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Chitdhood- im the Browx

Contemporary Photographs
by Georgeen Comerford
and Vintage Photographs
from the Collection of

The Bronx Institute

This exbibition of sixfy arl photographs creates an endunng
tong betwean children past and-children present. The shared
space, the obstacles confronted, the dreams espousad make
them brothers and sisters in one family,

Twentiein century events—wars, depression, and domastic
sirife—nave had a profound effect on the lives of those who ex-
penenced therm. Milllone of children have grawn in the Bronx
in this century. Poverty and childhood have long been ntarbwin-
ed here. Making de with dignity was necessary (o children in
e typically large lamilies of the early decages. And oday, many
Bror young people must confront both poverly and devasiation.

Childhood in the early decades i capiured in the vintage
photographs, most of which wera copled from Bronx family
alburms. The accompanying descriptions of childhood ex-
perences comea from the oral history collgction at Lehman Caol-
leges Brong Institule, We are indebled 1o the now-grown Bronx
children who vividly recall their sarly years, Their contributions
of words and imiages alkow us a glirmpss of what Bronx childhoad
meant to 2ach of them

The forty contemporary. mages by project pholographer
Beorgeen Comerford are dedicated 1o the contermporary children
who: were photographed in Branx schoois. playgrounds, on
streets, in parks, pools, and facilities of all kinds. Cver two dazen
Branx agencies opensd their doors to her

This exhibition reveals the depth of the human spint, the cor-
nirstone of history, Here, generations ara brought together In
the interviews gathered, not only are (he earier days
remernbered, but many discuss the presenl. The spark: of
redevelopment, revitalization. and pasitive enengy has stirred the
Bronx public.

CHILDHOOD IN THE BRONX 1900-1986

"We had more improvements when we moved o the Brons
[1906], We had steam heat, hot watar a complete bathroom,
which we didn't have all the years we were downtown. We wers
in heaven,”

“As a child, | was taught to speak English and Yiddish.... [We]
learned very fast, becauss we knew in order fo get along, you
had to pick up the language of the country.

"This was an era of penny candies and five-cent ice Cream bars
and twio-cent saltzers. Aot of money that children spent was ac:
guired by returning emply Coke bottles’

" ramember the newspaper headlines when war was daclared
in 1814, [Later] they used to corme in on rains af the 23010 Street
freight yard, and they would parade up to Van Cortlandt Park,
and they'd be encamped there for 8 week, or even a manth”

‘They wera hard timas.... The lamplighter would come around
le light the lamps, and when the war broke out they took down
all those posts because they wanted the metal to-make guns.

“I remembper the armistice when the man came back They parad-
ed up the Concourse and everybody was standing there with
their hats over their hearts and they ware playing the national
anthem. Then right after the war you could go 1o the Five and
Ten and buy knapsacks thal had been used for the gas masks
and the kids used these as school bags”

“A twenty-five cenl piece of ice—that was the ultimate. [t was the
large size fhat was carmed on iongs and deposited in your icebox,
Thewater would collect in the pan underneath and if you forgo
to empty. i, you'd have a fliood all over your kitchen”

"Oin the comer of Bambndge Avenue and 198th Street therg was
a German delcatessen where they sold loose milk, which was
taken out of a pail with a2 dipper, and you had to provide. your
own pail o carry it home. | wassent off to.shap for mik with rmy
pail when | was five years old. | was very proud of rysel”

“Af sizteen, when you weni with a boy, the big thing was 1o go
on the Concourse bus and ride down 1o 145th Streel, and ride
pack up It was a nice nde and it cost a mckel, and that was youf
dale. Kigds loday—at 18, everyone has a car”

"Baing a delvery boy was a very choce occupaton. The
youngsters were screened very carefully They were trained 1o




Freddie Schwarlz in his wagon on Kingsbridge Road near Poe Park, ca. 1913,

e polite and treal people with respecl... Even now, you read
aboul some [dignitary] who is being henored and he'll say he
started off by being a Bronx Home News delivery oy

“Many a night | was out helping [my dad] from 2 am. eni... In
thiose days mikrien stafed out at two atlock to deliver milk; eggs
eutter, and then we would dive home in the horse and wagan
and have breakfast... My tather waould fill upthe cases with milk
Qo LR Qg apariment NOusE, Cross over the roaf and come-down
thia other without having o go back 1o the wagon to load up”

The Depression hit us very hard, My father died whery | was
mine.... My mother just couldn't think-of leaving [Amalgamated],
=0 they aliowed us 1o live off our investrment with:the promise o
pay it back when things got better, It was the most meaningiul
thing about the coopearative—to knaw that you were nol thrown
out because you couldr't pay your rent”

‘Marny days we had nothing to eaf, becadse for the first ime.
my father lost hisiob,, .. | would go to the gracery store on Clare-
mont Parkway and get three cans of vegetable scup, milk; bread,
butter, and spend about $1.257

My mother had a standard of excellence about some things
Shewas extrernely thritty, We had an attractive home even though
some things came secondhand, but youd never kaow i from
the way my mather dressed those things up”

“Mather usad to ook on & coal range, Bhe used to bake thres,
maybe five loaves of bread a week for us, and how that woman
would figure oul the temperature of that aven, 11l never Know
Even though those pecple werg not oa educated, they knew
Fiow ta - surviva”

'"The meals [lor holidays] were very festive. Mather used to be
busy baking and coaking for days. Even the ‘Sablbath was con
sidered a holiday. A woman did an awlul lot of cooking and Dak
ing. Today they don't cook in a week whal a woman used o coox
ina day”

“Whal happened o he Sunday visiis wih families getting
together? Mow, all the cars are up in the shopping certers IS
such aloss. Family [ifeis nolt what it used 1o be”

" wore lono woolen Underwear and a woolen undeeshirt and
black stockings that came uptvermy knees, and Knickerbockers
and & shirt with a suff, Buster Brown collar, And a rather soft, fow.
ing tie

| had & dark driese and a white apran, we ugad to wear to school
And | had rows of curls, and my sister wore curis”

It was fike & big sguare ok, and | remember that io goto the
lavatory, they had a shed from the main square ox o the
authouse, [t was siluated way up high and it had a few beautiful
elm trees and was surrounded with lag bushes, and that was
BG 8
‘Our public school was 80 [today, . HS 80), To get to school
we loak a bus Dur parents said, "We're a big communiiy and
we nesd o get our own school built, Eventually a school open-
ed.., Tothisday, thera is not an atfair that we have, a wedding
a bar mitzvah, that all &f us from BS. 95 don't get up and sing
aur schoal song”

“We were explorers. We had plenty of lots 1o play in—fgls meant
yioi Uit litthe bits, You asked your mother for a poiato, and than
you'd roast il—we called them mickays: This was aur great
delight”

'The City Island Trafley had a reputation: Just before the car would
go over the bridge thereowas & 1w andvery often the car would
go off the frack and everyone would get out and piek it up and
put it back on the'track and away we would go.'

"We plaved baseball mosthy. over where Yankee Stadium is now,

| e it biging bl Thase garmes were nothing Hke thay are now.
Mow there's so much fighling.... We had all kinds of games we
played rignt on the strest—Kick the Wicket, Johnny on the Pony,




Julio. 1977.

Ring-a-Lewin. Chinese Handball MNobody had a bioycle: It was
a very poor neighborhood, bul none of us knew it”

We didn't play baseball. I was strictly stickball. A good hil was
equivalent to a six-story hit in the air and when a fellow ran amund
frve sewers, that was a home run”

' remember walking with my father along |Macomizs Park] when
they were making mevies ol a western and thay had a flatbed
truck, and this fellow was grinding away wilth a camera, going
backwards -and all the horses running. And e had lo stop
because if the camera went oo far it would pick up ihe apart-
ment hGuses acrass the mver,

W used o walk through Crotona Park. And in the summet-
hime wig Used 10 sieep m the park, moms and pops and kKids
You'd have your evening meal fight in the park, 1ake your pillows
and a nice blanket. . Youd get g nice, cool breeze; and the'sky
would ook 0 pretty 1t was really oaautiful’

"We would play In the Bolanical Gardens, climiing the rocks
We'd go swimming in the Bronk River, sans clothes. It was a very
nterashng area. You had all ihe am ||:—'-*~ :‘* he city. .very ciose
by, and all the things & country child could want

We uul';"* 16 swim in the Hudson Rwver It was fairly decent

And al Clason Point, they had merry-go-rounds and snterlain
rment. The water there was so oigar you could see the bottom”

'| rermemberthe day | got my lirary card: it was like graduating
college.’

The war was still on. There was a block party on 139th Strest
and in all windows there were ittle flags and a candle. And | came
up out of the crowd, hundreds of people. and sang The White
Cifts of Dower’ into a microphone
“When thers was an etection, they had honfirgs. Neghborhood
poys would start collecting scrap lumber aboul Six months
before, .. We lived on the fifth floor and whien | looked straight

oul the window | could see the flames.. Next marmng, the tar
n the middie of Tnnity Avenue at 158th Street had: burmied down
about an ingh

‘Meighbors were very decent, Nobody worned aboul nothun We
used fo stay out il e, three v the morming, and s and &tk
an the from staop, It was very comloratie. | was a happy kid
in the Bronx.”

"Each neighborhood had jts owrl séction, yel | was all ane, i
was all the Bronx We had a fesling, a comamiunity spisil—we were
all Bronxites.: There was no such thing as getting lost or beng
in trauble, All you had 1o do was knock on someong’s door in
fact, we never locked our doors. We always pul
the mat. Thosa were the good oid days’

the key under

“I was driving down Southern Boulevard this morring, and
standing on the cormer are a group of sehool children. And theyre
aanding amid the rubble of these howses and |sad 1o mysell
Ky gosh, what |51t ke being Broughl up N the rubbla? . |
wonder how that would have affected me as a child

What do you do with rubble-strewn land?. . It ocourred ton
{hat i 'we could lake'the vegetable [waste] from the Hunts P
Marksi, and compost i with leaves. . we could make a sol good
enough fo put on the vacant fots-and the people n the come
munites couid turn them into gardens, and take care of them

“My wite reac about the reunion:and said, "We have togo When
we gol there we saw people wea he 1r1'1r EEETT I -,--.'.-.-3r.=. and they
all looked just the same, even though Fwas gray and
thinming, and they'd pul on weight C

50s thaen, relwing averything
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