THE MORE SHE CRIES.

By Gerard J. St. John

Movies of recent vintage seem to place a premium on the production of tears.  “Something for Joey” was inspired by John Cappelletti’s tearful dedication of his Heisman Trophy to his younger brother Joey who suffered from terminal cancer.  The movie produced at least as many tears as did Cappelletti’s emotional dedication, which was broadcast on prime time television.  “Terms of Endearment” was another lachrymose film. And then there is “Saving Private Ryan”, a movie with virtually no plot and a thin story line apparently designed to demonstrate that World War II was fought with real bullets.


The advance billing for Private Ryan focused on the preparation of the actors for the combat scenes and how veteran actor Tom Hanks took charge of that preparation and challenged the junior actors to endure the preparation hardships until they “knew what it was like to be Marines.”  (Apparently, no one told Hanks that Marines were not involved in the invasion of Normandy.)  The main focus of television commercials for the film showed clips of elderly war veterans, their eyes weepy and watery after having watched a preview of “Private Ryan.”  It was sad to see those frail old men with their flimsy khaki or blue garrison caps -- the caps that we used to call “piss cutters” -- their hands shaking, voices halting and tears running down their cheeks, trying to express their thoughts about those terrible times gone by.   


I wonder how Liz O’Keefe would have reacted to those teary promotions.  Liz was no stranger to hardship.  She was one tough lady.  Elizabeth O’Keefe was born in 1878 in a place that God forgot, Conception Harbour, Newfoundland.  She was my grandmother.                                                                                          [image: image1.jpg]




Conception Harbour is a tiny fishing village located near the closed end of Conception Bay in the southeast corner of the cold triangle of mud and rock that juts out of the North Atlantic at the mouth of the Gulf of St. Lawrence.  Conception Harbour was an equal opportunity place.  Both the rich and the poor alike worked hard just to stay alive.  It was all that those rugged fishermen could do to eke out a subsistence living.  Women shared the same hardships and the same dangers as the men.  


Liz had a slender build and an erect bearing that gave her the appearance of being taller than her actual height.  She was a hard worker, one of those people who is always moving, always doing something.  She worked in the home.  Liz was baking loaves of bread by the age of seven years.  She worked on the docks, repairing nets and drying the catch.  And she even worked aboard the fishing ships on occasion, cooking and doing whatever else needed to be done.  She was in her early twenties when the chance came to join her brothers in their new-found land of milk and honey, Camden, New Jersey.  She never looked back.  One morning, Liz and her mother walked out the front door, locked it behind them, walked away and never returned.  She would later say, “I t’anked God the day I left that place and I ain’t never going back!”


It was in Camden that Liz discovered that Newfoundlanders’ English was different from the English that was spoken in the rest of the world.  It was not just the way that they pronounced “Newfoundland,” with an emphasis on the last syllable.  The basic speech variation ran deeper than that.  Newfoundland’s fishing villages were isolated communities.  The country is so far out into the Atlantic that it is in a different time zone, one hour and 30 minutes ahead of Eastern Time.  Accessible only by ship in that era, the lack of fertile farm land and the bitter cold weather combined to discourage visitors.  Prior to the 1900s, Newfoundlanders had precious little contact with the outside world.  As a result, their language patterns and word usage stayed pretty much the same from one generation to the next.  In nineteenth century Newfoundland, many communities spoke English almost exactly as it had been spoken three hundred years earlier in the southwest of England.  “I’s talkin’ the way I always talks,” Liz would say when asked about her manner of speech.  Fortunately for Liz, Camden, New Jersey was home to many other former Newfoundlanders who spoke substantially the same way.  One of them was a bushy-haired young man named Charlie St. John.


Charlie was from Avondale, another small Newfoundland fishing village on Conception Bay, next door to Conception Harbour.  Charlie and his brothers and sisters left Newfoundland looking for a better way of life.  They were fed up with the constant danger of the north Atlantic, the malnutrition and disease associated with a diet that was lacking in many essential vitamins.  And, of course, there was the constant discomfort and the damp cold.  Anything had to be better.  Most of Charlie’s family boarded the ferry south to Nova Scotia, where another ferry took them to Portland, Maine.  From there, they worked their way farther south.  Agnes, Alice, Maude and Pearl settled in the Boston area.  Greg stopped in Camden, New Jersey.  Only Jack went back to Avondale.  


Charlie was different.  He took the Canadian Pacific Railway west across Canada to British Columbia; and then went south to Spokane, Washington.  But the wild west of the late 1800s was not for Charlie.  He decided to go east to the Philadelphia area where many other Newfoundlanders had found work in the iron construction industry, working on railroads, bridges and modern steel-supported buildings.  In Camden, he met Liz O’Keefe.  In 1902, Charlie and Liz were married in Nativity B.V.M. Church at Belgrade Street and Allegheny Avenue in the Port Richmond neighborhood of Philadelphia.


Life was no bed of roses for an iron worker’s family in turn of the century Philadelphia but, by comparison to life in the old fishing villages, it was not bad at all.  Charlie and Liz could not afford to buy a home.  They rented houses in Nativity parish, first on Chatham Street, later on Cedar Street and then back to Chatham.  Language was not a problem in Port Richmond.  Many of their new neighbors were recent immigrants from Poland, Germany, Ireland and Scotland.  They all struggled with some language problem but they struggled together.  Despite their varied backgrounds, they got along quite well.  Most everyone could walk wherever they needed to go.  On Sundays and special occasions, people could rent a horse and carriage from one of the many liveries that were scattered throughout the neighborhood and ride all the way out to Fairmount Park.  


But it was tough losing two children.  Eddie lived only five weeks.  Lillian, who was baptized “Mary,” had Bright’s Disease, which ruined her kidneys.  She died in Charlie’s arms when she was only two years old.  Even the burial was difficult.  Charlie and Liz couldn’t afford to buy a grave but somehow a site became available in St. Dominic’s Cemetery.  It might have been the iron workers.  It might have been a parish priest at Nativity.  But the grave was there for them to use.  It took nearly three hours for the horse-drawn hearse to traverse the seven miles of mostly open fields up Frankford Road to Holmesburg and the cemetery at St. Dominic’s Church on the hill beyond Pennypack Creek.  People in the funeral procession packed thermoses of coffee and a bite to eat for the all-day trip.  And in 1918, the Spanish Flu swept through the city killing thousands of people and lining the curbs at night with corpses that were most often buried in mass graves.  Fortunately, Charlie and Liz and their seven children escaped serious illness from the Spanish Flu.


The most severe challenge came from Charlie’s iron construction work.  In the early 1920's, a load of steel fell from a flat car and mangled Charlie’s leg, leaving him unable to work.  Workers compensation was in its infancy.  Railroads and other major businesses paid more attention to the useful lives of parts and equipment than they did to the lives of workmen.  Workmen could be easily replaced, and without any additional cost.  The new workers compensation law provided some disability payments but the checks soon stopped.  Fortunately, the older children pitched in to help support the family.  Times were tough, but they got by.


After the Market-Frankford Elevated was built in the late 1920's, Charlie and Liz rented a house on Howland Street, about two miles north of Port Richmond in a neighborhood called Juniata Park.  It was near the route of the railroad line where factories were sprouting up.  Most of the people who lived in Juniata Park worked in the nearby factories.  These were difficult times and difficult conditions but it was a damned sight better than the conditions in Conception Harbour.  Liz would point out that every one of the houses she rented in Philadelphia had indoor plumbing.  That could not be said for the houses in her native Newfoundland.  Shed no tears for Liz.  She would take this life any day of the week.


Liz’s biggest challenge was one that came from Newfoundland.  It was Charlie’s oldest sister Nell, who they often called “Helen.”  In many ways, Nell was the exact opposite of Liz.  Nell was well educated.  Her mother and her maternal grandmother had seen to that.  They were Gushues.  Everyone knew that the Gushues were smart.  In contrast, Liz could not read or write.  Liz did not go to school.  Her mother said that Liz was too ill to attend school.  That was hard to figure.  She was not too sick to work.  

When Nell left Newfoundland, she was successful in the business of selling libraries to the wealthy barons of finance and industry for their mansions in Manhattan and on Philadelphia’s main line.  Nell never married.  She enjoyed mingling with high society and her personal wealth accumulated – until the stock market crash of 1929.  


Nell lost a small fortune in the stock market crash; and by that time she was 62 years of age.  Her selling days were over.  Still, what savings she had left was quite a lot compared to what Charlie and Liz had been able to scratch together raising a family.  Liz and Charlie lived on a week-to-week basis, first on Charlie’s earnings and then, after Charlie was hurt, on what their grown up children brought in.  As if oblivious to this stark contrast in economic wherewithal, Nell decided that she ought to get out of her small apartment in Brooklyn and see more of her oldest brother.  She became a frequent overnight visitor at the St. John household in Philadelphia.


Liz suffered these visits in relative silence while her sister-in-law would pick up the society pages of the newspaper and read aloud about the social doings of main line Philadelphians, knowing full well that Liz could not read and also knowing that Liz lacked the social graces to mingle with members of the social register.  To make matters worse, Liz was expected by custom to cook meals for and generally wait on her house-guest.  Conversely, Charlie’s sister seemed to have the highest expectation of being waited on and responded to the service much in the same way that she thought that her wealthy customers would respond to the efforts of their domestic servants.  Somehow Liz controlled her temper but Nell’s visits became increasingly unbearable.  The situation came to a head during a particularly cold winter in the 1930's.


Some small item was needed from the store.  It was bitter cold outside.  The Weather Bureau did not announce the “chill factor” in those days but people had sense enough to stay indoors when the temperature dipped into the teens and below.  Liz knew that she could not ask her “honored” guest to walk to the store, especially in weather like this.  So, Liz got out her coat, hat, gloves and a woolen scarf and bundled up to do the job herself.  The small “mom & pop” store was only about two blocks away but it felt as though it was two miles in the Antarctic.  It was worse coming back.  Liz was frozen to the bone.  She was no youngster.  All she could think of was getting back inside the house, closing the door behind her and going into the kitchen where the heat from the oven would thaw her out.  


She quickened her pace as she turned the corner and neared the concrete steps up to her house.  At the top of the steps, she lunged toward the doorknob – and the door was locked.  How could the door be locked, she thought to herself.  She was the last one out and she made sure that it was unlocked so that she could get back in.  Hurriedly, she tugged the glove off her right hand and rang the doorbell.  But no one answered.  Again and again Liz rang the bell.  She was freezing.  Her feet were numb.  Her face was so cold it was starting to burn.  She kept ringing and ringing the doorbell.  She began to think that she might freeze to death on her own front doorstep.  Finally, the door opened.  And there was Nell, making it clear how annoyed she was by that awful ringing of the bell; and why didn’t Liz use her key?


No one knows the exact words that Liz spoke to her sister-in-law in the moments that followed.  It is fairly certain that Liz’s words would be understood equally as well in sixteenth century Newfoundland as in twentieth century Philadelphia.  Nell never asked to have the words repeated.  When Liz’s daughters came home from work that evening, one of them asked, “Mom, what did you say to Aunt Nell?  She’s in her room crying.”  Liz looked straight ahead.  Her face twisted slightly at the thought of the bitter cold.  Her mind went back to the icy north Atlantic and the fishing schooners.  Her eyes flashed and she fairly spat out the words, “The more she cries, the less she’ll have to piss!”


You won’t find that line in a Tom Hanks movie.  It is from life.
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