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Joseph Fuller Fizell (9)  
 

1915-1935 
 
 

Chapter One 
 

 
On Wednesday, the 13th of May in 1915 my father, Joseph Fuller Fizell was born to 

Roy and Mary (Hyslop) Fizell.  At the time they were living with Roy’s parents, Joseph and 
Clara Fizell at 6643 Torresdale Avenue in the Tacony section of Philadelphia, PA. 
 

The family worshiped at the Tacony Methodist Church on the corner of Hegerman 
Street and Longshore Ave, Tacony.  On August 1, 1915 Joe was baptized.  His Grandfather 
Joseph Fizell decided to be baptized himself at the same service with his grandson.   

 
A sister, Milda Hyslop Fizell, was born May 28, 1916 and a 
brother, Roy Neel Fizell, Jr, was born on January 29, 1919.   
On the right is a 1920 photo of the three children. Joe’s 
younger brother Roy died from injuries suffered in an 
accident in 1925; he was only six years old. 
 

Situated along the Delaware River, Tacony lay 
between Bridesburg to the south and Holmesburg to the 
north, separated by farms and woodlands that gave ample 
opportunity for young Joe to roam and explore during 
summer school vacations.  Tacony streets, laid out on maps 
of farmland many years before, were being opened as new 
homes were being constructed to meet Philadelphia’s 
rapidly expanding population. 
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Joe attended the Mary Disston Elementary School, 4521 Longshore Ave for his first 

through seventh grades from September 1921 until the school, unable to accommodate 
the growing Tacony population, 
closed in June, 1928. Though built less 
than thirty years before, the 
overcrowded school was replaced 
with the Hamilton Disston Elementary 
School at Cottage and Knorr Streets.  
Joe graduated from the new school 
the following June, 19291 then 
completed a year at the Warren 
Harding Jr. High School at Wakeling St 
and Torresdale Avenue before 
attending the Jules Mastbaum 
Vocational Technical High School at 
3116 Frankford Avenue in the 
Kensington section of Philadelphia.  
The family lived at 6818 Edmond Street, Tacony from 1921 to 1925 (above 2013 photo). 
 

This 1926 photo of Joe, sister Milda 
and Grandmother Clara Fizell sitting on the 
front steps of their home at 6631 Glenlock 
Street in Tacony on a Sunday after church. 
 

An average student, Joe readily 
admitted he did not like school and was 
waiting to turn 16 years of age so he could 
legally leave school and find a job.   Obtaining 
a job in the United States during the Great 
Depression was difficult but the Disston Saw 
Works, the major employer in Tacony 
managed to keep many of their people 
working.  Disston was a family run business.  
Joe’s great-grandfather Thomas Fizell and 
Joe’s grandfather Joseph Fizell worked in the 
Disston factory most of their lives.   
 

Disston made it a practice to hire from 
within the “Tacony family”. A benefit of 
hiring young men at much lower salary 
allowed them to train and hold onto labor. 
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Joe turned sixteen in May of 1931 while Disston was experiencing growing union 

activity from its work force even during the Depression, yet many longtime employees 
remained loyal to the company.  This family loyalty helped Joe secure employment as an 
unskilled factory laborer in the summer of 1931. He had a job now and that was more 
than many men in Tacony, and for that matter, the country, could claim.  Being single and 
living at home, Joe enjoyed his new found freedom with money in his pockets. 
 

Joe Fizell was 5’8” tall with a medium build and light complexion, black hair with 
short natural waves and blue eyes.  He won over people with his smile and a welcoming 
personality that made others feel good to be around him although he did have a temper 
he normally held under control.   
 

Two of Joe’s many cousins were Bobby Wilson, three years older, and Joey Baxter, 
one year older.  They also lived in Tacony.  They were a trio after Joe left school.  Bobby 
Wilson was a rough and tumble guy with a reputation as a good bar fighter.  Although not 
old enough to legally drink, the trio would drop by a neighborhood bar late in the evening 
hoping for a confrontation.  Bobby eventually became a prison guard in the Philadelphia 
House of Corrections on State Road in Holmesburg.  Joey became a brick layer, moving to 
Somers Point, NJ.  Though going their separate ways after all three married, they did 
maintain close relationships as the years passed by. 
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Naomi Roberts 
 

1918 – 1935 
 

Chapter One 
 

 
In 1916 war had been raging in Europe for two years when Edwin Thomas Roberts 

decided to join the US Navy.  Ed had been living with his widowed mother Eleanor Roberts 
at 257 E. Bringhurst Street in Germantown.  The following year Ed married his sweetheart 
Elsie Ritchie Pennypacker when his ship was in port and he was able to visit home for a 
few weeks.  While he was at sea Elsie continued to live with her parents Frederick O. and 
Margaret (Ritchie) Pennypacker at 1935 Dennie Street in the Nicetown section of 
Philadelphia. 
 

Born on March 22, 1918 in the Pennypacker home on Dennie Street was their first 
child, Naomi Grace Roberts. In 1919, Ed and Elsie still resided with Elsie’s parents as Ed, 
fresh out of the Navy, established himself as a motorman with the Philadelphia Rapid 
Transit company.  On July 12, 1920 John Lewis Roberts, was born at 1935 Dennie St. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Naomi with Elsie above and Naomi with Ed, right.
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On the 15th of July, 1918 Naomi Grace Roberts was baptized at the Mount 
Hermon Reformed Church at 16th and Wingohocken Streets, Philadelphia, PA. 
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Living conditions were crowded at 1935 Dennie Street.  Elsie’s older married sister, 
Lillian Smith, returned home with two daughters, Margaret and Leah.  Frederick 
Pennypacker was also providing a home for his grand-niece Florence, Orbell, not ideal 
conditions for the growing Roberts family.    
 

Between 1920 and 1930 Ed moved his family, first to a row house on Boudinot 
Street then to another row house at 3040 N. “D” Street, in a neighborhood of Philadelphia 
now called Kensington.  Before the consolidation of the City of Philadelphia and County 
of Philadelphia in 1854, a different section of Philadelphia County along the Delaware 
River, stretching north from Frankford Road up to Penn Treaty Park, was called 
Kensington, but now was called Fishtown.  Confusing for residents and historians, as the 
city spread north, west and south, the names for neighborhoods were often changed.   
 

Elsie and Edwin Roberts had four additional children, all boys.  Edwin T. in 1923 
and Norman on September 26, 1927, Rodman Ritchie on February 8, 1936 and Howard 
Frederick on November 1, 1938. Edwin T Roberts died shortly after his birth. 
   

Naomi and younger brother Jack 
(John) attended the Lewis Elkin Elementary 
School at D and Clearfield Streets.  In 1931 
Ed Roberts moved his family to 3326 N. Lee 
Street.  (2013 Photo on right.)  A house he 
rented for the next 28 years, the Roberts 
home fondly remembered by their children 
and many grandchildren.  
 

After moving to Lee Street, Naomi 
went to the John B Stetson Jr. High School at 
B Street and Allegheny Avenue while her 
brothers attended the William Cramp 
Elementary School at Ontario and Howard 
Streets. 

 
Naomi graduated from Stetson Jr. 

High School in June, 1932 moving on to the Kensington High School for Girls at 2075 E 
Cumberland for the fall semester.  
 

The Roberts family would vacation for one or two weeks each summer at the 
Wildwoods, a seaside resort in New Jersey.  While not as famous as Atlantic City to the 
north, the Wildwoods’ larger beach, wide boardwalk, quiet streets and more reasonable 
rental rates enticed many working class Philadelphians to make the railroad trek further 
south. 
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Naomi Roberts, a pretty girl at 5’6” tall 

with brown hair and hazel eyes was the only 
daughter and was closely supervised by her 
mother Elsie, a woman who ruled her 
household with rigid authority.  Naomi 
maintained high grades in school but as a girl 
she understood she would not continue on to 
college after graduating high school.  She 
would have been expected to contribute to 
the family by finding employment in one of the 
many factories in Kensington until she found 
herself a husband. 
 

The photo on the left is of Naomi and 
her brother Norman on the front steps at 3326 
N. Lee Street was taken around the time of her 
graduation from Stetson Jr. High School in 
1932. .    
 

In July of 1934 Elsie and Ed Roberts took 
their children, Naomi, Jack and Norman to The Wildwoods for a summer vacation at the 
beach.  
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Joe and Naomi 
 

1935 – 1960 
 

Chapter One 
 

 
On summer weekends Joe often hitch-hiked 
from Tacony to the New Jersey seashore 
resorts.  In July of 1934 he came upon Naomi 
sunbathing on the beach and struck up a 
conversation.  She was 16 years old and 
under the watchful eye of Elsie, always 
suspicious and cautious when it came to 
boys around her only daughter.  Naomi was 
still in school and Joe, older at 19, bore 
watching, as Naomi was quite taken with Joe.  
As their relationship blossomed on the beach 
and boardwalk they made plans to continue 
to see each other back home in Philadelphia. 
 

Joe was still living with his parents, 
Roy and Mary, his younger sister Milda and 
Roy’s mother Clara Fizell.  Their home at the 
time was at 6722 Jackson Street in Tacony. 
 

After the summer vacation was over 
Naomi returned to High School.  To court 
Naomi, Joe walked, hitch-hiked or traveled 
on the No. 56 trolley car along Torresdale Avenue and Erie Avenue to get to Naomi’s home 
on Lee Street in Kensington, a distance of nearly six miles.  Joe would visit Naomi on the 
weekends, making the round trip Saturday and most Sundays.  Their courtship bloomed.   
 

Joe proposed to Naomi at Christmas 1934.  She left high school after the New Year 
as they prepared for their wedding.  Joe and Naomi were married on July 21, 1935 at the 
St. Ambrose Episcopal Church, Howard and Ontario Streets, several blocks from where 
Naomi lived.  He was 20 and she was 17 years of age. 
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Joe and Naomi began their married 
life living with Joe’s parents, Roy and Mary Fizell at 6722 Jackson Street in Tacony.  Also 
living in the house was Joe’s grandmother Clara Fizell and Joe’s 19 year old sister, Milda.  
Not ideal living circumstances for young newlyweds.  Joe paid his father a reasonable 
room and board while saving toward obtaining their own home.  Naomi contributed by 
helping with the house cleaning.  There was an additional benefit to the arrangement.  
Disston Saw Works on State Road was a short ten minute walk to work for Joe.   
 

Philadelphia, especially in the older neighborhoods to the north and south of 
center city, was still a city of endless blocks of rented small row houses surrounding all 
types of manufacturing buildings.  Most men, skilled craftsmen and unskilled laborers 
alike, worked in a factory in their neighborhood, a short walk from home.  If a new job 
was secured in another part of Philadelphia, the family might move to a neighborhood 
closer to the new job.  Changing jobs was not to be taken lightly. 
 

The living arrangement on Jackson Street only lasted into the next year when Joe 
and Naomi moved into a second floor apartment on Paul Street in the Frankford section 
of Philadelphia.  Now Joe had a three mile one way trek to work, so the cost of public 
transportation bit into Joe’s wages.  Whether by intent or coincidence, the Paul Street 
apartment, two blocks off Torresdale Avenue, was half way between their respective 
parent’s homes.   
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Naomi realized she was pregnant shortly after they moved into the apartment and 
they made plans for the baby’s arrival around the Thanksgiving holiday.  Noon, Thursday, 
November 19, 1936, Joe was working at the Disston factory in Tacony when Naomi went 
into labor.  There were no telephones available to call Joe at work, nor had they 
considered telephoning an option.  Naomi left a note for Joe on the kitchen table, and 
bundled up as well she could.  All month the weather had been in the 50°s but last night 
the temperature dropped to 20°F, the lowest temperature so far that winter.1    

 
Naomi boarded a No. 56 trolley car on Torresdale Avenue, changing at 2nd Street 

and Erie Ave to the No. 57 trolley southbound on 2nd Street, exiting the trolley at Lehigh 
Avenue.  She walked two blocks east to the Episcopal Hospital at Front St and Lehigh 
Avenue.  Joe discovered her note when he arrived home from work and went to the 
hospital where Naomi was still in labor.   Joseph Fuller Fizell Jr. was born at 6AM on Friday, 
November 20, 1936 and baptized on April 4, 1937 in the Tacony Methodist Church.   
 

On April 4, 1937, Joseph F Fizell, Jr. was baptized at the Tacony United Methodist 
Church at Hegerman Street and Longshore Ave. 
 

Joe and Naomi had a new baby.  His young wife was depressed, living in a dingy 2nd 
floor apartment without family or friends close by for support and Joe was feeling 
depressed himself.  Every dollar he earned went toward living expenses. At 21 he had 
been working in the Disston factory for five years and he wondered if he would be stuck 
                                                           
1 Franklin Institute Philadelphia Weather Data  http://www.fi.edu/weather/data2/index.html 
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in the factory for the rest of his life.  He missed having the money in his pocket from his 
single, carefree days. Yet Joe realized he was lucky, times were tough, the Great 
Depression was still gripping the country.   
 

During the summer of 1937 a friend mentioned to Joe that the Harbison Dairy at 
Coral and Abigail Streets in Kensington was taking on new salesmen with a potential 

income double what Joe was 
earning at Disston Saw Works.  
Harbison Dairy’s salesmen 
served the Kensington and 
Richmond neighborhoods in 
horse drawn wagons, 
delivering milk and dairy 
products to the front doors of 
their customers.  Earning more 
money was definitely an 
enticement. Joe considered 
the benefits of working for 
Harbison Dairies, even making 
the trip down Kensington 
Avenue to look over the 
building and facilities. 

 
 The Harbison’s Water Bottle, (actually a water tower for the dairy) as seen above 
the shuttered dairy, from a photo from 2007.  The water bottle can still be viewed from 
the elevated trains on the Market-Frankford El above Kensington Avenue. 
 

As an outside salesman Joe would be his own boss.  With an increase in salary he 
could afford to rent a house instead of the apartment and still have some cash left over 
for his constantly empty pockets.  The house would be closer to Naomi’s family and 
friends.  A lifetime working in a factory like his grandfather and great-grandfather was no 
longer as appealing as it had been when he quit high school five years ago. 
 

Joe also considered the disadvantages.  A milkman had to have his wagon loaded 
and all deliveries made to each home before the occupants were up for breakfast, in all 
kinds of adverse weather; freezing cold, rain, snow and ice.  He was expected to spend 
time each day after deliveries were done, knocking on doors, soliciting new customers 
and of course it would be his responsibility to collect the money for all product he 
delivered, usually on Saturday mornings.  He took the job. 
 

To be closer to his new job Joe and Naomi rented a house at 244 E. Stella Street in 
Kensington. Naomi’s parents lived less than a ten minute walk away, as did two of her 
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high school girl friends, Eleanor Dimmick and Marie Quinn.  Joe enjoyed the work, 
especially the freedom from foremen and supervisors watching his every move in a 
factory.  Delivering milk and dairy products to the doorsteps of row houses, building a 
customer base along the neighborhood streets within his prescribed route felt like he was 
in his own business.  He enjoyed meeting people, knocking on doors to solicit customers.  
He kept records in a notebook.  When a house became empty he watched for the first 
sign a new family moved in, then left a free quart bottle of milk the next morning on their 
door step with a note saying “Compliments of your Harbison Dairy Milkman”, returning 
later in the day to solicit their business.   
 

The extra sales commissions above his base salary was more than he earned at the 
Disston Saw Works, though not double the income as he had imagined.  As with most 
commission sales, Joe’s income level fluctuated.  He controlled all finances for his family.  
Each pay period he would give Naomi a set amount as “table money” for groceries and 
running the house.  She was to ensure there was food on the table throughout the pay 
period.  He paid the rent and all other expenses yet if Joe accumulated any extra money 
Naomi was unaware of it. 
 

Naomi was pregnant again, expecting her baby in December, 1941.  The Japanese 
attacked Pearl Harbor in Hawaii on December 7, 1941.  The next day the United States of 
America declared war on Japan.  Three days later Germany and Italy announced they were 
at war with the United States; Congress declared war on Germany and Italy and the 
United States was officially in World War II.  Naomi’s father Ed Roberts, a Navy veteran 
from Great War (soon to be called WWI) tried twice to re-enlist into the Navy.  He turned 
48 on December 7th.  The Navy sent him home each time.  
 

Naomi went into the Episcopal Hospital on the evening of December 15, 1941.  
Joe’s sister Milda Law, her 21 month old son Roy in tow, came to stay with Joe Jr. whose 
5th birthday was only three weeks earlier.  They would stay until Naomi came home with 
her new baby.  In 1941 the stay in a hospital for a mother giving birth usually ran two 
weeks.  Clara Elsie Fizell was born on December 16, 1941.  Naomi and Clara came home 
Christmas Eve day.   
 

The family doctor was called two days after Christmas because Joe Jr. was ill, his 
skin deep red from a high fever.  Young Joe was sitting on his bed with his pajama top off.  
With his fingernail the doctor wrote “JOE” on his back, the letters remaining light on his 
red skin.  Joe Jr. had Scarlet Fever.  He was taken to the Hospital for Contagious Diseases 
on Front Street and Hunting Park Avenue and spent three weeks in a high fenced crib to 
discourage his leaving the bed.  Tacked to the front door of 244 E Stella Street by the 
Philadelphia Health Department was a sign similar to this one from a neighboring 
township: 
  



© Joe Fizell 2014 16  

Milda and Roy 
had departed for 
home before the 
Health Department 
posted the notice.  
Joe could not afford 
the lost wages so he 
also was absent 
when the authorities 
arrived, arranging to 
sleep with neighbors 
for the duration of 
the quarantine but 

close enough to provide Naomi and the baby Clara with supplies.  Naomi was left alone 
to care for her two week old infant daughter while her young son was hospitalized.  No 
one else contracted the disease.  Clara was baptized on June 14, 1942 at Tacony 
Methodist Church. 
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Chapter Two 
 

 
The war moved the United States economy into high gear.  Like most other 

manufacturing companies, Disston Saw Works began working overtime.  Disston 
produced armor-plate steel and chain saws.  Putting aside his dislike for factory 
employment Joe returned to Disston.  Higher wages and overtime was as much an 

incentive as was the additional draft 
deferment while working in an essential 
war effort.   
 

During the summer of 1942 Joe and 
Naomi moved again, renting a house at 
4601 Vista Street in Mayfair, close to Joe’s 
work at Tacony’s Disston Saw Works.  The 
house was the end building on the row of 
houses at the corner of Ditman and Vista 
Streets.  Across Ditman Street looking to 
the west toward Frankford Avenue were 
cleared fields, yet in the distance some 
partially constructed row houses were 
visible.  There was no active construction 
work on the homes as unnecessary 

construction was halted due of the war effort.  At five years of age Joe Jr. entered first 
grade at the Forrest Elementary School at Cottage Street and Bleigh Avenue, a walk of 
two city blocks from their home.  
  
 

The photo of Naomi and Clara on the left was 
taken in front of the Roberts home on Lee Street during 
the summer of 1942. 

 
In 1943 Joe’s recently acquired skills working with 

armor steel plating resulted in his accepting a job 
producing armored tanks in the assembly plant at the 
Baldwin Locomotive Company located in Eddystone, just 
south of the city on the road to Chester, PA.  The money 
was much better but the distance from Mayfair to 
Eddystone was over 24 miles. 
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Renting a house in Mayfair was more 
expensive than in Kensington.  When the Vista 
Street lease expired Joe moved his family back 
to Kensington again, this time to 3346 N Mutter 
Street.  It was a dismal store-front property on 
the corner of Wildey and Mutter Streets.   This is 
a 1943 photo of Naomi with Joe Jr. and Clara on 
the side steps of the Mutter Street House.   

 
Joe Jr. enrolled in the second grade at 

Cramp Elementary School at Howard and 
Ontario Streets, around the corner from the 
Mutter Street house.   

 
Joe bought an old motorcycle with a 

single passenger sidecar for traveling back 
and forth to Baldwin’s, frequently carrying a 
paying fellow employee in an effort to reduce 
transportation costs.   

 
A much nicer house became available 

for rent at 135 W. Lippincott Street and they 
moved into it during the summer of 1944 and Naomi became pregnant in the spring of 
1945.   
 

Nazi Germany surrendered on May 7, 1945, ending the war in Europe while the 
fighting remained fierce in the Pacific.  On August 6, 1945 the Atomic Bomb was dropped 
on the city of Hiroshima, Japan and another was dropped three days later on the city of 
Nagasaki. World War II was over.   
 
 Joe was let go from his job at Baldwin with the end of the war.  Baldwin Locomotive 
laid off most of the employees building tanks and began to shift its facilities back again to 
producing train locomotives.  Steady employment was difficult to find with returning 
military veterans seeking jobs. 
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A girl was born November 1, 1945.  Naomi named her 
daughter Jack Lynn Fizell for Naomi’s brother Jack, who 
survived his ship being sunk in the Pacific during the war.  
However when the baby’s official birth certificate arrived in the 
mail several weeks later her official name was Jacklyn Fizell.  
Naomi never bothered to go through the legal channels to 
correct the mistake and her baby was forever more called 
“Jackie”.  Jackie was baptized the following May at Provident 
Methodist Church, on the northwest corner of Front Street and 
Allegheny Avenue.  
 

While in the hospital 
Naomi received a post card 
from nine year old Joe. Jr.  
When reading how the post 
card was addressed it is 
obvious the US Postal Service 
was not as particular in 1945 
as it is today. 
 

For more than 25 
years Naomi’s father, Ed Roberts had been operating trolley cars for the Philadelphia 
Rapid Transit, which became the Philadelphia Transportation Company.  Ed’s 
recommendation helped Joe secure employment with the PTC as a bus driver.   
 

Joe and Naomi had been renting homes since 
their marriage.  Shortly after the end of the war, rent 
controls were removed and they were forced to move 
from Lippincott Street.  In 1946 they bought their first 
home, a Kensington row house at 3313 N. Phillip 
Street.  Joe and Naomi’s first experience at purchasing 
real estate was a financial disaster.  In 1947 Joe 
discovered an old crack in the rear foundation stone 
wall requiring major construction repairs.  There were 
no consumer protection laws or regulations in force so 
they had no recourse to the people who sold them the 
house.   They did the only thing they could and put the 
house back on the real estate market in 1948, selling it 
at a considerable loss.  Depleted of cash they accepted 



© Joe Fizell 2014 20  

the offer to move in with the family of Howard and Madge Schemm, who lived on 
Longshore Avenue in Tacony.   

 
Madge Schemm was Joe’s Aunt.  She was the youngest sister of Joe’s mother, 

married to Howard Schemm.  The Schemms lived in a very large rented house at 4909 
Longshore Avenue in Tacony.  In the late 1800’s Henry Disston built the house for an 

officer of his Disston Saw Works, but now the house was a rental property belonging to 
one of the Disston grandchildren, a local lawyer living on, believe it or not, Disston Street.  
The house was Victorian in style, three floors of extra-large rooms with high ceilings. 
Moving to Tacony was moving to the country for Joe and Naomi’s children. 
 

Howard and Madge Schemm had six children at home, ranging in age from 23 to 
12 years. The Schemm Family vacated the house’s first floor for Joe’s family, moving all 
their possessions up to the second and third floors, subletting the first floor to Joe and 
Naomi and their three children.  The house’s only bathroom was located at the top of the 
stairs on the second floor, to be shared by both families. 
 

School had begun for the fall semester a week before they moved to Tacony.   Joe 
Jr. had been in the seventh grade at Stetson Jr. High school while Clara was in the second 
grade at Cramp School.  Jackie was a two year old toddler who had a fever the day they 
moved.  The first or second night in their new residence Jackie’s fever worsened, went up 
to 105°F or 106°F as Jackie began to convulse.  Naomi bathed Jackie in a large pan of cold 
water to drop her body temperature.  It was a long, sleepless night. 
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Returning to Tacony was not a major change in living style for Joe and Naomi 
because they had lived there previously, Joe for most of his life.  However it was a culture 
shock to their son, Joe Jr.  Grassy lawns and trees in the yard and a park with ball fields 
right across Keystone Street was not something he was familiar with.  He did not know it 
but the part of Tacony where he was living was once where Henry Disston built housing 
for plant management and highly skilled labor.  He could sense the differences but could 
not explain them. 

  
It was only a matter of two or three months before the landlord discovered that 

two families were living in his rental house.  His immediate response was to collect rent 
from both families, then to meet local building codes he hired contractors to remodel the 
first floor, installing a bathroom by dividing up some of the very large rooms.  The 
remodeling took place with Joe’s family living within the same space. 

 
These 1949 photos were taken in the Disston Park across the street from their 

house.  Naomi was given the fur coat by one of Joe’s aunts.  It is not known if it was real 
fur or faux fur. 

 

David Schemm was the same age as Joe 
Jr. and was attending Tacony Methodist 
Church, a block west on Longshore Avenue.  
Dave was to be confirmed at Tacony in the spring of 1949.  Joe Jr. was enrolled in the 
same Sunday school class and was confirmed a member of the Methodist Church with the 
1949 Confirmation Class.   
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Chapter Three 
 

 
Within a year Joe and Naomi saved 

enough money for a down payment on a 
house.  They moved back to Kensington, 
buying a house at 242 E. Stella Street, the 
house on the right.  The next house on the 
left is 244 E Stella Street, the first house they 
rented in 1937.   
 

This is a 1950 
photo of Joe that he 
obviously liked.  It 
was tacked on the 
inside lid of a 
wooden tool chest 
Joe kept in the 
basement. Next to 
the photo was an article written by Abe Burrows2, a famous 

humorist at the time.  The article depicted how a man takes care for his family in good 
times and in bad times.  The article disintegrated into bits before the content of the text 
could be saved.  Written in red ink on the wooden lid, next to the article and photo, was 
“And that’s for Damn sure!”  Joe said he was having a beer or two, feeling melancholy, 
and thought Abe Burrows words described how Joe felt about his family.  

 
While Joe continued driving a bus for the PTC he earned additional income with 

part time sales work and other money making schemes.  In 1952 he bought a new 
Chevrolet pickup truck with the intention to do light hauling.  He even built wooden 
removable sides in anticipation of safely hauling larger items. His pickup truck was dark 
green in color with the minimum amount of chrome trim and wheels, unlike the 1952 
Chevrolet pickup in this photo. 

 
Joe taught Joe Jr. to drive 

in the truck.  Joe Jr. drove the 
truck while taking his driver’s 
exam, passing the test on his first 
attempt. 
 

                                                           
2 Abe Burrows, New York Public Library Archives & Manuscripts: http://archives.nypl.org/the/21645 

http://archives.nypl.org/the/21645
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Hauling jobs were few and far between but Joe continued to talk and dream about 
owning his own business one day.   
 

In the city of Philadelphia and suburbs, another function of the Philadelphia 
Transportation Company was to keep the city streets used by the bus and trolley car 
routes passable when it snowed.  To accomplish this the PTC used snowplows mounted 
on large open flatbed and dump trucks.  Bags of salt were piled on the bed of the truck.  
A salt spreader was attached to the rear of the flatbed to spread salt on the just plowed 
streets.  But it took men, exposed to the snow and sleet, riding on the uncovered flatbed 
trucks to break open stacked bags of salt and dump the salt into the spreader’s hopper 
while the truck maneuvered the city streets and roads.   
 

It was a cold nasty job but one that paid good hourly overtime rates to the men 
driving the trucks and spreading the salt.  If the buses and trolley cars could not get 
through the city streets, operators of the vehicles sat around the Bus or Trolley Terminals 
playing cards, unpaid until the streets were clear and safe enough to take out the vehicles 
and resume normal operation.  Joe frequently volunteered for the salt trucks to earn the 
extra money. 
 

As mentioned before, Joe was the sole bread winner in the family.  He paid all the 
bills.  However, the “Table” money he gave Naomi each week frequently did not go far 
enough and when it did, there was never any left over.  To compensate during the early 
years of their marriage, Naomi would take in Ironing from neighbors, charging so much 
per full washing basket.  It was something she could do in her own home and watch her 
children at the same time. 
 

Naomi also made small purses at home by crocheting them with special fine, strong 
thread.  She made a few of them as samples for Naomi’s aunt, Ida Burgess, who would 
take orders and sell the purses to other women at the factory where she worked.  Naomi 
was convinced Aunt Ida’s selling price was more than she paid Naomi, but that was the 
American way.  Joe provided enough funding to keep the roof over their heads, food in 
their bellies and sufficient clothing to keep them warm although style or fashion was 
never considered important.   
 

With the move to Stella Street Joe Jr. was expected to continue going to Sunday 
school at a Methodist Church.  The closest was Provident Methodist Church where Jackie 
had been baptized.  Joe and Naomi did not attend church.  When asked why not, Joe 
claiming it was because he worked most Sundays and Naomi said she prayed daily at 
home using the daily devotional she received by mail four times a year. 
 

Joe and Bobby Wilson arranged a fishing trip one mid-week day when they both 
were off work.  Taking 13 year old Joe Jr., Joe drove to Bobby’s house on Keystone Street 
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in Tacony.  Bobby was a regular fisherman and had all the equipment for the three of 
them already loaded in the trunk of his car.  They took off, early in the morning with the 
sun still well hidden by the eastern horizon, Bobby driving, Joe in the front passenger seat 
and Joe Jr. quickly falling asleep in the rear seat.   
 

On one of the back roads to the Jersey shore with the morning dawn still between 
light and darkness they passed several women walking, going the opposite direction.  
Bobby honked the horn and they waved back.  Bobby was ready to turn back when Joe 
insisted they keep going, reminding Bobby, Joe Jr. was still sleeping in the back seat.  
Bobby mutter under his breath, something about learning sooner or later but kept driving 
toward the shore.  They rented a row-boat and fished most of the day in the bay.  Joe Jr. 
was burned badly by the sun.  He suffered with blisters on his feet and back for the next 
three or four days. 
   

With the move to Stella Street they had a 
phone installed in the house and the following year 
an Admiral Television.  Joe Jr. held a variety of part 
time jobs keeping himself in enough spending 
money to buy his own clothing and shoes.  However 
with Easter and graduation from Stetson coming 
soon in 1951, Joe Jr. convinced his father to buy him 
a suit for the occasion, saying it would be the last 
item of clothing Joe would ever need buy for his 
son.  Joe Jr. was beginning to be clothing fashion 
conscious and did not want his father to pick out his 
clothing in the future.  

 
By the time Joe Jr. enlisted in the US Army in 

December 1953, Clara was in the seventh grade at 
Stetson Jr. High and Jackie was in the second grade 
at the Elkin Elementary School.  There had never 
been enough money for a family vacation, a week 
at the shore.   

 
It was around this time that Naomi began working as a sewing machine operator 

at Gibbs Knitting Manufacturing, a hosiery mill up the street from their home.  Joe 
continued to give Naomi grocery money although he did try to cut her grocery allowance.  
They were married long enough that Naomi would not allow that to happen.  She used 
her wages to pay for extras in the home. 
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Joe was able to pick the bus routes and shifts he wanted as he rose in seniority 
with the PTC.  He preferred night shifts, 
starting with the evening rush hour and 
finishing around midnight or one 
o’clock in the morning.  After his shift 
most nights Joe enjoyed stopping at 
different taverns for a drink or two on 
his way home.  

 
Philadelphia required all public 

businesses to cease serving alcoholic 
beverages at 2AM and close their doors.  
Once in a while Joe would meet up with 
a friend and they would venture to a 
private club with restricted 
memberships, where they could have 
another drink or two, at times much 
more, before heading home.  The 2AM 
law did not apply to private clubs. 
    

On rare occasions Joe would take his drinking friend or friends to his home to finish 
off the night with a quart or two of beer.  It was rare because they usually made too much 
noise and woke Naomi or the girls sleeping up stairs.  This added strain on their marriage 
was capped one early morning when he, his cousins and a young woman were drinking 
beer in the kitchen, Naomi heard them come in and realized there was a female voice.  As 
she lay in bed the noise from the kitchen became subdued even quiet so she went down 
to investigate.  The young woman was sitting at the table drinking beer sans her blouse 
but wearing a bra.  Joe’s guests left immediately and the level of Joe and Naomi’s 
relationship dropped several 
notches. 

 
While driving buses was a 

full time job, Joe took on 
additional part time jobs over 
the years.  For a while he was a 
sales-collection agent for 
Mayfair’s largest jewelry store, 
Weinman Jewelers. With 
connections he made through 
Weinman Jewelers he began 
buying his own jewelry, 
especially men’s watches and 
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rings, at the wholesale suppliers on Diamond Row.  Diamond Row or Jeweler’s Row was 
a strip of several blocks on Sansom Street between 6th and 8th Streets in downtown 
Philadelphia.  Since he had no overhead, Joe was able to peddle his jewelry at very 
reasonable prices, selling to his co-workers and people he met in the bars and clubs he 
frequented. 
 
1954 and 1955 photos of Joe, Naomi, Clara and Jackie while living at 242 E Stella St and 
one of Jackie with cousin Linda Roberts in the Roberts rear yard on Lee Street on Easter 
1955 

  
 

 
 
 With Naomi’s additional income she was able to buy items like window drapes and 
paint for the wood trim in the living room and kitchen.  Her brother Norman was a career 
military man in the United States Navy.  He would stop by and see Naomi’s family when 
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he was on leave, frequently lying on 
the living room floor in front of the 
television as seen here in this photo 
where Jackie and Clara sit with him.     
 

In Philadelphia there were 
neighborhood delicatessens and 
luncheonettes well known for their 
sandwiches, especially their 
Hamburg’s, hoagies and Philly 
“cheese steak sandwiches”.  A 
hoagie, also known as a submarine or 
“sub” was on a long, usually Italian roll filled with meats, cheeses, cold vegetables and 
spices.  Pizza had not yet come into its own. 
   

In 1954 Joe began planning to open his own luncheonette.  He took a part time job 
in the cafeteria located in the same PTC Bus Terminal where he drove buses.  Initially he 
washed dishes, soon after he became a short order cook.  He was learning how and where 
wholesale food was bought, how it was stored and prepared.     
 

On his nights off Joe would buy hoagies or cheese steaks from the luncheonettes 
or deli’s with the best reputations and take them home for Naomi and the girls but first 
he would see how they were made, recording the ingredients and type of roll.  Then he 
began to make hoagies himself in the kitchen, experimenting with his own recipes, using 
his family and neighbors as taste testers.  His intention was to make the best hoagie in 
Philadelphia as a draw to his own luncheonette. 
 

During the summer months of 1955 Joe quit his part time cafeteria job while 
continuing to drive buses.  He secured financing from his stepfather, Harry Erny, and 
located an empty storefront house 
on the corner of “A” and Wishart 
Streets only two city blocks from 
their house on Stella Street.   

 
To buy the store-front 

building they sold their home at 
242 E Stella Street. They found it 
necessary to dispose of furniture 
and other personal items to fit into 
the smaller new living quarters.  
The Secretary Desk behind Naomi 
and Jackie in this photo was one of 
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her prized possessions that Naomi managed to take with her.  Naomi continued working 
at the Gibbs hosiery mill until the luncheonette was nearly ready to open.   
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Chapter Four 
 
In the new building, the store sales area was gutted and remodeled.  It was then 

furnished with all new equipment for a luncheonette.  There was a serving counter with 
eight stools bolted to the floor and three booths with seating for twelve customers; the 
counter and booths sporting the newest style small coin operated juke boxes connected 
to a record player in the basement and enough room for a pin-ball machine for younger 
customers. 
 

Between the counter and along the rear wall was a brand new soda fountain, an 
ice cream chest and a refrigerated counter cabinet for all the ingredients to make 
sandwiches.  In the corner, a large flat steel gas grille for cooking, a deep grease fryer and 
a stainless steel overhead exhaust fan hood for removing heat and grease.  The small 
room behind the customer sales area served as a prep room and kitchen.    
 

The basement served for storage and the refrigeration equipment.  The second 
floor with three rooms and a large bath became their new living quarters. 
 

An ice cream chest and refrigeration 
equipment was on loan to Joe, installed and 
maintained by his milk and ice cream 
supplier, Bryers Dairies.  The juke boxes and 
a pin-ball machine were supplied and 
maintained by another contractor. 

   
Besides a commission on all coins 

taken in by the juke box and pin-ball 
machine, Joe had free use of the 
equipment.  Joe kept a roll of quarters he 
painted red with fingernail polish.  Each 

week when the equipment coin boxes were 
emptied all the painted quarters were returned 
to Joe.      
 

Circulars were delivered to the 
neighborhood homes and factories advertising 
Monday, January 9, 1956 as the grand opening of 
“Joe’s Luncheonette”.   The plan was simple.  Joe 
and Naomi would operate the luncheonette 
together for one week after the grand opening 
then he would return to driving buses on the 
night shift.  Naomi would operate the store in the evenings and Joe would be there for 
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the morning and lunch trade.  As soon as the luncheonette business could support them 
he would quit the PTC.  
 

This is a photo of Pop Erny, 
Grandmom Mary, Joe & Naomi taken 
on the morning of the Grand Opening of 
Joe’s Luncheonette. 
 

Joe’s PTC vacation started on 
December 23, 1955.  He was scheduled 
to return to work on January 17, 1956.   
Joe Jr. was still in the Army and 
stationed in Europe.  He came home on 

a month’s leave arriving December 20, 1955 just in time to help with stocking the store.   
 

“Joe’s Luncheonette” opened for business on January 9, 1956. He never went back 
to work for the PTC.  The luncheonette was a huge success.  They were able to pay off the 
original financing within three years. 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Clara and 
Jackie 1956 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Initially the luncheonette was open seven days a week from 6 AM to Midnight, 

eighteen hours a day.  On opening day breakfast trade was brisk with customers on their 
way to work or school, more business than one person could handle.  Naomi waited on 
the customers while Joe cooked their breakfast.  The traffic slacked off to a trickle after 
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9:00AM but returned like a tsunami at 11:30AM, customers standing two and three deep 
at the counter and cash register before receding to a trickle by 2PM.   
 
Soon local residents and business owners made the luncheonette their dining table for 
one and sometimes two meals daily.  The evening began quietly around 4:30PM with just 
enough traffic to keep one person busy until 7PM.  The steady flow of patrons required 
additional help until closing at Midnight.  Clara was in high school and turned 14 years old 
a month before the store opened.  She welcomed the opportunity to waitress and to earn 
money on her own but it was obvious from the beginning they would have to hire 
additional help.     
 

Joe and Naomi quickly devised a schedule whereby she prepared and opened for 
the breakfast trade.  As the breakfast crowd slowed she prepared soups and salads for 
the day.   Joe would come down at 11 AM so they both could be there for the busy lunch 
business and to supervise the employees.  Most factories were closed for the weekends 
although some worked half days on Saturday.   
 

Business again slowed between lunch and dinner allowing them to close for several 
hours each afternoon to take a rest.   Joe would re-open for the evening business and 
Naomi would fill in as needed.  After dinner Naomi would finish for the day and go up to 
the living quarters.  Joe would close at Midnight.  The exception was Sunday when they 
only opened the luncheonette for the late afternoon and evening business.  The nightly 
clean up would take an hour and then Joe would settle the cash register and relax with a 
drink and cigar in the rear booth.   

 
Over the next year Joe and Naomi tried different opening and working schedules 

before settling into the schedule described above.  Problems developed when Joe’s 
relaxing each evening at the end of the day were compromised by consuming more than 
one drink or two, especially when one or two of his friends came by afterhours and they 
would become loud and noisy, disturbing Naomi and the girls.  Arguments would carry 
over into the next day and tension was frequently in the air.   

 
Clara’s steady boyfriend was Charles (Bud) Farmer whom she met in the 

luncheonette.  Three years older than Clara, Bud had joined the Air Force early in 1957 
when Clara was fifteen years old.  Returning for a short leave during the summer between 
his basic training and reporting to his new post on an Air Force base in Oregon, Bud asked 
Clara to wait for him, giving her an engagement ring.   
 

Joe Jr.’s three year enlistment in the Army was finished in December, 1956.  He 
returned home from England on November 28th, 1956.  He had met a young girl, Helen 
Cathro, while he was in Scotland, fell in love with her, and asked her to be his bride.  Helen 
remained in Scotland working through the process with the US Consulate for her visa.  
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They planned for her to arrive in the United States in March and would marry on April 13, 
1957 
 

The living quarters above the luncheonette were already tight and the younger 
Joe’s return home in November made it more so. 

 
   When Helen arrived on Saturday, March 
16, 1957 she moved into Joe’s room, Joe Jr. 
slept with his father.  Naomi slept with Clara 
and Jackie. 
  
    On Monday they applied for a 
marriage license in Philadelphia, only to 
learn Helen was too young and required her 
parents signed permission, making an April 
marriage doubtful.  Joe Sr. called the local 
Committeeman for a way to get married in 
Philadelphia.  The committeeman’s answer 
was for Joe Jr. and Helen to get married in 
New Jersey where an eighteen year old 
woman was able to marry on her own 
signature.  However, Joe Jr. was only Twenty 
years old, he needed his parent’s signature.  During the slow period after lunch on 
Wednesday, Joe closed the Luncheonette.  He, Naomi, their waitress Edna, Joe Jr. and 
Helen drove across the Delaware River into Camden, New Jersey City Hall and obtained 
their marriage license. Edna went along to act as a witness.  
 

Joe Jr. and Helen were 
married the following Friday 
evening, March 22, 1957 by a 
Justice for the Peace in 
Camden New Jersey.  Joe Jr.’s 
sister Clara and his friend Ray 
Slowinski were Best Man and 
Maid of Honor, witnesses to 
their wedding.   

 
Returning from the 

ceremony, the wedding party 
picked up Naomi and they all 
went to the Roberts house on 
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Lee Street to take photos.  Elsie Roberts served them tea and Oreo Cookies.  The 
Luncheonette was open for business so Joe Sr. remained there.              
 

Following a weekend honeymoon in Atlantic City, Helen and Joe Jr. moved into a 
second floor apartment at 125 E. Allegheny Avenue, two blocks from the luncheonette. 
They were starting off married life with a small purse.  Joe had taken the bride and groom 
to Levin’s furniture store on Kensington Avenue three days before the wedding.  He 
helped them pick out a living room set including tables and lamps, a bedroom set and a 
kitchen dinette set.  The total price tag after Joe negotiated the price down was $750.  As 
a wedding present from Joe and Naomi, he paid $250 down payment and Joe Jr. and Helen 
assumed the easy payments Levin’s offered customers.   
 

Clara quit school after her 16th birthday in December 1957.  She told her family she 
wanted to become a Beautician and enroll in a Beauty School but she needed to pass a 
high school equivalency test first which she kept putting off while working in the 
luncheonette.   
 

Bud came home for Christmas on leave from the Air Force in December 1957 and 
was scheduled to return to Oregon on January 10, 1958.  On January 2nd Bud and Clara 
went shopping and did not return.  They ran off to be married.  She turned 16 two weeks 
before and they believed a quickie marriage was available in some of the States to the 
south.  They called two nights later from Georgia.  No state would marry a 16 year old girl 
without parental permission.  They returned home the next day to face the wrath of angry 
parents.  Joe and Naomi met with Bud’s parents, Steffie and Charlie Farmer and then all 
four parents met with Clara and Bud.  The eventual outcome was that Clara and Bud were 
married in Philadelphia on January 9, 1958 over the strong objections of Steffie, Buddy’s 
mother.  Clara left with Bud on his return to Oregon.  Joe gave the newlyweds a check for 
$250 as a wedding present from Naomi and him. 
 

The luncheonette schedule was grueling. After two years without a break they 
managed to pick a slow period when several of the surrounding factories were closed for 
vacation and Joe did the same thing, closing the luncheonette for a week of rest in their 
upstairs apartment.   
 

Joe and Naomi’s relationship was beginning to shred.  As described above, after 
closing each night it was Joe’s practice to sit and unwind with a few beers just as he had 
at the end of his workday while driving the buses.  Normally when he was alone after 
closing the store, he would drink a quart or two of beer while relaxing in the 
luncheonette’s rear booth, listening to records on the jukebox until he became tired and 
went up to bed without disturbing Naomi.  With the success of his store, Joe’s friends 
began to become more frequent visitors at closing time, with the resulting disturbances 
and arguments usually found with large quantities of beer.   
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Regardless of how it happened, when he had too much to drink, an argument 

would frequently develop between Naomi and Joe. For years they both dealt with his 
drinking, although occasionally not very well.  Those occasions now came far too often.   
 

The local police station at Front and Westmoreland Streets was several blocks from 
the luncheonette and it was Joe’s policy to sell sandwiches to the police at his cost and of 
course their coffee was always free.  At least once a week the officers working in the 
station house would call in a lunch order and send a police cruiser to pick it up.  Many of 
the police officers were frequent visitors in the luncheonette and the family became quite 
friendly with them.  Several of the officers were also Joe’s drinking buddies.   
 

Joe considered his policy of feeding the police a small cost for the added protection 
it afforded the luncheonette.  Would-be robbers were warned off and Joe’s close ties to 
the police prevented the neighborhood youth from making his luncheonette a hangout.  
Joe also maintained a friendly relationship with the neighborhood youth that allowed 
them to feel welcome while spending their money in the luncheonette and grudgingly 
they respected his no loitering policy. 
 

Several times Joe’s drinking erupted into a major disturbance and the police were 
called but because of friendship they always calmed down the situation without resorting 
to reportable police type activity.  Once after drinking too much Joe set fire to a rack of 
potato chips sitting on the end of the counter.  The grease and cellophane bags quickly 
spread to an air conditioning unit hanging over the store’s entrance door. Naomi was 
there and called the fire department but she and Joe had the fire extinguished before the 
firemen and police arrived.  The fine relationship with the police paid off again as the 
matter was handled as an accident. 
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Chapter Six 
 
Joe and Naomi honestly wanted their 

relationship to work.  They decided the best 
solution for them would be to obtain living quarters 
away from the luncheonette.  In 1958 they bought 
the house at 3538 N Water Street, five blocks from 
the luncheonette.  (Photo from Google Maps – 
2013) 
 

They moved everything out of the living 
quarters above the luncheonette into the new 
house plus bought new furniture to replace what 
they disposed of when buying the luncheonette.   
 

The rooms above the luncheonette were 
now vacant. Never to miss an income opportunity, 
Joe bought some single beds and several used chest 
of drawers, thinking to rent out rooms by the week or month.  He did find one or two 
short-term renters but didn’t find any likely long term tenants.  
 

Unfortunately, Joe and Naomi’s relationship continued to deteriorate.  After 
closing the luncheonette nightly, his routine continued.  He would stay in the 
luncheonette, sleeping in one of the vacant rooms on nights he couldn’t or wouldn’t 
attempt to drive the few blocks to Water Street after drinking too much beer.   

 
After many months living under these 

circumstances they sold the luncheonette in an 
attempt to save their marriage and try to live like 
a normal family, something operating their 
luncheonette did not afford.  They sold it to a 
neighborhood couple, Del and Robert.  Del would 
operate the store while Robert kept working until 
he could retire.  Included in the sale negotiations 
was that Naomi would work for Del until Del was 
comfortable running the business herself.     
 

Joe began selling second hand furniture 
from an empty Kensington Avenue store near 

Lehigh Avenue while Naomi worked mornings for the luncheonette’s new owners.  Jackie, 
their only child remaining at home, now 13 years old, was attending Stetson Jr. High 
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School.  Clara was living on a US Air Base in Oregon.  Joe Jr. and Helen now owned a house 
on Stella Street, two doors from where Naomi and Joe once lived. 

 
Joe was not making much money in the second hand store.  The business hours 

were not as long as the luncheonette’s either.  While driving buses Joe finished his shift 
late at night with the opportunity to unwind at a favorite bar.  In the luncheonette he 
really did look forward to relaxing and a few beers after closing each night.  Now he found 
himself home early evenings with Naomi and Jackie and the Television set for 
entertainment.      
 

Joe and Naomi were married twenty-four years and Joe was having a difficult time 
adjusting to a regimen of coming home at night, watching television with Naomi and 
Jackie, his only companions.  His and Naomi’s relationship, although better than it had 
been at the luncheonette, was still strained.  In a nutshell, he was miserable and making 
Naomi unhappy too 
 

One weekend he drove to the shore to see his mother and Harry Erny who lived 
on New York Ave in Somers Point, NJ near the causeway bridge to Ocean City.    Joe called 
on Sunday night and said he would be home on the following Wednesday.  When Joe 
returned, he told Naomi he and Harry found a business in Ocean City they were interested 

in buying.  The business was a hotel with two apartments, eighteen rooms, six tile baths 
and five stores to be leased.  One of the stores could be turned into a luncheonette, if 
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they desired.  If the purchase were successful he would have to live down there while 
operating the hotel.   
 

Would Naomi want to make the commitment and take on another business with 
Joe after the painful existence they just eliminated by selling the luncheonette.  Knowing 
full well Joe would expect her to be the housekeeper and maid while he would find other 
business activities managing the retail leased stores or even worse, opening another 
luncheonette, she shivered at the thought but did think it over as he requested. 
 

Remembering what their lives were like in the luncheonette, often working as 
much as fourteen-fifteen hours a day over the past four years.  Worse was the thought 
that she would be stranded alone all winter beside the ocean, while Joe could get in his 
car and leave at will.  Ocean City was 70 miles from her family and friends.  Naomi never 
felt the need to learn to drive and she had a feeling of dread and apprehension.    
 

She did not make Joe wait long for her response.  If this is what Joe wanted, she 
told him, then go for it but not with her.  She would remain home on Water Street.  Jackie 
was still in school and very active with many friends and Jackie made it known she did not 
want to move to Ocean City.   
 
  When their luncheonette was sold, part of the agreement of sale was that Naomi 
would work for the new owners while they acclimatized themselves to running a 
luncheonette.  The new owner was adequately running the business so Naomi was not 
much more than an employee.  That obligation satisfied, Naomi told Joe she would find 
another job.  
 

In March of 1959, six months after Joe and Naomi sold the luncheonette and with 
financing help from Harry Erny, Joe bought the Elberon Hotel in Ocean City, New Jersey.  
Joe and Naomi had little contact with each other, Joe being busy opening and operating 
his new business.  Telephone calls between Ocean City and Philadelphia in 1959 were 
considered long distance, the rates were expensive. Phone calls were infrequent and 
short in duration, often just so Joe could talk to Jackie.   
 

Joe’s new entrepreneurial endeavor created keen interest among friends and 
family.  From the day he bought the hotel he did have visitors from Philadelphia popping 
by to see what it was all about, some even becoming paying customers.  Joe and Naomi’s 
relationship, straining more with each passing day, only needed some argument or 
indiscretion to make their split permanent.  It did not take long.   
 

Naomi learned Joe was having an affair with one of his tenants.  Instead of keeping 
it quiet, Joe let it be known to others of his indiscretion and it became common family 
knowledge.  At first bitter and hurt, Naomi discussed her possible course of action with 
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Joe Jr. and Helen.  It was obvious Joe preferred his freedom.  Before acting, Naomi had a 
long conversation with Jackie, then wrote a letter to Joe telling him she was going to file 
for a divorce.  Rather than mail the letter she asked Joe Jr. to deliver it to his father. 
 

It was the height of the New Jersey sea shore’s 10 week busy season.  All the rooms 
in the Elberon Hotel were occupied and his children did not expect Joe to vacate a paying 
customer so the trip was planned as a day trip from the beginning.  Joe did not expect his 
children to spend the night. 
 

Ocean City was about a 90 minute drive from Water Street in the Kensington 
neighborhood of Philadelphia.  Joe Jr. took his wife Helen and his sister Jackie with two of 
her girlfriends for a day trip to Ocean City.  The girls would spend the afternoon on the 
beach while Joe Jr. gave his father the letter from Naomi.   Joe anticipated the end of his 
marriage.  After reading Naomi’s letter he expressed much of what he felt to Joe Jr. being 
very explicit not to disparage Naomi.  He went to lengths explaining he and Naomi saw 
life from different perspectives.  He wanted to enjoy life, seek entertainment, going out 
with and entertaining people, while Naomi was more of a “home body”.  She did not enjoy 
that life style and looked very unfavorably on drinking alcohol. 
 

Naomi filed for divorce in the summer of 1960.  She kept the house on Water 
Street, assuming the balance on the mortgage and Joe kept the Elberon hotel and his 
debts.  Naomi had custody of Jackie.  Joe sent Fifteen dollars a week as support.  After 25 
years of marriage, Joe and Naomi’s divorce became final in October 1960.     

 
Naomi’s letter to Joe has been lost but Joe’s four page response, which describes 

some of the sentiment Naomi expressed to him, survives and is printed below: 
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Joseph Fizell (9) 
 

1959 to 1973 
 

Chapter One 
 

The Elberon Hotel proved to be a poor investment. The hotel was a grand old 
Victorian building.  There were three floors of hotel rooms above retail stores at street 
level but no air conditioning or elevators or off street parking.  The Elberon was barely 
surviving on the overflow patronage Ocean City’s newer motels could not accommodate. 
The retail stores on the street level helped pay the rent.  Joe did open a luncheonette in 
one of the stores that was empty but labor costs hurt while he was managing the hotel 
and luncheonette at the same time.  
 

Joe was viewing the approach of Labor Day like a hurricane on the horizon.  After 
Labor Day the seashore resort towns and cities became ghost towns.  He knew he was in 
dire straits.  He had no trade skills to fall back on and could not conjure a resolution to his 
financial problems.  Fortunately Joe’s luck changed for the better.  The hotel had a large 
footprint, occupying three street fronts.  The bank next door, in need of off street parking 
made a reasonable offer to buy the 
hotel.  Pop Erny was repaid, Joe’s debt 
was cleared, leaving him with a small 
stake for his next venture.  It was almost 
the winter of 1960 and employment 
opportunities were scarce in New 
Jersey’s summer resort areas.  With 
nothing to entice him back to 
Philadelphia, Joe decided to try his luck 
in Florida.  

 
Joe spent a year in Florida looking 

for entrepreneurial opportunities that 
suited him but nothing developed.  His 
small stake was rapidly depleting.  He 
was working as an appliance salesman 
for Sears & Roebuck in Miami. He was 
lonely and depressed but ever the 
salesman as noted in this news article.  
On a phone call to his mother and step-
father, Harry suggested he come back to 
New Jersey and spend the winter with them while he sought new business opportunities. 
        



© Joe Fizell 2014 44  

Joe returned to New Jersey by bus in November 1961.  Joe had yet to meet his new 
grandson and he had to change buses in Philadelphia so he stopped to see Helen and Joe 
Jr. and their son Stephen William Fizell, born January 13th that year.   Joe left the warm 
weather in Florida with only a light sweater to protect him from the cold November wind 
of Pennsylvania and New Jersey.  He refused to take a jacket or another sweater, saying 
he was fine, as he left to catch the bus to Somers Point, NJ. 
 

Pleased to be back in New Jersey, Joe lived with his mother and Harry Erny in their 
house on New York Avenue in Somers Point over the winter.  His cousin, Joey Baxter was 
a bartender at Tony Mart’s, a well-known tavern in Somers Point, NJ.  Joey Baxter was 
also part of the evening entertainment in the tavern.  He was billed as the “Freckled 
Baritone”.   
 

In early 1962, again with financial 
assistance from Harry Erny, Joe bought a 
very large single residence in Somers 
Point, on Route 9 at the north-west corner 
of New York Avenue.  As he did with Joe’s 
Luncheonette in Kensington, he converted 
the home into a South Jersey 
luncheonette.  Only at the Jersey shore 
“luncheonettes” were called “Sub Shops”.  
Hoagies were known as Submarines in 
New Jersey but everyone called them 
“Subs”.  

 
Joe still managed to spend late 

evenings at Tony Mart’s and met a woman 
there.  Her name was Norine and they 
soon became an item, marrying a few months later.  He told Helen and Joe Jr. that he 
woke up one morning and found himself married to Norine.  Whether told in jest or not, 
they didn’t know. 
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Chapter Two 
 
Business wise, history repeated itself in Joe’s case.  The Sub Shop was a success.  

He and Norine lived on the second floor while the business was on the first floor.  However 
this time the second floor was much larger and more comfortable than the cramped 
quarters above his original Luncheonette.  He learned how to make a great pizza and the 
store became known as “Joe’s Subs and Pizza”.  And again, he paid off the financing 
quickly.  

 
Although business was terrific during the summer season, the winter was very long 

and there were many hours of idleness available.  These were the days before cable and 
satellites and TV signal reception from Philadelphia, sixty miles to the west, was poor on 
the Jersey shore. To advertise Joe’s Sub & Pizza shop, Joe had a 100-foot steel frame tower 
installed on the side of his property.  The name “Joe’s” in very large electric lighted letters 
could be seen from the Garden State Parkway.  Of course the TV antenna installed on the 
top of the tower provided Joe with the best TV reception in Somers Point.  

 
Joe made a business trip to Philadelphia in 1963 and stopped to see Helen and Joe 

Jr. on Stella Street.  During his visit Joe Jr. was showing off the British Enfield sniper rifle 
he bought at Johnson’s Fair and the modifications he’d made to it for use as a hunting 
rifle.  Johnson’s Fair was a huge surplus warehouse specializing in military surplus items 
from WWII and Korea.  He also brought out a handgun he had purchased from Jerry Duffy, 
a neighbor.  It was a Walther PPK 7.2mm semi-automatic handgun taken by another 
soldier from a Nazi SS officer in Italy and lost to Jerry Duffy in a poker game on the 
transport ship between Germany and the United States.  Jerry brought it home as a war 
souvenir.  Joe 
wanted the 
Walther, 
offering to buy it 
but Joe Jr. did 
not want to sell.  
Joe would not 
take no for an 
answer and his 
son ended up 
giving the 
handgun to him 
with the 
understanding it 
would eventually 
be returned.  Joe 
went home very happy that night. 
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Several times each year Helen and Joe Jr. drove down to the shore from 

Philadelphia to visit Joe and Norine, taking Steve and his new sister Beth, who was born 
in 1962.  The reception by Norine was usually chilly and in order to maintain peace and 
tranquility for Joe, they limited their visits accordingly.  Joe bought a 1965 Corvette and 
enjoyed the speed of the sports car, especially on the Garden State Parkway in the winter 
when there were few cars on the road. 
 

During the summer of 1966 
Helen, Joe Jr. and the children 
were vacationing at the Cape May 
summer home of friends, Rose and 
Charlie Burg, about 40 miles south 
of Somers Point along the Garden 
State Parkway.  Joe Jr. borrowed 
Charlie Burg’s new 1966 Chrysler 
Imperial, a loaded luxury car, to 
drive up to Somers Point for a 
short visit with Joe and Norine.   

 
While showing off the Imperial to Joe, his son chided him for driving a sports car at 

his age, especially for racing it on the Parkway.  He jokingly said his father should look the 
part of a successful businessman and have a luxury car like the Imperial.  Several weeks 
later Joe sold the Corvette and bought a new 1966 Cadillac Convertible.  He sold the 
Corvette to a local young man.  Within a week the young man had an accident, destroyed 
the Corvette and was seriously injured. 
 

Joe always worked hard to expand his business.  He was buying his meat from 
Australia and he felt he would save a considerable amount of money if he bought the 
meat in larger quantities; however he lacked the necessary walk-in cooler and walk-in 
freezer storage space.  Joe Jr. was in the Refrigeration business so he helped Joe layout 
the floor plan for a large walk-in freezer and a walk-in cooler.  Joe Jr. agreed to do as much 
of the installation as he could considering the distance from the shore to Philadelphia.  
Joe had a walk-in freezer built by a local contractor using the plans drawn by his son.  Joe 
Jr. ordered a walk-in cooler from a manufacturer in central Pennsylvania, which the 
manufacturer delivered and erected. Both boxes were ordered without the mechanical 
equipment.  Joe Jr. ordered and installed the refrigeration equipment.  Joe Jr.’s friend 
Roger Sacks made the weekend trips down to the shore with him to do the installations.   
 

After the installation of the refrigeration equipment Joe Jr. returned on two 
separate occasions in severe cold weather for adjustments to the systems.  He stayed 
over each time returning home the following day.  On each occasion Joe and Joe Jr would 
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sit in one of the back rooms of the building after the store closed, primarily to monitor 
Joe Jr’s instruments attached to the refrigeration equipment and to reminisce while 
having some drinks.  Norine remained upstairs in the living quarters.  She did not socialize 
much with Joe’s son.  Joe Jr. enjoyed a brandy over ice when drinking while Joe poured 
himself shots of whiskey followed by beer.  With each shot he downed he made a face as 
if it was terrible to drink.  Joe Jr. laughingly asked, “If it tastes so bad, why drink it?  Find 
yourself a drink you enjoy and relax with it.”  To which Joe replied, “Don’t be dumb!  I 
don’t drink it for the taste.  I drink it for the feeling, for the high it gives me.”   
 

It was also on one 
of these occasions Joe 
became melancholy.  He 
went into depth of how 
sad it was that his 
relationship with Naomi 
ended as it had.  He 
praised her as a person, 
how wonderful a mother 
she was, what a great 
partner she had been in 
their luncheonette, slowly 
getting drunker as they 
talked.  It was evident the 
night was over when Joe grabbed Joe Jr. by the arm, his eyes filling, leaning closer and 
telling his son Naomi was a good woman.  He told Joe Jr. that Naomi was so naïve, 
innocent and frightened when they married, that their marriage was not consummated 
for weeks.  Lost in his thoughts of the distant past, it was obvious to his son that Joe was 
proud he had been patient and understanding when Naomi was so frightened.   
 

Joe also bought a large meat assembly machine.  With it he could slice and package 
the beef automatically or grind the beef, make hamburger patties and punch out 
meatballs, all without hiring additional labor or spending long preparation hours himself.  
The walk-in cooler, freezer and meat processing machine enabled Joe to market the meat 
wholesale to other restaurants.   
 

A coin operated car wash across the street on New York Avenue went up for sale 
and Joe bought it figuring the added income would supplement the slow winter season in 
the sub shop.  Joe was always looking for a business opportunity.   
 

Joe’s problems with alcohol had contributed to his and Naomi’s divorce.  Where 
Joe was satisfied drinking beer when he was younger, whiskey became his beverage of 
choice along with financial success.  Norine would drink with Joe whereas Naomi had not.  
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The relationship between Joe and Norine was both serene and volatile.  Their drinking 
frequently led to arguments and fights, sometime lasting weeks when they did not talk to 
each other.  Several times they split up, Norine moving to her daughter Nancy Owens’ 
home in Mays Landing or to a motel until they made up again. 

Visits by Joe and Helen, with their three children after the birth of daughter Wendy 
in 1967, were becoming more strained.  Norine’s distain for Joe’s family was never overtly 
displayed.  When they visited, Norine avoided as much social contact as she could, and 
was distant and cool when contact could not be avoided.   

 
Joe Jr. was a numismatist in 

his spare time, collecting US coins, 
mostly half-dollars, and Joe saved 
for his son every half-dollar that 
came into his sub shop.  One night 
Norine and Joe had an argument 
and he woke the next morning to 
find her gone, taking the car and a 
coffee can filled with half-dollars Joe 
was saving for his son, about $500 
worth.   He somehow found her in a bar/motel in the Pocono’s two days later.  They both 
were drunk when he drove her home but all of the coins were gone.    

 
This is a 2014 photo of the house that Joe bought in 1962 and converted into his 

Sub & Pizza Shop.  Note, in the lower left portion of the photo, across New York Avenue 
is the same coin operated car wash Joe also owned and operated.  There have been 
several owners of both businesses since Joe. 
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Chapter Three 
 
By 1969 Joe and Norine sold the sub shop and they bought a motel on Shore Drive 

near the Shore Memorial Hospital.  They lived at the motel but that soon proved a poor 
investment.  They sold the motel and moved into a new home on the Somers Point golf 
course.  Joe still owned the car wash and had his hand in several other businesses but he 
soon realized the cost to maintain the large home with high taxes did not fit their reduced 
income without the sub shop.  Joe’s sister Milda and her husband Bill Law owned a 
grocery store in Somers Point and they wanted to move to Florida.   

 
This is the history of the Grocery Store: 

 
Aunt Jean Hyslop was an older sister to Mary, Joe’s mother.  Jean had married Joe 

Baxter while living in Tacony around 1912.  They eventually retired to Somers Point, NJ.  
I’m not sure when, but she and Uncle Joe either opened for themselves or bought an 
existing small grocery store at 218 New York Avenue, located in the middle of a residential 
block on New York Avenue.  Small grocery stores in the past were similar to today’s 
convenience stores and the owner of one could earn a modest living selling groceries and 
other household items to the surrounding neighborhood. Aunt Jean and Uncle Joe 
operated the store for many years, and when Uncle Joe died, Aunt Jean sold the store to 
their daughter Marion and her husband, Tony Frontie, who operated it for a few more 
years.   
 

Joe’s sister Milda and her husband Bill 
Law had been living in Pleasantville, NJ after Bill 
retired from the Curtis Publishing Company3, 
publishers of magazines and periodicals, two of 
which were the Saturday Evening Post and Jack 
and Jill4 magazine for children.  In the latter part 
of the 1960’s Milda and Bill Law bought the 
grocery store from Marion and Tony.   

 
In 1971 Milda told Joe she and Bill Law 

wanted to sell the grocery store and move to 
Florida.  Joe, itching for another business 
venture, convinced Norine to list for sale their 
house at 30 Village Drive North, Somers Point 
which was on the Golf course. Milda and Bill 
were selling the store for $23,000 but wanted to 
leave for Florida immediately.  Joe and Norine 

                                                           
3 Curtis Publishing Company: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Curtis_Publishing_Company 
4 Jack and Jill Magazine: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jack_and_Jill_%28magazine%29 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Curtis_Publishing_Company
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jack_and_Jill_%28magazine%29
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bought the store on 7 January 19725 while still waiting for a buyer for their Golf Course 
home.   

 
Like a luncheonette or sub shop, a neighborhood grocery store was a demanding 

endeavor when it came to occupying most of the owners waking hours yet the work ethic 
of Joe Fizell was never in dispute, especially when he felt he could fashion an enterprise 
his own way to make money.  He brought in new types of merchandise and prepared 
salads using his own recipes, expanding the selection of deli meats offered, and buying 
new refrigerated display cases.  The business improved somewhat over what his sister 
Milda experienced but the grocery store was not producing near the income as Joe’s Sub 
and Pizza Shop did.  The house on the Golf Course sold for $36,0006 on 30 June 1972. 

 
The same demons that plagued Joe and Norine in the sub shop came back to haunt 

them in the grocery store.  Drinking, arguments and the confining life of a shopkeeper 
that irked Norine so much in the Sub Shop were harder to hide in the small store.  Also, 
the grocery store happened to be right across New York Avenue from Joe’s mother.  Harry 
Erny had died the year before.  By Christmas 1972 living behind the grocery store became 
unbearable.  As with the sub shop, they sold the grocery store at 218 New York Avenue, 
Somers Point, NJ, this time to strangers on 24 May 19737.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
5 County of Atlantic, Atlantic County Clerk, Mays Landing Deed book 2604, page 326 
6 County of Atlantic, Deed 2647 36: Date 6-30-1972 to Joseph H & Eleanor Vollmer 
7 County of Atlantic, Deed 5-31-1973 $26,000 from George S & Thelma M. Gumann 
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Chapter Four 
 
On 2 June 1973 Joe and Norine bought an older house on Mays Landing Road in 

Somers Point for $23,5008.  Joe, still an entrepreneur, immediately opened South Jersey 
Vac-U-Signs Company in a shop he fashioned in his garage.  Among the products he 
manufactured were his own design magnetic plastic and fiberglass signs to mount on 
automobile doors.  He still managed his coin operated Car Wash business too.  
 

In 1973 Clara and two of her children, Nancy and Scotty, were living with her most 
recent boyfriend, Jimmy Whelan in his Adams Avenue house in the Frankford section of 
Philadelphia.   He was a 41-year-old house painter, ex-boxer and an admitted part time 
thief.  He was also a drunk.  Clara learned that her father recently moved from the grocery 
store into a new home and called, asking if she could come down for a visit and introduce 
her boyfriend.  Believing Clara was settling down, Joe said Please come.  On 8 July 1973 
Jimmy drove Clara and her children to Somers Point to meet her father and Norine and 
see their new house.   

 
Joe and Norine entertained Clara, Jimmy and the children all afternoon with the 

adults drinking steadily.  The drinking continued late into the early morning.  Clara 
followed Norine into the bedroom where the children were sleeping, leaving Joe and 
Jimmy in the kitchen.  Joe was now very unsteady, very drunk.  Jimmy, while not as 
intoxicated, turned mean and nasty.  Jimmy became abusive, taunting Joe, telling Joe he 
wasn’t much of a man, even tweaking Joe’s nose.  Joe got up and stumbled out of the 
house.  He went into the basement through the outside entrance and retrieved the 
Walther PPK pistol he borrowed from his son years ago, putting it in his pocket.   

 
Joe staggered back into the house and sat again at the kitchen table.  Jimmy 

resumed his abuse and humiliating taunts.  Frustrated and probably frightened, Joe took 
the Walther from his pocket, pointed it at Jimmy and told him to “Leave my house!”  
Jimmy continued the taunting, telling Joe he did not have the guts to shoot him.  Jimmy 
was right; Joe could not shoot another person. 
 
 In an attempt to frighten Jimmy, Joe directed a shot into the kitchen floor between 
them.  Jimmy laughed as Joe just slumped into the kitchen chair, drunk and defeated.  
Jimmy walked across the room and took the Walther from Joe’s loose grip, turned and 
left the kitchen, heading for the living room door.  The living room was separated from 
the kitchen by a half height wall, and as Jimmy Whelan was passing Joe, he changed his 
mind, leaned over the low wall, placed the muzzle at Joe’s temple, and pulled the trigger, 
killing Joe. 

                                                           
8 County of Atlantic, Indenture 2745 250, dated 6-5-1973 
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 Jimmy Whelan was charged with homicide, remanded for a few weeks and later 
released on bail.  He was allowed to leave New Jersey returning to his home in the 
Frankford neighborhood of Philadelphia.  A few days later, Clara returned with Nancy and 
Scotty to live with Jimmy Whelan in his Adams Avenue house.   

 
Nancy was frightened and called her grandmother.  Naomi told Nancy to bring 

Scotty to her house which Nancy did, by public transportation.  When Nancy and Scotty 
arrived safely, Naomi called Joe Jr. at his office at JR Mechanical Contractors and insisted 
Helen and he take Nancy and Scotty into their home. Clara did not object.  

 
Joe Jr. and Helen were granted legal custody of Nancy and Scott.  They continued 

to live with Joe Jr., Helen and their three children, Steve, Beth and Wendy in Cinnaminson, 
NJ from July 1973 until their father Charlie “Bud” Farmer retired from the Air Force in 
1977 and settled in Phoenix, AZ.   
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Jimmy Whelan was convicted of manslaughter, not homicide, serving only three 

years of an 8 to 10 Year Sentence in Trenton State Prison.  He died shortly after being 
released from jail.   
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Joe Jr. and Helen, when they were granted legal custody of Nancy and Scott in 
August 1973, it enabled the children to attend school and cover them with Joe Jr.’s health 
insurance.  They continued to live with Joe Jr., Helen and their three children, Steve, Beth 
and Wendy in Cinnaminson, NJ from July 1973 until their father Charlie “Bud” Farmer 
retired from the Air Force in 1977 and settled in Phoenix, AZ.   

 
In 1975 Clara began a relationship with Bill Condron, a man she met at a club where 

she was bartending.  They moved in together in a rented house in the Olney section of 
Philadelphia.  Bill Condron and Clara Farmer had a daughter, Mellisa Farmer in 1976.  
 

Nancy and her father, Bud Farmer had corresponded with each other the full time 
Nancy lived with Joe Jr.’s family.  Nancy let her grandmother Naomi, Joe Jr., Helen and 
the family know that she and Scott wanted to move to Phoenix to live with their father.  
Bud had to appeal to the courts in New Jersey to take them to Phoenix.  Clara contested 
their moving to Arizona but lost the appeal.  Bud was granted custody of Nancy and Scott 
and they moved to Arizona in the beginning of June, 1977.   
  

 
 

Norine married again, a year after Joe’s death and all contact between her and 
Joe’s family was lost although we eventually learned Norine had outlived Joe by thirty 
years.  
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Naomi Fizell 
 

1960 to 1977 
 

Chapter One 
 

Naomi and Joe Fizell sold their luncheonette business and property to a woman by 
the name of Del and her husband Robert in 1959.  Joe, Naomi and Jackie were living at 
3538 N. Water Street.  For a few months Joe operated a used furniture store on 
Kensington Ave before moving to Ocean City, NJ for a new business endeavor, the Elberon 
Hotel.  Naomi and Joe divorced in May 1960.   

Joe Fizell had desired freedom from his wife and children yet did maintain a 
relationship with them, keeping in contact with his children on a limited basis,  Whereas 
Naomi was central in the lives of her children and those around her.  Her son, Joe Jr. and 
daughter Jackie, will move on with their lives.  Naomi will, while not being integral in their 
personal activities and marriages, be invited to a part of the joys and sorrows these 
children experience as a close knit family.   

 
Clara, on the other hand, will experience a different relationship with Naomi. Clara 

will be Naomi’s incessant worry: for her safety and for her children’s safety and wellbeing.  
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When Naomi cannot physically ensure care for Clara’s children, she does not hesitate to 
enlist the help of Joe Jr. and Jackie.  What else is family for?   

 
The new owners of the luncheonette agreed, Del would run the luncheonette 

while her husband Robert would continue on with his current occupation.  Del realized 
she needed competent help and she asked Naomi to work for them, at least until Del felt 
she could handle the luncheonette operations by herself.  Against her better judgment 
Naomi agreed to open in the mornings, staying through the lunch trade but only if she did 
not have to do any of the daily preparation and pre-cooking.  Naomi specified no longer 
than six months. Del was very happy to accommodate.   
 

Naomi worked for Del but she discovered working for an establishment you once 
owned could become a burden to your soul.  Del would have been pleased for the 
situation to continue but Naomi waited several months until she was sure Del knew the 
business well enough, then gave Del notice she would be leaving.   
 

Naomi took a job as a sales clerk at Kresge’s Variety store on Kensington Avenue. 
One day she was surprised by Joe Jr. who walked into Kresge’s to work on Kresge’s Air 
Conditioning System.  Joe Jr. was an HVAC technician for Williard, Inc., the Mechanical 
Contractor who had a Service/Maintenance agreement for all the Kresge Stores in the 
Philadelphia area.  Naomi and Joe Jr. were able to have a cup of coffee together each time 
Joe Jr. came into Kresge’s for a maintenance visit or repair problem. 

 
  In the divorce settlement Naomi kept the Water Street house and Joe had sole 

ownership of the Elberon Hotel in Ocean City.  Joe would send a monthly check to 
contribute toward Jackie’s upkeep until she reached her 18th birthday.  Joe and Naomi’s 

marriage had lasted 25 years.  Relieved, Naomi 
tried to remain positive, looking to take each 
day as it came, surviving on her income working 
in a 5 & 10 cent store. 
 
  Joe Jr. and Helen bought a house at 248 
E. Stella Street in February, 1958.  The only 
fixtures in their small bathroom were a toilet 
and old cast iron claw footed tub.  In January 
1960 Joe Jr. removed the old bathroom fixtures 
and ordered a new, smaller tub, a small corner 
sink and a toilet, which he would fit into the 
existing bathroom space.  While Joe Jr. was 
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remodeling the bathroom only on weekends, he and 
Helen moved in with Naomi and Jackie on Water 
Street as seen in the photos of Joe Jr., Jackie and 
Naomi in the kitchen (above) and Helen sitting in the 
Living Room one evening just before retiring for the 
night. Joe Jr. finished the bathroom and he and Helen 
were back in their home by the end of April.  

 
With not much of a reprieve for Naomi, in May 

of 1960, Bud Farmer who had been stationed on an 
Air Force Base in Oregon, was being deployed to the 
Far East.  He brought his wife Clara to live with Naomi 
and Jackie until he returned.  Because he feared his old Ford sedan could not withstand 
the new Interstate highway speeds Bud drove across the country following the old US 
Route 30, the car packed tight with all their possessions.   

 
Naomi received an SOS phone call from Clara just after dinner.  They had driven 

clear across country only to break down in Coatsville, PA, thirty-six miles from home.  
Naomi called Joe Jr.  He and Helen towed the Ford to Naomi’s house on Water Street with 
their Plymouth Station wagon.  After unloading their possessions into Naomi’s house, Bud 
left his Ford parked on Venango Street overnight.  When Bud went to see if he could get 
the car started, he found it sitting on the ground, tires and wheels taken. 
 

Clara was pregnant.  Bud circulated among his family and friends for a couple of 
weeks, junked the Ford and left for Vietnam, leaving Clara in Naomi’s care. While living 
with Naomi, Clara worked as a sales clerk in Webb’s Bakery on Front Street, waiting for 
her baby to arrive.  Nancy Jane Farmer was born in 6 July 1960.  

 
As soon as she was able, Clara needed to return to work at Webb’s bakery.  Naomi 

was working at Kresge’s so watching Nancy fell to Helen, who was pregnant herself.   Clara 
would push Nancy in her baby carriage to Helen and Joe Jr.’s house on Stella Street, leave 
Nancy with Helen and walk to work at Webb’s on Front Street, returning to pick up Nancy 
after her shift ended.   During this time Clara renewed an old friendship with a neighbor 
on Stella Street, Joey Taxis.  Soon Joey was picking up Clara and Nancy at Naomi’s house, 
driving them to Helen’s house, leave Nancy with Helen, then take Clara to work.  After 
Clara’s shift was over Joey would reverse directions, returning Clara and Nancy back to 
Naomi’s.  Clara and Joey quickly began a relationship.  

   
A short 100 feet north of Naomi’s Water Street home was the intersection of Water 

and Venango Streets.  On the corner was a vacant restaurant fashioned from a row of 
automobile garages fronting on busy Venango Street.   The owners of the vacant 
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restaurant were Ed and Al Frame, proprietors of an automobile repair shop adjacent to 
the restaurant.    

 
One afternoon Clara stopped by to talk to Al Frame, one of the owners of the auto 

repair shop and asked to see the inside of the empty restaurant.  Later she convinced 
Naomi to look at the store.  Al Frame, unhappy paying real estate taxes on an empty 
building offered a very reasonable lease if Naomi wanted to open a luncheonette.  He also 
felt it would be a convenient location for Frame’s employees to buy lunch without losing 
valuable time driving elsewhere.   Naomi said she would think about it.   

 
Joe Fairweather, the owner of a Billiard 

Room business located in the Eureka Bowling 
Alley at Front and Clearfield Streets, met Naomi 
while she was working at Del’s Luncheonette.  
When he learned Naomi had filed to divorce 
her husband Joe Fizell, Fairweather stopped to 
see Naomi at Kresge’s and asked her to go out 
for dinner.  She thanked him and asked him to 
let her think about it.   

 
Naomi held a meeting with her children 

and asked for their opinions.  Joe Fairweather 
was known to Joe Jr. as a quiet mild mannered 
man, much older than Naomi but Joe Jr. knew nothing to indicate Fairweather would be 
a threat to his mother.  Clara enthusiastically endorsed her mother going on a date, Jackie 
was also supportive.  Joe Fairweather began to seriously court Naomi. 

 
As to the other situation Naomi was considering, what to do about the empty 

luncheonette up the street.  Clara and Jackie were enthusiastically suggesting Naomi sign 
the lease.  Joe Jr. was hesitant, reminding his mother of the hard work and long hours she 
just escaped from.  Naomi also asked Joe Fairweather his opinion.  He suggested she 
weigh all the pros and cons then decide for herself.  Naomi went up to see the empty 
store again, then told Al Frame she still needed some more time to decide.  

 
Fairweather lived in an apartment behind a grocery store on the northeast corner 

of Water and Ontario Streets for twenty years.  As mentioned, he was a quiet, even 
tempered man, kind and would occasionally enjoy a beer in hot weather and rarely drank 
more than one or two alcoholic drinks at a gathering or party.  He was thoughtful and 
attentive to Naomi’s needs or what he perceived she wanted or needed.   
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 Naomi’s home was the gathering place for 
her family. This is a photo of Naomi, a pregnant 
Helen holding Nancy Jane and Naomi’s father Ed 
Roberts.  A frequent topic of family conversation 
was the empty luncheonette up on the corner of 
Water and Venango Streets.  
 

 The winter of 1961-1962 was snowy 
and cold.  Joe Jr. and Helen welcomed their son 
Stephen William Fizell on Friday, January 13, 1961 
a week after a heavy snow storm paralyzed 
Philadelphia traffic for a week.  Stella Street was 
snowed in.  Joe Jr. drove his company’s 
Volkswagen van on the sidewalks to get to work.  
 

After the birth of Stephen, Clara changed her shift at Webb’s so that Clara now 
worked evenings while Naomi worked days at Kresge’s.  They now had Nancy Jane’s care 
covered. 
 

In October, 1960, Helen’s sister Margaret Cathro, married Edward Brouse.  
Margaret had arrived in the United States in October 1957, six months after Helen.  
Margaret lived with Helen and Joe Jr. for about a year, first in their apartment on 
Allegheny Avenue then on Stella Street before moving out on her own.    
 

Clara and Joey Taxis’ relationship became serious.  Clara 
divorced Bud Farmer who was somewhere in the Far East.  She 
married Joey Taxis, leaving Naomi’s house.  Clara and Joey 
rented a store front apartment on the 3400 block of N. 2nd 
Street. 
 
 After the owners of the Eureka Bowling Alley closed and 
sold their building, Fairweather had moved all his pool tables to 
a location at Jasper Street and Allegheny Avenue where he was 
operating a vibrant Pool Hall business.  Naomi and Joe 
Fairweather’s relationship also became serious.  Naomi was still thinking about renting 
the empty luncheonette.  Fairweather was supportive and offered to help her in any way 
that he could.  Fairweather could not be much physical help for Naomi if she decided to 
move ahead and open a luncheonette but he promised he would help financially and 
negotiate with contractors and suppliers if she chose to do so.  
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Chapter Two 
 
 
One Saturday morning in February 1961, Naomi went to see Al Frame again and he made 
her an offer she could not refuse.  She signed the lease and began preparations for 
opening “Naomi’s Luncheonette”.  Clara, Jackie, Joe Fairweather, Helen and Joe Jr. and 
Joey Taxis all helped paint and spruce the inside.  Joe Jr. installed some new florescent 
lighting fixtures to brighten the store’s interior.  Naomi contracted for some new 
restaurant equipment installed on credit and Joe Jr. installed an ice making machine.  
Naomi opened “Naomi’s Luncheonette” for business in April 1961.  

 
Naomi’s Luncheonette’s was an immediate breakfast and lunch time success.   

 
There was a large commercial building directly across Venango Street and other 

factories and plants along Venango Street and further north on Front Street toward Erie 
Avenue but Cross Brother’s Meat Packing Plant on the corner of Front and Venango 
Streets provided a large portion of her lunch customers.  

 
Naomi, believing she needed all the income possible starting a new business, 

decided to remain open into the evenings to test the waters for neighborhood trade.  
Jackie would help waitress in the evenings and go to school during the day.  They soon 
discovered all the luncheonette attracted in the evenings were teenagers and their store 
became a hangout.  During the month or two Naomi kept the store open in the evenings, 
Jackie met other neighborhood teenagers, making friends she kept for the rest of her life.  
Jackie also met her future husband, John Kerrigan, in the luncheonette.   
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Initially, Naomi opened early in the 
mornings and once the evening hour’s trial 
proved fruitless, she was able to close by 2 
PM following the lunch trade.  The 
Luncheonette was closed on Saturdays and 
Sundays.  Joe’s Luncheonette had been 
more profitable but Naomi was making a 
modest living for which she was grateful.   

 
Naomi’s family could not help her in 

the luncheonette.  Clara was pregnant and 
Nancy Jane was still a toddler, Helen had 
her baby Steve and Jackie was in school so 
Naomi turned to the neighborhood for 
store employees for mornings and 
afternoons.  Nancy Kniffen, was one of Jackie’s girlfriends who worked for Naomi as a 
waitress and is seen in the three previous photos.  Naomi was able to hire some local 
housewives as waitresses when needed but the homemade soups, salads and other food 
preparation and the actual operation of the business all fell on Naomi.  Joe Fairweather 
was a big help for her.   

 
On a Saturday afternoon in August 1961 Naomi and Joe Fairweather made an 

appointment with the Justice of the Peace in Langhorne, Pennsylvania to be married.  Joe 
Jr. and Helen were to be their witnesses and brought their son Stephen to Naomi’s in 
order for Jackie to care for Stephen while the wedding party drove to Langhorne for the 
ceremony.  Stephen was running a low grade fever when he arrived at Naomi’s home 
which nearly short-circuited the wedding.  He responded sufficiently to medication and 
being in the air conditioned cool living room of a very hot August day that his fever 
dropped enough Helen would leave him in Jackie’s care.  The wedding party drove to 
Langhorne. Joe Fairweather and Naomi were married and the wedding party was back to 
Naomi’s home in less than two hours. 

 
Fairweather sold his Pool Hall business and worked with Naomi in the 

luncheonette.  They extended the hours they were open and tried various schemes to 
increase the business but it remained a fairly stable breakfast and lunch business, not 
much beyond what it was before they married, although Joe shared much of the work 
Naomi had been doing, lightening her load considerably. 
 

For the past 20 years Fairweather had been a card player at a weekly poker game.  
The game was hosted in a friend’s house every Sunday night, starting at 6PM and usually 
finishing up between midnight and 2AM although sometimes it ran on into Monday’s 
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sunrise.  The friend became ill and had to give up the game and asked Joe if he wanted to 
take over being host.  Joe said yes.   
 

The only available space in the Water Street house to accommodate the poker 
game was in the basement.  It was dry and clean, with a concrete floor and painted plaster 
over stone walls but there were no toilet facilities.  Joe Jr. installed a toilet next to the 
laundry tub in the basement plus a light fixture over where the poker table would sit, and 
then helped Fairweather lay sheet vinyl flooring.  To finish the job Fairweather added a 
fresh coat of paint to the walls and hung a dark curtain over the window for privacy.   
 

Fairweather bought the poker table and chairs from the previous host.  The table 
was round and large enough for ten men to sit around although the normal attendance 
was seven or eight players.  As the game’s host, Joe provided sandwiches, soda and 
coffee.  No alcohol was permitted.  The game was 7-card stud poker.  No wild cards, no 
‘Dealers choice’.  It was a one dollar ante and up to two dollar bets anytime.  At midnight 
the ante and bets were doubled.  Joe’s cut of each pot covered his expenses and he made 
a small profit.  Sometimes the game would go into Monday mornings or later.  Joe’s cut 
those days was substantially better.   Joe could make $100 or more for the night. 

 
The players were all men, most in their 40’s or 50’s, several older, with varying 

occupations.  In the mix there was a taxi driver, two police officers, a tailor shop owner, a 
plumber, the owner of a lumberyard on Kensington Avenue and a building contractor.  
Joe Jr. sat in to play several times but this was the 1960’s, the stakes too high for what he 
earned.  Once Joe Fairweather was ill and Joe Jr. ran the game for him.  The players 
watched him like a hawk to be sure he did not cut the pot too often.  Fairweather ran the 
game for ten years before it dissolved. 

 
When he was younger, Joe Fairweather had been an active numbers and sports 

bookie which was, of course, illegal.  He returned to making book again but on a very 
limited scale.  It was still illegal, of course.  Joe took bets from several contacts in the 
nearby factories.  It was not much money but it supplemented the luncheonette’s income.  
Joe bankrolled small bets himself but would pass on larger wagers to his former banker 
by calling the wagers into his bookie on the pay phone outside the luncheonette.  Once 
or twice the police popped in unannounced but Joe conveniently ate the paper betting 
slips so there was little interruption to his bookmaking.   

 
The photos below are of Naomi with her grandson Steve Fizell, posing next to the 

phone booth Joe Fairweather used to call in to his bookie banker, the other photo is of 
Naomi, Steve, Jackie and Helen.  
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Clara and Joey Taxis welcomed Joseph Conrad Taxis III who was born in November 

1961.  Their baby boy was called Jody.  Clara, with two small children to care for, was of 
little help for Naomi in Naomi’s Luncheonette for morning and afternoon working hours 
but with her husband Joey home in the evenings, Clara soon began to waitress in the 
evenings at restaurants and diners.   

 
Jackie quit Mastbaum Vocational High School in November 1961.  She passed her 

GED high school equivalency test then began Beauty School in January, 1962.  She had a 
large circle of friends and worked in the luncheonette when Naomi had it open during the 
evenings.  Jackie was also dating John Kerrigan, a youth from the neighborhood.   
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Chapter Three 
 

Naomi and Joe Fairweather were comfortable with each other.  She enjoyed 
shopping at the main Sears, Roebuck store at Adams Avenue and Roosevelt Boulevard 
and some of the new food supermarkets outside of their Kensington neighborhood.  They 
had favorite Television shows although they retired early in order to be rested to open 
the luncheonette before 6 am each work day morning and they worked well together in 
the Luncheonette.  As mentioned previously, the luncheonette’s income was modest but 
it was Fairweather’s other income that made living comfortable.  

 
This is a photo of the 1962 calendar Joe Fairweather and Naomi had printed as 

customer handouts at Christmas time in 1961.   

 
There were many people Naomi worried about. Her father Ed Roberts was fighting 

tuberculosis and was in and out of Veteran’s Hospitals.  Her mother Elsie, who’s usually 
stern and negative attitude made any relationship often unbearably difficult, was now 
frequently ill, sometimes bedridden.  Ed was away in the Veteran’s Hospital in Lebanon, 
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Pennsylvania so Elsie was living at home on Lee Street with only their son Rodman to care 
for her.  

 
Ed and Elsie had been renting the Lee Street house for 28 years when in 1958 the 

owner died and his estate put the house up for sale. With only Rodman left living at home 
the family was left with a decision.  Buy the house or move.  They bought it.  Rod had to 
take over maintaining the house in 1962 when Ed was in the veteran’s hospital.  Rod was 
in the military reserves in lieu of being drafted into the Army so he had to report every 
Wednesday evening at the Reserve Center or risk being drafted and sent to Viet Nam.  

Elsie’s sister Ada Phillips came to stay with Elsie on Wednesday evenings.  Naomi, on many 
days after closing the Luncheonette at 2PM would walk the two blocks to her mother’s 
house to care for Elsie but that was insufficient for Rod.  Rod complained to their father, 
now in the Lebanon Veteran’s Hospital.  Above is a letter Naomi received from their 
father.  

On one occasion, her brothers Norman and Rod asked Naomi to come to her 
parent’s home for a meeting while Elsie was in the Episcopal Hospital.  Naomi took her 
son, Joe Jr. with her for support. The crux of the meeting was Naomi’s brothers expressed 
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their feeling that since Naomi was a female, she should give up her Luncheonette 
business, if necessary, in order to take care of Elsie. 

 
Naomi’s brother’s suggestions were not well received by Naomi. Instead Naomi 

offered that they all contribute evenly to have a health aide come in five days a week to 
care for Elsie while Rod was at work.  In the end, Naomi put a bed in her living room and 
Elsie came out of the hospital into Naomi’s home. Several times each day, during opening 
hours, Naomi ran between her Luncheonette and her house to check on Elsie.  After the 
Luncheonette was closed, in the afternoons and evenings, Naomi was her mother’s 
caregiver.  Elsie returned to her Lee Street home with her son Rod when she had 
recuperated sufficiently. 

 
On September 20, 1962, David Brouse was born to Helen’s sister Margaret and her 

husband Ed Brouse.  Twenty seven days later, on October 17, 1962, Helen and Joe Jr. 
welcomed Elizabeth Anne Fizell as Stephen’s little sister.  Beth was Naomi’s fourth 
grandchild.  Joe Jr.’s family were still living at 248 E. Stella Street, a ten minute walk from 
Naomi’s Luncheonette.   

 
Naomi’s father, Ed Roberts lost his long fight with Tuberculosis and succumbed on 

February 20, 1963 at the Lebanon Veterans Hospital in Lebanon, Pennsylvania.  His son 
Rodman Roberts continued as head of household, living with his mother Elsie in the Lee 
Street family home. 

 
Concerned about the deteriorating neighborhoods south of their Stella Street 

home, Joe Jr. and Helen sold their house on Stella Street in April 1963 and bought a twin 
house in the Rhawnhurst neighborhood of Philadelphia at 7835 Horrocks Street.  The 
distance from Naomi’s home or luncheonette to Rhawnhurst was a short twenty minute 
drive by automobile. 

 
Clara had been leaving Nancy and Jody with Joe Taxis or neighbors to work nights 

as a waitress in restaurants or diners, often where alcohol was served.  She began staying 
out later and partying, which eventually led to their marriage break up, Clara taking the 
children to a second floor apartment in the 3300 block of N. Mascher Street.  Clara’s new 
apartment happened to be directly across Mascher Street from her high school girl friend, 
Carol McQuiston, now married to a roofer, Sam Klein.   

 
Joe Fairweather soon became Pop Fairweather to the grandchildren.  He and 

Naomi will operate Naomi’s Luncheonette while Naomi’s family continues to grow.  The 
Luncheonette income, as stated before was modest, at best.  Fairweather always had his 
eye out to supplement their income.   
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Jackie and John Kerrigan were engaged at Christmas in 1963.  Jackie went to the 
Beauty school for the full two years and became state certified in January 1964.  

 
The family had Christmas dinner at Joe Jr. & Helen’s house on Horrocks Street in 

1963.  Helen’s sister Margaret and her husband Ed Brouse and son David were also at the 
dinner but Clara, Nancy Jane and Jody were not.  Joey Taxis, after his divorce from Clara 
moved on elsewhere with his life, but remained in the picture for his son Jody.  A major 
heartbreak for Naomi.  Jackie and John broke up two months later and John joined the 
Army. 

 
 On April 14, 1964 Naomi hosted the family for Easter dinner in the Luncheonette 
as seen in the accompanying photos.   

  
Naomi and Joe Fairweather with grandchildren, left to right: Beth Fizell, Jody Taxis, 

Nancy Jane Farmer and Steve Fizell. 
 
This 1964 Easter 

Photo is a good photo 
that shows off the 
Luncheonette.  Clara is at 
the end of the counter, 
Beth at her elbow, Jody 
on the stool and Helen on 
the right.  Joe 
Fairweather and Naomi 
are at the tables in the 
rear with Steve and 
Nancy Jane. 
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Meanwhile, Carol Kline, who was a stay at home mother, kept an eye on Clara’s 
comings and goings in Clara’s Mascher Street apartment, letting Naomi know when things 
were amiss. Too frequently Naomi and Joe Jr. were called when Clara was absent or 
intoxicated.  Because of Clara’s behavior, Joey Taxis soon gained custody of his son Jody.  
Clara moved elsewhere, into an apartment with one of her girlfriends, away from the 
watchful eyes of Carol Kline.  

    
Our family never doubted that Clara considered herself to be a part of the 1960’s 

and 1970’s ‘free everything’ life style.  She would be your best friend and give you 
anything she owned.  She just did not want to be tied down.  She was a constant heartache 
for Naomi, who worried incessantly about Nancy Jane.  We never knew when Clara would 
be around for family gatherings. 
 

Naomi’s mother Elsie Roberts went into Episcopal Hospital and passed away in 
1964.  Rod remained in the Roberts Lee Street house, eventually marrying Ann Marie Sites 
and moving to the Roxborough section of Philadelphia. 

 
Joe Jr. and Helen began worshiping at Redemption 

Lutheran Church in Rhawnhurst.  At Easter in 1965 Jackie 
was dating John Archer and attended Easter Services with 
Joe Jr.’s family.  

 
John Kerrigan, who 

had been in the Army 
stationed near Syracuse, 
New York, was making a 
valiant attempt to court 
Jackie while home on leave.  

His letters and persistence finally paid off.  Jackie ended her relationship with John Archer 
and returned to John Kerrigan.   

 
Bud Farmer was reassigned from the Far East and stationed at Maguire Air Force 

Base in New Jersey.  Somehow he and Clara got back together again.  She and Joey Taxis 
had split and were divorced.  Clara and Nancy Jane moved to Maguire Air Force Base to 
live with Bud in Air Force dependent facilities, which was a Mobile Home Park.  Clara and 
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Bud remarried and Clara attempted to straighten out her life.  She was seeing counselors 
and going to sessions at Ancora Psychiartric Hospital in New Jersey to help her control her 
own vices.  It worked for months but she began to spend time with the wrong crowd and 
soon fell into her old ways, leaving Bud and returning to Philadelphia, taking Nancy with 
her.     

 
Jackie and John Kerrigan were married at Bethel Temple on Allegheny Avenue near 

B Street on October 8, 1966. They lived in an apartment on Fillmore Street in Frankford 
for a year or so then bought a new Duplex in Bustleton, renting out the second floor 
apartment.   

This is a photo of Naomi leaving her 
Water Street home for the wedding of 
daughter Jackie to John Kerrigan. 

 
Joe Fairweather’s car was a low 

mileage 1958 Chevrolet Impala he kept in 
excellent condition.  Naomi succumbed to 
pressure from Fairweather and Joe Jr. and 
finally began to consider learning to drive.  
Fairweather and Joe Jr. took her out driving 
around the city and large parking lots on 
Sundays when they were empty.  Naomi 
logged many hours behind the wheel but was 
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not comfortable driving, even more so when the State Driving Inspector was in the car 
watching her.  She froze.  She failed her driving exam twice and was hesitant to take it 
again.  When Joe Jr. took his driving test in 1952, the test was administered by a State 
Police Trooper at the Belmont Police Barracks.  In 1966 the driving test was administered 
by civil service employees of Pennsylvania in the Bensalem State Police barracks.  Joe Jr. 
was a friend of one of these employees and talked to him at church a week prior to 
Naomi’s third test, explaining how nervous she was.  Joe Jr.’s friend went out of his way 
to soothe Naomi’s stress and fear even before he got into the car with Naomi.  She passed 

the test, maneuvering 
easily through the test 
course. 

 
Naomi’s 

Luncheonette was 
closed in the evenings 
but on occasions she 
had private family 
affairs or gatherings.  
This photo is of one 
such affair. 

Standing: John 
Kerrigan, Jackie, a 
friend, Connie, Helen, 

John’s sister, Theresa.  Sitting: Cathy, Beth, Raylene, Steve, Fran Freeland and Nancy 
Kniffen. 

In the booth 
are Jackie, Naomi, 
Pop, Steve, Beth 
and Joe Jr.  With her 
back to Jackie is her 
girlfriend, Raylene. 

 
Naomi said 

she enjoyed having 
her family and 
friends for dinner in 
the luncheonette 
because the lighting 
was good, serving 
guests was 
convenient and it 
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was an easy chore to clean up afterward so when she went home after a party or dinner, 
all she had to do was relax. 

 
It was about 1967 that the factory across Venango Street lost more tenants, which 

of course, reduced the number of customers to Naomi’s Luncheonette.  Fortunately the 
loans they needed for store fixtures when Naomi first opened the store were now 
satisfied, but it was a worry should more of the surrounding factories close to lose more 
business. 

 
On June 15, 1967 Helen gave birth to a daughter, Wendy Helen Fizell.  She and Joe 

Jr., son Stephen and daughter Beth were still living in Rhawnhurst at the time.   
 
After Beauty School graduation, Jackie worked in a Beauty Shop called the Hair 

Corner located on the corner of Cardiff Street and Robbins Avenue near Harbison Avenue 
for a year or more before moving to several other Shops in the far Northeastern 
Philadelphia neighborhoods.  Jackie was building a clientele following.   

 
Naomi and Pop’s house was 

open to frequent Easter family visits, 
occasionally for photo opportunities.  
In 1968, this is Beth, Wendy, Naomi 
and Pop with Steve standing in the 
rear. 
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Chapter Four 
 

 
Naomi’s Luncheonette was in its seventh year of business in 1968.  Naomi and Joe 

Fairweather’s life, thanks to the combined income from the luncheonette and Joe’s 
weekly poker game kept them comfortable.  Fairweather stopped his bookmaking 
endeavor after a short four or five months when the police paid too much attention to 
him.  He was stopped several times and once taken to the Front and Westmoreland police 
station but the police could never find evidence he was making book so he was never 
charged.  Fairweather felt his banker bookie did not care for Fairweather’s competition 
and tipped off the police so Fairweather decided the small profit from being a bookie was 
not worth the aggravations.   

 
Naomi was content and almost happy.   She looked forward to birthdays, holidays 

and visits from and to Jackie and Joe Jr.’s families.  She did see or talk to Jody several times 
each year thanks to Joey Taxis efforts but Clara, taking Nancy Jane along, was never in 
one place very long and a constant worry.  

 
Naomi and Fairweather both enjoyed 

having pets in their house.  Naomi had several 
birds, parakeets or small parrots.  They bought 
a female Siamese cat from some college 
students they named Ming.  Fairweather took 
Ming to a Veterinarian and left her overnight 
to her spayed.  When they went back the 
following day, the Vet told them that the cat 
had been spayed previously.  Naomi was able 

to cautiously trust Ming when she had the 
parrot out of it cage.   

 
After watching the 1958 movie “Bell, 

Book and Candle” with Kim Novak on their 
television, Fairweather bought Naomi another 
Siamese cat that Naomi named Pyewacket.  
With two cats to contend with, from then on 
each time the parrot was allowed to roam out 
of its cage, Ming and Pyewacket were shut 
downstairs in the basement.  
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Naomi’s 50th birthday was on 
March 22, 1968.  Helen and Joe Jr. held 
a surprise birthday party for Naomi in 
their home in Rhawnhurst.  Naomi’s 
mother’s surviving sister, Aunt Ada 
Phillips, Uncle Harold and their children 
and spouses all came to the party.  
Naomi’s brothers, who were still 
harboring hard feelings incurred toward 
their older sister during their mother 
Elsie Roberts’ prolonged illness and 
death, did not come.  Norman was too 
far away in Virginia; Rod and Howard 
did not accept the invitation.  Elsie was 
born a Pennypacker with seven 
Pennypacker sisters who spent years 
not talking to each other over one spat or another.  Naomi, who un-successively reached 
out to her brothers, thought the Pennypacker genes from Elsie had passed on to her 
brothers.  

 
In the photo, Naomi, with Pop behind her, arrive for her surprise birthday party.  

That is Beth in the foreground. 
 
Jackie returned to the Hair Corner again, working for Ted and Marion.  She brought 

some of her clientele with her.  Negotiations began between Ted and Marion and John 
and Jackie Kerrigan, to buy the Hair Corner Beauty Shop, including the building.  Jackie 
and John used their duplex as collateral to secure a loan to help finance the purchase with 
Ted and Marion carrying the balance.  By April 1968 Ted and Marion had moved out of 
the two floors above the basement business and the Kerrigans moved in.  John quickly 
rented out the first floor of their duplex in Bustleton. 

 
Clara left Nancy Jane with Naomi and moved up to Norristown in the early months 

of 1968.  It was decided that Jackie and John take Nancy Jane into their new home above 
the Hair Corner.  They enrolled Nancy into the Ethan Allen Elementary School at Robbins 
and Battersby Streets.  John Kerrigan took great delight in being a father to Nancy Jane, 
helping her with her homework. 

 
Several more of the factories along Venango Street recently closed.  Cross Brothers 

was their largest single source of lunchtime customers.  One of Cross Brothers new 
employees was ‘Smokin’ Joe Frazier, a heavyweight professional boxing contender.  Joe 
was a frequent customer who would become the Undisputed Heavyweight Boxing 
Champion of the world.  Later Frazier claimed, “He was the first cow-puncher at the old 
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Cross Brothers Meat Packing Company.”  His comment referred to the movie “Rocky” and 
Sylvester Stallone’s depiction of Rocky training for a fight by using hanging carcasses of 
beef as punching bags. Something Frazier claimed he did at Cross Brothers, years before 
the Rocky movie9. 

 
With a diminishing supply of customers, Naomi and Fairweather wrestled with 

solutions to their reduced income.  Joe Fairweather turned sixty-five on December 3, 
1968.  He filed for Social Security benefits but he felt there were ramifications should he 
be the working part owner of a business.  They finally decided it was time to close the 
Luncheonette.  Even though they had purchased new equipment for the Luncheonette, 
according to the lease, all restaurant equipment in the building was the property of Al 
Frame, the building’s owner.  Naomi and Joe tried to sell the business but there were no 
takers.  After eight years of operations they simply closed the doors in the summer of 
1968.  Naomi found employment as a sales clerk at McCrory’s Store on I Street above 
Tioga Street in what is now Harrrowgate Plaza Shopping Center. 

 
Naomi learned of Clara’s address in Norristown and insisted Joe Jr. take Naomi to 

Norristown to see what Clara’s living conditions were like.  Clara was an emotional wreck 
living in squalor in an apartment.  The man she was living with had left.  Naomi took her 
home.   

 
Bud Farmer, who was reassigned again to the Far East from Maguire AFB, returned 

to the area and was now stationed at Dover Air Base shortly after Clara returned home to 
Naomi.  They were still married, if not living together.  It was only a short time later that 
Bud took Clara to Dover to live with him, taking Nancy Jane with them.  The dependent 
living facilities at the Air Base was a Trailer Park.  Clara was soon pregnant and gave birth 
to Richard Scott Farmer on March 1, 1969.  Naomi was very happy, believing that Clara 
may have finally settled down. 

 
Several months before her due date, Helen and 

Naomi threw a baby shower for Jackie at Helen and Joe 
Jr.’s home in Rhawnhurst.  On July 24, 1970 Sean Patrick 
Kerrigan was born to Jackie and John.  After a short time 
for recuperation Jackie wanted to return to her 
customers downstairs in their Hair Corner Beauty Shop.  
Jackie needed someone to care for her newborn son 
while she worked in the shop so she asked Naomi if she 
would come to the apartment above the Hair Corner on 
days Jackie had customers scheduled.  McCrory’s was 
willing to accommodate Naomi by setting her work 

                                                           
9 Philly.Com article by Debbie Stone, December 28, 1990: “Fire Decks Frazier’s 1st ‘Gym’ Slaughterhouse in ‘rocky 

film’.  

http://articles.philly.com/1990-12-28/news/25923029_1_apollo-creed-slaughterhouse-meatpacking-plant
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schedule around caring for Sean Patrick.  Pop Fairweather drove Naomi to and from 
McCrory’s already so it was up to him to drive Naomi to and from Jackie’s home too, since 
Naomi no longer wanted to drive.   

 
The Hair Corner operated under Jackie’s Pennsylvania State license.  John Kerrigan 

began training in one of the local beauty schools so he could obtain his own State license 
to operate the Hair Corner Beauty Shop.  
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Chapter Five 
 

  
This is a photo of Pop Fairweather with 

Sean around Christmas 1970.  These were happy 
times for Naomi.  Joe Jr. and his family were 
thriving, already seven years in their home in 
Rhawnhurst.  Jackie and John were successful 
business owners with a new baby boy and Clara 
was finally settled down in Dover, Delaware with 
Bud Farmer, with Nancy Jane and a new son, 
Richard Scott.  Naomi was afraid to pinch herself 
should this dream disappear. 

 
This photo of Joe Jr. and Naomi was taken 

about 1971. 

 
Unfortunately, this was the calm 

before the storm for Clara and Bud.  
Their second marriage was as troubled 
as their first; she leaving him home in 
their mobile home on the Dover Air 
Force Base to mind Nancy and Scott 
while she worked and partied.  When 
she did not come home one night Bud 
called Naomi, hoping she could talk 
sense into Clara.  The following day 
Naomi asked Joe Jr. to drive her to 
Dover AFB to see Clara.  The drive to the Air Base took over three hours.  Clara was contrite 
with Naomi but claimed Bud did not understand her.  Joe took Naomi home, she 
harboring a mother’s unending hope a wayward child will finally grow up and live sensibly, 
Joe Jr. with the knot of fear in his stomach that this will never end. 

 
The Air Force soon took the matter out of Bud’s hands again and sent Bud to Alaska 

in 1971.  Clara, Nancy Jane and Scotty returned to Philadelphia to live with Naomi but that 
situation had a short existence.  Clara, under her mother’s watchful eyes, soon moved out 
to be with her circle of friends.  She usually shared expenses with other girlfriends with 
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children.  Nancy was 9 years old when Scotty was born.  Through necessity, Nancy Jane 
became a surrogate mother to Scotty. 

    
Life went on, as seen in these samplings of photos:  On the left, at Steve’s 8th 

birthday party in 1969, with Naomi, Wendy, Pop, Steve, Margaret and David.   On the 
right, Pop, with a little help from John Kerrigan, trying out Steve’s bike from Santa Claus 
on Christmas 1970.   

 
 
In 1971, Helen’s parents, William and Bessie Cathro, with their youngest daughter 

Wilma, had emigrated from Scotland to Philadelphia and had lived with Helen and Joe Jr. 
on Horrocks Street until they moved into their own apartment in 1972.   

 
Joe Jr and Helen’s son Stephen had difficulty paying attention in Rhawnhurst 

Elementary School, from Kindergarten through second grade.  Friends at their church 
suggested a private school.  They chose Redeemer Lutheran Elementary School on Ryan 
Avenue where Stephen in 1971 was now in the sixth grade, his sister Beth in the fourth 
grade. Redeemer’s schools only went to the sixth grade so Steve was graduating in June 
1972.  Private high schools were much more expensive and Wendy was ready to enter 
Kindergarten in September 1972.  With three children now in school, Joe Jr and Helen 
decided to let their children return to the Philadelphia public school system in September 
1972 and hoped they could monitor each child’s education appropriately.  

 
The Philadelphia Public Schools opened for classes in September 1972 and within 

weeks were closed for twelve weeks due to a teacher’s strike.  Shortly after the teachers 
returned to work, the Philadelphia School District announced plans to bus children in 
Rhawnhurst to North Philadelphia and vice versa, beginning in 1973 for the purpose to 
achieve racial integration within the school district.  After nine years in their home in 
Rhawnhurst Joe Jr and Helen decided to find a new public school system. 
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Helen and Joe Jr began to search outside Philadelphia and decided upon 
Cinnaminson, New Jersey.  On May 25, 1973 Helen and Joe Jr. purchased and took 
possession of a home at 424 Willow Drive, Cinnaminson, New Jersey.  Their house on 
Horrocks Street was under a sales agreement contract but that sale would not be 
completed until July 23, 1973.  They had eight weeks to clean and paint the interior of 
their new home prior to moving in.  It was during this period that Clara brought her new 
boyfriend, Jimmy Whelan to visit Joe Jr.’s family in their new home.  Jimmy was a house 
painter and insisted upon helping.  His demeanor was of the type that was hard to refuse 
so Helen consented to his painting the family room but under the watchful eyes of Joe Jr.  
In conversation Jimmy bragged that he had been the house painter for the builder who 
built their house on Horrocks Street and Jimmy still possessed passkeys to those houses, 
an immediate concern registering in the minds of Helen and Joe Jr.   

 
Joe Jr., Helen and their children slept several nights on the floors in their new house 

in Cinnaminson while they were working long hours preparing for the final move from 
Horrocks Street.  Intending to stay another night, they changed their minds at the last 
moment and returned to Horrocks Street for a hot shower and a good nights’ sleep in 
their softer beds.   

 
They parked Helen’s old Chevy in the rear driveway, out of view from Horrocks 

Street, ready to load up for a trip back to Cinnaminson in the morning.  Joe Jr. had 
returned his company car that morning and picked up a new Plymouth station wagon, 
which he parked on Horrocks Street in front of their house.  To all appearances, anyone 
who knew them would have thought Helen and Joe stayed another night in Cinnaminson. 

 
Everyone was in their beds with the house dark when their pet dog, Tramp, who 

slept in Steve’s room began growling, then raced down the stairs barking, waking Joe Jr. 
and Helen.  Steve came running into their bedroom saying someone was opening the 
front door.   

 
Tramp was still growling and barking when Joe Jr. got down stairs.  The front door 

was ajar but the safety chain had restricted the door from opening more than two inches.  
No one was outside.  In the ten years they lived in the house, Helen and Joe Jr. had never 
experienced an attempted break-in.  Immediately they thought of Jimmy Whelan and his 
passkeys.  Jimmy, who expected them to be sleeping in Cinnaminson tonight, leaving this 
house empty and easily robbed. 

 
Naomi and Joe Fairweather enjoyed visiting Jackie and her family or Joe Jr. and his 

family, or when all of them would visit her, especially if Clara made an appearance, 
bringing with her Nancy and Scott.  Naomi’s previous family Christmas, Easter or 
Thanksgiving meals, usually at the luncheonette while they owned it, were now more 
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recently spent at Joe Jr.’s or Jackie’s houses.  Naomi was still in contact with her grandson 
Jody, who was living with his father, Joey Taxis.   

 
As related earlier, Clara had called her father, Joe Fizell in Somers Point, New Jersey 

and went with Jimmy Whelan, Nancy and Scott to visit her father and his wife, Norine on 
July 8, 1973.  It was during that visit that Jimmy Whelan shot and killed Joe Fizell in the 
early morning hours of July 9, 1973. Several weeks later, Jimmy Whelan was out of jail on 
bail, waiting for his trial.  Clara returned to his house, taking Nancy and Scott.  Nancy, 
afraid of Jimmy, informed Naomi of their plight who was the moving force behind Joe Jr. 
and Helen’s decision to care for Nancy and Scott in July 1973. 

 
Nancy and Scott blended into the family life on Willow Drive with Joe Jr.’s family.  

There was some rivalry between the children but from Naomi’s perspective, all was well 
now with her grandchildren.  In 1974 
Joe Jr. installed a large above ground 
pool in the rear yard with the help of 
Steve, Nancy, Beth and Wendy.  Their 
home in Cinnaminson was a frequent 
location for family gatherings, 
especially during the summer.   

 
In the photo on the left are 

clockwise: Michele Kerrigan, Pop, John 
and Jackie and Naomi relaxing on a hot 
summer day in the rear yard on Willow 
Drive, Cinnaminson.  Bill, Bessie and 

Wilma Cathro were often included in the family summer affairs on Willow Drive.   
 
In the foreground of this photo is 

Pop, with from the left, Helen, Wilma, 
Jackie, Bill and Bessie Cathro. 

 
Naomi was under doctor’s care for 

high blood pressure since 1950, a health 
concern brought on when her brother 
Jack, with whom she was very close, was 
losing his battle with Cancer.  She felt great 
trepidation and emotional stress, when in 
June 1977 she came to Joe Jr.’s home to 
say Bon Voyage to Nancy and Scott who were leaving for Phoenix, Arizona to live with 
their father, Bud Farmer.   
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In this photo Scott 
was clutching his stuffed 
Dinasour figure, ready to 
carry it on the airplane.  
Nancy, happy and excited at 
the prospect of living with 
her father was also sad at 
leaving her grandmother.   

 
Naomi was fearful 

Nancy and Scott were 
leaving her for good.   

 
 
For the first time 

since she left Scotland in 
1957 Helen returned for a three week visit taking Steve and Wendy, leaving from New 
York on June 23, 1977.  They made rounds first around Glasgow visiting cousins, aunts 
and uncles.  Helen was showing Steve and Wendy where their mother grew up in 
Clydebank.  Then in England they visited for a day with Aunt Isabell and Uncle Harry 
Fernley before staying for the balance of their trip with Helen’s sister Elizabeth in 
Fareham, England.  Joe Jr. was a self-employed Mechanical Contractor and could not go 
with them.  Helen was his bookkeeper and secretary, running the office.  Beth, a high 
school student, was scheduled to visit Spain on a school trip in the fall, decided to stay 
home and help Joe Jr. with the office tasks.   
 

On the hot afternoon of Monday, June 29, 1977, three weeks after Scott and Nancy 
left for Arizona, Naomi decided to relax by talking to her neighbors.  She walked across 
the street from her house and sat on the front steps of her neighbor’s house.  She was 
telling her friend about Scott and Nancy when she suddenly collapsed.  The neighbor 
called 911 and Joe Fairweather came to her side.  The EMT took her to the Episcopal 
Hospital.  She had a massive cerebral hemorrhage.  Joe Jr. was home in Cinnaminson, NJ 
when Joe Fairweather called right after the EMT was called.  Joe Jr. arrived at the hospital 
ER about 15 minutes after Naomi did. He went into the cubical where a doctor was trying 
in vain to revive her, saying there was no brain response.  The hospital asked Joe Jr. about 
donating her organs and he agreed.  She was placed on life support for two days.   The 
doctors proclaimed her brain dead and left the decision up to the family when to remove 
her from life support.  Joe Jr. talked it over with Jackie, then with Joe Fairweather.  They 
removed the life support and she passed several moments later on July 1, 1977.   
 

Helen, Steve and Wendy were now in the south of England with her sister Liz.  
Helen left Steve and Wendy with Liz and flew home on the first available flight to be with 
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her husband for the funeral, afterward returning to England to bring Steve and Wendy 
home on their originally scheduled flight.  
 

Joe Fairweather continued to live alone on Water Street with his cats to keep him 
company.  Joe Jr. sold his mechanical contracting business in 1979 and no longer needed 
to use his office on the ground floor of their house in Cinnaminson, NJ.  Fairweather’s 
driving was beginning to be a concern, as was his living alone.  They converted the office 
to a bed room apartment and Joe Fairweather moved in with them, soon selling his house 
on Water Street.   
 

In 1981 Joe Jr. and Helen bought a farm in upstate Pennsylvania planning to take 
Joe Fairweather with them.  He was only 78 years old but became frailer since Naomi’s 
passing. He was lonely for her and his cats, whose ashes he kept in a copper urn on his 
dresser.  He did not want to move to the farm and just gave up.  Joe Fairweather was ill 
before they moved.  His doctor was in the Frankford neighborhood of Philadelphia and 
Fairweather was hospitalized for over a month in Frankford Hospital in Philadelphia.  He 
died July 1, 1981, four years to the day of Naomi’s passing. 

  
Family may contact me with additional information by sending an email to 

Joe@fizell.org. 
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