Mitzvah on June 21, 2008, but she was gravely ill at the time, and 

couldn’t travel.  She passed away two days later.  I loved my Aunt Lenore, and I miss her very much.     

 

My Father, Mel Paull 

 

My father was my personal hero, role model, and best friend.  He was not just a loving father, but a 

teacher, counselor, confidant, peacemaker, motivator, advocate, and fellow sports fan.  Honest, gentle, 

humble, and caring, he was one of the finest and most genuine human beings that I ever had the honor 

and privilege of knowing, and I feel very blessed to have had him as my father.  

 

Dad was a great listener.  I could always go to him with a problem or concern, and know that he would 

listen without passing judgment, and give me the benefit of his wisdom and fatherly advice.  He 

always asked me how I was doing, and he tolerated my surly teenage years with great kindness and 

patience.  He loved to tell jokes and stories, and he loved to make people laugh.  He had a great 

attitude toward life – positive and optimistic, but also realistic.  He took disappointments in stride, and 

was very much a “live and let live” kind of person.  He preferred to teach lessons about life by quiet 

example rather than preaching or lecturing.   
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I never outgrew the desire to spend time with my father.  Some of my fondest memories are of taking 

him to Pitt football games.  Money was always tight, but this was back in the day when the team was 

really awful, and students were admitted to the games for free.  Dad used a borrowed student ID, and 

the ticket agents at the gate would let him into the stadium, often with a wink and a smile.   

 

I will never forget one game in particular.  It was October 17, 1970 – Pitt’s homecoming game against 

arch-rival West Virginia (WVU).  It was a perfect fall day for a football game, but there was little 

reason to cheer, or to ring the cowbells that were distributed to the crowd to celebrate homecoming, as 

WVU dominated Pitt in the first half.  With WVU leading Pitt 35–8 at halftime, Dad turned to me, and 

said, “Watch – that two-point conversion that Pitt made will end up being the difference in this game.” 

 

I couldn’t tell if he was just kidding or if he was trying to console me, but either way, it wasn’t 

working.  As a beleaguered Pitt fan, weary of watching awful teams, I was in no mood for 

cheerfulness, unfounded optimism, or misplaced hope.  Pitt had played terribly.  Why wasn’t Dad 

frustrated and upset about the game like I was?  Surely he could see that Pitt was humiliated in the first 

half, but that didn’t seem to matter to him at all.  What did he see in the team that everyone else didn’t?    

 

Of the 44,000-plus fans that attended the game that day, at least one-quarter of them left at halftime.  I 

was almost one of them, but Dad wanted to see how Pitt would come out and play in the second half.  

Despite all evidence to the contrary, he actually believed that Pitt still had a chance to win the game.   

 

Pitt came out in the second half, marched straight down the field, and scored a touchdown.  Then they 

forced a WVU punt, drove down the field, and scored again.  Early in the 4th quarter Pitt forced 

another WVU punt, and scored yet another touchdown.  Pitt wasn’t doing anything fancy.  They were 

playing old-fashioned smash-mouth football, running right at West Virginia, knocking the smaller, 

faster WVU players off the ball, controlling the clock, and grinding out the yardage and first downs.  

 

I scarcely believed what I was seeing.  Miracle come-from-behind victories just didn’t happen at Pitt 

Stadium in those days.  But something astonishing was happening on the field that day, right before 

our eyes.  This wasn’t just an ordinary football game – we were witnessing history in-the-making.   

 

The clock was winding down to the final minutes in the 4th quarter, with Pitt trailing 35–30, and still 

needing a touchdown to win.  Once again, Pitt’s defense stopped WVU cold, and Pitt got the ball back 

with time to mount one final drive.   There was electricity in the air, as over 30,000 screaming fans 

were on their feet, all believing in the impossible.  Once more, Pitt drove down the field, but time was 

running out.    It would all come down to a third-and-goal play from the West Virginia 4-yard line. 

  

The cheers and screams of the frenzied homecoming crowd combined with the clamor of thousands of 

ringing cowbells, to create a deafening roar.  With under a minute left on the clock, Pitt’s diminutive 

quarterback, Dave Havern, launched a pass toward the end zone just as he was hit ... and in a moment 

that no one who watched that game will ever forget, Pitt’s receiver, Bill Pilconis, made a great over-

the-shoulder leaping catch in the end zone.  The referee threw his arms up – touchdown Pitt! 
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But the game wasn’t over just yet ... WVU still had time to mount one final desperation drive.  

Needing just a field goal to win, the Mountaineers crossed midfield, but the Pitt defense turned back 

the threat by forcing a fumble, and Pitt’s miraculous comeback victory was complete.  Pandemonium 

ensued – Pitt fans were celebrating as if the Panthers had just won the National Championship!   

 

In one of the most astounding comebacks in college football history, Pitt had won by a point, 36–35, 

just as Dad had predicted.  There have been many special moments in Pittsburgh sports history, but to 

this day, that Pitt-WVU game remains one of the most thrilling sports experiences of my life.   

 

Watching that game with my father was a watershed moment in my life.  I learned an important lesson 

about life that day.  From that day on, I had a different attitude about a great many things, which 

carried far beyond the football field. 414F
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Photo of the 1970 Pitt–West Virginia football game.  The author appears (partially obscured) near the bottom-right corner, 

wearing a white turtle-neck sweater.  The author’s father is to the extreme bottom-right, with his back turned to the camera. 
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  Three years later coach Johnny Majors would come to Pitt, and after four seasons, Pitt’s football team, led by Heisman 
Trophy-winning running back Tony Dorsett, would go undefeated, and beat Georgia in the 1976 Sugar Bowl to win the 
National Championship.  But for those who witnessed it, the 1970 Pitt–WVU homecoming game remains a defining 
moment in the history of Pitt’s football program, and it was a watershed event in the author’s life as well. 
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By his positive attitude, Dad taught me to look at setbacks as opportunities to really show what you 

can do.  He taught the importance of having faith and determination, making the best of every 

situation, and never quitting until you reach your goals.  He taught me that if you are determined 

enough, really believe, and give it your all, then almost anything is possible.  And he taught me all of 

these important life lessons in the unlikeliest of places – at a college football game! 

 

People loved being around my father, and he made friends wherever he went.  I try to emulate his 

wonderful qualities, and live my life in a way that I believe would make him proud.  If, as he once told 

me, heaven is the memory and spirit that lives on in others after we’re gone, then my father truly is in 

heaven, because he is never far from my thoughts, and he is always in my heart. 

 

The following short vignettes were contributed by Lee Paull (Nathan Polonsky’s great-grandson).  They 

present Lee’s remembrances of his grandparents, his father, and each of his aunts and uncles in the 

Paull family. 

 

Our Grandparents 

 

My memories of Grandpa Paull are very limited because I was very little when he left us.  Grandma 

Paull, I have much better memories of.  I knew what it was like to go to Grandma’s house on Hobart 

Street for Passover or Sunday dinner or to learn how to shoot craps, taught by Uncle Mel.  I learned to 

enjoy hot spicy food with Uncle Harold Berman.   And best of all, was seeing my aunts, uncles and 

first cousins from the Paull Family Tree.  The song “Mary’s Place” from Bruce Springsteen’s album 

The Rising sums up what it was like for me to go to Grandma’s house. 

 

We have stayed strong through adversity; we will continue to stay strong and grow firmly, planted in 

American soil.  Grandpa Paull saw fit to transplant his roots from the old world to the New World, so 

that we could grow as strong and as vibrant as we have done to date; to this end we will all be forever 

grateful to Grandpa’s foresight and wisdom. 

 

Aunt Bertha  

 

I recall taking many a long drive to Bellefonte to visit Aunt Bertha [Friedman, née Paull].  Years later, 

when Aunt Bertha moved to California, it was always a treat to visit her. Whenever we left Aunt 

Bertha, she would not let us leave without giving [my wife] Debra a little gift.  Those little gifts have 

become part of our family treasure. 

 

Uncle Phil 

 

My best memory of Uncle Phil [Paull] is the one I treasure the most – the warmth and caring Uncle 

Phil had for me when my Dad passed away.  Uncle Phil was my “driver” on that dark day.  His words 

comforted me at a time that I needed comforting.  For some reason, I always saw Grandpa Paull in 

Uncle Phil.  Whenever Uncle Phil was around, I always thought that was how Grandpa looked.  

 

  



A Noble Heritage – The History & Legacy of the Polonsky & Paull Family in America Page 521 

Aunt Ella 

 

Being that Aunt Ella [Abrams, née Paull] lived so close to Uncle Mel, and to us, there was always 

someone at Aunt Ella’s house.  It did not have to be a holiday or a special occasion; we were at Aunt 

Ella’s.  There is not one memory that sticks out about Aunt Ella more than any others; there just are so 

many wonderful memories.  However, some of the funniest have been Aunt Ella’s off-the-cuff 

comments.   

  

To cite just one example – it was either Fred or Rich getting ready to go out for the evening.  They had 

used a heavy hand while applying cologne.  Aunt Ella made the comment: “You smell like a French 

Whorehouse!”  One of three of Aunt Ella’s brothers who was sitting in the living room at the time (we 

were over Aunt Ella’s for a holiday) turned to her and asked – “How do you know what a French 

Whorehouse smells like Ella?” Aunt Ella’s retort, with a sly little grin attached – “I have been around!”   
 

Uncle Harold 

 

I had the honor of working with Uncle Harold [Paull] at Paull’s Jewelry Store in Latrobe during my 

college years.  I learned very valuable lessons in business and life from Uncle Harold.  The 

conversations we had about the books I was reading at the time, or about different Jewish writers or 

Judaism, have stuck with me all these years.  Uncle Harold instilled in me a love of books and 

knowledge. 

 

Uncle Mel  

 

Uncle Mel [Paull] could tell a story like no one else.  He had the best stories.  Best of all, Uncle Mel 

would get down on the floor with us, and teach us how to shoot craps, or play poker.  At the time, we, 

the first cousins who were still teens, could not sit in the Paull Family Poker Game.  I think Uncle Mel 

was getting us warmed up for the Big Game by winning all of our matchsticks whenever he played 

poker or craps with us. 

 

Aunt Lenore 

 

It was sad when Aunt Lenore [Berman, née Paull] moved away from Pittsburgh, because I did not get 

to see her as much as my other Aunts and Uncles. What I remember most was her loving nature 

whenever I was around her.  She always wanting to know how and what I was doing, (so she could tell 

her boys to not do that).  Aunt Lenore always had sage advice for me. 

 
My Father, Herbert Paull 

 

All of the lessons Dad tried to teach me, or he wanted me to learn, went in one ear and out the other.  

In my case, I am lucky; all of Dad’s teachings skipped me, and landed on his Grandson, Harrison.  Not 

that I was not listening to Dad; it just did not sink in for me when I was young.  Fortunately, I was able 

to retrieve his teachings all these years later, to help guide my son through the forest.  
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My love of baseball, football and boxing, and my dislike of gambling came from my Dad.  My passion 

for life, my view of justice and ethics, and my love for our country came from my Dad.  The last time I 

saw Dad, he was passing through Atlanta on his way home from seeing his beloved Steelers win the 

Super bowl in Miami.  It was his 60th Birthday present.  I miss my Dad, and I have been missing him 

for almost 30 years. 

 

The following short vignettes were contributed by Michael Berman (Nathan Polonsky’s great-grandson).  

They present Michael’s remembrances of his Aunt Ella, and Paull family visits. 

 

Aunt Ella 

 

In Pittsburgh we typically stayed with Aunt Ella [Abrams, née Paull].  Her boys, Richie and Freddie 

(it’s still hard to not call them by their childhood nicknames) were grown and out of the house, so my 

brother and I shared their room during our visits.  Every trip to Pittsburgh had common activities – 

going into town to the museums, getting a pecan ring from the bakery on Murray Avenue, and raucous, 

food-filled poker games with aunts, uncles and cousins all talking at once.  To this day I still wonder at 

people who actually let me finish a sentence (or expect me to do the same!). 

 
Family Visits 

 

Back at home we often had visits from various family members.  Cousin Rich Abrams had a knack for 

not being able to find the town we lived in.  Fred Abrams fared better, having moved to the Baltimore 

area for a short time after getting married. Other cousins and aunts and uncles came through town.  

 

Jeffrey Paull stayed with my family for several weeks when I was in high school.  He was pursuing a 

degree in public health at Johns Hopkins.  Jeffrey eventually moved to a neighborhood in the northern 

part of Baltimore City, where he, future wife Kara and I often got together to see films at the nearby 

Charles theater.  This made it easy to pick out a gift for Jeff and Kara when they married.  They 

received a couple of books of movie passes to their favorite theater.  

 

I didn’t realize it until far later in life, but my mother continued the tradition of the huge family 

gathering place even when we were nowhere near any of our family.  I never thought twice about 

bringing a horde of friends into our house, where we could count on bowls of chips and liters of soda 

to magically appear while we organized a game of some sort. 
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