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Of the many persons I came to admire during my years with the ACLU, I put none ahead of Ralph. He personifies the virtuesthat the ACLU displays at its best: a fierce commitment to civilliberty; imagination, energy, skill, and industry; integrity; persuasiveness; and a fine blend of irascibility, good humor, andanger. Ralph is moderate but never mealy-mouthed; passionatebut never hysterical; moral but never pious.

—Aryeh Neier,
Former Executive Director, ACLU

For a lot of people coming out of law school looking for publicinterest jobs, there are a relative handful of people in thiscountry who are heroes, models to be followed, people who areknown among young lawyers and who are admired for the examplethey set. I think Ralph deserves that reputation as muchas anyone I know.

—Ira Glasser,
Former Executive Director, ACLU

It isn’t just that Ralph has a passionate concern to see that civilliberties are protected. I have that and so do you. We all sharea concern to guard our constitutional rights. But Ralph Templehas the knowledge and the skill to make this concern victorious.

—Hilda Howland M.
Mason, District of Columbia City Council
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Ralph J. Temple was born in England on October 18, 1932. Shortly before his father was called into the Royal British Army in 1940, Temple fled with his mother by boat from the Nazi attack on London and settled in Miami, Florida. He graduated from Miami Beach High School in 1951 and obtained a law degree from Harvard Law School in 1956.

He worked for Thurgood Marshall at the NAACP Legal Defense Fund from 1956–57, until being drafted into the United States Army. He taught law at Harvard, George Washington, and Howard universities before becoming an associate attorney at Arnold, Fortas & Porter in 1962.

A critical formative experience was Ralph’s August 1964 trip to St. Augustine, Florida with the New York City Lawyers Constitutional Defense Fund while an associate at Arnold, Fortas & Porter; he spent two weeks there with Alvin Bronstein working to ensure compliance with the newly enacted 1964 Civil Rights Act. (Just two months earlier, Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. had been arrested in St. Augustine for sitting in at a restaurant.)

When moving to the American Civil Liberties Union, Ralph soon found his calling as a civil rights and civil liberties attorney, rising to the position of Legal Director of the ACLU of the National Capital Area in Washington, D.C., where he served from 1966–80. In 2008, the D.C. ACLU presented him with their annual Alan and Adrienne Barth Award for Exemplary Volunteer Service.

He was married to Sally Brown from 1960–81 and had two children, Kathy and Johnny. In 1990, Ralph married Ann Macrory and in 1996 they moved from D.C. to Ashland, Oregon, where Ralph was active in local politics on behalf of the ACLU and successfully opposed the use of tasers by the police.

Ralph kept up his legal activism and civic organizing until the day he passed away on August 27, 2011. On September 18, 2011, he was recognized by the ACLU Foundation of Oregon for his brilliant and tireless work on behalf of civil liberties.
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This volume comprises Ralph J. Temple’s memoirs of his life and work. The majority of the stories and essays were written between 1998 and 2003, though also included are writings from before and after that period.



PART I

THE IMMIGRANT IN MIAMI
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EARLY ENCOUNTERS WITH THE ALMIGHTY
1936
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Hebrew school began when I was barely five years old, and over the next year or so I learned how to read Hebrew, and was introduced to Jewish history and ritual. At four or five, I even saw G-d, or at least thought I did. I was in shul with my father at the Shabbos service, and after a while I whispered to my father, “Where’s G-d? Where’s heaven?” My father, continuing to chant the liturgy, pointed upward, and I, misunderstanding, spotted and fixed in my mind the faces of two old men praying in the balcony. I can still see the narrow, pointedchin face of Heaven, and the oval, kindly face of G-d.

G-d was, of course, exalted. So sanctified, in fact, that Jews have no corporeal embodiment of G-d, like Jesus or Krishna or Buddha; they don’t even write His name. In the Judaic texts, the Hebrew characters, pronounced Adonoy, are only an abbreviation of G-d’s name. The notion stuck; I still compulsively follow my parents’ form of hyphenating the name in English. So the Lord was ineffable.

But He was also down-to-earth. My grandfather—my father’s father—was an orthodox rabbi. I met him in late 1940, when I was eight years old and my mother and I had just come to America. During the few months we had around each other before he unexpectedly passed on, he was sweet and attentive. He kept a gentle but deliberate eye on my religion, and once, when we were standing side by side at a public urinal in Brooklyn, he taught me the Hebrew prayer thanking G-d for a good pee. G-d has ever since been the donor of all gifts, special and routine.

The connection really began, though, before my grandfather and before Hebrew school. Even at three or four, in bed before sleep, I knew that my protracted prayers, calling attention to each family member and friend, were directed to a Listener.

G-d was also the first to experience my capacity for anger, apparently inherited from my mother. More than once, I had a fit as I struggled haplessly with cardboard cut-out airplanes that were supposed to be folded, with tabbed inserts holding the shape and parts together. They wouldn’t hold, and I knew Who was responsible for my torment. He was no abstraction to me; the relationship was very personal—one on One. Screaming, I would crumple and tear the planes, and, looking upward, unleash on the Almighty the full force of my limited repertoire of epithets.

Once I made the mistake of writing them down in a small notebook my parents had given me. There, carefully inscribed in my unmistakable handwriting, my parents discovered the sentences G-d is a sod and G-d is a bleaten sod. These were the worst—the only—bad words I knew. My parents sat down with me and gingerly approached the subject. When they showed me the sentences in the notebook, I was shocked. For the first time in my life, I lied, and claimed that I had not written those words and didn’t know who had. The two of them said that G-d loved me and they knew that I loved Him, and that if anything ever really bothered me, to let them know, because they loved me too. And that was that. They let me off the hook.

I was thankful that G-d had imbued my parents with wisdom and compassion. So I let Him off the hook too.
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EDGEWARE
1938
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[Y]ou suddenly find your tongue twisted and your speech stammeringas you seek to explain to your six-year-old daughterwhy she can’t go to the public amusement park that has justbeen advertised on television, and see tears welling up in herlittle eyes …







—Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.,
“Letter From Birmingham Jail” (1963)





My moment of truth came when I was five years old and got called a Jew-name for the first time in my life.

We were the first Jewish family to move into the quiet residential neighborhood of Edgeware, Middlesex, a suburb in northwest London. My father, an up-and-coming certified public accountant, had moved us there in 1933, out of Stepney Green, the Jewish ghetto in the East End of London, where I had been born the year before.

Our new home in Edgeware, at 12 Cheyneys Avenue, was a modest redbrick, two-story duplex in a tidy little neighborhood. It had a small front yard with a green gate, and a rear garden looking across a five-foot fence to rolling hills and the tracks of London’s commuter train lines. The trains going by regularly were not a disturbance. My father loved working in the garden, and made it beautiful.

The neighbors had welcomed us warmly. Cathy and George Parker, in the house next to ours, and Olive and George Avrill, two houses up, became life-long friends. Some fifty years later, in 1983, on one of our return visits, my mother and I made a special trip down to Brighton to spend a happy afternoon with the widows Cathy and Olive.

One of my playmates, however, had an anti-Semitic father, and one sunny afternoon, as we were playing in the street after school, Stephen called me a “cowardly Jew.” It did not mean very much to me, and I took no particular offense. I sensed, though, that it was meaningful to Stephen, who delivered it with unusual zest.

In 1938, when this occurred, Adolph Hitler had been in power for five years. The Germans had marched into the Rhineland, and, emboldened by the Western powers’ inertia and fear, proceeded on to other invasions. The persecution of Jews began in Germany, in 1933, with boycotts against Jewish shops and businesses, and humiliations and beatings in the streets. In 1935, the Nuremberg Laws were enacted, severely restricting Jews’ civil rights, and barring them from major fields of employment. In March 1938, Hitler occupied Austria, sparking a mass exodus of Jews trying to escape from the escalating danger. Few conceived of the magnitude of the impending horror, the harnessing of modern industrial techniques—the assembly line and mass production—for the systematic extermination of the Jews of Europe.

My mother was a petite woman, just over five feet tall, at about one hundred pounds. She was gentle and compassionate, warm and cheerful. Except when defending hearth and home. Then, as in Kipling’s The Female of the Species, an intruder



… will meet no cool discussion, but the instant, white-hot wildWakened female of the species warring as for spouse and child.





My mother’s anger could get like that.

When I told her what Stephen had called me, my mother let out a loud scream, grabbed me by the arm, and hauled me out to the front of the house. Stephen was still there, about three houses away. Seeing my mother gesturing toward him as she spoke to me, Stephen sank down behind some hedges, trying to hide. My mother took hold of my small, five-year-old right hand and balled it up.

“See that?” she said. “That’s a fist. Now go over there and hit Stephen with your fist. In the face. Tell him never again to call you a name about being Jewish.”

“I don’t want to,” I whimpered.

My mother raised her hand as if about to slap me. “You go over there and hit him!” she shouted.

I walked over to where Stephen was crouching in the bushes, frightened and crying. He pleaded, “Please, Ralph, don’t hit me, please.” He looked wretched.

I really didn’t want to hit him. The idea was not appealing. Besides, his face had gotten snotty with his blubbering.

“I’m sorry, Stephen,” I said. “My mother says I have to hit you.”

I punched him in the face with my fist. Not all that hard, not much more than a poke. But in the state he was in, it was enough. He howled.

“Don’t call me names about being Jewish,” I said.

Maybe no one sails through life under any one banner. But surely, one of mine became that of the curled rattlesnake with the slogan Don’t Tread on Me. Whether genes, karma, or my mother’s lesson—I never again had to be reminded to strike back.
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EXPLOSION
1940
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The heart-shaking sound and the rumble of the floor and walls snap me bolt upright on the toilet. It’s dawn. The passengers, startled out of sleep and still in night clothes, pour into the ship’s narrow corridors, their panic somewhat restrained by stoic British coolness.

My mother won’t be cool, though. She has awakened in a cabin missing a seven-year-old. I hope she knows I’ve only gone up the hall to the WC. My heart’s pounding.I’ve got to get back to the cabin, back to her. I don’t know what’s happening, what we’re supposed to do next. She’ll know. The corridor is blocked by wall-to-wall chattering, bewildered people. I’ve got to get through; I’ve got to get back to her.

My mother had not wanted to leave England. She didn’t want to leave her husband. She didn’t want to leave her mother and father—or her grandmother, sisters, uncles, and aunts—her world. But it was September 1940, the German Blitzkrieg was underway, and for six weeks we had been sleeping in an air raid shelter, listening to antiaircraft shells and bombs exploding in the night.

Sometimes the German bombers got past the coast without being detected, and the first warning was not the siren, but explosions. One afternoon, when we were in the East End of London, I remember my mother, with me in her arms, running with many others in the streets amid the din of explosions, to the tunneled public shelter in Beaumont Street Park, a block from my grandparents’ house. After the raid, it was strange to see houses sliced open and their insides exposed, the profiles of the different floors, the furniture, scattered clothing and belongings, piles of rubble.Once, we spent all night with neighbors and strangers in the Beaumont Street public shelter.

There were also nightly bombings in Edgeware, the northwest suburb where we lived. A raid caught us by surprise one night. As some of our windows shattered, my father herded my mother and me from our upstairs bedrooms down to the parlor, where he turned over a settee and two armchairs, pushed them together to form a cover, and, as we huddled under them, covered us with his body, his arms around us. I have no memory of fear, only of feeling safe and of loving my father. My father then had a brick shelter built in our garden, and, with raids getting us up every night, finally put in mattresses and made the shelter our bedroom.

Few British or European Jews were as lucky as we; few could escape. America, still staggering out of the Depression, was unwilling to risk a flood of refugees on the job market. It was no help that the man in charge of visas in President Roosevelt’s State Department was Breckenridge Long, a South Carolina racist who adamantly opposed the admission of refugees—particularly Jews. Opinion polls showed that a majority of Americans felt the same way.

The greatest regret of Eleanor Roosevelt’s life, according to historian Doris Kearns Goodwin, was her inability to persuade her husband to open America to Europe’s persecuted Jews. The president, plagued with political problems in trying to get an isolationist Congress and country to support Britain’s defense effort, did not want to buck the anti-immigrant, anti-Semitic tide. Then, as now, America could not live up to Emma Lazarus’s magnanimous image emblazoned on the Statue of Liberty:



Give me your tired, your poor,

Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,

The wretched refuse of your teeming shore.

Send these, the homeless, tempest-tost to me,

I lift my lamp beside the golden door!





In May 1939, the world endured the spectacle, similar to refugee tragedies we see today, of the St. Louis, carrying 930 Jews from Germany, barred from docking in Havana. For weeks the ship hovered close enough to Miami for the refugees to see the city lights while negotiators tried fruitlessly to get the United States to let them in. A telegram to President Roosevelt from a committee of the passengers went unanswered. The St. Louis was forced to return to Europe, where many of its passengers died in concentration camps.

We were among the few fortunate enough to be offered sanctuary. My father’s parents, having immigrated and become American citizens in the 1930s, offered to take us in and provide for us for the duration of the war.

At first, my mother refused to leave. “We will all see it through together,” she told my father. “The whole family.”

“We must get the child to safety,” he insisted. “We can’t send him over alone; you must go with him.”

His position was compelling. A German invasion of England appeared an imminent possibility. My father, a thirty-five-year-old accountant, was to be drafted into the British army, and the rest of the family would soon be forced by the bombings to leave their London homes for refuge in the Midlands. My mother relented.

It was a dangerous time to cross the Atlantic, which was swarming with German submarines. My father later described the torment of his decision to send us away, in the first letter he wrote following our departure, on September 24, 1940, perhaps the same day I was struggling to get back to my mother in the aftermath of the explosion:



Day and night I searched deeply within my heart for the answer: should I send you or not. That answer I never found completely. I knew only that I loved you two little souls with every fibre of my being. So I chose what seemed to be the lesser of two risks, both fraught with danger, and threw myself, in utter faith upon our Creator.





I can see him in the small room in Liverpool, where the three of us stayed the night before my mother and I embarked. It is morning, and he stands at the room’s small sink in his white shorts, shaving. When we went to breakfast, my parents were in for another jolt when they saw the headlines: Refugee Ship “City of Benares” Hit By U-boats—Goes Down With 1,500.

“We’ll go back,” my father said to my mother. “You don’t have to go. We’ll go home.”

“No,” said my mother. “We’ll go.” My mother shared my father’s conviction that G-d would carry us across safely.

The Samaria was built, along with two other steamships, the Scythia and the Laconia, as Cunard Line luxury ocean liners, in Birkenhead in 1920. They were modest in size compared with the great ocean liners, but had classic lines and palatial elegance. The Samaria was 624 feet long and could carry 1,800 passengers. She was built with a black hull, a giant red smokestack, gleaming white deck structures, a writing room, a smoking room, a bar, a garden lounge, a dining room, and a gymnasium. In 1940, she and her sister ships were drafted into the war, stripped down, painted a less conspicuous gray, and equipped with canons and antisubmarine depth charges. The Scythia saw action as a troop ship. The Laconia was torpedoed off the coast of West Africa, only a hundred of the 2,700 on board surviving. Our ship, the Samaria, made it through the war as a refugee ship, and then enjoyed a return to civilian life, until it was scrapped in 1956.

On October 6, 1940, in my father’s second letter to us in America, he wrote:



When I left you I watched the river all day, and passed your ship (I soon ascertained that it was the “Samaria”) in the ferry boats several times, waving at figures I could not distinguish hoping you could recognize me by my uniform.





He told of attempting to get on the ship for one last goodbye:



I tried every known Authority on shore in the vain hope of getting a Permit admitting me on board ship or even on the dockside—it didn’t work. After some hours I knew you were going to make the trip, and I appreciate what courage it needed to go through with it, dearest.







Then he described seeing us go:







About four p.m., at high tide, I watched the tugs nosing your ship around in mid-stream and saw the destroyer (small but pleasant sight) at your side … I took a last look, not in sadness but rather in hope, and made my way home.





He braced my mother and himself for the hard times ahead by hoping for a happier future:



Great and terrible things are taking place, happenings that are breaking & shaking whole lives. Let us both conduct ourselves responsibly and determine that when the happy day of reunion arrives we shall both be ready for a life of ecstasy that will repay us for every moment of suffering and loneliness.





But for a brief interlude in 1946, it would be ten years before we would be together again.

The explosion still reverberates as I ply through the mass of people. I turn and twist down the corridor, under, around, and between legs. My mother, hysterical, is carving a path through the crowd toward me. I fly into her arms, which wrap around me, and feel her wet kisses and warm tears.

I am safe.

Announcements are made and the ship’s stewards circulate the good news. We are not hit. The explosion was a depth charge fired defensively at a pursuing U-boat. For most of the ten-day crossing we are in convoy, sometimes with war ships, sometimes escorted by planes. There are no other incidents.

“Explosion,” from the Latin explodere, driven away. Driven away from country, from family, from home. But safe. The Statue of Liberty, the promised land, are only days away.
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Life at 542 Jefferson
1943
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The Army Air Force occupied Miami Beach during World War II, and turned all the hotels into barracks. Squads of soldiers marched through the streets, and, with the corporal or sergeant in charge calling out the chorus, sang songs like:



Oh, oh, oh … oh li’l Liza, little Liza Dee,

Oh, oh, oh … oh li’l Liza, little Liza Dee …







And:







I’ve got sixpence, jolly, jolly sixpence,
I’ve got sixpence, to last me all my life:
I’ve got two pence to spend, and two pence to lend
And two pence to send home to my wife, dear wife …





My mother and I, as refugees from the Nazi Blitzkrieg of London, were separated from my father who, at a ripe thirty-eight, was being drafted into the British Army. We made ourselves a snug nest of our humble apartment at 542 Jefferson Avenue on Miami Beach.

We moved into Apartment 8 in 1942, when I was nine years old, and stayed there until 1950, when I was seventeen and my father rejoined us and moved us to a roomier, more upscale place. In the 1940s and 1950s, those who were well-off lived from 6th Street to 10th or 11th. Those who were lush lived north of 11th Street, and the neighborhoods of the not-so-well-off to the poor stretched from our place down to Biscayne, the southernmost street on Miami Beach, where my friend Red Heller lived in a small shacklike house.

Our apartment was the last one on the ground floor of the building, on the left side of the dimly lit, long hallway, and looked out on an alley, which was my principal stamping grounds in my preteen and early teen years. The living room of our apartment, about twenty feet by twenty feet, converted into our bedroom at night, by pulling my Murphy bed out of a closet, while my mother slept on the sofa. From the living room, a door opened to a small diningkitchen area, and another door from that into a tiny dressing room–bathroom area.

I had enough adventures in that little place—from intruders coming through the windows from the alley, to getting caught smoking, to not getting caught in my first awkward fumblings with a girl—to fill a book.

The girl caper was a joint venture of Marvin Sager and me, when we were fourteen. While my mother was at work, we got the neighborhood tomboy, Ginger, who was ten and one of the neighborhood gang who played and hung around in my alley, to join us in that tiny dressing room–bathroom area for an exchange of viewing of private parts. I got about six inches away from Ginger’s part, because I’d only once before seen one, and that was eleven years earlier when I was only three and Annie, the three-and-a-half-year-old from next door, had exchanged looks with me. Ginger was hairless and her part seemed to be only a slit, but I snuck a sniff, and found her altogether satisfying. We finished our looking, then hustled to get out of there so as not to get caught.

After that, Ginger started to follow me around everywhere in the neighborhood. “Go away,” I said, “stop being a pest.” She’d just smile and continue to follow me. I’d wake up weekend mornings, and she’d be sitting on the windowsill outside our apartment, staring at me and waiting for me to wake up. “Ginger’s really gotten attached to you, hasn’t she?” asked my puzzled mother. “Oh, she’s just a pest,” I said.

One day after Ginger and I had had a fight about something, she retaliated by dipping one of my kittens, which were in a box under the rear outside stairs of my apartment building, into a bucket of water. I sought Ginger out, chased her across an empty lot, and whacked her on the rear with a handful of weeds we called “sticker,” causing her to wail in pain. A short time later, she showed up with a smaller friend, standing outside our alley window and calling, “Ralph’s Mother, Ralph’s Mother!”

“Go away,” I said to her from inside the apartment.

“Who is that, what’s going on?” my mother asked, coming over to the window.

“Its just that pest Ginger,” I said. “Pay no attention to her, Mum.”

“What is it, Ginger?” my mother asked.

“Ralph chased me, and whacked me with stickers, and really hurt me,” whined Ginger.

“Ralph!” said my mother. “Why would you do such a thing?”

“Because she stuck one of my kittens in water and got it all wet,” I said answered.

“Ginger,” demanded my inspector-general mother, “that’s an awful thing to do.”

At this point, Ginger’s little girl friend piped up for the first time: “You know what else he did to Ginger?”

Ginger, dismayed, hissed at her friend, “No, sshhh,” then grabbed her by the hand and they both ran off.

My mother just shook her head. “Don’t be mean to her,” she said. And that was that. Whew!

The bottom line is that 542 Jefferson Avenue was a safe, happy place for me. I was a single-parent, latchkey child, as my mother worked six days a week in Miami, across the bay from Miami Beach. It did not mean neglect to me; it meant freedom.

When there were crises, it turned out that I lived in the village that Hillary Clinton says it takes to raise a child. Once, when I was twelve, I gashed my knee, and ran to Greenbaum’s, the neighborhood grocery store. Pete Kaplan, the soft-drink and candy concessionaire, phoned his wife to come from their apartment across the street and cover for him while he drove me in his pickup truck to a doctor on Lincoln Road, who closed the wound with nine stitches. A similar thing happened when I accidentally took a nail through one of my fingers.

Some scars carry good memories.
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SCHOOL DAY MEMORIES
1944
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My daughter Kathy is a public school teacher in Tucson and tells me that a teacher has to be cautious even about taking an unruly child by the arm. Teachers had more leeway in my school days.

In the second grade I attended Orange Glade Elementary School in Miami, run by a principal named Miss Cornelius. One lunchtime I was sitting in Corny’s office by her desk while writing five hundred times, I will not disturb those around me with my constant chatter, when Miss Dillard, our second grade teacher, hauled my classmate Adrienne into the office. Miss Dillard held Adrienne by the elbow so that the child’s small frame was stretched and tipped over. It was sad to see the normally cheerful and peppy Adrienne keelhauled in this manner. Miss Dillard indignantly reported that Adrienne had used a dirty word and leaned over to whisper to Miss Cornelius the offending phrase, which I was close enough to hear: “Son of a bitch.” Corny looked sternly at Adrienne and told her she mustn’t use that kind of language, that people would think her parents spoke that way. To which Adrienne straightforwardly replied that her daddy said that all the time. Miss Cornelius and Miss Dillard exchanged a glance, and Miss Cornelius then ordered the miscreant taken to the restroom and her mouth washed out with soap. Five minutes later they returned, with Adrienne looking the unhappiest I’d ever seen her, frothy bubbles oozing from her tightly closed lips. At Miss Dillard’s direction, Adrienne opened wide, displaying a mouthful of suds. No wonder the kids called the place the “Four C” school—“Corny’s Corny Concentration Camp.”

Once, after Miss Dillard caught Jack and me fighting during recess, she berated us in front of the class, and since this was the spring of 1941—I was newly arrived, and the United States had not yet entered World War II—she concluded her admonition by saying, “Ralph, you’ve come here from Europe where there is a war, but in America we are peaceful, so you must learn not to fight”—just in case I didn’t already feel somewhat dislocated.

Another time Miss Dillard took the class on a visit to the Miami City Hall, where we chatted with various officials, each child getting to sit in the chair of the official whose role he or she had assumed. Our visit included the city jail on the top floor of the ten-story building, and we looked with wonder at the bedraggled unfortunates behind bars. One of them, a young woman—either a drunk or a prostitute—greeted us with a warm smile, and said, “Ain’t it nice, y’all are in skoll. I was a skoll teacher oncet.” When we were back in class reviewing our field trip, Miss Dillard made fun of the prisoner, mimicking her, “I was a skoll teacher oncet.” Miss Dillard was not my favorite.

South Beach Elementary School, which I attended from third through sixth grade after we moved to Miami Beach, proved even more harsh in some respects. I don’t mean Miss Patton, our fourth grade teacher, who liked children and was kind—even though she once grabbed me by my long curly hair and shook me till my teeth rattled. And I don’t mean Miss Carr, our tall, skinny, and ancient sixth grade teacher who would abruptly rap us with a ruler on the arm, knuckles, or head. I mean Mr. Frizzan, who once grabbed me in a hallway, clasped my head between his knees, and pounded me on the backside with a hefty encyclopedia.

Even worse was Miss Singletary, South Beach’s tall and strong disciplinary teacher. Each day, when the lunch period ended, the classes formed lines in front of the building to listen to announcements. Patrol boys wearing silver badges pinned to white-striped belts across their chests monitored the lines, plucking out those who talked or were otherwise disorderly. After classes resumed, those selected had to line up outside Miss Singletary’s classroom and bend over a chair, where they were paddled on the backside by Miss Singletary, wielding a board in which air holes served to increase the force and thus the pain.

I always kept quiet in the after-lunch line because I feared Miss Singletary, a sort of Mrs. Pruneface out of the Dick Tracy comics. But, like the ill-fated main character in John O’Hara’s Appointment in Samara, I was doomed to have an encounter with my nemesis. One day in the sixth grade, when Miss Carr was out sick and there was no substitute quickly available, we were asked to study quietly until one could be rounded up. I could not resist the opportunity, with the class unsupervised, to grab a handful of chalkboard erasers and start hurling them across the room at my pals. They took cover behind desks, grabbed erasers of their own, and threw a barrage back at me. I bided my time, waited until they were out of ammunition, then jumped up and unleashed a series of well-aimed potshots. Full of glee, shouting loudly, and not realizing why my friends were slowly rising from behind their barricades, I kept peppering them with shots, and only became aware that Miss Singletary had entered the room behind me when she spun me around by the shoulder, slapped me across the face, and yelled, “Didn’t you hear me telling you to stop?” Startled and frightened, I sputtered, “No ma’am,” only to get another slap with the back of her returning hand, and then a series of punches on my rear as she bent me over her upraised knee.

The most brutal, though, was the principal of South Beach, Mr. Saunders. In the fifth grade, Mr. Saunders once slapped my friend Neil in the face so hard that his ring left an impression on Neil’s face that lasted all day. Another time, he whipped me on the backside with a leather strap in front of the class. The worst thing he did was to Barnett Sandler. Barnett was a troubled child who lived with his mother in the Smith Cottages, the only public housing project on 1940s Miami Beach. He had bad teeth, bad breath, bad grades, and was unruly and disliked by the other kids. Poor Barnett was a mess, and his mother did not know what to do with him. But Mr. Saunders did. The deed was performed in the hallway outside our classroom, with no witnesses at first except the participants. But I was sitting in the back row near the door, so when we were all frozen by the thumping on the wall, I peeked into the hallway and saw Barnett’s mother standing there and her kid wailing in pain, while Mr. Saunders gripped his head and banged it against the wall.

In those days parents did not think to challenge the authority of school officials. That is, most parents. Ada Marcus, mother of my friend Jerry, was warm, loving, funny, and could be loud and crude. The Marcuses were in a rough business—Jerry’s uncle, Al Goldman, owned several liquor stores in the “colored” section of Miami, and Jerry’s father, Joe, managed them. It was a cash business which required having some muscle around to deter robbers—not uniformed security guards, but big, tough, mean-looking guys.

Some time after Jerry and I had left South Beach and gone on to a junior high school, good old Mr. Saunders whacked Jerry’s kid brother Robby. Ada showed up at school the next day quite irate. Mr. Saunders responded by walking around his desk, closing the door to his office, then asking Ada to please calm down and have a seat. He pulled up a chair alongside her and said very quietly, “Mrs. Marcus, I appreciate your concern, but, you know, running a school is a difficult job. I am responsible for the education of these children and for maintaining an atmosphere in which they can learn. It is not easy. But you don’t have to worry about it because it is my responsibility, not yours. And it is I, and not you, who will decide whether a child in the school needs to be disciplined, and what that discipline should be. And if I decide on corporal punishment,” he concluded, leaning his face close to Ada’s, “that is what will be done. Now, do you understand that?”

“Yeah?” Ada replied. “Lemme tell you somethin’—you lay a hand on my kid again and my husband Joe’s gonna send some of his boys around to take care of you—you know what I mean?”

Robby never got hit again. I loved Ada Marcus.
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