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Introduction 

Recently I came across a small journal book that belonged to my Mother. It is actually 

an autograph book, the kind with a linen cover with the word Autographs imprinted in 

gold ink on the outside cover and a locked flap over leaf to keep it closed. Luckily, the 

latch catches on the book and the key is not needed to open it, said key lost a long 

time ago. 

My Mom passed in January of 2004 at the age of 85 and we were close for the last 50 

years of her life, however, at no time did she discuss her early school years or much of 

her early life. She lived a life full of family and friends but one also rife with tragedy 

including the loss of her husband in WWII while she was pregnant with her second 

child of seven months and raising their first who was five years old at the time.  

While going through her papers and the old pictures I had inherited, I came upon this 

little green book and quickly glanced through it to discover that she was president of 

her 8th grade graduating class at PS 7 in the Bronx. I quickly realized that her 

classmates had signed the book and it was upon graduation that the sayings, poems, 

and signatures were gathered as a sort of writ of passage which I dimly recalled from 

my own youth. That is as much attention as this family heirloom received until 

recently when I chanced upon it on a bookshelf as I made way for newly acquired texts 

in my newly acquired condo in my newly engaged city of residence.  

Funny how new things can quickly revert us back to the old things and the written 

word of long ago became an enticing reading assignment for me. Once I had been 

through the volume a number of times, I thought to capture the writings in my own 

journal musings and see what gems were waiting to be discovered.  

Following, is text from the book with comments about the author-my Mom, and 

inscribers including my Grandmother and Grandfather, my Great Grandmother, aunts 

and uncles, and cousins. Along the way, I have also included commentary about the 

age and the demeanor of the classmates as they graduate 8th grade and move on to 

high school.  
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A book well worn. The lock is there…they key is not. I found this wonderful piece of 

antiquity in amongst my Mother’s desk items along with various and sundry notes and 

bills; record keeping of the most unique and unusual sort. Perhaps all parents of a 

certain age and distinction have collections such as these which make no rhyme or 

reason to the outside viewer but have major significance to the owner. Should any of 

these items be moved or searched through I could be assured of an admonition from 

my Mom, something along the lines of, “Now you just don’t mind my business, I need 

all these items just as they are.” My protests to the fact that she did not know what 

was in this grouping did not bring any reprieve- just more of the same which 

amounted to the indirect reference to my not knowing everything in life and that my 

extraordinary organizational skills were not needed now, here with this pile of paper, 

and, most probably, anytime soon as regards anything in her household. 
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Precious is the only label I could apply to this opening page. My Mother Alice was a 

blend of Catholic and Jewish culture and tradition but not, mind you, a simple, sweet 

type lass. I cannot think of a person who knew her who would describe her as an 

endearing sweetheart of a gal, much less ascribe to her any adjective reminiscent of a 

long ago fair maiden who would render teachers helpless in her quiet reserved 

demeanor. Nothing of this sort, and yet…as I read this opening page of the 8th grade 

graduate that she was I cannot help but see such a sweet spirit rhyming away 

thoughts of her friends and their futures. Perhaps there was a magazine that 

discussed autographs and how to address your book? 
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This page shows the class-PS 7 in the Bronx, New York and the particulars about 

graduation on June 28, 1933. I cannot help but think back to the times this occurred, 

before WWII in a world where teenagers kept sweet remembrances of their times at 

school-their School History. 
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At this stage in life my Mother was dutiful if nothing else. She carefully recorded her 

teachers in their appropriate places. The Mother I knew never considered a list of 

anything. She careened through life, enjoying all the experiences, marrying a Navy 

sweetheart after eloping to Boston, moving and travelling across the U.S. with a new 

born baby and then surviving the death in the War of her beloved while carrying a 

second child due in two months’ time. Could all of this have so changed a soul who 

carefully and diligently recorded her 8th grade teachers in her autograph book? 
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Well a surprise indeed was this page. Who knew that my Mom was the class 

President? I never knew of her activities in school or her friendships or her courtships; 

she just did not share her life and/or thoughts with anyone. At least anyone that I 

knew of. Perhaps with her good friends and my Father (whom she married after a 

widowhood of five years duration) she was more open- but I think not. I think that 

past was the past and she would not and could not look back. It was surprising 

though to see this listing as she was never interested in my class activities but prided 

my brother as he was elected Best Looking and Most Popular in his high school 

graduating class along with class Vice President. My sister was voted a Miss Rockland 

County, N.Y. where we grew up and that was very special also but along these lines 

my Mom never talked about her election to class Officer. Interesting… 
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To my daughter Alice 

This day June 28/1933, is 

one of my happiest days 
To see you Graduate from 

school 

That you may continue 

your studies through high 

school with success 

That you may be 

honorable, truthful, and 

obedient. 

That you may choose good 

companionship 

throughout your life 

That you may take good 

advice when given by 

others. 

That you may be healthy, 

wealthy, and wise. 

Wishing you the best of 

luck. Love, Mother 

I delight in this write-up as my Grandmother was a very special person in my life. She 

was widowed early; my Grandfather died of a heart attack at 55 years of age. She 

came from a family that had its share of hardships as well when her Mother came 

from Austria on a boat to be a maid for her brother (a very successful builder I was 

told in Westchester, New York)when she was just 16. Being a maid to pay her passage 

to her wealthy brother was not the most exciting existence and she left and married a 

scion of Irish society in Philadelphia, Patrick Keenan. She had three children, my 

Grandmother Mary (Mae) being the oldest, and life was good with Patrick’s steady 

work at Park & Tilford. He played the violin which was mentioned to me regularly.  

My Grandmother, nicknamed Dearie because my sister could not say Grandma 

Moinester, was a very pragmatic and practical person who had the unfortunate luck of 

having to live in a Catholic convent from the age of 12; after Patrick died suddenly and 

young Rose, my Great Grandmother who had been disowned by her husband’s rich 

family (they said she was a Bohemian and not of their kind-(in those days the area she 

emigrated from was a large territory of Bohemia which contained Austria and 

Germany, etc.) was left to raise three children alone. One son, John, died young when 

he broke his neck in a diving accident in the Hudson River, N.Y. and the youngest, my 

Aunt Rosie, was kept at home. The nuns at the convent knew my Great Grandmother 

and took in Mae. A hard life to be sure, but one that gave her the discipline and 

strength of character that I so remember.  

Reading this sweet message, however, it was a bit hard to reconcile the words with the 

Grandmother I knew, who minced few words, was always about practical working 
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matters, and brooked no discord. She was strict, but not hard, kind and thoughtful, 

but not sentimental, and, most of all, well-meaning. 

 

 

 

Let this be a good sign. Papa Moinester 

I loved reading this entry. A succinct and short message from the Grandfather I never 

knew. There is conflicting information about my Mother and her relationship with her 

Father. Some talk drifted my way that she did not get along with him, but she always 

said that he was tops. My Godmother who knew him in New York, said he was “Quite 

the gentleman, always showed up at my Mother’s place where she had moved as a 

widow with her two children…the Projects as they were known then…in a coat and top 

hat and gave her needed funds for her and the children. He worked nights as the 

Manager of the New York Newspapers (the printing operation) and was home days. 

According to my Mom he adored the children, was broken-hearted to learn of her 

husband’s death and died of a heart attack at a Red Skelton movie. He had an earlier 

attack at 35 years old and his father’s three brothers died of heart attacks early in life. 

Turns out that they had an inherited genetic heart disease which could not be 

detected with the usual EKG technology.  
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My Grandfather came from a religious Jewish family that my Mother said was 

Sephardic from Turkey. After her death, I connected with a cousin from this Moinester 

side of the family to learn that the originators of this family line were from Romania, a 

town called Moinester. They had emigrated early on, late 1800’s (with the family’s true 

name-that being Dermer) walking and using Tsetle boats to arrive in Israel with an 

émigré group from their town. As one of the first settlers, this group found their way 

north to form an agricultural community in Tsefat. At the time of entry, the family was 

named ‘der Moinester’ because of the town they emigrated from and later when my 

Grandfather was born, the family lived in Jerusalem and he was named Yisrael 

(Israel). When his father, Meyer, brought the family to the U.S. (he travelled through 

London, England before settling in New York, my Grandfather became Irving. 

Quite a history that I never knew about until much later on in my life as my Mother 

and I forged a friendship as equals. Prior to the newspaper work and after additional 

schooling, my Grandfather worked as a trolley car conductor and this is where he 

spotted my Grandmother Mae. She had left the convent at age 18 and was boarding in 

New York City where her work entailed making Sacred Heart badges. Along comes the 

trolley and my Grandfather sees my Grandmother waiting at a stop and he liked what 

he saw (according to my Mom-she and her brother Bobby, and sister, Patty, used to 

taunt her and say she was a pick-up and that Irving held the trolley for her because 

she had good legs! 

 

As this writing displays, Irving was a man of few words. He worked hard, loved his 

family, made visits to his Rabbi Father, Myer Moinester and Russian Mother, Sara 

Levine, even though they had disowned him for marrying outside his religion, Mae was 

raised Catholic, although neither she nor Irving practiced any religion. Actually, my 

Grandfather sent along funds to keep his family of origin afloat and this was a 

backbone to their ability to prosper and educate Irving’s two sisters. Occasionally, my 

Mother visited her Grandparents as she was the first child of this union and she 

recalled the visits and the Jewish family roots. I learned a great deal more after my 

Mother’s passing when I connected with a cousin and found a whole book on the 

family to delve into which gave me plenty of history. I was raised Catholic but my 

Mother interjected Judaism as she was raised Catholic as well but with a decidedly 

Jewish flavor to it. Thus, my family was quite a blend of Eastern European cultural 

influences and varying religious influences as well. 
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Alice now 

Alice ever 

Moinester now but not forever. 

R. Schwarz 

 

Finally, I find the definitive spelling of my Great Grandmother’s last name. I have seen 

many variations throughout the years but it was Schwarz-a Bohemian dialect 

indication and her news here reflects the view that marriage to her was a primary 

consideration. It was the old country way and one that she had vested in for her and 

for her immigrant family. After the death of her first husband, she married Frank 

Reynolds, a firefighter in Rockland County. My Mother did not have many fond 

memories of him-at least my Grandmother was not going to stay home once she left 

the convent and did not speak kindly of him either. I gather with English as a second 

language, she spoke Bohemian as did my Grandmother and Aunt, my Mother 

understood it but did not speak it, using few English words was the best approach. 
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The following entries are classmates and a few family members that I include as it is 

the whole of the autograph book. I am struck by the sweetness in the writings, both 

boys and girls, who write kind words and best wishes from their 8th grade level. Girls 

call themselves sister graduates and the boys sign off with “your pal”. 
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This entry was from my first cousin Marilyn on my Father’s side. She was my Father’s 

Sister, Florence’s daughter. It appears from much of this little book, that at this time 

in life – family was a part of the special occasions, like a graduation. 
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This entry is another of my Aunt Florence’s daughters. 
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When you get married 

And your husband 

Gets cross 

Come to my house 

For Applesauce 

Your sister graduate 

Jennie Romaniszyn 
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Dear Little Album, You’ve been so good to let each one write in your book and I’ll never put you away where I 

cannot reach you every day. Your owner Alice Moinester 


