
Growing Up 
Adventist 
In Gotham
Two Adventist leaders remember Brooklyn and Harlem

Adventist in Brooklyn’s 
Coney Island

by James J. Londis

I was born on Coney Island, borough of Brooklyn, 
city of New York, on October 7, 1938, the oldest 
of what would become three brothers in the 

family. My mother had just turned 18 and my father 
worked at odd jobs. We lived in an upstairs tenement 
over Hal and Gertie’s candy store at 532 Neptune 
Avenue, one block from the Van Siclen elevated train 
station and right on the MacDonald Avenue Trolley 
Line. My small, two-bedroom apartment was a five- 
block walk from the city’s most popular beach and 
what had to be at the lime the largest amusement 
park in the United States. On any July 4 weekend, 
one million people doited the white sands looking 
out on the ocean. Now I realize that Coney Island 
was an unusual place to be bom, to grow up, and to 
discover the Seventh-cay Adventist Church.
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Close to Coney Island is Sheepshead Bay, where 
my step-grandfather kept his fishing boat dubbed 
The Ruptured Duck Inside Coney Island was another 
amusement center known as Steeplechase Park, 
which boasted swimming pools, saunas, handball 
courts, punching bags, ping pong, and world-famous 
rides and amusements, including the one that blew 
the dresses of unsuspecting young women up over 
their heads. Virtually anytime I wanted to go to 
Steeplechase Park I bypassed the admission ticket by 
climbing over the fence behind the handball courts. 
Some of my Greek relatives worked the rides, 
concessions, and hot dog stands in the park.

Brooklyn was then a borough larger than most of 
the cities in the United States, including Chicago. It 
was also the home of the Dodger “bums,” who could 
never beat the hated “Bronx Bombers” Yankees in 
the World Series. And hate them we did. It is a 
matter of honor for me that I never attended a 
baseball game in Yankee Stadium. As a boy I went 
regularly to Ebbets Field because my mother was a 
rabid fan of the Dodgers. Waiting after the games for 
autographs, I met Jackie Robinson, “Preacher Roe,” 
and Carl Furillo. I was there for Carl Erskine’s no- 
hitter and for Gil Hodges’ four home runs in one 
game.

Like many New Yorkers, I rarely traveled outside 
the city limits. I limited my wandering to what the 
city provided through public transportation. What 
reason did I have to go anywhere? Everything I
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land-style. T o m m y  G rossm an  w a s co n v icte d  o f  
selling drugs an d  stab b in g so m e o n e  in a C o n e y  
Island hotel. I b u m p ed  into  H erb ie R oss o n  th e  train  
o n e  even in g. H e h ad  h ijacked  a tru ck load  o f  rad ios  
an d  television  sets w ith  tw o  o th e r gu ys an d  th en  
d e cid ed  to  d o u b le cro ss  them . So, to  h ide effectively , 
h e w as riding the su b w ay  n o n -sto p  for o n e  w e e k . It 
is im possible to  find so m e b o d y  co n stan tly  o n  the  
m o v e like that. B o th  H erb ie a n d  T o m m y  even tu ally  
m ad e the h ead lin es o f  the Daily News.

My early  a d o le sce n ce  also  in volved  m y w itn essin g  
a terrible e p iso d e  o f  p h ysical an d  se x u a l ab u se  o f  
y o u n g e r b oy s b y  o ld er o n es. E qually  p ath etic w as  
the h e te ro se x u a l prostitu tion  available. A cross the  
street from  m y te n e m e n t w a s a m e n ’s so cia l club, 
w h e re  the n eig h b o rh o o d  en jo y ed  illegal off-track  
b ettin g  throu gh  b oo k ies . E ven  H en ry  H en ch , a  
h an d so m e, local d etectiv e  w h o  w as a g o o d  friend o f  
m y m o th e r’s, ign ored  the activity. My m o th e r en -  
joyed  betting. Ju st b e fo re  m y e lem en tary  sch o o l  
gradu ation , sh e  w o n  the “trip le .” W ith  h er $ 4 0 0  
w innings, sh e  b o u g h t m e a n e w  suit, a s te re o , an d  a 
tap e re co rd e r as p resen ts for m y  gradu ation .

D uring the su m m ers, I p lay ed  b aseb all in the  
P olice  A thletic L eagu e system , w e n t sw im m in g in the  
Lincoln  H igh S ch ool p oo l, an d  en jo y e d  the b e a ch  
an d  am u sem en ts o f  C o n ey  Island. As I g o t o ld er, the  
su b w ay  afford ed  m e the ch a n ce  to  travel an y w h ere  
in the city I w an ted  to  g o . T im es Square w as o n ly  an  
h o u r b y  train from  C o n ey  Island. I re m e m b e r w h e n  I 
w as 10 y ears old , K en n y  R ose sto le  $ 2 0  from  his 
m o th er an d  too k  sev eral o f  us to  T im es S quare. W e  
sa w  the m ovie Eagle Squadron  starring R ob ert Stack. 
W e ate p izza an d  ice  c re a m  until w e  w e re  glutted . I 
also  g o t u se d  to stealin g  b re a d  from  the b a k e ry  an d  
w aterm elo n s off the fruit tru ck  that ca m e  th rou gh  
o u r n eig h b orh o od .

From Milton Berle to Baptism

w atch  the M ilton B erle  television  sh o w . T h en  in its 
infancy, television  w as a sp ecia l treat for m y g e n e ra -  
tion. Since m y m o th e r did n o t o w n  a television  
(forb id d en  if y ou  w e re  o n  w elfare ) an d  m y gran d -  
m o th er did, o n c e  a w e e k  w e  w alk ed  the five b lo ck s  
to  m y g ra n d m o th e r’s. This p articu lar night, a m iddle- 
a g e d  Bible w o rk e r rep resen tin g  Faith fo r  Today 
visited  m y  gran d p aren ts. T h e y  h ad  w a tch e d  the  
p ro g ram  an d  sig n ed  u p  for the B ible co u rse . C learly  
an n o y e d  at this disruption  o f  m y p lans, I started  to

n e e d e d  w as right th ere. As the cultural, en tertain - 
m en t, a n d  financial ce n te r  o f  the co u n try , N ew  Y o rk  
g a v e  an y  child  the se n se  that h e o r  sh e  co u ld  d o  
anything.

O n m y  fath er’s side, a stran ge religious a cc o m -  
m o d atio n  h ad  o ccu rre d . His m o th er (m y  yaiya) 

b ro u g h t h e r d ev o tio n  to  the G reek  O rth o d o x  faith  
w ith  h e r from  G re e ce  to  the U n ited  States, an d  sh e  
raised  h e r ch ildren  accord in gly . S o m ew h ere  alon g  
the w ay , m y  gran d fath er (papou) a b a n d o n e d  his 
O rth o d o x  h eritage  a n d  w a s o rd ain ed  a lay p re a ch e r  
in th e  P e n teco sta l m ission, just d ow n stairs from  their 
ap artm en t o n  Stillwell A v en u e (tw o  b lo ck s from  the  
b e a ch ). T h e rest o f  the fam ily sa w  this as an  e c c e n -  
trie d ep artu re  from  the O rth o d o x  faith, but w e re  
fo rce d  to  indulge him . A fter all, h e w as their G reek  
fam ily’s p atriarch .

O n  m y  m o th e r’s side, m y g ran d m a H en rich sen  
lo o m s large in m y religious u pbringing. She sa w  to  it 
that I e ith er w e n t to  h e r Luth eran  ch u rch  o r  to  m y  
p a p o u ’s P en te co sta l m ission. My m o th er and father 
(se p a ra te d  w h e n  I w as se v e n  o r  eigh t years old ) 
w e re  n o t at all religious. She an d  m y father w ere  
b oth  “se c u la r ,” th o u gh  h e w as m o re  intellectual 
ab o u t it an d  ca lled  h im self an  agn ostic.

A fter m y fath er an d  m o th e r se p arated , M om  
ap p lied  for w elfare , so  sh e  co u ld  stay  h o m e an d  care  
for us. W ith  fairly reg u lar h elp  from  h e r m o th er an d  
step fath er ( “U n cle  R udy”) , sh e  m an a g e d  to  k e e p  
fo o d  o n  the table an d  p ay  the ren t in a relatively  
tim ely fashion. I d o  recall a n u m b er o f  o ccasio n s  
w h e n  o u r cred it at the local g ro c e r  w as ca n ce le d  and  
o u r lan d lord  re ce iv e d  his ren t m an y  w e e k s after the  
d u e date .

A t P ublic S ch o ol 100 , m y n eig h b o rh o o d  friends 
w e re  also  p o o r  (so m e  m o re  so  than  I), w hile m y  
friends from  B righton  B e a c h  (larg ely  Je w ish ) w ere  
distinctly lo w e r m id dle-class. I a tten d ed  their B ar-  
M itzvahs a n d  v e ry  m u ch  en jo y ed  Jew ish  culture,
N ew  Y o rk -sty le— esp ecially  the food : b agels, m atzos, 
an d  pickles.

A t th at tim e, C o n e y  Island w as a b reed in g  g rou n d  
for h o o d lu m s an d  m ob sters. It h ad  alread y  b e co m e  
infam ou s in the late forties for the m ysterious d eath  
o f  a s tar w itn ess again st the m ob . Shortly b efo re  the  
trial w as to  b egin , w hile h e  w as b ein g  g u ard ed  b y  
the p o lice , so m e o n e  th rew  him  ou t o f  an  u p p er-sto ry  
w in d o w  o f  the H alf M oon  H otel.

Friend s o f  m in e in e lem en tary  sch o o l w e re  often  
se n t to  refo rm  sch o o l for theft, g a n g  fights, truancy, 
an d  stealing. A rthur K elly rep o rted ly  b e ca m e  a hit 
m an  for the B ro o k ly n  m o b  run b y  the B o n n a n o  
fam ily. B efo re  h e  re a c h e d  30 , h e  w as killed g a n g ­
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ing b y  joining so m e  o f  the y o u n g  m arried  co u p les  
from  the W ash in gton  A v en u e  co n g re g a tio n . T h ey  
p re a ch e d  o n  street c o m e rs  in d o w n to w n  B rooklyn , 
usually  aro u n d  P acific Street. O n  a w e e k ly  basis, 
p e o p le  like Artie C am p b ell an d  H arry  M arcellino, 
su p p o rted  b y  a re v e re d  B ible w o rk e r n a m e d  “Sister 
F e rg u so n ,” rolled  o u t the p ro p h e cie s , the Sabbath, 
the m ark  o f  the b east, the state  o f  the d ead , an d  the  
se c o n d  co m in g  o f  Christ. Since R on  an d  I lived in 
the city  an d  w e re  n ot d e p e n d e n t o n  o u r p aren ts to  
tran sp ort us e v e n  as early  teen s, w e  w e n t an yw h ere  
in the city p u b lic tran sp ortatio n  co u ld  tak e us. M any  
Sabbath aftern oo n s w e  h a n d e d  o u t literature and  
k n o ck e d  o n  d oo rs.

D uring that tim e, things se e m e d  to  b e  e x p lo d in g  
in N ew  Y o rk  for A dventists. Faith fo r  Today w as  
b e co m in g  a nationally  re co g n iz e d  religious television  
p ro gram , its stations in creasin g  alm ost daily aro u n d  
the cou n try . A  n u m b er o f  us in the a ca d e m y  actually  
a cte d  o n  live television  for th o se  early  p ro gram s. W e  
k n ew  the Fagals an d  the Faith fo r  Today q u artet 
person ally . E ven  th o u gh  o u r n u m b ers w e re  tiny in  
co m p ariso n  to  the m illions w h o  lived  in N ew  Y o rk  
City, w e  all felt a g ro w in g  se n se  o f  p ride ab o u t the  
A dventist C hurch .

O u r fam ilies an d  friends g o t in terested  in this n ew  
religion w e  h ad  e m b ra ce d , so  th ey  ask ed  R on an d  
m e to  sh are  w h a t w e  k n ew  th rou gh  Bible studies.
W e even tu ally  h ad  so  m an y  a p p o in tm en ts during the  
w e e k  that it w as affecting o u r sch o o lw o rk . W e  
m en tio n ed  o u r dilem m a to  E ld er V ine, w h o  half- 
jokingly su g g ested  that w e  h o ld  pu b lic m eetin gs in  
o u r n e ig h b o rh o o d  so  w e  w o u ld  h av e  only  o n e  night 
a w e e k  to  w o rry  ab ou t. T h at w e e k , w e  b ro u g h t the  
su b ject u p  w ith  m y g ran d p aren ts. My “U n cle  R udy” 
offered  to  p ay  the rental fee for a hall if w e  co u ld  
find o n e .

My m o th er su g g e ste d  w e  talk w ith  the m e n ’s club  
d irectly  a cro ss the stre e t from  o u r ap artm en t. I did. I 
offered  th em  $ 5  a night rent, o n c e  a w e e k , an d  they  
a cc e p te d  (o n ly  later did I learn  th ey  w o u ld  h ave  
d o n e  it for $2 , so  d e sp erate  w e re  th ey  for ca sh ). T he  
hall w as quite sm all, w ith a p otb ellied  sto v e  to  h eat  
it. W h en  w e an n o u n ce d  that w e  h ad  p ro cu re d  a hall, 
w e  su g g ested  that e ith er E ld er V ine o r  o n e  o f  the  
y o u n g  p astors in the co n fe re n ce  d o  the p reach in g . 
T h at idea w as v e to e d  im m ed iately . T h e y  told  us that 
w e  w e re  the only  o n e s w h o  w o u ld  b e  ab le  to  attract 
p e o p le  from  that n e ig h b o rh o o d  to  the m eetin gs. So, 
w ith that u n iq u e e x cite m e n t that co m e s  from  rising  
to  an  u n e x p e cte d  ch allen g e, w e  p ra ctice d  o u r  
serm o n s in front o f  o u r Bible te a ch e r an d  o th er  
y o u n g  p astors.

W e sign ed  an  a g re e m e n t w ith  the m e n ’s club,

leave. My gra n d m o th e r th en  p laca te d  m y b ro th er  
an d  m e b y  p rom isin g u s that sh e  w ou ld  leave shortly  
an d  w e  co u ld  still w a tch  so m e  television.

This p attern  co n tin u ed  for a n u m b er o f  Friday  
nights, until a y o u n g  p asto r n am ed  Jo h n  Stevens  
b e g a n  to  visit. At that poin t, I too k  m o re  interest in 
the B ible stu d ies an d  started  atten d ing the city-w ide  
C arn egie  H all evan g elistic m eetin gs b ein g  co n d u cte d  
b y  E ld er R oy  A llan A n d erson . T h e m o d erato r for 
e a c h  m eetin g  w a s a youthful J. R. Spangler. E. L. 
B ran so n  w as the co n fe re n ce  p resid en t at this tim e. I 
also  b e g a n  atten d ing ch u rch  w ith  m y grand p aren ts. 
Dr. F red erick  E. J. H ard er b ap tized  m y  gran d p aren ts  
an d  m e in the W ash in gton  A ven u e S even th -d ay  
A dventist C h u rch  in M arch o f  1952 . N ine m onths  
later, a c lo se  friend, R on H alvorsen , w as also  b ap -  
tized. T o g eth er, the tw o  “C o n ey  Island b o y s” w ou ld  
en jo y  an  e xcitin g  th ree  an d  o n e -h a lf y ears as A dvent- 
ist y o u n g  p e o p le  in B rook lyn . W h at w e  w ere  ab ou t  
to  d isco v e r w as the w a y  in w h ich  the S even th -d ay  
A dventist C h u rch  w o u ld  e x p a n d  o u r h orizon s far 
b e y o n d  e v e n  th o se  p ro v id ed  b y  the excitin g  city  o f  
N ew  Y o rk .

A t that tim e, the G reater N ew  Y o rk  C on feren ce  
m ay  h a v e  b e e n  the m o st culturally d iverse in the  
N orth A m erican  D ivision. P o st W orld  W ar II im m i- 
grants filled p ew s. I a tten d ed  an d  p re a ch e d  in the  
D an ish -N orw egian , Sw edish, Y u g oslav ian , Italian  
(tw o  o f  th em ), E stonian , G erm an , an d  Spanish  
ch u rch es. In H arlem , th ere  w a s the very  large, 
d yn am ic E p h esu s ch u rch , w h ich  b o a ste d  n u m ero u s  
ch oirs. As sm all as it w a s (8 0  stu d en ts), the G reater  

N ew  Y o rk  A ca d e m y  reflected  this diversity.

Teenage Evangelists

In the fall follow in g m y b aptism , I atten d ed  
G reater N ew  Y o rk  A cad em y . Ron e n tered  the  

sch o o l se c o n d  se m e ste r  (January Qf 1 9 5 3 ) right after 
his b ap tism  in D e ce m b e r 1 9 5 2 . O u r Bible te a ch e r  
w a s K en n eth  V ine, w h o  later b e ca m e  p resid en t o f  
M iddle E ast C ollege  an d  d e a n  o f  the D ivision o f  
R eligion at L om a Linda U niversity. Interestingly  
e n o u g h , a high p e rce n ta g e  o f  o u r teach e rs  at the  
a ca d e m y  eith er h ad  m a ste r’s d e g re e s  o r w ere  
w ork in g  o n  th em  at p la ce s  like C olum bia an d  N ew  
Y o rk  U niversity.

As n e w  co n v erts , w e  w e re  “on  fire” w ith o u r n ew -  
fou n d  faith. O u r p assio n  for the ch u rch  an d  for 
p re a ch in g  the A dventist m essa g e  w as intense, m ore  
s o  than  m an y  o f  the a ca d e m y  stu d en ts raised  as 
A dventists. R on an d  I g o t o u r first taste for w itn ess­

V o l u m e  26, N u m b e r  56



B ran son  and youth  lead er Jo se p h  B arn es m ad e a 
startling an n ou n cem en t. T h e Pan -A m erican  Y o u th  
C ongress, sch ed u led  for San F ran cisco  in early  Ju n e , 
plan n ed  to  d evote  T hursday even in g to  y ou th  w it- 
nessing in the N orth A m erican  Division. T h e planning  
com m ittee had  d ecid ed  to  select tw o  e xam p les o u t o f  
the m any d ozen s subm itted. E ven  thou gh  the teens  
involved h ad  to b e  at least 16 (w e  w ere  only  15)  
so m e o n e  h ad  subm itted o u r story  for consideration . 
Elder B ran son  inform ed the co n g reg atio n  that in spite  
o f o u r ages, the story o f  the C on ey  Island b oys w as  
o n e  o f  the tw o  to  b e  featu red  that T hursday even in g  
at the you th  con gress. T h e G reater N ew  Y o rk  C onfer- 
e n ce  w as paying o u r w a y  to  San Fran cisco . W e  w ou ld  
b e interview ed in front o f  1 0 ,0 0 0  Adventists from  the  
A m ericas. N either R on n o r I h ad  e v e r b e e n  farther 
from  N ew  Y o rk  City than N ew  Je rse y  o r  Pennsylvania. 
Elder K enneth  Vine, his w ife Betty, an d  h er aunt 
d rove us across the co u n try  to  the con gress. O n  the  
w ay, w e  sa w  N iagara Falls, c o m  an d  w h eat fields in 
the M idwest, the R ocky M ountains, including G arden  
o f the G ods, Pikes Peak , G lacier, Zion, G rand C an- 
yon, Y osem ite , an d  B ryce N ational Parks. O u r pictures  
ap p eared  in the special edition o f the San F ran cisco  
n ew sp ap ers published for the you th  co n gress. W e  
h ad  tasted celebrity  A dventist-style. It w as delicious.

In su b seq u en t years, R on  an d  I co n tin u ed  to  
p re a ch  in local ch u rch es, as w ell as in o th e r co n fer-  
e n ce s . I also  sa n g  in a q u artet that traveled  a lot. W e  
often  p ractice d  o n  the su b w ay  g o in g  h o m e , alw ays  
an  interesting e x p e rie n c e  for u s an d  the p assen g ers . 
Y e a rs  later, w hile atten d ing a fam ily w ed d in g , m y  
w ife, ch ildren  an d  I w e re  ea tin g  b reak fast in a d in er  
w h e n  a q u artet b ro k e  into so n g . My so n  q u ip p ed : 
“O nly in N ew  Y o rk .”

Courier for Christ

W
'

did n ot w o rk  during the sch o o l y e a r  (after all, tw o  
h ou rs travel rou nd -trip  an d  a sch o o l d ay  that e n d e d  
at 3 :3 0  p .m . did n ot leav e  m u ch  tim e), a n u m b er did. 
Som e w o rk e d  for te a ch e rs  at the a ca d e m y . H ow ever, 
I did w ork  for m o re  th an  a y e a r  as the p e rso n  w h o  
p ick ed  u p  the m ail for Faith fo r  Today from  their 
lo w er M anhattan P ost O ffice B o x  8 . E v en  th o u g h  the  
m inistry w as lo ca te d  in F o re st Hills, Q u e e n s , it 
ad vertised  a N ew  Y o rk  City m ailing ad d ress. C om in g  
from  C o n e y  Island, I p a sse d  right b y  that train sto p  
in low er M anhattan. My job w a s to  leav e  4 0  m inutes  
earlier than  usual ( 5 :4 5 6 :0 0 ־  a .m .), p ick  u p  the m ail,

an d , w ith  th e  h e lp  o f  a ca d e m y  friends an d  o th ers, 
w e  c le a n e d  o u t b e e r  ca n s , dust, an d  dirt, an d  se t u p  
ch airs  b o rro w e d  from  th e  lo cal ch u rch e s. W e  
a d v ertised  th e  m ee tin g s th ro u g h o u t th e  n eig h b o r-  
h o o d . S tu d en ts a c te d  as organ ists, u sh ers , an d  
au d io -v isu al assistants. T h e  first n ight, 6 2  p e o p le  
s h o w e d  u p . B y  th e  fou rth  w e e k  o f  the m eetin g s, 
th e  c o n fe re n c e  h a d  a le rte d  th e  m ed ia . T h e y  indi- 
ca te d  th e y  w o u ld  se n d  o u t a re p o rte r. T h at fourth  
w e e k , w e  h a d  a rra n g e d  for the Faith  for T o d a y  
q u arte t to  sing, a n d  R on w as sc h e d u le d  to  p re a ch . 
E igh ty  p e o p le  (in clu d in g  a re p o rte r  from  the  
p restig io u s New York Herald Tribune) sh o w e d  u p  
th at n ight, m o re  th an  the little hall co u ld  h an d le .
F o r  o u r  C o n e y  Islan d  n e ig h b o rh o o d , this w as a 
g la m o ro u s e v e n t. A  q u arte t th at sa n g  o n  te levision  
an d  a n e w s p a p e r  re p o rte r  ask in g  th em  fo r their  
v iew s o f  th e  m eetin g s!

T h e follow ing Sunday, in the religion sectio n  o f  
the p a p e r, the h ead lin es read : “T e e n a g e  G angsters  
T u rn  E van g elists .” G angsters? W hile this ap p ellation  
p o sse sse d  a m o d icu m  o f  truth (m o re  for R on than  
for m e ), it naturally  stru ck  o u r m oth ers as d egrading. 
Fortuitously , Virginia G rah am , then  the m o st fam ous  
talk sh o w  in terv iew er o n  television  w ith  h e r p ro gram  
Food fo r  Thought, re a d  the article in the p a p e r an d  
arran g ed  for u s to  b e  in terv iew ed  o n  h er p ro gram . 
W h a t started  o u t as a sim ple attem p t to  w itness to  
o u r n e ig h b o rh o o d  h ad  b e c o m e  a m ajor m ed ia even t. 
F ro m  p re a ch in g  in a C o n e y  Island storefront, w e  
w e n t to  p re a ch in g  in A dventist ch u rch e s th rou gh ou t 
the A tlantic U nion , talking w ith  n ew s rep o rters  and  
n o w  ap p e a rin g  o n  a m ajor television  p ro gram  to tell 
o u r “s to ry .” It w as a dizzying e x p a n sio n  o f  o u r  
h orizon s.

W h en  w e  arrived  at the M anhattan studio (b y  
su b w ay, o f  co u rse ), w e  w e re  u sh ered  into Ms. 
G rah am ’s d ressing  ro o m  d uring h e r h air styling an d  
m ak e-u p  p rep aratio n . She u rg e d  us to  relax , look  
into  the ca m e ra , an d  sp e a k  naturally. S pread  in front 
o f  h e r w as the n ew s article ab o u t us (last-m in ute  
“b o n in g  u p ,” I d e cid e d ). W hile m u ch  o f  the p ro g ram  
lo o k e d  into o u r p erso n al lives, at the en d  w e  w ere  
invited to  say  a w o rd  to  the “y o u th ” w h o  m ight b e  
w atch in g . W e testified  to  the A dventist m essag e  
ab o u t the so o n -co m in g  Je su s an d  the n e e d  for y o u n g  
p e o p le  to  g e t seriou s ab o u t life. O n  that n ote , the  
p ro g ra m  e n d e d . R ather than  w ash  o ff the m ak e-u p  
w e  h ad  b e e n  w earin g , w e  w o re  it all the w ay  h o m e  
o n  the su b w ay.

In the early  spring, at the clo se  o f  a ch u rch  serv ice  
in u p state  N ew  Y o rk  w h ere  w e  h ad  just told ou r  

story  during the serm on , co n feren ce  p resident E. L.
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which was stuffed into large mailbags weighing 25 
pounds apiece (two or three bags on Mondays, one 
the other days), and take them to the Forest Hills 
office before school started. Then I got back on the 
train and went to the academy for the 8:00 a.m. 
class. Needless to say, I was late so often I almost 
flunked that first-period typing class.

I took the responsibility of picking up the mail 
very seriously. To begin with, the names in those 
bags were “precious souls” whose salvation might 
depend on Faith fo r Today being able to enroll them 
in the Bible course or answer their questions. Also, 
the offerings to support the program were in those 
envelopes, most of which came in cash during that 
era. In my naivete, I assumed that the cash I was 
carrying might be in the hundreds of dollars, so 
thought no more about it. One day, someone 
mentioned to me that more than $10,000 had come 
in that Monday, most of it in cash. I felt a stiffening 
of the hair on the back of my neck, and my knees 
began to shake. This was not information I wanted 
anyone to have. I had already been mugged on the 
subway and was not interested in anyone knowing 
that kind of cash was in those mailbags.

Shortly after this discovery, I had a harrowing 
experience picking up the mail that forced a policy 
and procedural change. It is hard for those who do 
not dwell in cities to imagine the pandemonium on 
the subway at rush hour. People literally run to catch 
an open door and push with all their might to 
squeeze in, even when the car is too full. Carrying 
two bags, one in front and one behind, I ran for the 
train. I got there just as the door was closing and 
pushed my way in. However, when the rubber- 
edged door closed around my back wrist, I could 
not get the mailbag in the car. Since the door was 
closed, the engineer started the train. I had to hold 
that mailbag until the next stop as it bounced wildly 
in the wind just outside the car door. Obviously, 
dropping the mailbag was simply not an option.

lackie Robinson steals home.

That was it I had had it. I decided to skip class 
that morning and raised a ruckus at Faith fo r Today.
I told them that with so much money and the 
responsibility of those names, sending a teenager by 
train to pick up the mail bordered on insanity. They 
needed to send a courier by car and improve their 
security. They agreed, and I lost my job. I began 
spending afternoons at Faith fo r Today painting and 
cleaning.

Never Bored in the Lord

A
'

meetings. He organized a city-wide choir. With the 
assistance of Robert McQuade, a fine young organist 
pursuing advanced organ studies, Beltz began to 
make an impact on Adventism in the city. Ron and I 
joined that choir, as well as the church choir 
McQuade conducted at the Washington Avenue 
congregation in Brooklyn. Almost overnight, Ron 
and I went from Jo Stafford, Frank Sinatra, Perry 
Como, Nat King Cole, and the early stages of rock ’n’ 
roll to the classical religious repertoire, including 
Ralph Vaughn Williams, the Messiah, and 
Mendelssohn’s Elijah. We performed not only in 
Adventist churches, but also at Grand Central Station, 
Times Square, and other well-known venues in the 
city. That was also a time when Herbert Blomstedt, 
later conductor of the Dresden Philharmonic and the 
San Francisco Symphony Orchestra, was studying at 
the Juilliard School of Music. The talent pool in the 
city, whether in graduate school or in the ministry, 
was immense.

Ingathering meant walking door-to-door in cold 
weather. A car followed, whose loudspeakers played 
Christmas carols sung by the King’s Heralds, the 
Faith for Today quarter, Del Delker, and Mario 
Lanza. New Yorkers decorate their homes for 
Christmas in spectacular ways, so people are in the 
mood to give. We sang at Rockefeller Plaza and 
Times Square until our throats were hoarse. Not 
even apartment houses could stop us. We laid a 
sheet on the lawn. When people opened their 
windows to investigate the source of the carols, we 
shouted that they could throw money down to us. 
June Croft was the best (and shrewdest) solicitor of 
all. She would go to the Waldorf Astoria Hotel and 
stop wealthy patrons coming in and out of their 
limousines. Catching a crowd at the end of a Broad- 
way show was also a big money-getter. Unhappily, 
we also solicited in bars (with our girls) and thought
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w e  w e re  d o in g  G o d ’s w o rk  w h e n  half-drunk, leering  
sailors an d  so ldiers g av e  $ 1 0  bills.

All A dventist b oard in g  sch o o ls  w e re  (a n d  m ost 
still a re ) lo ca te d  in rural areas. It w as assu m ed  that 
cities co rru p te d  an d  natural su rrou n d in gs civilized. I 
readily  adm it that th ere  is so m e  validity in this 
assu m p tion . H o w e v e r, from  m y  o w n  e x p e rie n c e , let 
m e sh a re  w ith  y o u  the positives o f  an  A dventist 
ed u ca tio n  in the city.

First, w e  stay ed  at h o m e w ith  o u r p aren ts an d  in 
local ch u rch e s filled w ith  the p e o p le  w h o  k n ew  us  
b est an d  w h o  ca re d  inten sely  for us. In m y local 
ch u rch  at W ash in gton  A v en u e, y o u n g  m arried  
co u p le s  an d  o ld er “m o th ers in Israel” n u rtu red  an d  
p ra y e d  for R on  an d  m e. W e  w e re  in their h o m es for 
m eals an d  in so  m an y  w ay s m ad e to  feel sp ecial.
O u r a ca d e m y  te a ch e rs  w e re  also  very  g e n ero u s w ith  
their tim e.

S eco n d , w e  w e re  n ev e r b o red . B o re d  in N ew  
Y o rk  City? B o re d  in the Lord? W hile the aca d e m y  
w a s the ce n te r  o f  o u r so cial lives on  Saturday night 
(th e re  w a s alw ays so m eth in g  g o in g  o n ), w e  often  
did things after the so cia l e ith er d o w n to w n  o r at 
so m e o n e ’s ap artm en t. B e ca u se  w e often  a cc o m p a -  
n ied  the w o m e n  to  their h o m e s o n  the su b w ay, w e  
m en  often  e n d e d  u p  gettin g  h o m e w ell after m id- 
night. O n  “d a y ” d ates in grou p s o r  as a co u p le , there  
w e re  so  m an y  a cce p ta b le  things to  d o  b y  A dventist 
stan d ard s, that R on  an d  I n e v e r felt ch e a te d  o u t o f  
fun.

A cad em ically , w e  w e re  stim ulated  an d  challenged. 
B esid es the quality o f  the teach e rs  at the acad em y , 
w e  w o u ld  d o  o u r rese a rch  p ap ers at the N ew  Y o rk  
Pu blic Library or, like R oy B ran son , w rite an  article  
for the Youth's Instructor based  o n  atten d ing an  
o p e n  o rch estra  reh earsal co n d u cte d  by  A rturo  
T oscan in i. D uring m y  teen s I a tten d ed  co n ce rts  at 
C arn egie  Hall, an d  h e a rd  so p ra n o  Lily P on s sing in a 
th eater, w h ich  b ro a d ca st h e r v o ice  o v e r radio  to  the  
nation. O n  Sundays, sev eral o f  us w ou ld  g o  u p to w n  
to  h e a r  N orm an  V in cen t P eale , Ralph Sock m an , o r  
H arry E m e rso n  Fosd ick  p re a ch  in their nationally  
fam ou s pulpits. A  city  has the tack y  an d  seam y. It 
also  e x p o s e s  y o u n g  p e o p le  to  e x ce lle n ce  and  
greatn ess.

T h e re  is n o  d ou b t that gro w in g  u p  in N ew  Y o rk  
City, an d  sp en d in g  m y te e n  y ears th ere as an  A d- 
ventist, definitively sh a p e d  m y  interests, con viction s, 
an d  p erson ality . T o  this day, w h e n  I m eet an  A d- 
ventist te e n a g e r from  N ew  Y o rk , th ere is a certain  
self-assu ran ce  ( “street-sm arts”) , love for the local 
ch u rch , an d  in so u cia n ce  I find en gagin g . G ran ted , 
so m e  o f  th em  are o u tsp o k en , blunt, “lo u d ,” an d  “in- 
y o u r-fa ce .” L ook  b e y o n d  all that, an d  you  will find
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that the city  b reed s intensity, p assio n , zest fo r life, 
loyalty, tou gh n ess, creativity, an d  co n fid en ce . T h e  
city  an d  the city  ch u rch  still e x p a n d  an  A dventist 
y o u n g  p e rso n ’s h orizon s.

N ot bad.

My Harlem 
Renaissance

by Henry E. Felder

an d  so u n d s o f  H arlem ’s streets. T h e streets o f  
H arlem  w e re  alive w ith  the sights an d  so u n d s o f  a 
d yn am ic an d  gro w in g  p art o f  N ew  Y o rk  City.

The Family

w o rk e d  at the B ro o k ly n  N avy y ard  as a w eld er, 
w hile m y m o th er w o rk e d  in a clo th in g factory . In 
addition to  siblings, th ere  w as an  e x te n d e d  fam ily  
that in clu d ed  gran d p aren ts, a favorite u n cle , N athan , 
aunts, an d  n u m ero u s cou sin s w h o  lived in H arlem , 
o r n earb y  in N ew  Je rse y . My m atern al gran d fath er  
o w n e d  a sm all farm  in n orth ern  N ew  Je rs e y  an d  w as  
the p atriarch  o f  the fam ily. Som etim es during the  
C hristm as se a so n , G ran dfath er M itchell w o u ld  c o m e  
w ith U n cle N athan b ringing turkey, m o n ey , toys, an d  
gifts to  the sm all ap artm en t w h e re  w e  lived. My 
m o th er had  a w arm  an d  co m fo rtab le  relationsh ip  
w ith h e r fath er an d  b ro th er. My fath er p articip ated  
so m e w h a t grudgingly  in this se a so n a l ritual, dis- 
turbed  n o  d ou b t that h e  w as n o t able to  afford the  
m aterial things that m ad e C hristm as su ch  an  im p or-  
tant p art o f  a ch ild ’s life.

My m o th er w as the driving fo rce  in the lives o f  
h er children. As a te en ag er, sh e  w a s in tro d u ced  to

Henry E. Felder received his Ph.D. in economics from  
Stanford University. He is dean o f the School o f Business 
and Management at La Sierra University, and the author of 
Making Ends Meet: Financial Planning for the Christian 
Family (Review and Herald, 1994) and  Changing Patterns 
of Black Family Income (Joint Center fo r  Political and  
Economic Studies, 1984).
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and joined the Seventh-day Adventist Church. Later, 
when she and my father married and started their 
family, he consented to the children being raised as 
Adventist.

White were as essential as the English and math 
textbooks. That small school instilled in me the 
moral and academic values that later helped propel 
me to college, graduate school at Stanford, and a 
senior appointed position in the administration of 
President Ronald Reagan.

The School
The Church

My mother and father shared the idea that
education was essential, if as black Americans, 

we were to escape poverty. Although neither of my 
parents completed high school, all of their children 
not only completed high school, but seven com- 
pleted college and five went on to postgraduate 
degrees, including doctorates in medicine and 
economics. Through prayer, sacrifice, and the 
support of members of the Ephesus Seventh-day 
Adventist Church, most of my siblings and I started 
out at the Manhattan Adventist Elementary School. 
The school was located on 150th Street in Manhat- 
tan, on the upper floors of the City Tabernacle 
Adventist Church. The school was small and fre- 
quently cold in the winter. What the school lacked in 
amenities, it made up for in the dedication of its 
teachers. My fourth-grade teacher, Miss Riley, taught 
for more than 40 years, most of it at Manhattan 
Elementary. The school principal, who was also my 
second-grade teacher, Dorothy Young, was a 
disciplinarian who was unstinting in her determina- 
tion that her charges would grow up to become 
noble citizens of this world and the next. At Manhat- 
tan Elementary, the Bible and the writings of Ellen

year old life. Ephesus was located on 123rd Street 
and Lenox Avenue. In 1955, Ephesus had a member- 
ship of about 1,500, which made it the largest black 
church in the denomination, indeed one of the larger 
churches in Harlem. Community events were held 
there, as Sunday night speakers included many 
delegates to the United Nations. The Sabbath morn- 
ing service was formal, predictable, and in the best 
tradition of a nearly Methodist liturgy. The church 
seated more than 1,000 people, in a rectangular 
shape with a balcony on three sides, and a set of 
beautiful angels over the rostrum.

The church elders seemed always dressed in 
black or a subdued blue. These were men whose 
lives as black Americans were frequently drab and 
depressing as doormen, elevator operators, and 
janitors. On Sabbath morning they came alive. 
Sabbath work was white-collar work. Here at church, 
they were allowed to be in charge, to preside, to 
intone the Malachi injunction, u. . . Freely you have 
received, freely give, . . . For the Lord loveth a 
cheerful giver.” These men were constants in my life.

The elders could always be counted on to be at 
church Sabbath morning, to make the service 
memorable, even if sometimes painfully long. The 
deacons patrolled the church, maintaining law and 
order. The young were banished to their parents, or 
to an assigned seating section in the balcony where 
we could be collectively watched. During the church 
service, the deacons could cut your conversations 
short with just a look!

At Ephesus, church was an all-day affair. Sabbath 
school moved into the morning service, followed by 
lunch in the church basement, and then three or four 
afternoon meetings that took in all age groups. 
Sabbath school, for me, was notable because of John 
Matthews, who would spend some of the time 
having each of us read the Bible until we made a 
mistake of any kind. Then he would interpret what 
we had read in the context of the Sabbath school 
lessons. The morning worship service started at
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1 1 :1 5  a .m . an d  co u ld  b e  co u n te d  o n  to last until 1 :30  
p .m . o r  later.

S om e fam ilies b e g a n  S ab bath  aftern oo n  fellow ship  
w ith  the lu n ch es th ey  h ad  b rou gh t. B y m id-after- 
n o o n , the p ro gram s b eg an . O n e  p ro g ram  w as for the  
o ld er m em b ers , th en  junior an d  sen io r M issionary  
V o lu n teer m eetin gs. E v en  th ou gh , at ag e  12, I w as  
e x p e c te d  to  p articip ate  in the JM V, the MV p rogram s  
w e re  to o  co m p ellin g . T h e d ay  w as co n clu d e d  w ith  
g a m es at night. T h ere  w a s a so cial at least o n c e  a 
m o n th  that featu red  a sp ecial typ e o f  A dventist 
d a n cin g -th e  m arch !

O n  the street w h e re  w e  lived, th ere w e re  ab o u t 50  
fam ilies, w ith  w ell o v e r 10 0  children. F e w  o n  that 
street w e n t o n  to  c o lle g e -m a n y  o f  its you th  n ev er  
m a d e  it p ast a d o le sce n ce . H o w  w as it possib le  that 
m y fam ily w as ab le to  se n d  so  m an y  o f  its ch ildren  
to  co lleg e , w ith  sev e n  com p letin g? T h e m ajor  
variab les w e re  the ch u rch  an d  m y m o th e r’s d eterm i- 
n ation  to  se n d  h e r ch ildren  to  ch u rch  sch oo l. T h e  
E p h esu s ch u rch  w as the e m b o d im en t o f  all that the  
A dventist ch u rch  s to o d  for. Its serm on s an d  ce re m o -  
nies w e re  rein forcing  an d  nurturing, an d  its th eo log y  
w a s certain . F e w  co n tro v ersies intru d ed  o n  the  
p rep aratio n  o f  its y ou th  to take their p laces in 
so ciety . If anything co u ld  o v e rco m e  the d isadvan- 
tages o f  g ro w in g  u p  in H arlem , it w as g row in g  u p  in 
the E p h esu s S even th -d ay  A dventist C hurch .

H arlem  w as n ot k n ow n , it w a s estim ated  at n early  
3 0 0 ,0 0 0  p e o p le . In 1 955 , it w as the largest co m m u -  
nity o f  A frican-A m ericans in the U n ited  States.

H arlem  stre tch es loo sely  from  1 0 3 rd  Street in the  
sou th  at the start o f  C entral P ark  to  155th  Street in 
the n orth , an d  from  the E ast R iver to  the H u d son  
River. W ithin its b o u n d aries are  fam ou s institutions, 
su ch  as C olu m b ia U niversity, N ew  Y o rk  City C ollege , 
G ran t’s T om b , an d  the C ath ed ral o f  Saint Jo h n  the  
D ivine. H arlem  w as still en joyin g the results o f  the  
“R en aissan ce” that e le v a te d  the arts an d  b lack  
A m erican  so cie ty  to  o n e  o f  its h igh est p re -W o rld  W a r  
II cultural levels.

B ise c tin g  H a rle m  is 1 2 5 th  S treet, a co m m e rc ia l  
strip  th at ra n  in an  e a s t-w e s t  d ire ctio n . E a c h  o f  th e  
a p p ro x im a te ly  15 a v e n u e s  th a t ru n  n o rth  a n d  
so u th  an d  c ro s s e d  1 2 5 th  S treet h a d  its o w n  c h a ra c -  
ter. S e v en th  A v e n u e  w a s h o m e  to  th e  b e a u ty  
p a rlo rs , n ig h tclu b s, a n d  b ro w n sto n e s  th a t p ro v id e d  
o n e  o f  th e  m a n y  m id d le -c la ss  e n c la v e s  to  th e  
co m m u n ity . D u rin g  its tre k  th ro u g h  H a rle m , o n e  
o f  the m o st fa m o u s a d d re sse s  in th e  re s t  o f  M an- 
h attan , Fifth A v e n u e , w a s  h o m e  to  m a n y  m id d le-  
class e n c la v e s .

The Heritage

The Neighborhood

I en jo y e d  the usual relationsh ip  w ith m y siblings 

that o n e  co u ld  e x p e c t  w ith  tw o  adults an d  nine  
ch ildren  [at that tim e] in a th re e -b e d ro o m  ap artm en t. 
S p ace  w as at a p rem iu m , an d  in o rd er to  gain  so m e  
o f m y o w n , I o ften  to o k  to the streets. This m ean t 
taking the su b w ay  w h e re v e r I w a n te d  to  go , but 
m ostly  I w alk ed  aro u n d  H arlem .

H arlem  is a six-sq u are-m ile  en cla v e  in the u p p e r  
e n d  o f  M anhattan  Island. M anhattan, the sm allest o f  
the five b o ro u g h s m ak ing u p  N ew  Y o rk  City, runs 
a p p ro xim ately  13 m iles from  n orth  to  sou th  an d  tw o  
m iles from  e a st to  w est. M anhattan is su rrou n d ed  by  
the H arlem  R iver to  the n orth east an d  n orth , the E ast 
R iver to  the east, the H u d son  River to the w est, and  
N ew  Y o rk  B ay  to  the south . M anhattan is the site o f  
virtually all o f  the sk y scrap ers that are the sym bol o f  
N ew  Y o rk  City, an d  is the bu sin ess an d  financial 
h eart o f  the U nited  States. It is w h at m o st o f  the  
w o rld  thinks o f  w h e n  N ew  Y o rk  City is invok ed . In 
19 5 5 , M anhattan  h ad  a p op u lation  o f  n early  tw o  
m illion p e o p le . W hile the e x a c t  p op u lation  o f

H
'

it w as a su b u rb  for w hites. In 1 904 , sev eral b lack  
fam ilies m o v e d  into  H arlem , seek in g  an  e s c a p e  from  
d ecay in g  co n d ition s in lo w e r M anhattan. In 19 1 0 , 
variou s b lack  realtors an d  a ch u rch  g ro u p  b o u g h t u p  
large b lock s a lon g  135th  Street an d  Fifth A ven u e. 
T h ese p u rch ases p recip itated  “w hite  flight” in  
n eig h b orh o od s a b o v e  125th , an d  led  to  sp ecu lativ e  
in creases in real estate  p rices. In the y ears that  
follow ed, large n u m b ers o f  b lack s join ed  a m ass  
m o v em en t o f  A frican-A m erican s w h o  fled  from  the  
o p p ressio n  o f  the S ou th ern  states an d  settled  in the  
m ajor N orth ern  cities. M any e n d e d  their so jou rn  in 
H arlem .

In N ew  Y o rk  City, a co n flu e n ce  o f  even ts led  to  
the start o f  the H arlem  R en aissan ce  in 1 9 2 5 . At the  
ce n te r  w e re  b lack  intellectuals, su ch  as the W .E .B . 
D u B ois an d  Alain L o ck e, w ith  d o c to ra te s  from  
H arvard, an d  p o ets  an d  w riters su ch  as C o n tee  
Cullen, L an gston  H ugh es, Je ss ie  F au set, Z o ra  
H urston, Ja m e s  W e ld o n  Jo h n so n , Je a n  T o o m e r, an d  
A m a  B o n tem p s, w h o  w o u ld  later te a ch  at O a k w o o d  
C ollege. T h e y  w e re  join ed  b y  w ealth y  b lack  p atron s, 
su ch  as M adam e W alk er, w h o  fo u n d ed  a hair
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trea tm en t co m p a n y  an d  w a s at o n e  tim e o n e  o f  the  
w ealth iest w o m e n  in A m erica. G raceful b ro w n sto n e  
h o u ses lined 136th  S treet-its o w n ers , p atron s o f  the  
arts. A frican-A m erican  life w a s highlighted in p oetry , 
literary  so cieties, an d  all o f  the arts. F o r  ex a m p le , 
Pau l G re e n ’s p lay  o f  so u th e rn  N egro  life, In 
Abraham ’s Bosom, w o n  a Pulitzer Prize in 1927 . 
H arlem  b e c a m e  the intellectual ce n te r o f  A frican- 
A m erican  life an d  lo o k e d  disdainfully d o w n  on  su ch  
p reten d ers as W ash in gton , D .C . an d  Atlanta.

A t its h eigh t, h o w e v e r, the R en aissan ce  to u ch e d  
o n ly  a tiny fraction  o f  the b lack  co m m u n ity  in 
H arlem . D u B ois h as sp o k e n  o f  the “talen ted  te n th ,” 
b u t the p e rce n t w h o  actu ally  p articip ated  w as far 
less. E v e n  as the H arlem  R en aissan ce  flourished, the  
se e d s  o f  the shift o f  H arlem , from  en cla v e  to  g h etto  
to  slum , w e re  v ery  m u ch  p resen t. T h e G reat D ep res-  
sio n  to o k  its toll o n  H arlem , as it did in all o th er  
p arts o f  the co u n try . B y  the m id -1 9 3 0 s , alm ost 50  
p e rce n t o f  its ad u lt p o p u lation  w as u n em p lo yed . 
H arlem  w a s se rv e d  b y  a single pu b lic m ed ical 
facility, w ith  only  2 7 3  b ed s. T h e so cial an d  health  
ind icators, w h ich  w e re  n e v e r g o o d , b e ca m e  ev en  
m o re  d evastatin g  for A frican-A m ericans.

Finally, o n  M arch 19, 19 3 5 , in retaliation for the  
m istreatm en t o f  a b lack  you th  at the han d s o f  w hite  
sto re  clerks, th o u san d s o f  an gry  H arlem  residents  
sw e p t d o w n  L e n o x  A ven u e, d estroyin g w h ite -o w n ed  
co m m e rcia l p ro p erty . H un d red s w e re  arrested , 
sev eral b lack s w e re  killed, an d  the H arlem  Renais- 
sa n ce  w a s o ver. B y  1 9 5 5 , the slo w  d e sce n t into an  
u rb an  n igh tm are w as w ell o n  its w ay. W hile there  
rem ain ed  m an y  areas o f  su p erb  h ou sin g an d  a 
v ib ran cy  an d  intellectualism  that co n tin u es to this 
day, H arlem  w a s only  a sh a d o w  o f  its p rior glories.

It w a s during this tim e that B lu m stein ’s D ep artm en t  
sto re , H arlem ’s largest an d  m a d e  n otab le  b y  a giant 
Santa Claus that to w e re d  o v e r 125th  Street like an  
o v e rse e r, started  hiring b lack  clerks.

My journey too k  m e p ast the storefronts that started  
at Fifth A ven ue and co n tin u ed  u n b rok en  to  
A m sterdam  A venue. At L e n o x  A ven ue it w as tw o  
sh ort b lock s to  the E p h esu s ch u rch . B u t o n  these trips 
it w as the city that I w an ted  to  see . I p e e p e d  into the  
lobby o f the T h eresa H otel w h e n  I re a ch e d  Seventh  
A venue. At o n e  tim e, the T h eresa  H otel did  n o t adm it 
blacks, and, in a twist o f  irony, w as m ad e  fam ous in 
I9 6 0  w h en  Fidel C astro  stayed  there. O th er hotels did  
n ot w an t a C om m unist in their m idst. Seventh A venue  
an d  125th  Street w as also  the co m e r  o n  w hich  
M uslims u n d er Elijah M uham m ed and his m ost 
fam ous disciple, M alcolm  X , w o u ld  rail against racism  
an d  w hite devils. Fath er Divine had  a fam ous tem ple  
on  Eighth A venue. D uring the d ep ression , Fath er  
Divine w as o n e  o f  the few  able to  feed  large grou p s  
o f  hungry H arlem  residents. F o r these acts, h e w as  
rew ard ed  b y  the faithful w ith ad oration  b ord erin g  on  
fanaticism . H e h ad  g row n  rich  an d  extravag an t, but 
rem ain ed  a h ero  to  the locals.

T h ere  w e re  m an y  things that m ad e  H arlem  
esp ecially  joyou s to  a 12 -y ear-o ld . L o n g  b efo re  
drugs, d e ca y , an d  d eath  b e c a m e  hallm arks o f  
H arlem , it w as an  ex citin g  p art o f  N ew  Y o rk  City. In  
the 195 0 s , th ere  w as a se n se  o f  a cco m p lish m en t an d  
the e n e rg y  from  a solid  m iddle class in the h eart o f  
N ew  Y o rk . O n  D e ce m b e r 1, 1 9 5 5 , R osa P arks o f  
M ontgom ery , A lab am a, d ecid e d  that sh e  did n o t  
w an t to  m o v e  to  the b a ck  o f  the bus. H er d efian ce  
sp a w n e d  the start o f  the last p h ase  o f  the civil rights 
m o v em en t that, ironically , m ay  h ave  b e e n  p art o f  the  
re a so n  for H arlem ’s d eclin e . W ith  the civil rights 
m o vem en t, b lack s g ain ed  a cce ss  to  th e  sub u rb s an d  
m o v e d  aw ay  from  the city. H arlem  lost m an y  o f  its 
m iddle class an d  p ossib ly  its soul.

A fter 1 9 5 5 , H arlem  co n tin u ed  a slo w  d eclin e  that 
w o u ld  only  s to p  w h e n  m assive funds w e re  u se d  to  
revive 125th  Street. B y  that tim e, it w a s to o  late. T he  
H arlem  o f  the R en aissan ce  p erio d  an d  o f  m y you th  
w as n o  m o re . But, during th o se  shining d ays in the  
m id -50s H arlem  w as a p retty  n e a t p la ce  for a 1 2 -y ear  
old  boy.

The Street—125th

Christm as w as a sp ecial tim e for e x p lo rin g
H arlem . My C hristm as w alk s b e g a n  at m y h ou se  

o n  128th  Street, b e tw e e n  S e co n d  an d  Third  A ven ues. 
F ro m  th ere  I p ro ce e d e d  to  125th  Street, an d  then  
w e st to w a rd  Eighth  A ven u e. T h e first sto p  w as at the  
office o f  the Salvation A rm y, w h ich  m ad e su re that 
an y  child  w h o  w a n te d  o n e  w o u ld  re ce iv e  a toy  
d uring the C hristm as se a so n . (T o  this day, I try 
alw ays to  d ro p  a dollar in the bell ringers during the  
se a so n ). T h en , o n  to  P ark  A v en u e for the b est 1 5  ־
ce n t h o t d og s in N ew  Y o rk , at the N ew  Y o rk  C entral 
train  station . C hristm as lights d e co ra te d  125th  Street 
starting at M adison A v en u e an d  con tin u in g o n  to  
E ighth  A ven ue. T h e sto res w e re  festive an d  cro w d ed .
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