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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 ǿŜǊŜ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ wƻȅΩǎ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΣ WƻǎŜǇƘ ŀƴŘ 
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. WƻŜΩǎ 
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 
ƘƻƳŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ōŜƛƴƎ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘŜŘ ǘƻ ƳŜŜǘ tƘƛƭŀŘŜƭǇƘƛŀΩǎ 
rapidly expanding population. 



© Joe Fizell 2014 4  

 
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.  
WƻŜΩǎ Ǝreat-grandfather Thomas Fizell and 
WƻŜΩǎ ƎǊŀƴŘŦŀǘƘŜǊ WƻǎŜǇƘ CƛȊŜƭƭ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ 
Disston factory most of their lives.   
 

Disston made it a practice to hire from 
ǿƛǘƘƛƴ ǘƘŜ ά¢ŀŎƻƴȅ ŦŀƳƛƭȅέ. 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. 
 

WƻŜ CƛȊŜƭƭ ǿŀǎ рΩуέ ǘŀƭƭ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƳŜŘƛǳƳ ōǳƛƭŘ 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.   
 

¢ǿƻ ƻŦ WƻŜΩǎ Ƴŀƴȅ Ŏƻǳǎƛƴǎ 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 ς 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. Lƴ мфмфΣ 9Ř ŀƴŘ 9ƭǎƛŜ ǎǘƛƭƭ ǊŜǎƛŘŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ 9ƭǎƛŜΩǎ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎ ŀǎ 9ŘΣ 
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 5ŜƴƴƛŜ {ǘǊŜŜǘΦ  9ƭǎƛŜΩǎ ƻƭŘŜǊ ƳŀǊǊƛŜŘ ǎƛǎǘŜǊ, 
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. άDέ 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 
ƴƻǊǘƘΣ ǘƘŜ ²ƛƭŘǿƻƻŘǎΩ ƭŀǊƎŜǊ ōŜŀŎƘΣ ǿƛŘŜ ōƻŀǊŘǿŀƭƪΣ ǉǳƛŜǘ ǎǘǊŜŜǘǎ ŀƴŘ ƳƻǊŜ ǊŜŀǎƻƴŀōƭŜ 
rental rates enticed many working class Philadelphians to make the railroad trek further 
south. 
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Naomi Roberts, a ǇǊŜǘǘȅ ƎƛǊƭ ŀǘ рΩсέ ǘŀƭƭ 

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 ς 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 
wƻȅΩǎ ƳƻǘƘŜǊ /ƭŀǊŀ CƛȊŜƭƭΦ  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 
ƻƴ ǘƘŜ bƻΦ рс ǘǊƻƭƭŜȅ ŎŀǊ ŀƭƻƴƎ ¢ƻǊǊŜǎŘŀƭŜ !ǾŜƴǳŜ ŀƴŘ 9ǊƛŜ !ǾŜƴǳŜ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ǘƻ bŀƻƳƛΩǎ ƘƻƳŜ 
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 
ƭƛŦŜ ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ WƻŜΩǎ ǇŀǊŜƴǘǎΣ wƻȅ ŀƴŘ aŀǊȅ CƛȊŜƭƭ ŀǘ стнн WŀŎƪǎƻƴ {ǘǊŜŜǘ ƛƴ ¢ŀŎƻƴȅΦ  !ƭǎƻ 
ƭƛǾƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǳǎŜ ǿŀǎ WƻŜΩǎ ƎǊŀƴŘƳƻǘƘŜǊ /ƭŀǊŀ CƛȊŜƭƭ ŀƴŘ WƻŜΩǎ м9 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 
ǘǊŀƴǎǇƻǊǘŀǘƛƻƴ ōƛǘ ƛƴǘƻ WƻŜΩǎ ǿŀƎŜǎΦ  Whether by intent or coincidence, the Paul Street 
apartment, two blocks off Torresdale Avenue, was half way between their respective 
ǇŀǊŜƴǘΩǎ ƘƻƳŜǎΦ   
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Naomi realized she was pregnant shortly after they moved into the apartment and 
ǘƘŜȅ ƳŀŘŜ Ǉƭŀƴǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ōŀōȅΩǎ ŀǊǊƛǾŀƭ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ¢ƘŀƴƪǎƎƛǾƛƴƎ ƘƻƭƛŘŀȅ.  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 


