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MY IMPROBABLE 

JOURNEY 

by Vera Gottlieb 

 

ROME 1950. I was twenty-two and 

had been traveling through Europe 

for six weeks with Carol, my college 

roommate. We had another month to 

go before returning to the United 

States.  

 

I attributed my aching neck that 

morning to our previous very 

energetic first day in Rome that had 

included the Sistine Chapel. I got out 

of bed and suddenly fell to the floor. 

Picking myself up, I again fell down. 

Something was very wrong. I called 

the American Embassy and asked 

them to send me an American doctor. 

A physician arrived and proclaimed I 

had spinal meningitis. The 

medication he prescribed would, he 

assured me, have me well on the road 

to recovery in twenty-four hours. In 

twenty-four hours, I was paralyzed 

from the waist down. 

 

This time, I asked the Embassy to 

please send me an Italian neurologist, 

and they sent an impressive Dr. 

Ruggieri. He spoke no English, and I 

spoke no Italian, but we managed with 

fractured French. After examining me, he 

said he was quite sure I had polio. He 

would have to take me to his clinic for 

the definitive spinal tap. 

 

At the clinic, which turned out to be a 

mental institution, I was placed in 

isolation. Tests confirmed the polio 

diagnosis, and I was confined to bed for a 

month. 

 

In the meantime, my parents were 

expecting to hear about our travels to 

southern Italy and Sicily, so I had to 

come up with some excuse. Carol had 

disappeared, but fortunately a kind 

bellhop from the hotel where we had 

been staying supplied me with 

postcards. I sent one every few days 

telling my parents that I was having 

such a good time in Rome that I had 

decided to go no farther. I was not in 

the habit of lying to my parents, but I 

felt I was sparing them. 

 

A month passed, and the day was 

arriving when I was due in Le Havre. I 

had completely ignored the fact that at no 

time had the subject of money arisen. I 

was astounded when Dr. Ruggieri told 
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me that he had arranged for a sleeper 

car in a train that would take me to 

Le Havre. He rejected my offer to 

pay him with what little money I had 

left, but did agree to accept a 

donation to the clinic. He then gave 

me two envelopes. One was to be 

shown at the international border and 

contained a phony diagnosis. A polio 

diagnosis would not have permitted 

me to continue even though I was no 

longer contagious. The second 

envelope contained my complete 

history and was to be given to my 

New York doctor. 

 

When we landed in New York, the 

shock to my parents upon seeing me 

brought down in a wheelchair made 

me wonder if I had done the wise 

thing in not preparing them. A close 

medical friend of my parents 

contacted Dr. Frederick Marek, 

whom he considered one of the finest 

and most experienced polio 

physicians in New York. The next 

day, Dr. Marek arrived at our 

apartment. After examining me, he 

said it was unlikely I would ever 

walk again—a prognosis I didn’t 

accept. He ordered a physical 

therapist, who came five days a 

week. It took almost a year, but I 

went from a wheelchair to crutches to 

two canes, until finally, I could walk 

on my own. 

 

My years at Antioch College, with its 

co-op program, and the many 

difficulties I’d faced on various jobs 

had prepared me for challenges . . . and 

this was just another one. 

 

The years that followed were full. I 

married, raised two children, volunteered 

at the co-op nursery I had co-founded 

many years earlier, continued graduate 

studies, and managed my husband Joe’s 

engineering consulting business. There 

had been a one-month hospital stay for a 

herniated disc, followed by several 

months in a brace. My life was busy, but 

I felt something was missing. 

 

Finally, at the age of forty-seven, I 

decided I might have the answer. We 

lived near a small park. I tried walking 

around it very rapidly. The next day, my 

legs felt so weak I had to remain in bed. I 

waited three weeks and then started a 

much slower program, progressing from 

walking to jogging and finally to running 

six days a week. I joined the New York 

Road Runners Club and entered 

competitive 10k races. In between races, 

I preferred training alone or with Joe. I 

ran 5 or 6 miles a day in the rain and 

snow, and I ran whether the temperature 

was 5 degrees or 95 degrees. I ran the 

mini-marathon. Anyone who has run 

long distances will probably admit that 

distance running is addictive. It is! I 

continued running well into my late 

sixties. But then something changed. 

 

My left leg, which had never fully 

recovered from polio, would suddenly 

buckle. I was planning to run another 10k 

race in Central Park and had always 

completed a race. This time, I had 
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doubts. Joe and I found a spot at four 

miles where he would wait for me 

instead of at the finish line as usual. 

Long before I reached four miles, I 

realized I couldn’t finish. Joe knew 

something had happened when I 

failed to appear. I had walked the last 

two miles slowly, and after reaching 

Joe and resting, we walked the final 

two miles together. 

 

Then began the months of testing for 

everything: multiple sclerosis, brain 

tumors, spinal tumors, Lou Gehrig’s 

disease, and more. Finally, the cause 

was understood. But there was less 

agreement as to what to do about 

what came to be known as post-polio 

syndrome. I went to the National 

Rehabilitation Hospital in 

Washington, DC, for a two-day 

evaluation at their famous Post-Polio 

Clinic. They told me that for five 

months I was to sit for most of the 

day. I hadn’t cried when I got polio, 

nor when I realized I needed to slow 

down, nor with the post-polio 

diagnosis. Now, I burst into tears and 

said “no.” I couldn’t do it. We finally 

reached an agreement: no more 

running, not even jogging. Walking 

was permitted for short distances 

only. Initially I complied, but by the 

time I returned to the Rehab 

Hospital, I had increased my walking 

to four miles a day. This time they 

were firmer, and I gave in. At almost 

seventy, I was ready to comply. 

 

The experts differ on whether the 

more than twenty years of running had 

accelerated my post-polio syndrome or, 

perhaps, had kept it in abeyance. The 

consensus is that moderation is better. 

 

Over the years, many people have asked 

me if I would have done things 

differently had I known that the 

excessive running might have 

contributed to my current post-polio 

syndrome. My answer has always been  

“No!” I have never regretted it for a 

moment. I have the memories of those 

many years of joyous running and an 

outlook on life that has helped get me 

through ninety-one years. 

 

***** 

GLAD TIDINGS 

by John Wood 

We are blessed all seasons of the year,  

But especially at this time take stock,  

Take stock and count our blessings 

one by one.  

And at the pinnacle we see:  

Family and treasure lode 

Of friends the very best.  

Love and friendship, beyond the 

market place,  

Constant, forgiving, freely given,  

beyond deserving,  

Year on year surmount the rest;  

Above all else, rest at the crest.  

***** 
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BIRDS  
by Doug Meaker 

We have many birds here at 

Pennswood, and while I know and 

have observed a number of them, 

there’s a whole lot I don’t know and 

wish I knew. But I have not taken the 

initiative to learn. This place has 

several ornithologists around. I 

suspect on any walk with them, one 

would encounter a lot of common 

varieties and an occasional rarity; it’s 

the luck of the draw. I could buy a 

record of bird songs, but I haven’t. 

Yes, I’ve seen a piliated woodpecker. 

But that was largely by accident. I 

was sitting on my balcony minding 

my own business, probably having 

tea, when I became aware of an 

unusual racket coming from the oak 

tree right there. It sank in that it was 

a call I hadn’t heard before, so I 

looked around. The bird seemed to 

say, “Look at me! Look at me! Ah, at 

last, you clumsy two-footed, you’ve 

noticed me! I’ve been yelling to get 

your attention for the last couple of 

minutes. Now that you’ve seen me 

and had a chance to appreciate my 

beautiful big body and ornate red 

crown, I’m outta here.” With that, he 

took off, and I heard him repeat his 

act a few trees farther on around the 

corner. Then I went and looked him 

up. 

I’m familiar with the birds that come 

to our winter feeder and suet block—

the purple, house, and golden 

finches, the hairy, downy, and redbelly 

woodpeckers, the chickadees, the juncos, 

the nuthatches, the cardinals, the 

Carolina wren, etc., but there are many 

birds we hear but never see.  

I’ve become aware that bird songs and 

calls are not for us but for their own 

purposes. I’ve heard the cardinal in our 

tree proclaiming, I suppose, that this is 

HIS tree and all other cardinals had better 

be out of earshot. If we hear an audible 

echo, he repeats his call until either he or 

the interloper moves on. 

I was out working in the Community 

Garden and noticed a song sparrow 

singing away on a nearby post. Then, I 

thought, the sparrow wasn’t performing 

for me. It could have been telling me to 

get out and let it get some seeds to feed 

the hungry chicks back in the nest. I 

played dumb and went on weeding. 

Another bird story involved a red tail 

hawk at the Community Garden. At the 

time, the Garden had a foam barn owl 

mounted on a post—probably to scare 

the voles. I was at the Garden one day 

when this hawk spotted the owl and kept 

attacking it. It would fly from its perch 

atop the greenhouse and assault the owl, 

flapping its wings to scare it away. The 

owl, of course, just sat there. Finally, I 

guess, the hawk decided the owl was too 

stupid and moved on. Haven’t seen the 

hawk in the Garden since, and the owl 

seems to have disappeared. But the voles 

are having a field day. 

***** 
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AT PENNSWOOD 
by Henry Martin 

 

 
“I have an oppressive sense of 
impending doom.” 

 

***** 

MY CHILDHOOD 

BEDROOM 
by Iseli Krauss 

 

My, yes, my bedroom was my own, 

my very own. It was the same size in 

depth as the entire house; it went 

from the front to the back of the 

house. There was a closet at the back 

where everybody’s extra everything 

was kept in trunks and on hangers. 

But the rest was all mine. 

 

There was one window on the side 

that was kept open every day all year 

long. A rainstorm might make it 

necessary to close that window 

briefly, but only briefly. Even when the 

temperature was below freezing, even 

below zero, that window was open at 

least a couple of inches. My grandfather, 

the Pittsburgh physician, championed 

fresh air for prevention of many illnesses 

because stale air allows for the 

proliferation of all sorts of evil germs. 

On very cold, snowy mornings, there 

would be a little pile of snowflakes on 

the window sill and the floor. Oh, sure, 

we had central heating fueled by coal, 

but the heat rose through many ducts to 

registers in each room. The second-floor 

registers were closed at night to save fuel 

and to keep the rooms inhospitable to 

germs.  

 

Those measures were necessary to reduce 

expenses during the Depression and 

wartime as well as to keep us healthier, 

but mainly, I think, because in their 

childhood home, my father and his three 

brothers and six sisters had slept on a 

second-floor screened-in porch all year 

round regardless of the weather. There 

was a thin wood partition between the 

girls’ and boys’ sides, but otherwise it 

was just one room. Snow gathered not 

only on the floors but on the beds. Sick 

kids got to sleep inside in a room with a 

fireplace; otherwise, it was the sleeping 

porch.  If it was good for my father’s first 

family, it was good for his second one. 

 

There were two dormer windows in the 

front of my bedroom under an eave that 

rose across the entire front of the house. 

Those windows were my introduction to 

a world that stayed stable for 20 years, 
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probably more. The only things that 

changed outside those two windows 

were the weather, the people I saw, 

and the cars people drove. I was 

happy seeing good weather and not 

so happy with bad weather—unless it 

was snow which was, after all, good 

weather. In the summer, I had to 

come in from playing earlier than 

anybody else because I was the 

youngest. That was the rationale I 

was given, anyhow. I can still hear 

my father’s whistle: —— — ———; 

—— — ——-. That was the whistle 

for the dog, too; where I went, she 

went, but she never betrayed me 

during hide-and-seek. Some nights I 

felt so put upon and penalized for 

being young that I would cry for long 

minutes watching the other kids 

touching the free tree in OUR front 

yard or calling,  “Ollie ollie in free! “  

 

Our house was small, very small, but 

I didn’t know that. Except for homes 

housing more than one generation, 

ours was the norm. My bedroom was 

about ten feet wide, maybe a little 

more. My antique bed was a three-

quarter-size spool bed painted a sort 

of pastel gray. It was quite high, so I 

had a small wooden stool painted a 

grayish blue with bold pink flowers, 

so I could get into bed by myself. I 

think my great aunt Duse painted it 

for me.  

 

That would make sense, because in 

1935 or 1936 she gave me an 

elaborately painted Pennsylvania 

Dutch wedding chest that used that same 

blue. That stool is still in my storage unit 

at Pennswood even though the wood has 

dried out and split and the paint is visible 

in only a few spots. The painted chest is 

about to make its way to my Barclay 

room. I treasure them both. The bed is in 

pieces in my daughter’s attic. I hope that 

some day someone in my family will 

want a gray spool bed. 

 

Back to winter. The only room in the 

house without a register was the 

bathroom, but an electric heater with a 

ceramic back was built into one wall. On 

cold nights, my mother would rub me 

down after a bath in front of that heater. 

My pajamas would be laid out to gather 

warmth while I was in the tub.  I would 

rush to my bed, which my mother would 

have heated with towel-wrapped bricks 

warmed by the living-room fireplace. 

Warm winter bliss. 

 

My bed had several blankets for winter, 

but for summer and winter, quilts made 

by my mother’s two grandmothers 

covered it. While all of these quilts had 

patterns, some were slapdash ones made 

from scraps of my discarded clothes or 

left-over fabrics from making clothes. 

Others were made with “boughten” 

fabric and were quite elegant. Some of 

these still exist in the painted chest.   

 

The floor, like the bed, was painted a 

very light gray—splattered all over with 

paint of a rainbow of light colors. Sort of 

a Jackson Pollock floor, but muted. I had 

never seen such a floor before, nor have I 
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seen one since. All the rest of my 

life, I have wanted to recreate that 

floor, but the time or place never 

seemed right. I would do that now, 

but Barclay floors are carpeted.  

 

The walls were covered with two 

patterns of wallpaper, one a large-

scale plaid with a blue background, 

and the other the same plaid but with 

pink cabbage roses. On unhappy 

nights when I couldn’t sleep, I 

counted the roses. The numbers 

never came out the same.  

 

Because we heated with coal, the 

walls would get dirty with coal dust. 

Every year or so, my mother, a 

woman who helped her, and I would 

roll up a handful of a substance much 

like Silly Putty and wipe down the 

walls with it. That was a couple of 

days’ work, hard work. We would 

wipe down a small section, then re-

work the putty to have fresher chunks 

to work with. Rub, work the putty, 

rub, work the putty. Hour after hour. 

I wasn’t very good at it, so after a 

while the other two would free me.  

 

Many family members made braided 

or hooked rugs, again with clothing 

scraps. I’m not sure who made them, 

but there were several of different 

sizes scattered across my bedroom 

floor. One was placed under the 

painted stool by my bed; it was 

always warmer than the floor. 
 

I also had a bookcase in my room. It, 

like the small chest that held most of 

my few clothes, had been bought 

unpainted and painted gray to match the 

bed. Later, when I was a teenager, I had 

two two-drawer wooden file cabinets 

spanned by a board to create a dressing 

table. A large mirror hung above, and I 

had an antique rush stool, amazingly left 

in its original stained-wood state. I still 

have that somewhere, too. I remember 

only two specific objects stored in that 

dressing table: a pair of plaster 

impressions of my teeth pre-braces and 

lopped-off braids from the end of pigtail 

days. 
 

How important that room was to me.  

 

***** 

LIVING HISTORY, 

ACTUALLY 
by Jane Perkinson 

 
In the 1970s, I was living in the 

southernmost part of Maryland—St. 

Mary’s County, a largely rural area 

between the Potomac River and the 

Chesapeake Bay where my husband was 

teaching at a small liberal-arts college.  

 

The county was little known beyond its 

borders. Oystering and farming were the 

main industries, along with a Navy air 

test center. Tobacco had been the major 

crop for centuries, though many farmers 

had more recently switched to corn or 

soybeans, selling their produce every 

weekend at markets up the road.  
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The area possessed a quiet treasure, 

namely its history, especially the 

17
th
-century stretch when Europeans 

created an experimental settlement 

built on tolerance and cooperation. In 

1634, two small English ships—the 

Ark and the Dove—sailed up the 

Potomac River, carrying some 118 

passengers who had chosen to be part 

of a new venture. The settlers 

maintained respect for religious 

differences and traded with friendly 

neighboring Yaocomoco tribes. They 

called their little settlement St. 

Mary’s City.  

 

Now, over 300 years later, time and 

neglect had allowed the county to 

remain undisturbed as a place of 

appealing beauty. Among the people 

living here, there was not much talk 

of history, despite family names like 

Fenway and Howard and Calvert that 

almost surely traced back to the two 

little ships of 1634.  

 

Then, in the early 1970s, Maryland 

state historians proposed to unearth 

St. Mary’s neglected history through 

a program of archeology, 

reconstruction, and education about 

the old city. A plan for “Living 

History” envisioned 17
th
-century 

characters in period dress strolling 

among wooden buildings and, in 

quaint conversation, stopping to chat 

with 20
th
-century T-shirt-clad 

tourists. The “settlers” could show 

their visitors how they chopped 

wood, churned butter, and built their 

homes and vegetable gardens. The 

gardens would be enclosed in sturdy 

fences, as was the custom of the time: 

farm animals, and wild ones too, were 

expected to roam freely and find their 

own food. 

 

Into this project I came, with doubtful 

job qualifications but curious about the 

Living History idea. As a new hire, I had 

a catch-all of chores, which included 

signs and brochures, exhibit ideas, and 

oral history interviews with nearby 

homeowners.  

 

Without a doubt, my oddest assignment 

involved a decrepit, shingled little 

building of undetermined age, which had 

been lived in until the 1950s. It sat 

overlooking the river at the edge of a 

pasture owned by a Mr. Howard, 

descendant of an old Maryland family. It 

had a single room with a dirt floor, a 

hearth and chimney, and empty doorway 

and window frames.  

 

Hired carpenters worked daily with 17
th

-

century-vintage skills and tools to restore 

this little house near the pasture. It turned 

out that Mr. Howard owned cows, and 

this was where they spent their days. A 

barbed-wire fence had been built to keep 

them out of the house, so that they would 

not be underfoot with the carpenters or 

injure their hooves on loose nails or 

tools.  

 

The fence held off curiosity seekers, but 

it was no match for the cows, as they had 

quickly discovered. Whenever I went to 



 

9  

visit the site—early, before the 

carpenters arrived—I found the 

barbed wire trampled, cow patties on 

the living room floor, and the cows 

themselves clustered casually 

together inside that room.  

 

My task was to enter and tactfully 

encourage the partygoers to leave. 

They might look sideways at me in 

polite surprise. I then would position 

myself behind the largest cow (a note 

here: close up, a cow is huge!), wave 

my arms up and down, and firmly 

intone: Whoooooooosh! 

 

This actually worked, usually. The 

lead cow would turn her head, one 

enormous eye on me. Then she 

would respond—still politely—with 

a deep, foghorn-like MMMMMH, 

and begin moving slowly forward 

toward the doorway, away from me 

and my whooshing. The others 

would follow her in dignified order, 

step single-file out of the cabin and 

over the crushed fence, and return to 

the pasture. Only then could I haul 

the mutilated barbed wire back up 

and fasten it tight again, so that it 

looked as though it meant business—

which, of course, the cows and I 

knew was not the case. 

 

And the next time I showed up to 

look the site over, I knew I would 

find history repeating itself, with 

fence on the ground and cows in the 

house. 

 

A lot of time has passed since those 

endeavors, and St. Mary’s City has 

become a place where visitors come to 

eat oysters, enjoy unspoiled beauty, and 

learn about history, archeology, and life 

more than 300 years ago. Among my 

recollections, the cows take first place. 

After all, I now know why it made sense 

for the 17
th

-century settlers to pen in their 

vegetables instead of their animals. 

That’s Living History for you.  

 

***** 

A NICKNAME FOR BILLIE  
by Billie Porter 

Picture a hot humid day in August 1936 

when a 10½-pound baby girl was waiting 

to be named. The new parents were 

making no progress. The problem was 

that the father was named William, and 

his siblings called him Billy. The mother 

preferred the name Leticia—the name of 

the heroine of a romance book she had 

just read—but the father just couldn’t 

accept that. Finally the nurse made 

another suggestion that everyone thought 

a good one: Why not call the baby Billie 

with the feminine spelling and then the 

Father would stop calling himself Billy 

and everyone would be happy.  

Instantly, everyone agreed, and for 
several years all went smoothly, but 
Billie became increasingly sad about 
having an odd name—she was shy, 
didn’t want to be different, and longed to 
have a nickname as all her friends did, 
but her name didn’t work. Billy Goat and 
Silly Billy just didn’t make it! The years 
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passed, and Billie got used to the 
constant questions: Is that your Real 
Name? What happened, did your 
father want a boy? Some were funny: 
a small boy about four argued with 
her and just refused to accept that she 
was not a boy if her name was Billie. 
It was beyond belief, and he declared 
it just couldn’t be. He went off in a 
huff convinced he knew the 
difference—the woman was just 
wrong and that was that.  

Then, just as she was giving up, 

Billie’s brother became the father of 

a little girl. A nickname was born 

when the baby couldn’t pronounce 

Billie’s name, and called her Bimie 

instead—a perfect nickname. As fate 

would have it, her girlfriends had 

out-grown the need for nicknames, 

but she didn’t care; she felt happy to 

have one even if only her family used 

it. And it didn’t stop the funny 

mistakes. A panel of six men in a 

publishing firm set up an elaborate 

interview on the basis of her résumé 

and were only slightly apologetic 

when they discovered their mistake. 

Of course that was before all the 

“politically correct” issues about 

gender, and they just went ahead and 

hired a man.  

She was happy when her nickname 
evolved with her age, and it was 
reduced to Bim—it was still HER 
name even if only her family used it. 
She was content and liked the way it 
came about after all, 

***** 

HO HO HO 

Village Voices will not be published in 

December, so the editors may freely 

partake of the festivities of the season.  

When we resume our duties in January, 

we’d like to have lots of wonderful 

articles to edit. Please send us your 

submissions.  

Happy Holidays, 

The Editors 
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