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Introduction 
Come walk with me through the memories of my life. There is nothing ordinary 

here. Nor is there a great lesson to learn from what I have done. I am still struggling to 

understand the repetitive mysteries of my life so there is no wisdom here for you. But, 

boy, do I have tales to tell you.  You will have great belly laughs. You will feel great 

sorrow. You will scold me for my misdemeanors and maybe even get mad at me for my 

bad behavior.  But if you like the life of a vagabond and enjoy reading of adventures 

you wish you would have done, read on! 

One thing is sure, I have not led an ordinary life. The things that saved me were my 

talents. I am blessed with a lot of them. I am intelligent. I am an over achiever. I can 

write. I have an artist’s eye. I take compelling photographs.  AND I have a gift that many 

artistic types do not have – I can organize, I can lead, I can anticipate.  

I didn’t know that I had all these gifts. It took me a long time to benefit from them. 
We did not have gifted programs when I was growing up. My parents never realized 

what a special child they had and did not cultivate my abilities. As you will see below, I 

slowly grew into them. 

Now that I am forcing myself to look back on the events I lived through, I am 

beginning to see just how out of the ordinary I was and just how I developed into who I 

am. It was not an easy road.  I see my life in bits and pieces, vignettes. So that is how I 

am delivering them to you. Below is a taste. It illustrates the events that lead to my 

realization that I could write. It took a lot of years to realize I had that talent.  

There is another side to my creativity. With my first paycheck I bought a Minolta 

SLR camera and the world of my second loved opened to me: photography. I took that 

camera everywhere.  Eventually I took a photography class in England. My instructor 

kept saying, “Another happy shot. When are you going to get down to business and 

become a photographer?” I had no idea what he was talking about. I kept shooting 
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happy shots. Over 20,000 of them in both black and white and color now reside in the 

archives of the Carnegie Museum of Natural History: all of them about my travels and 

observations in Egypt over a twenty-year period.  

 

 

 
Vignettes 
Cassie Performs 

My road to being “special” began when I was five. Every Mother’s Day and 
Christmas the ladies of our Italian Church and affiliated clubs like the Sons of Italy and 

the N.I.P.A. (North Italian Political Association) would have a dinner and program. My 

grandmother, whose father back in Italy refused to teach her to read, would pull out an 

Italian poetry book and little “Cassie” would memorize poem after poem to perform in 

Italian for the admiring ladies.   

-- Monessen 1947ish 

Cassie Pretends 

 I would lay for hours in front of the old Victrola in our living room playing 78 rpm 

records of Cinderella and Margaret O’Brien reading Goldilocks and the Three Bears. I 

would memorize all the parts and repeat them over and over never getting tired of 

hearing them. One day my mother was doing a neighborhood lady’s hair in the beauty 
shop in the front room of our home and she said,  

“Boy, are you lucky Elizabeth to have a daughter who can entertain herself.”  
Yes, she was lucky because I always found something to do, something dramatic, 

something curious, something exciting.   

       -- Monessen, 518 Fourth Street, 1950 

 

Good Old Mr. Weiss 
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But when my mother came home from the teacher’s conference in the eighth 
grade it was a milestone. She said “Mr. Weiss said he never has to worry about you in 

homeroom, every time he looks up you have your nose in a book.” Mr. Weiss was a 
pear-shaped funny man with a strange sense of humor. He would go to Pittsburgh (by 

bus) often and after he reported to my mother, I asked him if he ever went to the 

bookstore at Kaufmann’s Department Store. He said if I wanted something, he would 

get it. Boy, did I. Stephen Vincent Benet in his fantastic epic John Brown’s Body had 

Lincoln say,  

“I am always wanting something.” That’s me too.  
The first books I bought were: Love Poems of Lord Byron and The Collected Poems 

of Edna St. Vincent Millay. I was twelve years old! It was around that time that I started 

writing poetry and by the time I was twenty-two I self-published the booklet 

Pennsylvania and Other Poems (very poorly layout I might add). It was a collection of 

sonnets and narratives in iambic pentameter and an epic poem called Pennsylvania.  

                                                                           -- Monessen Jr. High School, 1955-6 

Miss Seday Knew 

The second seminal moment happened in the tenth grade. I had Miss Seday as a 

teacher. She was a graduate of Carnegie Institute of Technology (Carnegie Mellon 

University) school of drama and was quite a sensation when she arrived at our school. 

She was gifted, beautiful, and flamboyant and I was lucky enough to be in her tenth 

grade English class at Monessen High School. She made us write essays from time to 

time and at the end of the year she told me I should try out for the school newspaper 

next year because I was a good writer. I was excited and on the first day of school of 

the next year I went straight to the newspaper office. Miss Seday was not there. Miss 

Wilson was there. She was not Miss Seday. Miss Seday was gone! When I told Miss 

Wilson I was interested in writing for the newspaper and what Miss Seday told me she 

said, “We have all the people we need for this year. Try next year.” I was deflated. 
(When I applied to Carnegie Tech’s drama school and asked Miss Wilson to help me 
prepare for the audition, she refused that too. I hated her after that.) 

                                                                           -- Monessen Sr. High School, 1958 

 

Books are Everything 

Every Monday my mother would give me a $5.00 allowance. That evening my 

friends and I would walk downtown and stop to visit one of our friends who worked at 

Kirk’s Drug Store on Donner Avenue. In addition to the counter where you could buy 

White House ice cream (vanilla with cherries), they had a paperback book section 

where you could buy such books as Battle Cry and Exodus for about 50 cents. I never 
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walked away without buying at least two books. By the time I was a junior in high 

school I would drive down to Janosik’s pharmacy every Sunday morning to buy a New 

York Times. Oh, what wonders! It was huge then: section after section of news, 

business, and features. But to me the most important sections were the theater news 

and the book reviews (and of course all the ads from Lord n’ Taylor, Bonwit Teller, and 
Sak’s Fifth Avenue, for I loved unique and exotic clothes). I read page after page of the 

newspaper. What the New York Times said became my Bible. I let the best sellers list be 

my guide. I remember the first hard cover book I bought from those lists was Act One 

by Moss Hart.   

-- Kirk’s Drug Store, 1958-60 

 

Creative Writing Class 

The third acknowledgement that said I could write was at California State College. I 

was an English/Theater major and we had to take Creative Writing. My grammar wasn’t 
so hot, but I got all A’s and A+’s. I was surprised. I wanted to be an actress. I was in the 

theater group at college and another one in Monessen. I had big plans of becoming a 

New York stage star. Hollywood was too glitzy and too crazy. I wanted the drama and 

the recognition that a theater star had. I wanted to live in a loft in Greenwich Village 

and go to the jazz clubs. I wanted to hang out at the coffeeshops with the beatniks. I 

earned the epithet “drama queen.” I called everyone “darling” and I made sure to use 
the broad A when I said it, “Daawwrling.” 

                                                        --California State College, Old Main, 1960-63 

 

Poetry Too 

While at college I continued to write poetry. I was filled with drama and wrote 

sonnets on unrequited love and historical poems with moral judgments. Oh, yes, and as 

noted above, great sweeping epics on history and Pennsylvania. The only sonnet I can 

find is:  

Sonnet IX: 

To each of us must go that which is his 

Since we must part and live our lives alone. 

But who will say what goes to you or me? 

Who can divide these things that used to be? 

Can you give back to me my injured soul? 

When your sinew has blended so with mine? 

To cut the two in half would not suffice 

They do not stand side by side, they entwine. 
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Our hearts, my dear, they beat as one you see, 

Not together, they beat alternately. 

First yours, then mine, then yours, then mine in time. 

They beat to keep but one great soul alive. 

I fear that we are bound by soul and heart. 

We both would die if we would try to part. 

 

I had never had boyfriend when I wrote this. Told you I was a drama queen. 

     

   -- 1962 

 

But it was the poem Pennsylvania that was the prophet of things to come, the 

blending of history and creative writing. I did a lot of research for that poem. I 

remember reading it at the District Conference of the Quota Club of America. I got a 

standing ovation. Not just standing, a roaring, clapping, thrilling standing ovation. Some 

couplets still make me smile:    

 

Labor was cheap and labor was plenty. 

They worked long hours and got only pennies, 

The fight of American labor is long and gory, 

But it is mainly a Pennsylvania story. 

 

                                          -- Quota Club District Conference, 1965-7ish 

 

My First Book 

My first book was a book of photography: Egypt: Touching the 

Land. It was published by The American University in Cairo Press in 

1982. The press was not the grand machine it is today. There were 

many flaws with the book. Flaws and all, I was so proud of it. I still 

am. When it first came out, I was at my friend Jill’s house when one 
of her guests began flipping through it. He was a famous doctor in 

Egypt. He looked up to me and said,  

“You have given me back my childhood.”  
He couldn’t have said anything more satisfying. He captured 

exactly what the book was about. I had traveled up and down the 

Nile and into the Fayoum taking pictures of the ordinary tasks and 

lives of the traditional people. It was an ethnographic record of a 
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time that would soon be gone. In fact, all of my images of Egypt do exactly that: they 

record a period of time when Egypt underwent a major transformation.  

--The American University in Cairo, 1982 

 

The Carnegie 

That book formed the basis of my first major photo exhibit at Carnegie Museum of 

Natural History: Egypt: A Changing Heritage. It ran for three months. “Vivian’s warm 
affection for the people and places of Egypt is evident in the sensitive images she has 

produced. The combined skills of finely-tuned observation and insight into the human 

psyche, acquired as a result of Vivian’s long-time involvement with the theatre, 

together with her photographer’s knowledge of the effective use of shadow, light, and 

composition have produced an exhibition that appeals to the mind as well as to the 

eye.”   
             -- Pittsburgh Press, 1982 

                                        -- Carnegie Museum of Natural History, Aug 10- Oct 3, 1982 

     

  

Again at Saint Vincent’s 

Then Saint Vincent’s College wanted it. They were hosting a talk by Jihan Sadat, 
wife of Anwar Sadat and former first lady of Egypt, and called my home. I was in Egypt 

and via letters, no email then, we managed to get the photographs to them. I made it 

very clear to them that the title of the exhibit should point out that this was only one 

segment of the population of Egypt and they should call it The Traditional People of 

Egypt. They did not do that.  

 On the day of the exhibit my mother walked through the gallery with Jihan Sadat 

(I was in Egypt). Picture after picture passed by. Finally, Mrs. Sadat turned to my 

mother and said,  

“Tell you daughter there is more to Egypt than peasants.”  
My mother was thrilled. She was conversing with the wife of the President of 

Egypt. She was also intimidated. She had no idea that Mrs. Sadat was unhappy. I knew 

immediately what she meant when my mother wrote of the event in a letter back to 

me. Egypt IS more than peasants. I knew that. Saint Vincent’s did not.                      
                                                                                    -- St. Vincent’s College, April 3, 1986 

 

Napoleon and Cairo Today 

Then I began writing for the various English language magazines in Egypt. My first 

article was for Cairo Today. It was about Napoleon’s invasion of Egypt and the 
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monumental research done by the scholars he brought with him. I called it Description 

de l'Egypte, after the multi-volume massive work those scholars produced.  That article 

made me a legitimate published writer. Paid no. Published yes. That would be my 

destiny.  I was 45 years old! What followed was plenty of books and dozens and dozens 

of articles. They were completed with a lifetime of research and a dedication that could 

not be denied. The end result was poverty. I have seen the world with no money. I have 

mingled with Egyptology scholars and heads of institutes, with ambassadors and Prime 

Ministers, and with the great scholars of Egypt from all nations: ALL with no money.  

                                                                             -- Cairo, Cairo Today Magazine, 1987 

 

History in My Blood 

Then it became obvious that my writing was not to be poetry, but prose. It further 

showed that its themes were historic. History was the answer to me. History was 

fascinating. History also became my passion. As I said in my book The Overseer’s 
Family: 

“History did not happen to someone else. It happened to my family too. History 

did not take place someplace else. It happened here in Quarata [our village in Tuscany] 

and back in Monessen too. History is not only the story of the rich and famous. It is far 

more the story of the common people. That is the story left to be told. I am possessed 

with discovering what role my family played in historical events. We were not the 

leaders of great nations. We were the rank and file without whom great nations could 

not rise. We were not the thinkers of great thoughts. We were the laborers who kept a 

country stable so great thought could flourish. Where were we in the medieval past 

when the sharecropping system was born, when Arezzo fell to Florence, when 

Michelangelo carved his David? How were we affected by the Crusades, the plagues, 

the invention of the threshing machine, the arrival of Napoleon in Italy, World War I, 

and World War II? How were we involved? How far back can I trace our roots? How far 

back can you trace yours?”     

                                                                                             -- The Overseer’s Family, 2006 

Monessen Too 

I said it again in my book Monessen: A Typical Steel Country Town. This time it did 

not relate to my family history, but to World War II and the men of Monessen. 

“Monessen was there. So was the Mon Valley. Monessen boys served in the Navy, 

in the Marines, and in all other military units. Monessen played a part in this history as 

it did in every event that happened in America through the years. History did not 

happen to someone else in some other place in some other time. It happened here. 

Generic textbooks talk to us about strangers while our own history lives silently beside 
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us and slowly disappears into our cemeteries. History happened here. Monessen men 

fought these battles. Monessen men got wounded. Monessen men were prisoners of 

war and suffered unspeakable agony. Monessen men died. Monessen men were there 

when the first boats hit the Normandy beaches on D-Day. They were the heroes of the 

Battle of the Bulge holding back the enormous German line with the same type of 

energy and work ethic they used to build Monessen and the Mon Valley into the glory 

that it was. They were there in the 28th Division as the only American army to march on 

the streets of Paris, France. They were in the first units to cross into Germany. They 

were there to liberate the death camps, to see what man can do to man when freedom 

and respect are lost. They turned into walking skeletons on the Bataan death march. 

They saw all the horrors of war. They fought those battles for the same reason their 

fathers fought the companies and the unions and the American government in 1919. 

They fought for human dignity. They fought for the right of the common man. They 

fought for freedom. Freedom: as fragile as a butterfly, and twice as elusive. Twice in 

half a century it had been under siege and twice the common man had answered its 

call.”   
                                                          -- Monessen: A Typical Steel Country Town, 2002 

 

My books and I are a mixture of being ethnic in America (Italian-American), 

growing up in a steel town (Monessen, Pennsylvania), and adapting to life in a third 

world country (Egypt).  

 

Join me on this remarkable journey. 
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Chapter 1 
Coal, Steel, and Folklore:  

Growing Up in an Ethnic Community 
Or Life on a North Flowing River 

 

 How do you explain southwestern Pennsylvania to the world, especially as it was 

in the 20th century? It was a cacophony of nations, an amalgamation of peoples mostly 

from central and southern Europe transplanted to America in the late 19th century 

when Egypt (my soon to be adopted home) was also being invaded by Europeans. The 

peasants of Europe were starving and they came to America bearing their native dress, 

speaking their varied languages, and practicing their fascinating and longstanding 

traditions. In the great age of coal and steel more foreign immigrants immigrated to 

southwestern Pennsylvania than any other place in the United States. It was a true 

international community.  

Unlike Egypt where the immigrants were not peasants but the elite of the 

European governments who took over the best jobs, established their own mores, 

dethroned the rulers, and bankrupted Egypt, the American Europeans struggled in the 

mines and mills of the newly emerging industrial age. The Europeans arrived long after 

the decimation of the Native population of America by Europe in the 18th century. 

These Europeans were peasants, poor, hungry, and ready to make a change. Through 

years of struggle they fought for the American Dream and for a short time, a mere fifty 

or so years, they got it. That made them proud, arrogant, opinionated, and difficult to 

understand by the outside world. Those attitudes, instilled in us by years of being the 

underdog and fighting for our piece of the pie, became both my badge of honor and my 

ruin.   

 My childhood river is the Monongahela. How's that for a name! Actually, it's a 

Native American word meaning, "river of falling in banks," because the area is known 

for its landslides. They occur often. No one seems to know much about this region prior 



15 

 

to the European invasion. Few explorers or archaeologists have gone in search of the 

Mon River Valley information with the passion and commitment of experts in the Nile 

River Valley. The Native American civilizations left little visible great monuments, no 

known written history. In fact, when the “white” man came to the area, we are told it 
was a hunting ground peppered with Native American hunting camps.  

 Along the Mon, the nickname we give our river, are a number of feeder streams 

with Indian names, too. Foremost, by far, is the Youghiogheny, "river of round about 

course." What a name! The “Yough” would not attempt to compare itself to the mighty 

Nile, but there is more than one feature the Yough and Blue Nile have in common. Even 

today the Yough is a wild river that twists and turns as it crashes through mountain 

ravines and smashes into granite boulders. The Yough does not wander through Lake 

Tana or plunge over the 120-foot rainbow generating Tis-Isat Falls on its way to 

Khartoum or Omdurman like the Blue Nile. Its mountains are called the Appalachians, 

with ridges called Laurel and Chestnut. As the Yough rages through them it spills over a 

mere 15-foot fall called Ohiopyle, and passes towns with such American names (and in 

some cases American history) as Connellsville, Broad Ford, and Layton on its way to 

joining the Mon at McKeesport. The Yough is as turbulent as the Blue and a great 

white-water rafting industry is flourishing today.  

 Another thing the Nile and the Monongahela have in common is that both rivers 

flow north. Now I know that some of you are not going to believe that, especially if you 

are over 50 and went to school in Western Pennsylvania. We were taught that the Nile 

is the only river in the world to flow north. How schools on the Mon could teach such 

nonsense is unimaginable, but they did. In fact, they are not the only rivers to flow 

north. There are a bevy of them: most in North America. 

 The major difference between the north flowing Nile and the north flowing Mon 

is that the Nile had south blowing winds. Now there's a mega difference. The Nile 

became a two-way highway, which was a major reason a bigger than life civilization 

developed along its shores. No one needed to cut paths through inhospitable land. The 

Mon did not have such good fortune. It almost did, or must I say it had half of what the 

Nile had. When the great age of exploration began on the Mon, a boat would be built 

at Brownsville or California or Elizabeth (neighbors of my home town) and follow the 

current to the Ohio River at Pittsburgh, then down the Ohio to the Mississippi River at 

Cairo, Illinois and end up at New Orleans on the Gulf of Mexico. The journey covered 

thousands of miles. There is more.  The great Missouri River traveled south from the 

vast Northwest of America and joined the Mississippi too. It met the larger river just 

north of Saint Louis. Combined the rivers and their tributaries covered a major part of 

the North American continent.  So, as the Nile watered half of Africa, the Mon was on 
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the watershed that did the same in the United States. The big problem of what came to 

be called the Mississippi Watershed is that, unlike the Nile, boats could not fight the 

current and return north. Remember the wind? Once they made the great passage 

they were stuck in New Orleans. The only choice was to become a sea going vessel or 

be dismantled for wood. The crew would make its way overland back north. Those 

boats, first merely rafts and later propelled by steam, became yet another industry 

along the Mon. I didn’t realize it when I was young, but it would become one of the 
most interesting research projects of my life.  

 Along came Robert Fulton who put steam on a boat. His steamboat, built in 

Pittsburgh, was the first to travel from Pittsburgh to New Orleans on steam. It was not 

the first boat to have steam nor was it the first to open the Western Waters. Captain 

Shreve of Brownsville opened the Western Waters a few years later. He built a boat 

that not only steamed its way to New Orleans, but steamed its way back to Brownsville. 

Brownsville became a great boat building center. So did California, Fayette City, Belle 

Vernon, Monongahela, McKeesport, and, of course, Pittsburgh (which took credit for 

many boats it did not build). This is as big a story as the search for the source of the 

Nile. (see some of the history of these boats on my Academia page: Academia.edu 

Cassandra Vivian) 

 Of all the legends and all the stories of lives along the Mon, there is one great 

story to tell. And it's a biggie. For one brief moment of history, a mere hundred years 

from the 1880s to the 1980s, hardly significant when one thinks of the span of Egyptian 

history, the Monongahela River Valley belched, fumed, and exploded into an industrial 

frenzy unmatched at any time in the history of the world. The Monongahela and its 

tributaries were at the heart of industrial America. It was the pulsing, throbbing, artery 

of the great valley of coal and steel. Such names as Henry Clay Frick and such coal 

mines as Morewood, Standard, Davidson, and Leith joined Andrew Carnegie and such 

mills as Jones and Laughlin, and Pittsburgh Steel in towns like Monessen, Donora, 

Duquesne, Braddock, Rankin, Homestead, and Pittsburgh became the "Arsenal for 

Democracy." They built the country in times of peace and they became the great 

machines that produced the materials of war. The region was the fulcrum of the 

nation. 

Steelmaking was a tough business. I didn't know it then, growing up in Monessen. 

It was just a job the men in our family did. I knew the sights of the mill as one could not 

miss the three blast furnaces that filled the skyline. As for the sounds, one could not 

hear the tapping of the furnaces as the liquid iron poured out into awaiting rail cars; 

but I could hear the bang as the cars were linked together to make their way to the 

open hearth when the iron was mingled with various ingredients to be made into 
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different types of steel for pipes, appliances, and cars. Chrysler ordered all their steel 

from Monessen as they believed it made the best cars and Monessen residents in 

return drove Plymouths, Dodges, DeSotos, and Chryslers. We knew where our food 

came from. But I did not know the dehumanizing, degrading, debilitating labor our men 

had to endure day after day in that huge monstrous mill that took up all the waterfront 

in Monessen. Nor did I know the story of coal and coke. That would come later in my 

life. 

 

 
 

It was in this valley that my family’s American journey began. Into this chaos came 
the Viviani family from Marchesni on Lago di Garda in Northern Italy, and the Parigi 

family from Quarata near Arezzo in Tuscany, Northern Italy. They came to Monessen 

for the same reason that millions of other immigrants went to Chicago, or New York, or 

any other place in America: for a better life. For us it was a repeated pattern: someone 

from the village of Quarata was in Monessen and my Nonno Parigi had someplace to 

go. That man was Domenic ‘Manco’ Bindi, a labor boss at the Pittsburgh Steel 
Company, which was located in Monessen. 

Tradition! That is what I learned in my Italian-American family. We did things 

together. We honored the old family ways. We ate the foods our family grew and 

enjoyed for centuries. We repeated the rituals. Nonno had a garden and a wine cellar. 

He grew our vegetables, made wine, and cured prosciuttos and salamis. Nonna made 

all the family foods for Christmas, for Easter, and for all the saint’s days in-between. I 

learned to do the same in her kitchen working as an apprentice as she made sauces, 

soups, roasts, stews, and desserts. I became a good cook.  In later years not only would 
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I write a cookbook of our family stories and recipes (Immigrant’s Kitchen: Italian, 

republished as A Tuscan American Kitchen), I would write a memoir of taking my 

mother home to Tuscany to find our roots (The Overseer’s Family).  

 
Italians weren’t the only immigrants to Monessen. It was a genuine melting pot. 

Each section of the community belonged to a different ethnic group and each group 

was surrounded by its own church and its own club. Among them we had a Finntown, a 

Dutchtown (German), and a Russian Hill. The Italians went so far as to re-divide 

themselves into a southern and a northern Italian section with separate clubs and 

stores including bakeries. They even lived in different sections of town. What did this 

mean to me? My friend Sissy was Slovak and from her kitchen I learned to eat and cook 

halupki, halushki, and kolbassi. I can still taste it all. My friends Mary and Angel were 

Greeks. In addition to visiting them for Christmas Eve and tasting the best ham in the 

world (which I still make), we would go to all the Greek dances in the region learning to 

line dance and ooopa our hearts away. From them I learned to make mussaka, pastitsa, 

and baklava. Helen was Russian. I do not remember ever tasting anything her mother 

made, but I remember going into their supermarket (which was why her mother had 

no time to cook) and getting all the stuff we needed to have picnics in the summer. I, of 

course, was pure Italian and many a time they all came to my house to eat gnocchi, 

lasagna, and other goodies. It wasn’t just the foods we enjoyed and learned to cook. It 
was also the traditions!!!   

It reminds me of a story someone once told me: During World War II a soldier 

from the Mon Valley was recruited for the Intelligence Service. He got that position 

because when the instructor asked questions about Europeans, he had the answers. 

The Instructor was impressed and said,  



19 

 

“You must be well travelled to know so much about all the different countries in 

Europe.”  
“Yes,” the soldier replied. “I walked one block this way and another block that way 

in my hometown.”  
Truth is, Monessen is still that way: despite the death of steel and the razing of the 

mill; despite all the young people moving away; despite the fact that all the Catholic 

ethnic churches have been blended into one church; despite the population falling 

from 23,000 to 8,000, Monessen is still ethnic. When elections come Italians vote for 

Italians and Slovaks vote for Slovaks. When summer comes the Greeks hold a three-day 

extravaganza that attracts thousands to eat, dance, and have fun. For decades, the 

town had its own ethnic festival held each summer. I helped start that event.  

So, moving to Egypt to mingle with Cairenes, villagers from Sakkara, and Bedouin 

women was not a big leap for me. Sitting on the ground and sipping strong tea while 

talking about jewelry or listening to the chants of the holy men in an oasis was just an 

extension of my life in an ethnic town in Pennsylvania.  

Where Egypt was opening its doors in 1974, western Pennsylvania was shutting 

down, abandoning its workers. Ethnic families were disintegrating as one by one the 

men left to look for work elsewhere and the women followed. The immigrant families 

were now in the fourth and fifth generations. They had intermarried. They had mingled 

or lost traditions.  

Everything was changing. I left. I left looking for my soul.  

 

Vignettes 
As an Infant 

My earliest memory is taking my mother by the 

hand and leading her to a slim and tall white cupboard 

with a small green milk pitcher on the first shelf. I kept 

pointing to it and she did not know what I wanted. 

Finally, it dawned on her that I wanted a candy that 

she had given me from that pitcher. She laughed, 

opened the cupboard, took out of pitcher, and turned 

it upside-down. It was empty. Obviously, this 

happened before I could speak. 

                              -- 518 Fourth Street, 1944-45 
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Brownies and Girl Scouts 

I was a Brownie. Then I was a Girl Scout. I sold Girl 

Scout cookies in my mother’s beauty shop and sold 
more than any of the little girls in town. I was the 

best. My Nonno kept telling me, “You are Toscana, 

you are the best.” I puffed up like a balloon with pride 

and arrogance which is still with me through thick and 

thin. 

We had day camp each year at the Monessen City 

Park where we were divided into groups, sang 

scouting songs, and generally had a good time. Then I 

went to Camp Wesco. Camp Wesco was a five-day 

wilderness camp in the Laurel Mountains. I was only 

five. I was the youngest little scout to ever set foot in the place and the counselors 

were not sure they wanted me to stay. But my mother insisted that if there was any 

trouble she would come and get me. They let me stay.  

That camp introduced me to the wonderful world of nature, and travel, and life 

beyond the mundane. We went hiking. We sang around the campfire. We roasted 

marshmallows at the end of long skinny sticks. We were afraid snakes were waiting for 

us in the outhouses!  

After that, I went year after year. I earned my swimming badge there and my life 

guard certificate. I did arts and crafts and made lariats out of plastic strips into a 

number of patterns and colors. I loved it. Eventually I grew out of that wanderlust and 

into another.  

Half a century later I had the opportunity to go looking for Camp Wesco. It wasn’t 
hard to find. It had been closed for years and the county had placed a huge pile of dirt 

bigger than a speed bump over the road to 

block the way (in Egypt they call these bumps 

‘sleeping policemen’). I wanted to see the 
great meadows where the Adirondack cabins 

stood. I wanted to see the great dining hall 

and the huge swimming pool. It was such a 

grand place and very important to my 

formative years. But I could not enter.  I 

remained in the scouts until I was in the 9th grade. At that time, I became the first 1st 

Class Girl Scout in Monessen.  

                                           -- Girl Scouts, Monessen and Laurel Highlands, 1947-1957 
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My First Writing Job 

In the fifth grade, I decided to do a newspaper. That’s right, a newspaper for my 
class at Jefferson Elementary School. I was nine years old. Well, I sat down at a 

typewriter and made things up. You know: “Janice S. is in love with Malcolm W,” and 
“Mrs. T. smokes in the cloakroom.” None of it was true, but I thought it was fun and 

sold the carbon copies for ten cents each on the playground the next day. Boy, did I get 

into trouble!  

(That trouble was a reprimand, not a suspension or an arrest, not a broadcast on 

the Pittsburgh nightly news on TV, not taken to juvenile court. What have we become?) 

                                                                    -- Jefferson School Playground, 1952-53 

 

Life on Short Street or the Short Street Gang 

On the side of my house was Short Street. It was just that – short. The only cars 

that came on the street were those of folks who live there: Bellora, Salotti, Beneccio, 

and Pateria. The middle of the street abutted the polaio, the bocce courts of the 

Northern Italian Political Association, the N.I.P.A. What fun that was watching the men 

play bocce each summer evening and screaming and yelling at tournaments on 

Sundays. No one complained of the noise. No one called the police. Most people came 

out of their houses to see who did what.  

But we had our own games. We played baseball right on the street. One time a 

young, new Greek immigrant came to watch and we taught him to play. The first ball 

he hit sailed up the street and through the window of my neighbor’s house. We all ran 
away and he just stood there. Needless to say, he never came back. We would go up 

and call him but he could not come out. His family forbade him. 

We had a basketball hoop attached to the telephone pole in the middle of the 

street. We played and played. John and Bob Cupper were the best basketball players in 

Monessen. So happened, that their family delivered all the newspapers in town, so 

every weekday around 4 o’clock one of them would round the bend onto Short Street 
to delivering papers. We always made them stop and play a few hoops with us. We 

played teams mostly, but we also played around the world and other games.  

Lots of things happened on that street. It was like the Dead End Gang. One snowy 

day Mr. X was returning from the store with a bag of groceries. He was three sheets to 

the wind if you know what I mean. I had an old pair of wooden skis and was trying to go 

down 4th Street on my belly. It was the best snow slope because it had a hump in the 

middle. Well, he put those skis on at the top of the hill and started down. What a site. 

He skidded, he skated, and then he fell on his ass at the hump. His groceries flew 

everywhere including his broken bottle of milk that blended into the snow and a 
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broken bottle of ketchup that we all reported straight-faced was the blood of a dead 

ranger lost below the snow. In those days, the snow lasted for days.  

                                                                                                     -- Short Street, 1952-56 

War with the Third Street Gang 

The funniest thing I remember of those days on Short Street was the day we went 

to war with the Third Street Gang. It was all rather innocent (today they would arrest 

us as gangsters) but we sent an emissary down the hill to Third Street during the day 

and invited them to war at 4 o’clock. All day long we made snowballs, pouring water 
over them to turn them hard like ice. At 4, the Third Street Gang appeared and took 

their place in Popeye’s tomato garden. They hid behind the remains of the tomato 

plants while we were safely ensconced in the rickety, gray-wooded garage across the 

street. This was serious business. It was their job to lay the siege. Just as we were about 

to get underway my mother opened the back door to our house and called me for 

dinner. I shouted back, “I can’t come, we are at war.” She was not amused. “You get up 
here right now,” she yelled and I had to dodge the snowballs as I ran up the hill to our 
home. I was the youngest kid on the block so I really got pelted. 

These friends on Short Street were not my friends in school. I was the youngest. 

When I was in 1st Grade most of my Short Street Gang were in 3th. In school, we did not 

talk. My school friends never came to play on Short Street. I guess that forged a pattern 

I kept all my life. When I was in Egypt, I seldom wrote to anyone in the states except 

my mother. When I was in the states, I seldom contacted anyone in Egypt. Yet when I 

arrived at either place, I picked up my friendships exactly where I left them. It didn’t 
always work that way. I never realized that I did this until I wrote these few words.

  -- Short Street, 1952-5 

Nonna’s Visions 

One time I flew over the handlebars of my new 2-wheel bike and my brother had 

to carry me home. He was not happy. My grandmother made a cast by boiling soap and 

applied it to my knee. In a few minutes, it was as hard as plaster. That kept it immobile 

until the doctor arrived. She always knew what to do. She was the seventh child of the 

seventh child, believed to be possessed with psychic powers. She never applied them, 

or practiced them, but she certainly had them. One night when I was in the 5th grade 

she came knocking on our door about 7pm at night. It was a Friday and my mother’s 
beauty shop was in full swing.  

 "Where's your son?" she asked my Mother. 

 "He's at his friends up on Clarendon Avenue," came the answer. 

 "Go get him. Tell him to come home." 
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Just then the telephone rang and our black 

cocker spaniel began to howl. (Don’t tell me 
there is no such thing as psychic powers.) It 

seems my brother was working on his friend's 

Hudson Hornet and someone came around the 

bend and hit the jack. The car, sans tires, fell on 

him. His friend picked up that car and pulled my 

brother out. It saved his life. The phone call was 

the boy’s mother calling to tell my family to go 
to the hospital. What a night that was. Nonna 

knew. She always knew.  

                                  -- Motheral Avenue, 1952-53 

 

 

Nonno’s Wine Cellar    
I knew the gentle side of my red-headed, fiery, Nonno Parigi: the side that made 

wine and sausage, that kept a garden of lettuce, onions, and tomatoes. Each Saturday 

morning, I would run to my grandparent's house, merely a block from my own, and visit 

with my grandfather in his wine cellar. There I would sit in his large black overstuffed 

leather rocking chair rocking away and singing as he went about his business tending 

his wine barrels and bottles, poking his drying sausage, and cleaning all his tools and 

equipment.  

Finally, we would have lunch. I always wanted Nonno’s cured prosciutto with my 
Nonna’s homemade Italian bread. The homemade prosciutto was hanging on a hook in 

the wine cellar wrapped in a white linen cloth. Nonno would reach for it and gently 

unwrap the cloth. He'd turn and turn and turn that cloth forever and finally that most 

precious cured ham would emerge. Out would come Nonno's knife. It was the sharpest 

knife in the world. Nonno would grind it until the whole blade was thin and bent. It 

would slice through the prosciutto, cutting it paper thin, as easily as passing through 

butter. Nonno would do the same thing with his forks. He turned them into lethal 

prongs. 

I got a sip of wine too because I begged and begged and begged until he would 

finally give in. Then, the meal over, I would crawl into his lap, he would light up his pipe 

(which I also puffed because I begged and begged and begged), and he would tell me 

stories about Italy. I loved it. He added all the sounds. If we were on a train he would 

blow the whistle, “wooo a whooo.” If we were in a carriage he would make the horses 
clomp. The closer we got to Italy the bigger the fish in the ocean, the better the fruit on 
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the trees, and the more love in his voice. I think these stories fed my fertile mind not 

only with the love of foreign places, but with the desire to tell stories of my own. I 

never stopped to think that maybe Nonno missed his family and wanted to go home 

too.      

-- 413 Knox Avenue, 1952-60 

 

Dressing the Pig  

Nonno knew how to dress a pig and each October 

one would come from a nearby farm. When it was just 

a baby Nonno would pick it out and tell the farmer 

exactly what to feed it so it would taste just right. 

Then the farmer would deliver it to the cellar and the 

entire family would be involved in cutting, grinding, 

and curing it into delicious roasts, chops, sausages, 

prosciuttos and salamis. Then we all worked in the 

cellar. Nonno was the butcher. He would use every bit 

of that pig. We had salsiccia, sausage. We also had 

soprassata, which in Tuscany means headcheese; the 

bits of meat and fat taken from the boiled head of the 

pig and spiced, sacked, reboiled, and sliced as lunch meat. I point this out because in 

Calabria a soprassata is a hot salami seasoned with red pepper. This is just the 

beginning of the millions of differences between Italians from different regions of Italy. 

We also made migliaccio, blood pudding. This, too, is called a variety of names in Italy, 

including another Tuscan name, sanguinaccio. Don’t turn your nose up unless you have 

tried it. It is not bad at all. We fix it pretty blandly with salt and pepper and Parmesan 

cheese. Some regions went wild and add raisins and pine nuts. There were so many 

good things we got from the pig.  

      -- 413 Knox Avenue, Cantina, 1945-60  

 

Making the Wine 

In November, the process would be repeated as we went to Pittsburgh’s Strip 
District to pick out the grapes for the wine. Nonno’s cellar was filled with barrels, 
presses, thumpers and more as week after week the fermenting wine was tended to 

with tender care. Each Saturday I would inspect the work of the week before I crawled 

into his lap. Brewing in the barrels were mezzo vino, a half wine and half water by-

product of the new wine, puntello, a sweet wine using water and sugar, and both red 

and white table wines.  
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 Each year my Nonno would put away a bottle or two of white and red wines. 

When my brother got married, we toasted with wine my Nonno had made the year my 

brother was born. We still have a bottle of wine from 1933, the year my mother 

graduated from high school. When Nonno opened one of these aging bottles, he was 

careful not to disturb it too much. Once he delicately uncorked the bottle, he 

cautiously inserted a special stick, a tromba, and tilted the bottle, pouring out the 

contents in one continuous, slow-pouring flow. The sediment remained in the bottle. 

Then he rebottled the wonderful wine and brought it to table. 

      -- 413 Knox Avenue, Cantina, 1945-60 

 

Luna di Arezzo 

  One Christmas my mother sent me to the Italian Food Store in Monessen to buy 

a Luna di Arezzo. I must have been eight, maybe nine years old. The streets of America 

were safe then. Parents were not afraid to let their children walk alone in small towns. 

Everyone walked. It was a less paranoid time. The only problem was that the owner of 

the store didn’t know what a Luna de Arezzo was. When I called my mother, she 

laughed. The shopkeeper didn’t know because there is no such sweet. We wanted the 
Sienese specialty called panforte, a luscious, dark cake-bread filled with nuts and 

candied fruits originally invented by medieval monks. So, where did I get the name 

Luna di Arezzo? I always called it that. So had my Nonno, for he is the one who told me. 

Nonno had nicknamed the famous delicacy after a clock in one of Arezzo’s squares. 
         -- The Overseer’s Family 

 The Gun  

 The upheaval in steel in 1919 was serious. For my Nonno it was doubly troubling. 

There was a strike. Anyone who crossed the picket line was a scab. Menco Bindi, our 

cousin from Quarata, had gotten Nonno his job. Menco was a company man. Nonno 

felt he owed his loyalty to Menco. So, he crossed the picket line. The company gave 

him a gun for protection. They did that for all who supported them. When he got home 

that day, he gave the gun to Nonna and told her to hide it. He never wanted to see it 

again. 

 It wasn’t that Nonno was afraid of guns or did not know how to use it. He was a 

marksman killing the ducks and fowl in and around the marshes of Quarata since he 

was a child. He simply was not going to kill a human being. Years later he died and 

Nonna came to live with us. She brought the gun with her. I took it down to the 

Monessen Sport’s Shop to get it registered and buy bullets. When I went in one of the 

city policemen was there. I asked the owner to register the gun. The policeman wanted 
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to know more and I told the story. He wanted to buy the gun from me, but I said no. 

After all, it was part of our history.  

        -- Monessen, 1919 

The Beggar 

 I started early learning how to find money. If I wanted to buy something, I would 

ask my Dad for a quarter. Then I would go to my mother and ask her too. Fifty cents in 

hand I would then walk to the N.I.P.A. and find my Nonno sitting in the cantina. It was 

in the basement of the building and had a magnificent mahogany and brass long bar 

with brass spittoons. He would break out into a smile when he saw me and gladly give 

me my quarter. Then I was rich. 

       -- N.I.P.A., Monessen, 1950s 

 

Our Friend Angelo Pallini 

He was a trovatore, a troubadour. He would go to all the towns in southwestern 

Pennsylvania carrying a grinder on his back, raising his arm up and down, up and down, 

ringing his bell to announce to the people that he was there. He would swing that 

machine off his back and set it on the ground. With his foot he would get the grinding 

stone to spin and he would sharpen scissors or knives to perfection. He also fixed 

umbrellas and expanded his business to take care of mending old copper pots with tin 

plate. He guaranteed his work for nine months, or he would do it again for free. He 

would go home at night and write down the poems that he had beat out to the ringing 

of his bell and then he would print them on a small printing press. We still have some 

of those poems. His family kept them all these years stored in two shoeboxes. The 

family was kind enough to give them to me to arrange. These poems tell us a lot about 

my grandparents and the other Aretine immigrants to Monessen, about all immigrants 

in America. I organized the poems, put them into notebooks, and gave one to each of 

the Pallini families.  

 This poem is the story of the Aretine women: my Nonna Carolina, Vertiga Vagli, 

Laurolina Bindi, Elvira Celli. Listen to how Angelo described their Americanization.  

 

The Women Have Arrived in America    

Wife 

Now that I have arrived in this land, 

And see the beautiful American house where all the water is ready to drink. 

I have a fountain in the sink. 

Instead in Italy 

I had to go very far away 
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We had to travel to get water.  

 

Here I have a stove with a regulator 

I can turn the handle a little, 

And the water will boil hard or soft. 

Without wood I cook for myself. 

Oh God, what a joy! 

That I found here 

that without too much fuss 

The tasks are accomplished. 

 

Now I want to go to Nunziata. 

It’s been a long time since I’ve seen 
her. 

For she arrived here before me. 

I have always known her as a friend. 

 “Nunziata what are you doing? 

I came to see you. 

Look it is Maria. 

Come and sit awhile.” 

 

“Nunziata you are in paradise. 
Your house is all furnished. 

If my husband was well-chosen 

I too would have bought these things. 

Tonight we will come back 

I want him to see everything. 

Me too in my house 

I want to have flowers. 

 

Nunziata: 

 “Maria, do you want to go to town. 
I will show you many things. 

It you want to buy things 

You can satisfy yourself. 

Oh God, what luxury. 

I can buy! 
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Everything to my husband 

I want to tell. 

 

Wife: 

Dear husband of mine you have returned. 

Today I went for a walk. 

Oh what marvels I have seen 

That even we must buy. 

Rugs and lace work. 

If you would have seen. 

When you get paid 

We have to buy everything. 

 

All the women wear hats. 

A beautiful coat with a cat at the collar. 

Even I would like to buy one of those. 

And women’s shoes for when it is wet. 
In short,  

I would like to buy everything. 

Otherwise I cannot go 

With the others when they take a walk. 

 

Husband: 

Listen to how you have gone mad. 

Do you think I am a millionaire? 

Do you think we live on singing? 

To get ahead we need money. 

The grocery store, the baker. 

Everyone must be pay. 

When I get my pay 

There will be nothing left for me. 

 

Wife: 

And you came here ahead of me. 

You do not recognize the American custom. 

My companions have told me. 

We can buy it without money in our hand. 
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With only $5.00 

They can give us a debt of one hundred. 

We can do this at every place. 

 

Husband: 

Don’t start to make me swear. 
To make me a debtor of hundreds. 

Who you owe has to be paid 

And me, I don’t make money by the bushel.  
If you buy everything 

And then you cannot pay for it, 

All the people will come to the house  

To search for you. 

 

Wife: 

Tell me why you are frightened. 

Who has money due will have to wait. 

And when I have gone to my grave. 

That which is left they can have. 

I am not afraid 

If we make debts. 

This way everyone is a friend 

They will come to visit. 

 

Husband: 

Since I work as a knife grinder.  

Sometimes I have to be trustworthy.  

I marked them all in the book 

When they don’t pay, I lose a friend. 
I lost friends. 

I want them back.     

For Angelo Pallini 

No one will pay. 

     

                                                                                              -- Monessen, 1930s, 2000 
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My Christmas Gift 

When I was a teenager, we had cousins from Italy arrive. Gigi and Quintina Pitti. 

Originally, they were in New Castle with our cousins there, but eventually they moved 

to Monessen and live in two rooms on the second floor of my Nonno’s house.  
 At Christmas, they asked me if I would go with them to buy a gift for a cousin in 

Italy. They wanted to buy underwear. I asked where they wanted to go. They said the 

5&10. I laughed. I didn’t buy my underwear there. I was a big shot. So, we went to the 
5&10. They had two types of underwear: those with elastic and those without. I 

suggested they buy the elastic for the other rides up. They bought the ones without 

elastic. They were cheaper. On Christmas morning, they gave me my present. I opened 

it: there were the underwear without elastic. 

        -- Monessen, mid-50s 

Sundays on the Farm 

My father’s family, the Vivians, did not play as large a part in my life as my 
mother’s family, the Parigis. My father, whom we called Honey Boy, came from a family 

of 16. Half of them died as children, but of the eight remaining some were in 

Norristown and others were miners in Greene County. Once a year we headed to 

Norristown for a week. Every Sunday we headed to my Aunt Adelaide and Uncle 

Frank’s farm just outside of Clarksville in Greene County.  

 Those were great Sundays feeding the pigs, chasing the cows in the fields, and 

going to the outhouse only at the last possible moment. In the afternoon we headed 

into Mather, a mining patch a few miles away. My Aunt Adeline and her husband Uncle 

Angelo lived there with their 8 children. Yes, 8. I went off to the movies in Carmichaels 

with the local chartered bus with my cousin Mary. My parents played poker all 

afternoon.  

 Once a year there was a Vivian reunion: one year at the farm, the next in 

Norristown. We played bocce, drank and ate until we busted. Oh, how glorious it was 

to be young and a Vivian in southwestern Pennsylvania. I hope every child had such a 

wonderful childhood sharing these precious moments with their parents and 

grandparents.    

  -- Greene County, 1950s 

 

My First Kiss 

It was dusk. We were all sitting on the porch of the Clover Leaf store at the corner 

of Sixth and Reed: one boy and three girls. We began to play Truth or Dare. It turned 
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into kiss her, then kiss me, then kiss the other. We knew we were bad. That was as big 

a turn on as was the kiss.  

  -- Monessen, early 50s 

 

Is this Rape? 

Throughout my childhood I would play at the 

Jefferson playground every summer. Teachers in the 

local school district got summer jobs by managing the 

playgrounds where equipment and games were on the 

menu: bats, balls, gloves, box hockey, swings, monkey 

bars, and more were available for everyone to enjoy. I 

loved going there and was pretty good at sports. The 

older boys would play basketball while us slightly 

younger kids would play softball. One day I cracked the 

bat over a ball and it flew over the basketball court, 

across the street, and into the front yard of one of the 

houses. The “boys” were impressed. When the 
playground closed, we lingered and talk turned risqué, to say the least. I was pretty 

mature for a 12-year-old with well-formed breasts. One by one people left the 

gathering until only two of us remained. I started to leave when the boy grabbed me, 

shoved me against a tree and began molesting me. It was growing dark and I was 

afraid. He made me touch him. Then he made me hold him as he pushed against me 

and climaxed in my hand. I broke loose and ran away. When I got home my mother 

knew something was wrong. I didn’t tell her. I never told anyone until now. It was the 

first but would not be the last time I got myself into a bad situation. You will see. 

     

                                                                                      -- Jefferson playground, 1954-55 

 

I Stopped Going to Church in the 2nd Grade 

There were plenty of Catholic churches in Monessen and some of them had their 

own elementary schools. Despite that, plenty of Catholic kids were enrolled in public 

schools. So, the district and the churches reached an agreement that the last class 

every Monday the Catholic kids would go to their church for religious instruction.  

 I was one of them and off I would trot each Monday. One Monday the Nun told 

us we should not play with protestant kids. I was amazed. My little mind knew that was 

not right. My friend Joyce over on Short Street was not Catholic. I wasn’t going to stop 
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playing with her. After all, she was the best basketball player we had. And her mom 

made good chocolate cake (and told her Catholics worshipped statues). 

                                                                                            -- St. Cajetan’s Church, 1952
      

Going to Girl Scouts was Safe 

When we were old enough to leave the Brownies and enter Girl Scouts our 

meetings were held at the Iowa School which had closed as a school and became a 

community center. Our meetings were 7pm in the evening and we walked across the 

hills of Monessen to the Iowa on the far side of town. It must have taken 20 minutes. 

Furthest away was Sistine. She walked half a block and Rochelle joined her. Then they 

walked about one minute and picked me up. We walked a few blocks, acquired another 

girl and then crossed the Viaduct, a bridge over Third Street. We were only half way 

there. It was dark. In winter, it was cold. We had our meeting and returned the same 

way we came. No one picked us up. No one bothered us. If we became afraid, we were 

sure we could knock on someone’s door. When was the last time your kids walked 
anywhere? 

    -- Monessen, 1950s 

Girl Scout Day Camp was Not 

Every summer there was a Girl Scout Camp at our City Park. We did everything 

from the usual scout rituals to arts and crafts, earning badges, singing scout songs, and 

more. One day we cut leaves from clay and had to paint them. All the girls picked a 

color and their leaves were that color. I blended a number of colors into a fall leaf of 

gold, red, and green. It was a masterpiece. I showed it to the group leader. She barely 

looked at it and then held up her daughter’s leaf, an ugly green, to show everyone. Life 

just isn’t fair.    

                                                                                          -- Monessen City Park, 1950s 

  

The Quote Club of Monessen 

My mother owned a beauty shop and her best friend Lena owned a shoe store. 

Both were asked to join the Quota Club, an international organization of women in 

executive positions. From that day forward mom bled Quota and I was often dragged 

into helping. The club sponsored a Heart Drive and my friends and I went door to door 

in one of the sections of town asking for donations. As a reward, my mom gave us a 

lasagna dinner. They also distributed the three doses of the new Salk vaccine for Polio, 

wrapped cancer bandages, and held a Christmas dance each year for adults with special 

needs. We were quite the crusaders. Twice a year there was a Quota district 

conference and once every other year a convention. It was all rather wonderful. When I 
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was old enough, I became a member. The group nominated me and I was awarded an 

Outstanding Young Women of America award for 1968. 

 All the meetings were held at Johnson’s Restaurant, one of the finest restaurants 
in the region. Alas, now it is all gone, not only the club but the restaurant as well. 

                                                                                      -- Johnson’s Restaurant, 1955-73 

 

Christmas and Pittsburgh 

November 11 may have been Armistice Day for everyone else, or the day Nonno 

tapped the new wine, but for my mother and I and her girlfriend and her daughter it 

was the day we went to Pittsburgh to do the Christmas shopping. We took the bus at 

9am and arrived in Pittsburgh with enough energy to shop in all three of the major 

department stores: Gimbles, Kaufmanns and Hornes. There was no Saks then. We went 

to each store for a particular reason for each was known for its specialty. Gimbels for 

inexpensive products; Kaufmann’s for its candy and books; and Hornes for its designer 
labels and fine linens. The department stores delivered then (free too), each in their 

own van and on a specific day. So, we were not too loaded down when we went on to 

Donahue’s to buy all the goodies we needed for our Christmas treats especially our 

fruit cake. So, we bought candied fruit by the ton. Now loaded down and exhausted we 

headed for the movies. That’s right we would not get home until midnight as we had to 
use every minute of our shopping day. I remember one time, loaded with shopping 

bags tucked around my feet we watched My Cousin Rachel with Richard Burton and 

Olivia de Havilland. I remember because Daphne du Maurier, the author, also wrote 

one of the first books I ever read: Rebecca. Then we ran to the bus station to get the 

last bus home to Monessen.     

                                                                                 -- Downtown Pittsburgh, 1950s 

Liberation 

Once I got my driver’s license it liberated me. The family’s 1958 DeSoto became 
mine. My father was happy to relinquish it as he was in poor health. He was a 

wonderful man. He was kind and gentle and never angry. He never raised his voice. 

They say a woman seeking a mate looks for her father. I was always looking for a kind, 

gentle, man. Oh, hum!! 

My first month of driving was great fun. I would take the car each evening, go 

down to the gas station and fill it up charging it to our bill. Then my friends and I would 

tour the valley looking for excitement. We usually found it and had great fun. It was not 

so funny when my mother and father got the gas bill. I was grounded and when I did 

get the car again everyone had to pitch in for the evening’s gas and we could only go as 
far as the amount of gas we put in. Sometimes a friend would only give a quarter. 
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  My license also liberated my mother. My mother did get a license. She drove for 

about a week. Then she drove past the N.I.P.A. while the men were sitting on the stoop 

and she hit the curb. My friends and I hid in our seats. She was so embarrassed she 

never drove again.  

I would drive to Pittsburgh about 25 miles away to see plays at the old Nixon 

Theater. Our usual companions were my best friend Helen and my mother’s best friend 
Lena. It was always a week day and we were always rushing to get in dinner. One 

evening we were on our way to see Alfred Lund and Lynn Fontanne in The Visit. At 

dinner, the meal was late and Lena had a second martini. On our way into the theater 

she bought a box of confetti (almonds coated with sugar). The play, of course, was 

sensational. At the climax, a very quiet but dramatic scene, Lena opened her box of 

candied almonds and accidently spilled them on the uncarpeted floor. The sound of 

those almonds rumbling down the theater floor toward the stage was a cacophony. We 

nearly died of embarrassment and surely Lund and Fontaine cursed us for days.  

                                                                                -- Nixon Theater, Pittsburgh, 1958 

 

Wildwood, New Jersey 

The summer after I graduated from high school in 1960, we went to Wildwood, 

New Jersey for a week: Ann and Mary, who were the oldest, Kathy, who was the 

zaniest, Helen, and I. We had two rooms on one of the top floors of an old hotel. 

Kathryn Grayson was performing in the ballroom. We were performing in the halls and 

byways. I am sure we were all virgins, but we surely tested our resolve that week. From 

clarinet players in the band to waiters in the club to tourists from Avella, we taunted, 

teased and tormented every one we could find. 

-- Wildwood, New Jersey, 1958 

Another Pervert 

My girlfriend Helen and I went to New York over Thanksgiving our senior year in 

high school. Her sister Ann had married and was living in Queens. What a time we had. 

We walked Greenwich Village, we went to the plays on Broadway, and we got 

assaulted in the subway.  We were seated for the long ride to Long Island and this man 

with his hand in his pocket came and stood over us. With one hand on the overhead 

strap he was swaying toward us stroking himself while looking at us. His eyes were 

frenzied. We looked at each other and were afraid. We were fifteen, maybe sixteen 

and alone in a subway in New York City with a pervert.  

     

                                                                                        -- Long Island Subway, 1959 
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New York Again 

 In my Freshman year at Cal State I went to New York again. I was sure New York 

was to be my destiny. This time we drove and five of us from the drama department 

descended on New York to see the plays (which cost about $5.00 at the time). In the 

bohemian section of Manhattan called Greenwich Village we went to a cellar “joint’ 
called the Gaslight. There was practically no one there. The entertainer was a man who 

played a guitar and had a harmonica around his neck. After a performance, he came 

and sat with us (there weren’t many tables and most of them were empty). Boy, were 
we impressed. Here were the kids from southwestern PA anxious for anything 

theatrical, anything famous, anything unusual and here was a New York entertainer 

sitting with us at our table.  

Being the bold, blunt, gal that I was and am and will always be, I asked him for a 

souvenir, something to remember him by and give to my friend Mary. All I wanted was 

one of the broken guitar strings dangling from his guitar. 

He said, “If you come back tomorrow, I will give you the strap from my guitar. I just 

got a new one from Guatemala.” 

He was trying to get people into his audience. We were easily impressed and ready 

to go. Back we went and true to his word he gave me his old guitar strap. True to my 

word I gave it to my friend Mary.  Needless to say, the guitar playing, harmonica 

blowing, entertainer was none other than Bob Dylan at the very beginning of his 

career. Just last year I asked Mary if she still had that strap. Of course, she did not. 

                                                                        -- The Gaslight, Greenwich Village, 1961 

 

Nina Simone 

On one of my many returns to New York we went to the Village Gate to see Nina 

Simone. I loved Nina Simone. Her rendition of “I Loves You, Porgy,” came out when I 
was in high school and sold me on her. I was so excited to see her in person and looked 

forward to an evening of “Strange Fruit,” “The Other Woman,” and more. She was 
hours late, but we stayed. Then when she appeared, we were all happy. She sang one 

song and left. That was it. She never came back. Later I found out that she had signed a 

lifetime contract with the Gate at a very low rate and they would not let her out of it, 

nor would they raise her salary. So, she fulfilled it. Everyone lost. 

                                                            -- The Village Gate, Greenwich Village, 1964? 

 

My College Weaving Class 

Years later, when both my grandfather and father were dead and Nonna was living 

with my mother and me, I signed up to take a weaving class at Seton Hill. After the first 
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class, I came home with a hand loom and Nonna, sitting on the couch, looked at me, 

her eyes twinkling.   

In Italian she said, “I thought you were going to college?” 

In Italian I said, “I did.” 

 "What do you have in your hands?" 

"A loom for weaving," I answered. 

"You go to college to learn to weave?" she laughed, "I could teach you that."  

All day long every time she looked at me she chuckled. It was on that day that she 

told us a story about her courting days. In Italy during the early days of this century, 

young girls were always chaperoned. Well, one day young, red haired, Nazzareno Parigi 

came to call on Santa Carolina at the Paggini house. Santa Carolina, my grandmother, 

was weaving sheets on the large loom in one of the rooms of the house. As she swung 

the thread through the loom it thumped, a sound that could be heard throughout the 

house. Carolina's mother, my great grandmother, was busy that day and had no time to 

chaperone. She felt as long as she heard that thump all would be well with her 

youngest daughter.  But the couple soon got wise, Nazzareno found he could make the 

sound by thumping his leg against the loom. So, in a regular beat, he thumped away 

while they spooned.  

 During her lifetime, I never thought how she must miss her brothers and sisters 

back in Italy. I never met any of them until she was gone.    

                                                                                              -- 518 Fourth Street, 1970s. 
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Chapter 2: 
From PA via England to Egypt 

 

I grew up in the 1950s. From the vantage point of 2019 the 1950s were among the 

best years of America. A steelworker’s family could live in their own home, have a car, 
take a two week vacation every year, and send their kids to college. By law, labor 

worked only 40 hours a week, had great health insurance, and a union. That is what the 

Middle Class should always be about. It wasn’t before the 50s and it isn’t now.  
 We owe the 50s to Franklin Roosevelt. Roosevelt gave us the New Deal. It not 

only pulled us out of the Depression, it levelled the playing field for the average man. It 

wasn’t an easy battle, but it got done. It gave us:  the Emergency Banking Act which 
stopped people from runs on the banks; FERA, which gave money to states for special 

programs; CCC to conserve and create natural resources like state parks; AAA which 

helped farmers; PWA that built public works; and the TVA that dealt with floods and 

agriculture in the Tennessee Valley.  

 And there was more. In his second term Roosevelt created the WPA that did 

public works projects; the Social Security Act that gave older people a better life; the 

NLRA which provided the right to unionize; and the Fair Labor Act that created the 40-

hour week and the minimum wage. All across Pennsylvania and the nation new parks 

were created, armories, hospitals, post offices, airports, and the Pennsylvania Turnpike 

were built, as the unemployed were put to work again.  

 In steel and coal country artists made maps, conducted surveys, and complied 

detailed information on historic buildings. Unemployed miners worked at sealing 

abandoned mines and cleaning up streams. There were 3,464 abandoned mines in 

Western Pennsylvania counties with 30,000 openings. From these programs people 

were put back to work. The work helped improve the communities. Everyone 

prospered and that is what made America great. Most of these projects began in the 

1930s prior to World War II, and it took time for us to reap the rewards. But the 

rewards came and everyone, owners, bosses, workers, prospered.  
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 His greatest effort went into Social Security. He planned to add universal health 

care, but never got to it. Nearly 80 years later we still do not have it. Why?   If all of this 

sounds familiar it should as President Biden is trying to do the same thing (with the 

same type of GOP objections). 

 For me, the recipient of all this wisdom, I went to college. I always knew I would 

go to college. It was ordained. College was NOT what it is today. First, my choice was 

limited by my budget. I wanted Carnegie Tech for acting. I got California State College 

for teaching. College was freedom. It was a chance to break away and make one’s own 
decisions. But college was safe in 1960. Drugs were not in the mainstream of life. They 

were scandalous. Just finding them was almost impossible. 

And college was cheap. My tuition at CSC for a semester was $150. My total 

textbook cost was $50. I would have no great debt hanging around my neck when I was 

finished. My rent for a shared apartment was $20 a month. Good quality wool skirts 

were $10. Gas was 35¢ a gallon. A 

cheeseburger and coke 50¢.   

 I grew. I didn’t lose my 
arrogance, but I grew. I smoked. I 

started to drink and lost my 

virginity. I still didn’t study very 
much but I managed to make the 

Dean’s List from time to time. I 
majored in English with a minor in 

Speech/Theater. The first play I was 

in was Look Homeward Angel. The first lead I had was Antigone. We even took on T. S. 

Eliot’s The Cocktail Party. The play that left the most influence on me was Under Milk 

Wood. I was invited to join Alpha Psi Omega the drama fraternity. For my presentation, 

I did a reading from Shakespeare’s King John (“I will not wear a crown upon my head 
when there is such disorder in my wit.”). I was awarded Actress of the Year and my 
name was place on a plaque in Steele Auditorium Lobby. I was asked to join a sorority 

but declined. I became a GDI, a God Damn Independent. That was a big issue at the 

time. We were rebelling against tradition. We loved it.  

 I graduated in 1963 and ten years later I went back for a Master’s in English. 
Other than theater, the two classes, or subjects, that had the most influence on me 

were English classes where I encountered William Blake, who became my guru, and a 

Methods of Research class which I absorbed like a sponge and used to influence 

programs at every institution I attended. At the American University in Cairo it became 

the basis of their Freshman Writing Program research classes.  
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 I got my first teaching job through the good graces of Mario Celli, son of my 

grandfather and grandmother’s good friends Arturo and Elvira Celli. That was in 

McKeesport. A year later I moved to South Huntingdon soon to merge into the Yough 

School District. I was a good teacher. I cared about those kids. I was full of enthusiasm. 

I taught art and got a kiln and we did ceramics. I had all the software on shelving in the 

back of the room. On the first day, I took a piece and talked to each class about how 

fragile the software was. I told them if they wanted to hold it let me know and I would 

gladly let them hold it. We never lost a piece of software. However, one year when the 

snow was falling, I took my art class out to make snowmen. Angelo, the football coach, 

was livid. How was he to teach his class when Vivian was out playing in the snow? Boy, 

was he mad. 

 I also taught speech. I remember the speeches to demonstrate included such 

wonders as No Apple Apple Pie. Of course, we all got a sample of the wonder. It was 

made with Ritz Crackers and you could not tell the difference. That night I went home 

and told my mother and her friend Lena about the No Apple Apple Pie. Boy, did they 

laugh. It was a Depression recipe!   

 But primarily I was an English teacher. No matter what we were doing during the 

week: poetry, a novel, anything, on Friday we would write. Every Friday. I would give 

two or three topics and the student had a choice. The grade was in multiples too. You 

got a grade for content, you know, the idea and how you told it. You got another grade 

for the grammar. Often the grade was A/F, or a C. But that A was inspiring. It showed 

good thoughts and anyone could succeed. We also did research papers. They got five 

grades: content, grammar, thesis, outline, bibliography.  

 I would give out nine-week assignments at the beginning of each quarter and the 

students would have to work at their own pace to complete them. One such 

assignment was to go to the oldest family tombstone and do a rubbing, then write an 

essay on that person and their relationship to the student. In addition, the student had 

to write a poem in the form of a Eulogy to themselves. It was fun. The day they brought 

in the assignment we plastered the rubbings all over my walls. All the students in the 

school were trying to get in the door to see them. It was wonderful.  

 As soon as I could, I applied for a sabbatical from Yough. At that time in the state 

of Pennsylvania a teacher could take a year off every seven years at half pay to broaden 

their educational experience. After seven years teaching, I applied and was granted a 

sabbatical. 

 My goal was a year abroad in England with, hopefully, side trips to various 

European countries. Once again, I was on a shoe string as money was tight. The school 

was Richmond College, a year abroad program in its infancy. The place was high on a 
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hill just outside of London in Sussex and across the street from a pub called The Lass of 

Richmond Hill. It was also a few steps from a cascading garden that ended at the 

Thames. I loved it there.  

 I took every course that I always wanted to take but didn’t have the time to take 

back home. Pottery was the first on my agenda. I learned to throw a pot. But I didn’t 
stay long because I signed up for a jewelry course and was overwhelmed at how much I 

loved it. I loved the lost wax process and made ring after ring and bracelet after 

bracelet, and necklace after necklace, all in sterling. I still have some of them. I bought 

all the tools too and had them all shipped home. Finally, I studied photography. That 

was great and I learn so much about both how to take pictures and how to produce 

them. Most of my shots were in black and white and we developed them.  

My Christmas trip to Israel was quite an affair. I traveled with a group of odd folks. 

(I guess I fit right in.) The leader was a minister and you could tell there were family 

issues in his life. There was a slight, black haired woman who seemed uptight and 

distant until we found out that her family sent her away because they did not want her 

around for Christmas. At least, that is what she thought. We embraced her. 

 We stayed just outside the Damascus Gate at an Arab hotel. I had never met an 

Arab before. We had a family of Syrian descent living down the street from us in 

Monessen, but to me they were Americans just as we were Americans. I went to the 

Syria Mosque in Pittsburgh from time to time. But my loyalty in the Middle East 

question was certainly on the side of the much-abused Jews, as was most of America. 

The Israeli’s on this trip were rude, abrupt, and arrogant. The Arabs were gentile, kind, 
and very accommodating. That led me to want to visit an Arab country for my next big 

venture. As this tale will tell you, I did, and my position on their relationship and their 

conflicts would change dramatically over the years.  

Israel, I loved. The history of the land belongs to all of us in the three related 

religions: Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. I visited sites that had been a part of my life 

since I was a child. Everyone has to feel deep emotion at such places. One of the 

highlights of the trip was Bethlehem for Christmas Eve midnight mass. It was moving. I 

thought at the time that it was the most moving spiritual event of my life, but I had not 

been to Egypt yet.  

 I chose Egypt as my Arab adventure for Easter vacation. As the shabby bus pulled 

away from the airport and headed for the heart of Cairo, the city the traveler Ibn 

Battuta called Umm el Dounya, Mother of the World, slowly unfolded. This mother was 

tired. The elegance that had made her the sophisticated playground of Europeans for 

nearly a century needed a bit of spit and polish. The ongoing Israeli conflict was zapping 

the young government of all of its resources. There was no money for streets and roads 
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and jobs. To complicate the problems, Egyptian farmers and displaced war refugees in 

the millions now sought their fortune in Cairo. They brought with them conservative 

mores and too many mouths. Cairo, shrugged, resettled, and found space for them, but 

the great lady was sinking under the strain. Her face was haggard. Her garments 

disheveled. Her services strained to the breaking point. She could not provide for the 

millions already seething in her boundaries and the millions yet to come could easily 

turn her into hell on earth. Telephones did not work. Donkey carts stood behind 

Mercedes in the crooked and worrisome lines of traffic that clogged her arteries. The 

sewage system designed to accommodate 200,000 people exploded in violent burst a 

dozen times a day and in as many places, clogging the streets and fouling the air. 

 "Was that Shepheard's?" came a voice from the back of the bus. 

 "Where?" everyone yelled. 

 "Where's the Semiramis?" asked another. 

 "I think that's gone," came the authoritative voice again. 

 "How about the Mena House?" 

 Shepheards? Semiramis? Mena House? I knew nothing of these, as I would find 

out, famous hotels: not their names, nor their stories. My English traveling companions 

knew a lot more about Egypt that I did. After all, Egypt was part of the British Empire at 

one time. I knew Hilton. And there was one overlooking the Nile at Tahrir Square, in the 

heart of the city. I knew Sheraton. One presented a crow's nest view of the island 

neighborhood of Zamalek from its Dokki anchorage in Giza. There was also a string of 

second and third-class hotels and a few pensions. That was it. No Ramses Hilton. No 

Ramada Renaissance. And no Cairo Marriott.  

  Finally, we pushed our way over the cast-iron Zamalek Bridge and came to a stop 

in the parking lot of a river front hotel. It was the Omar Khayyam. And it was the first 

door I entered in Egypt. It was like Cairo, herself: drab, torn drapes, weighted with 

years of dust and leading one to believe that it once was something special which 

thought was reinforced by the grand staircase. I walked up to it. I pulled back a bit of 

frayed oil cloth.  

 "Forgive us," said a voice. 

 I turned to see our tour guide. He lovingly patted the paper back in place. 

Someone had covered the sides of the marble staircase with marbleized wallpaper, 

while the original marble lay stained and damaged underneath.  

 "This is the Ghezirah, palace of the Khedive Ismael." he said softly. "He was a 

great man. He had many palaces. He built this one for the opening of the Suez Canal. 

Here, where you are standing, here, at the foot of this wonderful staircase is where the 
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Khedive stood to greet guests when he had grand parties." You could tell he loved this 

place.  

 "Your room key, Madam," said the concierge as he handed me my key, and I was 

whisked away. Ismael and his palace would have to wait for another day.  The Empress 

Eugenie's bed chamber would have to stay a humble hotel room, her glorious furniture 

remain hidden away in storage. I did not know then that the sad, maligned, Khedive 

Ismail would haunt me in years to come. 

 The bellhop, a strange name to give a man in a long flowing dress with a turban 

on his head, led me through the garden. It was filled with clapboard barracks left over 

from the days of the British Occupation. We were probably among the last guests to 

use these relics, the last guests to dine in the Omar Khayyam's nondescript dining 

room, heavily draped with maroon drapes. Soon the Omar Khayyam would be sold to 

the Marriott chain and it would eventually form the centerpiece of their hotel complex 

in Cairo. It would take years to complete, but the Cairo Marriott would restore Ismael's 

jewel-like palace back to its former glory. And I was there not only to see its 

transformation, but would research all the elegant furniture magnificently restored and 

gracing the grand hallways for a history of the building.  

 This American gal from the steel valleys of southwestern Pennsylvania had no 

idea of the rich history of Cairo. I was simple outclassed. I thought I was sophisticated. 

After all, I read the New York Times, I went to plays at the Nixon Theater and the 

Pittsburgh Playhouse (where my mother managed to acquire the recipe for their 

fabulous Deviled Crab – I put it in the Quota Cookbook), I visited museums, I went to 

Broadway plays, I spoke two languages, I wore clothes with famous labels. But I did not 

know or talk to or mingle with a single upper crust family from the Pittsburgh region. 

There were no Hillmans, or Mellons, or even a Frick in my life. I was from Monessen for 

cryin’ out loud. No, Pittsburgh didn’t give me class, Egypt did that. 
 For now, this city that I would grow to love, would have to wait. In a few days, 

we left her behind and headed south, to Upper Egypt. We headed for Aswan.  

 There were few tourist in 1974. Nor were there many airplanes to serve them. 

Headed for Aswan we had to stop in Luxor to unload tourists and pick up others. But as 

we got ready to land it was obvious something was wrong. The cabin was in disarray. 

Trays were still down. People were walking about. And we landed. The people on the 

ground were all running around. Looking back at the plane it was easy to see why, for 

attached to the plane by a tangle of ropes was a yellow dingy. We had been flying 

through the Egyptian air with our dingy hanging out! 

 There were no extra planes. So, we were taken into Luxor and ensconced on the 

veranda of the Luxor Hotel directly behind the Temple of Luxor. We sat there all 
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afternoon. At evening, we were placed on a slow train that stopped at every small 

village and took 8-hours to reach Aswan. We arrived at the Old Cataract Hotel after 

midnight and all I wanted to do was to get to my room and go to bed. I got to my room, 

but I did not go to bed. The porter swung open the balcony doors and the full moon 

glowed over the river. I was mesmerized and did not move for hours. 

 

Vignettes 
Atlantic City  

My senior year in college I went to Atlantic City for the summer. I got a job at 

Woofie’s waiting tables and got fired after the first customer. Then I got another job 
working in the dining room of a small family hotel with cheap customers and bad tips. 

To make matters worse the dining room was run by a girl whose sisters and friends 

were competing waitresses. They got the best customers and I got the dregs. I 

subsisted on very little – harbinger of things to come and come and come.  

I wasn’t 21, but I had an ID that said I was 28. We lived above the swingiest bar in 

town. It was in an alley a block away from the boardwalk and was owned by the son of 

the local liquor control man. If he knew I was in a bar and a raid was coming he would 

come in and get me out in time. What a time we had. I read poetry in the ballroom of 

the Ambassador Hotel until the manager came and shut us down.   

We worked in the evening, partied all night, and slept on the beach all day. We 

would take our alarm clocks to the beach and set them for half hour intervals so we 

could roll over to get a decent tan. One day I woke up to see a black man looking down 

at Kathy and stroking his beard. I got up, walked around to where he was, of course he 

left, and looked down. Kathy’s breast was laid out in the sand for all to see. 

-- Atlantic City, 1963 

 

My First Love 

His name was George. He was an ex-marine and a football player. He was the 

strangest man in college and I fell in love with him. I gave him my most precious 

possession, my virginity.  And yet we were never close. I would star in a play and he 

would not come to the cast party. The football team would have a party and he would 

not invite me to attend. Yet he came to my home and played cards with my family.  

And then one day he walked out of our local hangout, Dominic’s Bar, with a petite, 
pretty blond. Every eye in the place turned to look at me as I watched him go out. I was 

humiliated. He broke my heart. He was the harbinger of the men to come: there was J-- 
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and L---- and A---- and on and on – all men who loved me – all men who kept their 

distance and never committed to me.  

Years later, after he married that blond, had children, and left her, I got a phone 

call from George. By that time, I was teaching, had yet another broken relationship, 

and had bought a red Chevrolet Super Sport convertible. We met and he drove us to 

West Virginia in my car. It was an interesting day. A week later I received a letter in the 

mail:  

“You are as I remember you,” he wrote, “a wonderful, charming, and thoroughly 

understanding woman.” I guess that was my consolation prize.  
All my men would say something similar in the years ahead. I had touched their 

lives in deep and haunting ways. None of them would remain with me forever. That 

would haunt me. It would be the most elusive thing in my life: looking for the man to 

match my mountain. In my 70s, I thought I had found him. Like George, and J-- (who 

said, “I can’t love you the way you need to be loved?” – what does that mean?), my 

final love (or should I say most recent) keeps his distance. He is gentle and loving like 

my father. He can match my intellect. He has similar interests. But he keeps his 

distance too. Is there anyone, before I die of lonely old age, who can tell me what my 

problem is?  

                          -- California State College, 1960-63, 1965, 1970s, 2000s 

 

Kennedy is Dead 

Where were you when Kennedy was shot? I was giving a spelling test to my eighth-

grade class at McKeesport Junior High when Kennedy died. An office girl came into my 

room and handed me a note. She did not leave. I read it. I asked her if this was some 

kind of joke. She, of course, said NO! The note also said I had to tell the class. 

 Tears welled up in my eyes and I turned my back on the class. By the time I 

composed myself and turned back half the girls in the class were in tears. I slowly 

walked to the front of the room and gave them the bad news. Now even the boys had 

tears in their eyes. 

 I didn’t stop crying for weeks. I stayed glued to the television and newspapers for 

any news. I watched the funeral in tears.  

   -- McKeesport, 1963 

I Got Arrested—A Long Story 

 And then I got arrested. Yes, arrested. It was all over the local papers. 

Monessen’s Valley Independent ran the story on the front page for over a week. As bad 

as that was the worse was in a Pittsburgh paper. There, the headline read 27 Men and 

1 Woman Arrested in Motel Room. Boy, did that sound bad. We were having a Las 
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Vegas Night at the Trocadero Motel. It was our third. Today everyone has them. Back 

then we were the only ones. Our organizer told us he had arranged with a priest in one 

of the churches in Monessen to host the affair and get a percentage of the gate. So, 

everything was above board.  

 Two salesmen were at the Trocadero that week and they joined us each evening. 

On the night of our affair, as I was dealing cards, the two salesmen kept hanging 

around begging me to give them tips on the races. Yes, we have films of the races at 

the Meadows Race Track in Washington, PA. About half way through the evening the 

raid happened. Whistles blew and a blitz of state troopers descended on us. 

 The following morning the priest called me on the telephone. My grandmother 

was a strong supporter of the church. Our families never missed a church event or even 

mass. He knew nothing about the Las Vegas Night but he assured me he would not 

abandon me. When the newspaper asked him why he had a known criminal running a 

church event, he did not tell them that he had no idea it was happening. Instead he 

said, “If you want your shoes fixed, you go to a shoemaker.”  
 Monday morning, I went to school. I was now teaching at South Huntingdon 

merging into the Yough School District. Our principal, another good man, was standing 

in the office when I came in. He had seen the “27 Men” article. I looked at him and 
said, “I’ll be down third period.” He was satisfied with that. If this had happened today, 

I would have been fired before I woke up on Sunday.  

 So, I had a talk with the principal and told him all the details and within a short 

time the vice Superintendent arrived. I liked him too. When he walked into my room 

for a visit, he said to me: “I like coming into your room Miss Vivian. It is filled with 
educational clutter.” I went over the details with him too. A few days later he was back 
and I was off the hook. Yes, I kept my job.  

 One problem remained: the trial. I had plans to go to Europe with a group of 

students in the summer and our arrest limited us to staying within the county. The 

priest took me to the courthouse, talked to the officials, and I went to Europe. The day 

of the trial one of the young gamblers who ran a table said to me, “How in the hell did 
you go to Europe when I lost my job because I could not leave the county?” What could 
I say? 

 I was sitting on the bench looking like an old lady with my hair pulled back in a 

bun, my old glasses, thick heeled shoes, and a longish, out of fashion dress when in 

came the two salesmen. They were undercover cops. Both of them came up to me and 

sat down. They tried to reassure me and told me how to act in the courtroom. I was a 

good kid and they knew that. Our attorney and the priest were in and out of different 

rooms for over an hour. Finally, they came out and said the trial was over. Over! We 
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never entered the courtroom. After negotiations, it was decided that one of the 

gamblers would spend a day in jail and the rest of us could go home. That is what we 

did. 

 For years the arrest was on my record. I never thought about it. I never thought 

to get this verdict expunged. I never knew you could. I am sure it hurt me when I was 

looking for some interesting jobs. Finally, I did that and there should be no record of 

the day I got arrested in a motel room with 27 men. 

                                                                               -- Trocadero, Belle Vernon, 1967 

Meeting the Pope 

Yes, I went to Italy. Father Purilli asked me if I would deliver papers to the Pope at 

the Vatican. Of course, I agreed. Then I got worried. What would I say to the Pope? 

How would I address him? I followed Father’s instructions and it turned out that a 

meeting with the Pope was not a private audience in his chambers but a private 

audience at St. Peter’s Cathedral: me and hundreds of screaming Catholics.  When the 

Pope entered on a dais the screams could have awaken the dead. I could hardly see 

him. As he was carried up the aisle to the altar flashbulbs kept popping. As for me, I 

was filming the event with my Super Eight movie camera. I had no lights so I didn’t 
expect much, but what I got was funny. All was black and then a flash and there was 

the Pope. Then black again. Then he popped up again a few feet later. On it went until 

he reached the altar. It seemed more sacrilegious than the screaming. 

                                                                                           -- St Peter’s Cathedral, 1967 

Meeting the Family in Rome 

It was in Rome that I met my grandparent's brothers and sisters for the first time. I 

took them into lunch at our residence in the former Olympic Village at Rome. My Zio 

Geno and Zia Ada, my grandfather's brother and sister, and my Zio Santino, my 

grandmother’s brother, made the journey from Quarata near Arezzo to meet me.  
My Zia Ada exclaimed, 

 "She has Nazzareno's hands." 

 "No. No." said my Zio Santino, my grandmother's brother, "Her hands are like 

Carolina's." 

I had never thought about whose hands I had. But now I realize that their hands, 

my grandfather's and grandmother's hands, those strong, firm, busy hands, guided our 

family through a life of tradition and love.  

 Later than month we spent two weeks in Florence. I took two days and went to 

spend them with my relatives in Quarata. It was wonderful.     

  -- Italy, 1967 
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The Librarian is Fired 

During my year in England I had little money for travel. It was October and 

everyone at Richmond College was talking about booking for Christmas. I did not have 

any money. One morning I went in for breakfast and the librarian of the little library 

was sitting there over a cup of coffee very rejected. He was organizing the new library 

with a host of used books lying in boxes on the floor. 

“What’s wrong?” I asked as I saw his dejected face. 

“I was just fired,” he lamented. 
“Why?” I queried genuinely concerned.  
“They fired me because I did not know how to organize the library along a 

system.” 

“Did you use the Dewey Decimal System?” I asked. 
“What’s that?” he asked. 

 Anyway, we went on to talk. I sympathized and soothed his bruised ego as I ate 

my breakfast. As soon as I was finished, I walked into the main office and said, “I can 
organize your library for you.” And I did. And they paid me. And I traveled and traveled 
and traveled: Christmas in Israel, winter in Greece, spring in Austria, Easter in Egypt.      

                                                  -- Richmond College, Surrey England, 1973 

 

White Water Rafting 

    The wild Youghiogheny River was not a major tourist destination in the 60s. 

There were no new buildings and visitor’s centers at Ohiopyle. There was one rafting 
company that had just opened. One summer day, four of us, two men and two women 

headed to Ohiopyle for a rafting trip. We had never done this before, so we had no 

idea what to do. As we got into our raft one of the men said we should hold on to the 

ropes tied to the top sides of the raft and lean out. That is what we did. 

 Well, when we hit the first rapid my side of the raft struck a rock. I had my two 

hands holding tight to the ropes. Up I flew. My legs flew up and in a circle over the top 

of my head and I flipped into the water. My hands were holding on to the boat by the 

ropes and my nose was barely above the water line. I freked out.  

 I kept trying to pull myself back into the boat. I got as far as getting my face over 

the top of the side. I have never been skinny. It had to take a hell of a hit to get me to 

fall out of the boat and it was going to take even more to get me back in. My friends 

were just sitting there with panic looks on their faces and frozen in place. 
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 “Help me,” I screamed. 
“Lift my ass into the raft.” 

 The two men jumped to 

attention and came to my aide grabbing 

my hips and hoisting me into the raft. In 

the meantime, we were still zooming 

down the river and as soon as I got into 

the boat we were facing another rapid. I 

was not a happy camper. 

    

 -- Ohiopyle, 1970s 

 

Mario and Raymond Celli 

 The Celli family were great friends to my grandparents. They did everything 

together: picnic, travel, go to church. They had two sons, Mario and Raymond. Until his 

death Mario would show up at my grandmother’s home on all holidays bearing gifts 
and leaving with a special Easter bread or a Christmas baccalá. The Celli boys were the 

only two children of the original immigrants to go to college. Both of them went to 

Carnegie Institute of Technology, now Carnegie Mellon. They were architects. Many of 

the schools and churches in the Pittsburgh region were built by them.  

     Many years after both sons had died, I met a man who was trying to save the 

Isaac Meason house. He sent me a book about the house and when I opened it, I found 

that it was done by Raymond and Mario. They did the architectural drawings. It was a 

WPA project back in the 1930s. I was thrilled, and proud, for they were family and I had 

no idea they had done this work. Through the years, as I grew and became a 

responsible writer and historian, I knew that Mario was proud of me.  

                                                                     Monessen, Mount Pleasant, 1970s, 2012 

William Blake 

While working on my MA in English I had to take a number of interesting classes. 

On the faculty at CSC, which is now Cal U, was a Blakean scholar and our Romantic 

Poets course was solely about William Blake. At first, I thought, “Little lamb, who made 

thee,” for a whole semester was nonsense. They I read, “One law for the lion and the 
ox is oppressions.” I stood at attention. Blake believed that the world, a person, an 

incident, just about anything went through a cycle: innocence, experience, revolution, 

dark night of the soul, and ultimate truth. What a concept! What a truth! He believed 

that to reach ultimate truth you had to balance reason, imagination, the senses, and 

emotion within you—a tough task. All of his poetry follows these themes.  
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I believe Gandhi reached ultimate truth. So did Martin Luther King. Maya Angelo 

too. They brought their lives into balance. Every once in a while, I am proud of myself 

because I have a Blakean moment. It is the emotional portion I cannot bring under 

control. 

Here are a few more of his fantastic aphorisms:  

Make your own rules or be a slave to another man's. 

Always be ready to speak your mind, and a base man will avoid you. 

Prisons are built with stones of Law. Brothels with bricks of religion. 

The road of excess leads to the palace of wisdom. 

He who desires, but acts not, breeds pestilence.   

                                                             -- California University of Pennsylvania, 1973 

 

On the Stage in England 

One of the most exciting things I did in theater was in London. While attending 

Richmond College I met a Japanese man named Kenji Sato. I loved him. I still do. This 

love is spiritual: a deep in your soul, comfortable and sure love that remains forever. 

Although we have not seen each other in over forty years, Kenji has remained one of 

the great influences of my life.  

Kenji was a writer and photographer. He 

wrote a wonderful collection of poems and short 

stories we called I am a Silkworm which is 

Spinning Past. Harry, a professor from San 

Bernardino State working on his doctorate, 

turned the collection into a reader’s theater. 
Kenji’s writing, like Kenji, was mystical: calm, 

certain, filled with a sureness of thought and 

purpose. Like Blake. Little things became 

important. Among the magnificent tales Kenji wrote was one called The Life Branches 

of Dead Birds which told the story of branches lying on the surface of the ocean. They 

were carried by birds as perches to rest on during migration.  If a bird lost his branch, 

he lost his life. It has amazing sensitivity and elegance.  

Harry’s reader’s theater was sensational. We performed it at the college. We were 
quite a cast: Brits, Americans, and Japanese.  

(In Egypt I continued my acting and directing career with the Maadi Players, but I 

would also appear on television, on the radio, and in film. I did a one woman show 

Gertrude Stein, Gertrude Stein, Gertrude Stein. I played May West in a stage musical.  I 

http://www.azquotes.com/quote/458933
http://www.azquotes.com/quote/28869
http://www.azquotes.com/quote/28892
http://www.azquotes.com/quote/28847
http://www.azquotes.com/quote/28895
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sang and danced in my friend Mohammad Shebl’s cult film The Tailsman. I love theater. 

Not seeing it. Doing it. But more on my life in Egypt later.) 

-- Richmond College, Surrey England, 1973-74 

 

My Roommate in Israel 

My roommate on my journey to Israel was an Irish nurse. She was a gentle, shy 

soul. One night I came in late and she had the entire hotel in an uproar because she 

thought something happened to me. Mary had very little money and had saved a long 

time for this trip. She bought a small, cheap, Kodak camera and a few rolls of film. After 

the first few days I watch her take a photo.  

“Mary,” I said, “You are not pointing the camera right.”  
But she insisted she was. And day after day she pointed that camera the way the 

man in the shop told her. At the Mount of Olives, the Damascus Gate, the Wailing Wall, 

and even at the Dead Sea, Mary pointed and shot. All her photos were of her nose, for 

Mary was holding the camera so the shutter was facing her face.   

                                                                                                            -- Jerusalem, 1973 

 

Then there was Isaac  

I was outside the Damascus Gate in Jerusalem. My eyes were scanning the crowd. 

They locked on a pair of eyes looking at me. It was an Israeli soldier and he had the 

gentlest expressive eyes. We met and didn’t understand a word. But we went off for 
coffee. He was stationed in Sinai in a tank division and had come to Jerusalem via two 

hours on a helicopter on leave. I was a tourist and would be in and around Jerusalem 

for two weeks. That is all the time he had, but he promised to return before I left. I told 

him “Be Careful in Sinai, Isaac.” He did not understand and had me write it down for 
him. Which I did. 

Two days before I was to leave for England, I was sitting at the window of my hotel 

looking out and thinking of him. There he was. I rushed to him. We hugged as if we had 

known each other forever. We, again, went for coffee. He produced a piece of paper 

from his pocket. It was dirty and torn from constant handling. He handed it to me. It 

was a message I wrote to him: Be Careful in Sinai. 

“You are beautiful,” he said. “so beautiful. My friends think me crazy come 
Jerusalem, so far, but I tell them I must come. Someone special there.” 

“I was afraid I would never see you again.” 

“You like me?” 

“Yes.” 

“You make love with me?” 
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I looked at him a long time. Then I nodded.  

He took me to a plain, clean room. He gently kissed me. He caressed me. He slowly 

undressed me. He held me a long time talking softly and lapsing into Hebrew. I began 

to tremble. He was so gentle. I had made love before, but with him it was different. The 

room was filled with our passion. 

He taught me phrases of love in Hebrew. The more we made love the more we 

wanted. It seemed as if it would never stop, never tire. We consumed each other. 

The eight hours evaporated into minutes and soon it was time to leave. We 

dressed, slowly and in silence. This would be goodbye forever. I loved him. I told him. 

He smiled. He understood. He kissed me gently on the forehead and held me tenderly 

in his arms one last time.  

“Shalom, my love,” he said.  
“Shalom,” I said. 
I watched him walk away in front of the Damascus Gate. He was on his way to 

Sinai and the war. I never saw him again. 

-Jerusalem, Christmas 1973 

 

I’ll Knock You Up! 
It was on that first trip to Egypt from England. It was Easter and we had just 

arrived in Aswan after the ordeal of a dingy hanging out of the back of our plane. We 

had a four AM wake-up to go to Abu Simbel the next day.  

 "I don't think I will be able to wake up in a few hours," I lamented. 

 "Oh, I'll knock you up," cracked one of my English traveling companions. She 

really said it! She really did! I clapped my hands in delight and burst into laughter. I 

knew the expression. I loved the expression. All my life I had hoped that I would hear 

someone use the expression. And low and behold, on this exhausting night in exotic 

Egypt, with the prospect of only a couple hours sleep in front of me not only did I hear 

it, but it was directed at me.  

 "Ohhhh, Laura," I squealed with delight. "I always hoped to hear someone say 

that. 

 Perplexed, Laura said, "Say what?" She really didn’t know. 
 "Knock you up!" I sang, laughing again. "Don't say that in America." 

 Laura began to look sheepish. She really, really, really, did not know. 

 "It doesn't mean knock on the door there,” I exclaimed amid my laughter. “It 
means get you pregnant." 
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 Everyone burst into laughter while Laura turned a deep crimson. She was a very 

prim and proper English lady and deeply embarrassed. Yet, she had a slight smile on 

her shocked face. I was beginning to like my new English friends.  

                                                                                   -- Old Cataract Hotel, Aswan, 1974 

 

It is the Light in Aswan 

 

 

We were exhausted after our ordeal in the Egyptian skies. It wasn't long before a 

galabeyyiah-clad young Nubian, his skin black as ebony, his head wrapped in a white 

turban, was picking up our baggage and escorting us down a wide hallway of the Old 

Cataract. He smiled pleasantly as he led us to our room and opened the door to 

another glimpse of Edwardian days when bottles of Bay Rum and Violet Water stood in 

the bathrooms. White mosquito netting was draped over our brass beds. The wooden 

floors smelled of old oils and gleamed with nearly a century of wax. The porter paraded 

majestically through the room.  

 "Never mind, madam. Just look. Just look," he exclaimed as he swung open the 

balcony shutters with a grand gesture. He stood there erect and proud knowing the 

effect the view would have on me. It was his to give and I accepted it with a full 

embrace. 

 Nothing in this world could have prepared me for what I saw through the first-

floor balcony window of the Old Cataract Hotel in Aswan on that April night when the 

full moon bathed the mysterious inky-blue Nile in brilliant moonlight. Elephantine 

Island glimmered like steel in the background, as its granite boulders plummeted into 

the dark waters. On the river, gliding like huge swans to and fro, were the wonderful 

white feluccas with their sails billowing in the gentle night breeze. It was like a fairy 
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tale. The full moon stood behind the hotel, hidden from view, but its beams lit the 

scene below making the water darker, the sails whiter. 

 "Ifta el Sim sim," (Open Sesame!) sang my heart.  

 What I saw looking out the balcony window of the Old Cataract Hotel floored a 

gal from the steel belt of Pennsylvania. This was 100 times more dramatic than exiting 

the tunnel and gasping at the magnificent view of the Golden Triangle in Pittsburgh. 

Here, for the first time, I sensed the true majesty of the Nile. For the first time, I 

absorbed it. Here was the mythical Nile, the mysterious waterway that had fascinated 

man from the dawn of history. This was the river that allowed an entire civilization to 

thrive because it brought flood to the desert in the heat of summer. This was the river 

that would not reveal the secret of the source of its flood to pharaoh or to caliph, but 

dutifully, year after year, century after century, yielded up its silt, its fertility, and its 

power.  

                                                                         -- Old Cataract Hotel, Aswan, 1974 

      

My Own Boy of Nile Street 

 I wrote a short story called The Boys of Nile Street (see Academia.edu). In the 

introduction, I talk about how the young men of Egypt await foreign women along the 

tourist roads and woo and win them. I also talk about how the foreign women are 

easily wooed because back home no one is wooing them: not husbands, not lovers.  I 

wrote: “A foreign woman becomes bathed in sensuality in Egypt. She dances to 
seductive music in ancient temples and sways before a bored pharaoh. She reclines on 

soft pillows as she sails on the Nile, the moonlight glistening on the rippling water as a 

turbaned lover places garlands of jasmine around her neck and feeds her luscious 

grapes. She walks through medieval suqs where the air is rich with the smell of incense 

as she is lured to a secret rendezvous. Her senses are bombarded with the exotic, the 

mystical, the fantastic. Like millions of women before her, she becomes intoxicated 

with the East, the romantic East.”   
 I spoke from experience. When our dingy fell out of the plane on that fateful trip, 

we were taken to the Luxor Hotel in the center of Luxor just behind the temple of the 

same name. One young man began to pursue me. I mostly ignored him but he 

persisted. He knew what happened. He knew we were headed to Aswan. He knew 

when we were coming back. And he was waiting.  

 When we arrived back at Luxor after our journey to Aswan he was waiting at the 

entrance to the airport, all of his well-rehearsed charm surrounding him. I didn't have a 

chance.  

 "Hello, beautiful lady." 
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 I was surprised. How did he know I was on this plane? "Hello." 

 "I thought about you all week. I could hardly wait to see you." 

 "Is that right?" 

 "You are staying at the Winter Palace?" 

 "Yes, we are staying at the Winter Palace." 

 "I will see you there and take you for tea on the terrace." 

 And as I boarded the bus he disappeared into the crowd. But true to his word, as 

I alighted at the Winter Palace Hotel, there he was, like magic, waiting for me. Again, I 

didn’t have a chance. 
 "Come, come we will have tea." 

 And we did. Then I went in to dinner. When dinner was over we gathered on the 

terrace and were herded to the awaiting carriages for the trip to Karnak Temple. 

Waiting for me at curb side was none other than my Nile Street boy.  

 "Hello, it is me again." 

 "Well, hello," the key was turning. 

 "Did you enjoy your dinner?" 

 "It was OK. 

 "Permit me to invite you to a true Oriental dinner. A midnight dinner at my 

home." 

 "At your home? With real Egyptian food?" I said innocently. 

 "Yes, I am sure you will love it." 

 "Yes, I am sure I will. I would love to come." Turning! 

 "Good. I will meet you here after the Son e Lumiere." 

 He knew. He knew how to turn the key and open the lock. He knew I would be 

enticed with the one thing my senses were lacking. I was embracing everything about 

Egypt. I loved the sounds of it. I loved the smell of it. The sights, both real and 

imaginary, were overwhelming me. Now, I was going to get the taste and the feel of it 

(in more ways than one as it turned out), and I welcomed it. 

 After the Son e Lumiere, enthralled by its grandeur, I returned to my carriage. 

We had been given a number to remember to find our carriages. But when I looked 

outside the second pylon there were dozens of carriages waiting helter-skelter for 

tourists. They were all black, all the drivers were robed and had wrapped heads, I 

doubted if anyone could find their original dray. They all looked alike. 

 As I looked around someone took me by the arm. It was him. 

 "I could not wait to see you. I had to come for you here. I hope you are not 

upset." 
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 Upset? I was overwhelmed. He took my hands into his and opened them to kiss 

the palms. I shivered. He placed a necklace of jasmine over my head and it fell to my 

chest like an avalanche, its heavy fragrance melting the last vestiges of doubt from my 

mind. My brain had warned me not to go off with this Oriental man into the Luxor 

night. But the fresh jasmine touching my bare skin and the taste of danger in my mouth 

outweighed my common sense. My mind was still reverberating to the sounds of 

"Welcome traveler to Upper Egypt. . ." I wanted this experience. I wanted to meet an 

Egyptian family. I wanted to eat Egyptian food in an Egyptian home. I wanted to make 

love to this Egyptian man. 

 We got into a carriage and were whisked away. This time we did not trot down 

palm-lined Nile Street along the river. This time, under the waning of the full moon, we 

went into what the British would call the Native Quarter. My heart raced. 

    -- Luxor, 1974 
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Chapter 3: 

From Cairo American College  
to The American University in Cairo 

  

Anwar Sadat had endorsed Law 43, the Open-Door Policy, the Infitah, reopening 

the door that had slammed shut in 1954 when Gamal Abdul Nasser nationalized the 

Suez Canal (a brilliant move by the way). The mysterious land of Egypt was unfolding to 

the Western world like the bud of an ancient lotus blossom. Foreign investment was 

welcomed. Foreign experts were encouraged to bring their experience and their 

families into Egypt. They came like locusts. Western technology, Western money, and 

Western morals descended upon Egypt yet again. And I was a part of the invasion 

which brought a true Ali Baba Cave of treasures and horrors. 

I had to get back to Egypt. I simply had to. I belonged there. I could feel it in my 

bones. I had been there before in some other life in some other way. I wrote to the 

English Department of The American University in Cairo. Of course, I did not have a 

PHD in anything. They wrote back and suggested the American school, Cairo American 

College, a high school in the suburb of Maadi. That worked! I was to have an interview 

with their superintendent in Washington D. C. I went. I interviewed. I got a telegram a 

few weeks later and was offered chairmanship of the English Department. I was so 

excited I called my mother who was working for my brother as secretary. I was elated. 

“I got the job,” I said. “That’s nice,” she said with a voice like death.  
I quit my job at Yough. I began to organize my household items. I was to have a 

fully furnished apartment as part of my stipend. My teaching was to include speech and 

photography. I was to order all the photo equipment and supplies. I was also to do the 

forensic competitions in Greece and two theater productions a year. That was quite a 

load – but I was up to it. By mid-July of 1976, while the USA was celebrating its 200th 

anniversary, its daughter, me, was off to Africa and the unknown. 

I was taken to 9, Road 210 in Digla. On our way to Digla, a newly developing desert 

community, we drove through Maadi, a suburb of Cairo developed by the English when 

they controlled Egypt. Maadi was incredibly beautiful. Large elegant villas in well-
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groomed gardens, with tree lined streets, each with either jacarandas, camel foot, silk-

cotton, golden shower, flame, and more, all in bloom. My apartment was on the 

second floor of a two-story villa. It was just under the spreading branches of a 

magnificent jacaranda tree that I could reach out and touch. My apartment was huge 

with two bedrooms, an entrance hall as big as a room, a dining room, living room, 

kitchen, bath, and three balconies.  

 

From the beginning 

things began to go wrong. 

The day after my arrival I 

went to the campus just half 

a block away. I met some of 

the teachers who were 

helping to get the campus 

ready for the fall. I sat and 

talked to them for a while 

and then they announced 

they were going to lunch. They got up and left. That's right. They left me sitting there 

while they went to lunch. I found that strange for that would never have happened in 

Western Pennsylvania. But as the weeks and months went by it became obvious that if 

you were not a part of the ruling elite at CAC you were nothing. Was I going to fit in?  

That ruling elite were very unkind, unpleasant people. They did not like Egypt. 

They were there to make a pocket full of money and then get out. They seldom visited 

any part of Egypt. For example, the elementary school principal lived across the street 

from me. One night he and his wife had a party. In the morning, I saw him and said, 

“You had quite a party last night,” and he said, “Yes, and you weren’t invited.” Imagine! 
And it wasn’t just me.   

The students, on the other hand, were incredible. They were from all over the 

world. Americans, of course, mostly embassy and oil; Iranians, Japanese, and from all 

over Africa. Even the physical facility was in transition. The campus was huge. The 

elementary school had several nice brick buildings, but the middle school and the high 

school were scattered around the running track on the campus in an L-shaped row of 

prefabs, all painted an ugly khaki yellow with green trim. The English department was 

at the far end and occupied four prefabs. My prefab also had a new photo lab that I set 

up. 

The English department also needed a great deal of help. One could take a full 

year of science fiction for a credit. I reorganized it and turned it into a bonified English 
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department with AP English, Business English, and more. We had four English teachers. 

Jonathan was a newcomer like me. He was to teach 11th grade and do the student 

magazine. Tom, a long timer, carried ninth grade and did the newspaper. Aisha taught 

tenth grade. She was a dynamic, intelligent, person with an outgoing personality and a 

natural ability as a teacher. Her experiences alone and her ability to tell them, set her 

above the average teacher. She was blessed with an abundance of gifts and a keen 

sense of history. She was a Sarah Lawrence major in Comparative Religions. She had 

hung around with Timothy Leary for a while, then traveled to the Middle East, 

discovered Islam, and found her calling. The students loved her. Tom did not. And it 

was the battle between Tom and Aisha that cost me my job at Cairo American College 

and almost forced me to leave Egypt before I had really begun my own quest for 

identity. 

Tom was the fair-haired boy. The Superintendent and his wife had nearly adopted 

Tom and he could do no wrong. But wrong he was, most of the time. It all started the 

first week I was on campus. 

         "We can put all the paperback books in my room," offered Jonathan. 

"Well, if it is alright with everyone, we'll put it all in order this weekend."  

"I can't work on Friday. That is our Holy Day and a day I spend with my family," 

Aisha said. 

"OK," I offered. After all, this would have to be volunteer. For those of us who had 

just arrived in Egypt, it was something to do on these hot summer days before school 

was underway. 

"I will work only as much as Aisha works." said Tom. And so, the saga began.   

One day there was a lot of commotion outside my prefab. I looked outside to see 

Aisha holding on to a typewriter and Tom trying to take it away from her. As far as he 

was concerned it was his typewriter and she was not allowed to use it. Tom had four or 

five typewriters in his classroom for the newspaper. The rest of us had none. But no 

one was permitted to use Tom's typewriters except him, for he considered them his 

private property.  

"You can't come into my room and take a typewriter," yelled Tom as he pulled the 

machine. 

"You don't own these typewriters," yelled Aisha as she pulled back. 

"Don't I have a right to use a typewriter?" Aisha asked me. 

"What are you going to do about this?" he questioned looking at me. 

Me? I said to myself. Me? What was I going to do about it? Well, nothing. I merely 

turned around, opened the door, walked inside, and closed my door. I had never seen 
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anything so childish, especially in front of students who were in the process of changing 

classes at the time.  

A few weeks went by without an incident and then it started again. I got a letter 

from Tom with a copy to the high school principal. I wish I had saved that letter. I kept 

it for years, but someone once told me that I had to throw it away if I wanted to let go 

of this painful period in my life. So, about ten years later I threw all the documentation 

away. What a pity. This is my true catharsis. 

Tom's letter stated that students told him that Aisha was not teaching grammar in 

her class and since we had decided the ninth and tenth grades should have grammar 

Aisha should be brought to task by me. He went on to state that she did not subscribe 

to the school newspaper and that she should and that I should tell her that she should. 

One ultra conservative male trying to dominate and allow no room for two liberal 

females. 

Can you believe it? It only takes one to upset the serenity. It only takes one 

bureaucrat to force a creative, talented, teacher out of the system. Aisha was giving her 

students so much more that an average classroom teacher had to offer. Students 

eagerly attended her classes. She was dynamite and a wonderful story teller. She had 

been a hippy and, had traveled extensively in remote oases, and practiced the simple 

things of life like baking bread in mudbrick ovens and throwing pots on primitive 

wheels powered by bare feet.  

Now here was Tom, not only taking her to task for not teaching grammar, but 

doing so solely on hearsay. His view was not only myopic, but prejudicial and the very 

things Aisha was teaching her students not to be. And that was laced with one of the 

cardinal rules of teaching: don't listen to students because 99% of the time they are 

giving you only half of the story. He did not know. He assumed he knew. 

Furthermore, a formal letter was not necessary here. A word to me was enough. 

And sending a copy to the principal before we had a chance to try to resolve it within 

the department was the crushing of yet another cardinal rule. The man was tainted and 

dangerous and ultimately succeeded at getting rid of both of us.  

Well, I mulled it over all day. Then I went to see Tom at the end of the day. I 

walked into his classroom and he said, 

"I hate her. There is no point in discussing it. I hate her." 

"I think we should tal . . ." 

"There is nothing to talk about." 

Well, there you had it. Not only was he a fool, he was also stupid. So, I walked out 

the door and went straight to the principal's office. I asked Willie for advice. Another 

mistake. It was the blind leading the blind at Cairo American College. Willie was a 
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teacher. He had no training in running a school. It was the Superintendent’s whim to 
place him in this position and he was in over his head. Willy had no advice for me other 

than I needed to straighten out my department. 

What the hell. If it was up to me, Tom would be on the first plane back to the 

states and Willy on the second. Tom had to grow up and learn to get along with people 

who did not think exactly the same thoughts that he thought. Willie needed to get back 

into the classroom where he belonged. 

Then I wrote my letter to Tom with a copy to Willy. I told Tom I was not a dictator. 

I would not tell Aisha anything based on hearsay and that it was her choice if she 

wanted to buy the school newspaper. I also chastised him for taking matters out of the 

department before we had a chance to settle them together.  

Willy called Tom and me into his office the next day. As soon as we got in there, I 

knew it was hopeless. Willy and Tom were at each other’s throats about sports and all 
the other extra circular activities. Neither one of them was dealing with the issue at 

hand. I sat there and listened to junk. Poor Willy. Tom was going to crucify him if he 

could. He succeeded. For the year after I got the ax at CAC, Willy followed. It was a 

shame. Willy's family fit in Egypt better than most. My fate was sealed.  

 

The new principal was Dennis. Mr. 

Holy of Holies. He was so self-righteous 

that he tried to run the school like a 

seminary. First, he attacked smoking. 

Everything was pretty laid back and easy 

among the teachers and students at CAC. 

When the bell rang to exchange classes, 

everyone went behind the prefabs and 

lit up. Yes, that is right, we all smoked. This was 1976. Well, Dennis has a heart attack. 

He forbade the teachers to smoke in front of the students, he said it set a bad example. 

Teachers had to smoke in the faculty lounge. That was OK for the elementary and 

middle school teachers who were packed tightly into new buildings around the lounge; 

but for the high school teachers in the pre-fabs it was a hike which would not get them 

back to the classroom in time.  I smoked in the photo lab. And, I told Denny that his 

rule was unsatisfactory and that I smoked in the photo lab. He freaked out. What was it 

Blake said: Always be ready to speak your mind, and a base man will avoid you. 

Bit by bit he began to build a file against me. In the AM if my class roll was late, he 

would send me a note with a cc for my file. If I saw him forgetting to keep an 

http://www.azquotes.com/quote/28869
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appointment or doing something not correct, I would send him a note with a cc to his 

file.  

Two years later Freed got a job as personal secretary to the last of the Senusi, the 

exiled ruling family of Libya, who was living in Egypt. He told the faculty after much soul 

searching, he believed he was doing the right thing leaving CAC. Later it was rumored 

that Little Denny, holier than thou, tried to sneak $10,000 in cash through customs in a 

suitcase. He got caught. So much for integrity. Hurray for justice. 

I wasn’t about to go home. I had just been liberated. Luckily in one of my English 

classes was the son of the chair of the English department of the America University in 

Cairo. She was impressed by my teaching, my program, and a statement her son made 

to his friends, “Miss Vivian understands us.” My Pittsburgh-based ethnographic 

background at work. I was offered an instructorship in the Freshman Writing Program 

at AUC and was to develop the research component. 

The rest of my time at CAC passed. I continued to do my job. That’s when I held 

the photo exhibit from the photo class and rehearsed and performed John Brown’s 
Body. I was terrified that I would have to leave Egypt and fretted and fretted until the 

official invitation from AUC arrived.  I had few gifts from CSC, what I did have was 

lifetime friendships from Steve and Aisha.  

Graduation was at the pyramids. What a 

wonderful background to send off the Class of 1978. 

As I walked into the arena, I met Tim Sullivan, 

President of the CAC board and faculty member at 

AUC. 

"Joe (the superintendent) wants you back," he 

said. 

"What?" 

"He'd like you to stay." 

"No way. I'm looking forward to teaching at 

AUC." 

That was it. I was angry. I WALKED AWAY! 

When Joe left, a few years later, he was asked, I 

guess to clean up the faculty. The first to go were the 

gays. Of which I discovered he was one himself. No wonder his wife Fran always looked 

like she needed a good fuck. By the way, one of those to go was Tim. We traveled 

together. We discussed photography which he taught at CAC in my absence, and he 

came to my parties. Well, he had AIDS. When I saw him one day before he left he 
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slobbered all over me kissing me directly on the mouth. I guess he wanted me to get 

AIDS too. 

Well, I am still here. Of the many players at CAC, Aisha went on to found an Islamic 

oriented international publishing house. I founded two museums, published 20 books. 

Wonder what Tom and Dennis accomplished in their lives? 

AUC was a completely different experience. It, too, had students from all over the 

world, but a different type. The elite of Egypt came, but also refugees from all over 

Africa. In one instance, we passed a failing Ethiopian student in adjudication because if 

we failed him, he would be sent back to Ethiopia where he would be put to death. In 

another, when the Shah of Iran was deposed, like the Holy Family, his family fled to 

Egypt. His son attended AUC. What a 

spectacle he made walking on campus 

surrounded by his bodyguards.  

Unlike CAC where I taught from 8 

to 3 and then did my extracurricular 

activities of forensics and drama till 6, 

at AUC I taught two, one hour and a 

half courses from 9 to noon. Then I 

was free. That is when I truly began to 

explore Egypt. I took Cairo apart bit by 

bit, driving, often by myself, through the city to the various quarters and exploring: 

looking for Coptic Crosses deep in the Khal Khalili; finding the Bab Zuwayla, where 

medieval prisoners were hung for their transgressions; climbing the hill outside the Bab 

Futuh to look for the glassblowers. Oh, what great fun it was.  I was so happy to be at 

the American University in Cairo.     

 I took a drastic cut in pay to teach at AUC. My salary was $4005.00 and EL3760. 

That was for the year!! At CAC, I had been paid $23,000 (the highest salary of my entire 

life).  I also got housing, and transportation back to the US every other year. Blake had 

taught me there were things more important than money. For the first time, I made a 

decision that involved that philosophy. Most of the decisions I made for the rest of my 

life had nothing to do with money. I founded historical societies, museums, and wrote 

documents because they needed to be done. That set me apart from people too. Most 

did not understand that type of mentality. It was the beginning of my long descent into 

poverty. I would never recover.    

AUC was not without drama. "At last we have someone who knows something 

about research paper," said Amina as she introduced me to my new colleagues. Nina 

abruptly got up and left the meeting. Thanks to Amina and her own feud, I had made 
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my first enemy at AUC.  

      Research was becoming my field. I found I enjoyed spending hours and days pouring 

over a book or books looking for answers to complex issues. As much as I enjoyed 

traveling to sites, I enjoyed reading the library shelves at AUC’s wonderful library and 
taking home tons of books each week. I also started visiting the various cultural centers 

in Cairo. What treasures!  

It was about this time that the gay world discovered me. I became a ‘fag hag.’ I 
was perfect. I was flamboyant. I was creative. I loved to dance. I was a gay man’s 
dream. They flocked to me like bees to honey. I almost married one of them. His name 

was A---. I met him one weekend in Agami, a beach resort in Egypt. I was invited by a 

new acquaintance and it was his summer home. When we got there, I was the only 

woman in the place. I was also the only person who slept alone. A--- was one of the 

guests. He just took a liking to me. In fact, he followed me around like a puppy dog. I 

had made a cheese cake and brought the ingredients to make one more. Our host sent 

his servant with me into the kitchen to see how I did it. It was me who learned a lesson 

that day. There was no mixer and I watched that servant beat the eggs and the rest of 

that cake with two forks. It was amazing. Half way through the process A--- came 

looking for me. We went to the beach together. We took walks together and the next 

week end he appeared at my door with a dozen Irish bells. Our romance lasted about 

two years. Then it fizzled. Eventually, about ten years later, A--- did marry a woman. I 

wish them well. 

The introduction to my romance with L---- was spectacular. He picked me up for a 

Maadi Player’s meeting and when we got to our destination he said, “I want you to sit 
in this chair and don’t move.” I did what he said. After the business meeting, to my 

surprise, he was the entertainment. L---- had a wonderful baritone voice. He stood up, 

turned to me, and began to sing Lady, I’m your knight in shining armor and I love you.” I 
was riveted. So was everyone else for L---- was gay and I was a sophisticated lady they 

though way beyond him. But his little boy charm wooed me and won me. We had quite 

a whirl wind until Thanksgiving. We had decided to have Thanksgiving together. He 

invited five people and I invited five people. He got the turkey from the American 

Embassy and the meal would be served at my house. Well, the week before L----, who 

was a drinker, went on a binge. By Tuesday I left a note under his door that we needed 

to defrost the turkey. That evening I went out. When I returned the turkey was at my 

door. No sign of L----. No sign of L---- at Thanksgiving either. His guests were mortified. 

We all had a good time and that was the end of that.  
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A few years ago, I heard that L---- was dead. I called the organization that made 

the announcement in New York state. They said he committed suicide. I don’t believe 
that. He had a cold and mixed too much medicine 

with booze. I am sure that was an accident. L---- 

did not have the courage to kill himself.  

I was growing, expanding, maturing, 

becoming worldly. Thank you, God. But it would 

not be that last time that people had such a 

negative response to me. It would become the 

hardest lesson of my life and in my 70s I still was 

struggling to understand it. Was it Billy Jean King 

who said, “When you lead, you don’t make a lot of 

friends. . .?” Wish I had found that quote before I 
founded two museums. Life would have been a lot easier.   

 

Vignettes 
Happy Shots in my Drawer 

I came into my classroom at CAC one Monday morning and much to my surprise 

there were ten rolls of black and white film on my desk. Of course, there was a note: 

Please develop these films. It was signed by the Principal of the Middle School, a major 

clique-r who never even bothered to say hello to me as we passed on campus.  

I had enough to do. Speech, English, Photography, plays, chair of department, now 

he wanted me to spend hours developing film for him. Like a true Western 

Pennsylvania gal, I opened the desk drawer and threw them inside. A few days later he 

came by and asked me about the film. I opened the drawer, took them out, and 

handed them to him. He just looked at me with the look of death and walked away.  

                                                                                    -- Cairo American College, 1977 

Mohammad 

 One of the major perks of living in a third world country is servants. I was new to 

this world and the first one stole from me. I got rid of her and found Mohammad. He 

stayed with me my entire time in Egypt. We became family. His main job was to keep 

the apartment clean, wash the dishes, empty the garbage, make the bed, and spoil me. 

When he cleaned the floor, he would take off his gallabeyyia, his long flowing Middle 

Eastern robe, and work in his underwear: in winter a long warm wool one and in 

summer a light short-legged cotton. Well one spring it was exceptionally warm and 

Mohammad was sweating too much as he worked. I asked him why he was still wearing 



65 

 

his long-johns. He said they did not come off until May 1st and that was that. My cousin 

Beppe back in Quarata in Tuscany followed the same kind of rules. In fact, so did my 

grandfather and grandmother in Monessen. Plant this crop on this day. Pick that crop 

on that day. Tap the new wine on a specific day in November. They did not go to school 

but they learned by proverbs that taught them the rules of life. 

Over the years I taught Mohammad to mix chemicals and develop film. When 

everything was imploding in my life Mohammad brought a sheikh to the house to expel 

the afrite, the mischievous spirit. Eventually we learned to do it ourselves and he would 

bring the incense, I would jump over it several times, then he would take it to the 

corners of the apartment saying emshi afrite, “leave you mischievous spirit.”  
Mohammad had family in Ismailia along the Suez Canal and in a small Bedouin 

village up the Nile called Nureg al Arab. We went visiting several times, camera in hand. 

One time the local snake man was there. It was his job to search the homes for snakes 

and get rid of them. Well, he had a cobra in his bag and took it out for us to see. I hid 

behind Mohammad and took a few pictures. When we developed the film, I could not 

print the image. Every time I tried; I felt the snake behind me.  

 Another time we arrived 

just in time to watch the potato 

harvest. The vegetables in Egypt 

were incredible. They had not 

been doctored by scientists who 

thought they knew better than 

Mother Nature. One of the most 

delicious fruits were the 

strawberries. They were tiny and 

sweet and juicy. Well, USAID 

came along and changed them 

into giants that were tough and tasteless. Mohammad was furious. “You fuckin’ 
Americans,” he yelled about his precious strawberries. Then USAID did it to the 
delicious Egyptian tomato. 

   -- Cairo, 1976-92 

 

The Mormon and the Speech 

The student body at CAC was a diverse group and I enjoyed teaching them. I wrote 

home and asked my brother to send his four children one at a time so they could 

experience an international community and grow in ways they never could in 

southwestern Pennsylvania. But his wife would not have it.  
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My speech class had about 15 students, mostly boys. It was an easy credit. One 

day a young man from a Mormon family was giving a speech. He was talking about 

being a Mormon in Egypt and that they could not stand on corners and preach. It was 

forbidden by the government. Then, out of the blue, he said, “Mormons do not believe 
black people are human beings.” 

Well we had an African-American in the class. He jumped up and screamed, “Fuck 
you, R----!” and lunged toward him. Thank God, a few students responded quickly and a 

battle royal was stopped.  

“Off to the principal’s office,” I screamed. “Both of you. I’ll be there after class.” 

                                                                                       -- Cairo American College, 1976 

 

Christmas in Kenya 

What an adventure: lions, tigers, elephants, giraffes, and monkeys, monkeys, 

monkeys. We spent the entire vacation in utter bliss. It was a trip put together at CAC 

and most of the travelers were from the clique. I spent most of it with one or two 

people. It was fine. My camera was clicking, clicking, clicking.  

Then we started back to Cairo. We were traveling East African Air. It was the airline 

of Uganda, Kenya, and Tanzania. Our return flight started in Tanzania, picked us up in 

Kenya, and then went on to Uganda before heading to Cairo. But there was a problem. 

East African Air was breaking up. Our flight may well have been the last.  

We arrived in Uganda and we were all ordered to get off the plane. That was not 

supposed to happen. Uganda at that time, was led by Idi Amin. He slaughtered 

thousands just for the fun of it. What was he going to do with a plane load of 

Americans?  

We exited the plane. We walked the hot tarmac to the terminal. We sat down. We 

waited. And waited. The longer we waited the more nervous we got. People began to 

pace. Panic began to show in eyes everywhere. We must have sat there for six hours. 

Finally, finally, they called us to board the plane. We ran! AND THEN WE FLEW HOME! 

   -- East Africa, 1976 

 

The Photo Exhibit and the Rejection 

The photography class was small too. We had only four enlargers in the small 

darkroom. At the end of the year we had an exhibition and we had three categories 

and all were to be judged. Each photograph had to be 8x10 and matte framed. As each 

image was developed the student would bring it to me and I would say, “Yes” or “No.”  
One student, the son of an American newsman, brought me an image that had limited 

contrast and I rejected it. He brought another image. I OK’d it. Then he brought the 
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rejected image back again. “No,” again I said. He brought another image. It was a “Yes.” 
Finally, his last image, he brought the rejected again. I said, “If you think this should be 
in the show fine. Put it in.” He was happy.  

The day of the judging came. The show was a big hit. He was standing beside that 

image. Well, I ate a little bit of crow. IT WON BEST OF SHOW! 

                                                                                         -- Cairo American College, 1977 

 

John Brown’s Body 

My swan song to CAC was a production of the play John Brown’s Body by Stephen 

Vincent Benet. It was a wonderful, but demanding, play with three leads and a chorus. 

They were just putting the finishing touches on a new building where the main floor 

would hold a library. It was a large empty space and I converted it into a theater with a 

platform for the stage and folding chairs for the audience.  

The cast was three average kids who had never participated in much at the school. 

They were thrilled and scared. The students loved the play. The teachers were also 

pleased. But the parents were the best. They knew my value. One by one they came to 

thank me for what I was teaching their children. I am sure they told the superintendent 

too.  

I am sure he realized that even tho I had been fired, I just kept on teaching and 

doing what a teacher should do.  

                                                                                     -- Cairo American College, 1978 

 

 
 

Bahariya or Bust! 

I had lost one job and acquired another. The school year had ended. My friend 

Joyce, a Scots gal married to an Egyptian, who taught business at CAC, invited me and 

three others to join her on a trip to the oasis of Bahariya in the Western Desert. Her 

servant came from there. The trip would change my life forever. I wrote of that journey 

in an article I wrote for Al Ahram newspaper. 
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“Twelve people climbed into our Peugeot station wagon for my first true desert 
trip. There were also six cackling chickens on the roof and a gun in the glove 

compartment; I knew it was there because when we hit a bump the door flew open 

and there it was, aimed at my right eye.  

The journey to Bahariya Oasis started sensibly enough with five of us. With the 

driver and our Bahariya contact that made seven, a likely enough number for a six-hour 

car ride. However, the driver arrived with a friend, so we were eight. Then our Bahariya 

contact arrived with his wife, three children and six live chickens. We had each been 

limited to one small suitcase, but he was also lugging clothes for the family, sweets for 

the children, and canned goods for friends. His bundles did not fit on the roof, so we 

stuffed them in the back seat with him and the lot.”  
. . . “We were to be the guests of the entire village of Mandisha. For us, everything 

was a new experience. We slept with our host family in one of the whitewashed adobe 

houses, which itself was an adventure. We mingled with the community and saw their 

daily lives up close.  

Each meal was in a different home, we sat on the floor around a tabliyyah, a low 

wooden table, tasted oasis olives for the first time and, using luscious oasis bread, 

dipped into the dishes to scoop up our tasty feast. It was far better than a cruise on the 

Nile with white-gloved waiters.”      

  -- Bahariya, 1978 

 

The Donkey Got Me! 

 “On the third day of our trip to Bahariya, when it was suggested we go to Bir 
Mattar, I was ready. But when it was suggested we walk three kilometers from 

Mandisha in 90-degree heat, I was not so ready. I had had enough walking and 

pretending I enjoyed it. My host, ever the desert gentleman, said "No problem, I could 

ride the family donkey!”  
My friends started out. I mounted the donkey and put my newly purchased tarha 

scarf on my head. This lovely woman's scarf with red fringe is not so readily available in 

the oasis today. . . . 

The donkey and I were getting along just fine. He kept a steady trot, not too fast, 

not too slow. He was a sturdy fellow and had the long black stripe down his back that 

legend maintains was given to his breed because one of his ancestors carried the Virgin 

Mary on the flight into Egypt. Once we were at the spring, I immortalized him with a 

photo.  
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About 100 meters from Bir Mattar, I decided to have a 

cigarette. I stopped the donkey, but then, this friendly donkey 

that I had grown so fond of, stopped me from carrying out the 

intention. In one graceful movement he collapsed under me, 

rolled over, dumped me in the sand, jumped up, and trotted 

away.  

My host was beside himself. He came running up to me 

yelling at the top of his voice for his sons to catch that bad 

donkey that had disgraced him. But when he got close enough, 

he found me lying on the ground laughing. That donkey had had 

enough of carrying me. It was hot for him, too.” 

 -- Bahariya Oasis, 1978 

 

Sitting for Margo 

I met Margo Veillon while I was at CAC. She was a famous Swiss artist, born and 

raised in Egypt. When I moved to AUC I had time and I sat for her an entire winter. Her 

atelier was her home. It was filled with wonderful artifacts of her life in Egypt. I never 

tired of wandering around asking about this item or that item. She was always pulling 

out things that set my heart on fire.  

In 1979 she 

had an 

exhibition at the 

Italian Institute 

in Cairo. It 

opened with two 

rows of images: 

all black and 

white drawings 

of me. I was 

ecstatic. She had 

never been 

published and 

when I moved over to the press, I published her first 

and second books. I also told them that she was worried about her legacy and was 

looking for a place to put her work. Well, AUC did that. They have published book after 

book and her atelier in Maadi is now a museum.  
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As for my portraits, The Egyptian Gazette wrote: “"the charcoal and pastel 

grouping of CV seems to flow out of her body, in fluid lines, lightly touched with colour, 

and flood you with liquid eyes, that convey a very special personality.” How’s that for a 
Western Pennsylvania gal? My images ended up in several of her books.   

   -- Maadi, 1979 

 

Driving the Kornish 

The second year at AUC I got a car. The first day I ventured out into traffic on the 

Kornish was a heart thumping day. The Kornish was the major artery into Cairo from 

the south. It was always congested. I was scared to death. It was one thing to let a taxi 

driver take your life in his hands, it was another for you to take your own life in your 

hands. I got up early, early, early and by 6am I was on the road. There was practically 

no traffic and I merrily moved along the Kornish. Coming home wasn't as easy. I fretted 

all day. I was taking an Islamic Art and Architecture class at the time and it was over at 

3pm, the height of fast traffic on the Kornish.  

"Does anyone need a ride to Maadi?" I yelled as the class ended. 

"I'm going to Maadi," said a petite gal a row away from me.  

"Good! Come along." 

I didn't tell her I was desperate for company as it was my first venture on the 

Kornish at high tide and I did not want to do it alone. Misery does love company. 

As we started out, I fretted. I hugged the edge of the road and watched the cars 

wiz by. There was no order on the Kornish. It was every vehicle for himself. There were 

no lanes. It was like a herd of camels: fill in every hole. If there was a traffic stoppage, 

people kept moving to the left until they created a new lane. There was more than one 

day when eight rows of traffic were facing south, out of Cairo and eight rows of traffic 

were facing north, into Cairo. It would take hours to untangle the mess.  

Finally, I told her. 

  -- Cairo Kornish, 1980 

 

Photo Exhibit at American Cultural Center 

The exhibit Egypt: Touching the Land opened at the American Cultural Center on 

January 5, 1981. It was my first public exhibit and I was beaming. It ran for only 10 days, 

but it was enough to make an impact. The images would eventually be a book, but for 

now they were hung for all to see and I was there ever day after classes at AUC. So was 

a young man. He came back every day. He just sat there. Then I noticed when I wasn’t 
looking he was looking at me. On about the fifth day he finally began talking to me. The 

next day I could not get him to stop. I finally asked the center to bar him from coming. 
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They did. But the next week he was waiting for me at the entrance to AUC. I had a 

stalker. When I told the guards at the entrance to AUC they made short work of getting 

rid of him. 

                                                                                    -- American Cultural Center, 1981   

 

The Tunnel Under the Suez Canal 

 

It was a Thursday and the beginning of the long holiday weekend. Four of us were 

headed to Sinai. It was always a rush to get to either Ismaila or Suez before the last 

ferry across the Suez Canal. It left at 4 o’clock and if you missed it you had to spend the 

night on the west side of the canal instead of crossing over into Sinai and heading south 

to reach Hammam Faroun before nightfall.  

When we reached Ismailia we raced through the town to the canal. As we 

approached it was obvious we did not make it because the ferry was already crossing. 

It was in mid-stream and we were too late. But as usual I was not about to give up.  

“We are going to take the tunnel,” I said. 
“The tunnel isn’t open yet,” one of my companions pointed out.  
It was 1981 and the British were nearing the end of their construction. This was 

not an ironic choice for the British. They had coveted and controlled the Suez Canal 

since it was first built by Khedive Ismail in 1869.   

Yes, it was just being built. But I knew that it was almost finished and to me it was 

worth the try. It was the holiday and one could be sure that no Brits would be around. 

That meant they left the tunnel to the Egyptians. One of the things I loved about Egypt 

at that time was the freedoms. I am not talking about the big issues like freedom of 

speech and freedom from want. I am talking about the little things, the things that 

were officially forbidden but were available for a small gift. A night in a temple on the 

West Bank in Luxor was worth a couple of Egyptian pounds. Passage into a forbidden 



72 

 

part of the desert was obtained by giving a lonely guard a book or a newspaper. 

“Mamnua, Mamnua” (forbidden, forbidden), a guard would shout when a foreigner 
came near or want to do something. But Mamnua was obtainable with a smile, a 

friendly handshake, or something to eat like an orange or a piece of chocolate.  

 What, I wondered, would be the price for crossing under the Suez Canal in an 

unfinished tunnel in a Volkswagen beetle? 

As we approached the tunnel I said, “Grab some oranges.” Everyone knew the 
routine as we had done it before. We started down into the tunnel and as expected, we 

were stopped by a soldier with a gun.  

“What do you want?” he asked politely. 
“We need to get to Sinai,” I said handing him an orange and a smile.  
“Mamnua,” he replied taking the orange.  
“But we need to get to Sinai tonight,” I cried handing him another orange. 

He looked around. Another soldier came. We gave him an orange too. 

“Please,” I smiled. “We missed the ferry and we really need to get to Sinai.” 

We bantered a bit. I passed out a few more oranges and more of the guards came 

by.  

Then, as expected, he waived us through. I handed him the entire bag of oranges 

and very slowly we began to cross UNDER the Suez Canal amid the hanging wires and 

the huge coils of wire on the road way. No one was working because it was the holiday. 

That meant there were no lights so I had to put on my headlights as the tunnel grew 

darker. 

As we climbed out of the tunnel on the other side, I had a small smile on my face.

   -- Suez Canal, 1981 

 

Anwar Sadat is Dead 

On another 1981 holiday we headed for Saint Katherine’s Monastery in Sinai. Saint 
Katherine’s is an ancient monastery at the foot of Mount Sinai the mountain where 
religion claims Moses received the Ten Commandments from God.  

I had two traveling companions, Jim, a teacher at CAC and Rafat, a soldier who 

lived in Maadi. On the day we were to leave I swung by to pick up Rafat and he told me 

he could not go. I was disappointed. I asked him why and he said Sadat would be there. 

It didn’t mean anything to me at the time. I knew Sadat had a resthouse near Saint 

Katherine’s, but nothing more. Now, with over 40 years of hindsight I wonder if Rafat 
knew trouble was coming? 
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We crossed the Eastern Desert headed to Sinai. Once on the peninsula there were 

several checkpoints where one had to stop, show papers and passports, wait while the 

soldier wrote down your info, and then move on.  

It took all day to reach the monastery. But as we approached, we knew something 

was not right. There was no one around. No one greeted us. Finally, we heard a radio 

and following it we came upon a scene of monks and visitors huddled together 

listening in silence with grim looks on their faces. Sadat had been shot. God, what a 

mess. So, we sat down too and shortly after they announced his death. 

We were not sure what to do. Was it a coup? Was it safe to return to Egypt? We 

found another AUCian, Jeff, and his friend Bo, who had come by bus. We decided we 

would all get in my car and head home. As we approached a checkpoint along the coast 

not only did the soldier come to the car but another man in civilian clothes and with a 

gun on his belt approach. More scare. They started talking to one another. The man 

approached us. He told us we were only two people in this car coming to Sinai and now 

there for four. Why? God!!  

Thankfully they accepted our explanation and we headed north to Ismailia. At the 

checkpoint, a general of the army stopped us. He knew we were Americans (Bo was 

Dutch) and from AUC. We wanted to know if it was safe to return to Cairo. He assured 

us it was. We spent the night there and then headed back to Cairo. What a scary time! 

    -- Sinai, 1981 

 

All that Jazz 

The American Cultural Center was always featuring special programs. That is 

where I had my first photo exhibition. In 1982, they brought in the Billy Taylor Trio, a 

jazz ensemble. The drummer was Keith Copeland. I was invited to the reception and 

Keith and I went on to a few clubs afterwards. We became friends. That summer on my 

return to Cairo I stopped in New York. I always stopped in New York and stayed with 

my friend Steve on 76th Street. Keith picked me up in his Volkswagen. I had to sit in the 

back seat because there was no passenger seat in the front. That is where he put his 

drums. We went to the Bottom Line to listen to Art Blakey. Then we went back stage.  

What an experience! There were at least a dozen famous jazz men there. Blakey, 

at least 70 at the time, was sitting with his white girl friend all of 25 years old. Keith 

made it a point to kiss me right smack on the lips. I guess that was his badge of 

ownership.  

Keith was also performing. His group was at Sweet Basils. Steve and I went to see 

him and during the breaks he would sit with us. Of course, we drifted apart very 

quickly. His world took him one way and my world took me another. Every once in a 
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while, I googled him to find out he became a teacher and published a jazz book. Sadly, 

he died in Germany in 2015. 

  -- New York City, 1982 

 

The Little Girl with Fangs 

I know I digress a lot. But I tell a good story. One time I was driving down the Red 

Sea coast with my friend Fiona. The road was empty, there were few signs of 

civilization and we were having car trouble. Finally, we came to a small village, one of 

the few along the shore. As my friend was tending to the car I was looking around and 

talking to the children. One little girl stood alone. She had been ostracized by the rest 

of the children because of her teeth: she had fangs. Her two eye teeth had grown 

substantially longer that the rest of her teeth. You can imagine the superstitions and 

terror of the village. She was destined to live a horrible life. In America, we would 

simply have pulled those offending teeth before they became a real problem and life 

would have been normal for this poor, pathetic human being.    

                                                                                              -- Red Sea Coast, 1980s 

 

As each day went by, I would raise my eyes towards the heavens and say, “Thank 

you God for this day.” 
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Chapter 4 
AUC and Exploring Egypt 

 As noted life in the Freshman Writing Program (FWP) was much less demanding 

that my load at CAC. Each of us taught two classes, each an hour and a half long. One 

was basic writing: inform, definition, comparison/contrast, and finally argument. The 

second was research and research paper. I designed a series of research problems and 

questions for the students to learn to use various research tools in the library: 

dictionaries, encyclopedias, etc. Just as I was taught at CalU. Students would go into 

the library with a list of 10 questions related to the particular research tool and have to 

use it to find the answers. Not only was the right answer important so was the method 

of responding. The format had strict rules. This was used throughout the program. 

Most of our students had English as a second language so these lessons were doubly 

hard.  

 Another topic I tried to instill in my students was to recognize fallacy. This is a big 

issue with me. Most people have no idea what fallacy is or what it represents. If more 

did, we wouldn’t be in the mess we are in today. Fallacy is faulty reasoning often based 

on incorrect information. Types of fallacy include: non-sequitur, ad hominem, circular 

reasoning, slippery slope, and dozens more.  Donald Trump is a master at fallacy. Ad 

hominem is attacking a person and not an issue. It is a favorite of Donald Trump. “Little 

Marco, Crooked Hillary, Look at that face,” etc. And “Immigrants are taking your jobs 

away.” No, modernization and technology are taking your jobs away. You are 
immigrants. These fallacies are designed to take people away from the issues and 

demean the opponent. So is his appeal to fear (another fallacy): “There is a great 
hatred toward Americans by a large segment of the Muslim population.”  

Why fallacy is not taught as early as high school is beyond me. I guess the attempt 

to keep the people dumb is a valid reason. Why the press keeps entertaining people 

with Trump’s fallacies, or better yet not educating people to recognize fallacy is also 
beyond me.  
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 It was very sensitive to teach argument to university Freshmen in Egypt. If you 

ask them social questions for argument, you received a religious answer. I had to find a 

way to leave religion out the door and it was a very delicate affair. I took an entire 

period to discuss it, yes discuss it. We finally accepted that the religious answer was the 

one they followed, but to see how the rest of the world thought we would take on the 

debatable questions in order to learn how to argue. It worked and they learned. 

Should women veil? (no religion) 

Should the government stop people from picnicking at the pyramids on 

weekends? 

Do you have the right to take pictures of traditional people without asking? 

 As for the staff of the FWP, we had a drunk, an abused woman, a troublemaker, 

and good people doing a good job. Each term we had an adjudication. We all gathered 

in the office and one by one each teacher discussed his or her students. The most 

important ones were those who were failing. We each reviewed their papers and we all 

passed or failed them.  

 Once the morning was 

finished, I had the afternoon to 

explore Cairo. And explore it I 

did. Cairo was a thousand years 

old. Where most home towns in 

southwestern Pennsylvania 

were divided upon ethnic lines, 

Cairo was divided by 

conquerors: Christian, Muslim, 

Fatimid, Ottoman, and Modern 

Cairo. Each section of the city had walls, fortresses, houses of worship, homes, 

cemeteries, and people, people, people.  

On holidays and long weekends, I reached out up the Nile or to the two deserts 

east and west of the north-flowing river. When I was a girl scout at Camp Wesco in the 

Laurel Highlands of Westmoreland County learning the skills of camping and hiking and 

respecting the great outdoors, I would never have imagined that I would be using them 

in an African desert. But in Egypt, as in southwestern Pennsylvania, explore I did. 

 Egypt’s major desert is to the west of the Sahara. It is the western portion of the 
Libyan Desert. Its history is as ancient as the earth itself. So are its legends. As I say in 

the first paragraph of the first chapter of my book The Western Desert of Egypt: it was 

the home of the evil god Seth; Alexander the Great was crowned a God by the Oracle 

of Siwa Oasis; Medusa haunted its interior; slaves were forced marched along its trails; 
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a Persian Army disappeared somewhere in its interior; the Romans controlled it with 

amazing still standing forts; its petroglyph caves gave us The English Patient; and great 

modern-day wars were fought along its northern shores. 

 No wonder it called to me. I am always intrigued by a good story. I always chase 

a fact. I spend days looking for a single quote, an important source, and I spent years 

researching and traipsing all over the Western Desert. When I would come home each 

summer, I did the same thing. In the lush forested mountains of Western Pennsylvania, 

I went in search of the National Road, the Catawba Trail, Braddock Road, Glade’s Path, 
and on and on and on.  

I remained in the English Department for seven years. That was the limit for most 

expats. Then I joined AUC Press. They had just made a commitment to turn the small 

ineffective effort into a major voice in the Middle East. They fired the current director 

who never achieved very much (except publishing my photo book) and replaced him 

with a New York publisher named Mark Linz. He was looking for a staff: editorial, 

marketing, sales. In 1983, I became the Marketing Manager. I learned the publishing 

business under Mark Linz. It was a good education.  

 One of my biggest achievements at the press was editing the sixth edition of the 

Cairo Guide. I made it bigger and better. I added the Egyptian side to the orientation to 

Cairo. I did more than list the major museums and tourist attractions, visa info, etc. I 

told the readers the Egyptian secrets: where to find the best ful sandwiches, the best 

unique flea markets, the small museums no one knew about, etc. We had great fun for 

my resources were the Egyptian staff of the press. Daily they would come to me with 

great ideas. It was the best of the guides. For years later I got emails telling me and 

asking me where to find that edition. You see, AUC’s editor took all that great stuff out 
when they did a new edition. He 

was a Brit, you know, austerity 

and all that. 

 Mark and I also became 

good friends. We were very 

careful to keep our social life 

out of the press. We never had 

an affair. But two or three times 

a week we were having dinner, 

going to a play, attending an 

opening and enjoying each other. I introduced him to my friend Margo Veillon and told 

him we needed to publish her work. He took one look at her work and agreed. I also 

wanted to open the Luxor market. Every tourist that came to Egypt went to Luxor 
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where the ancient pharaohs lived and died.  Sometimes travelers flew directly from 

Europe to Luxor and then home again. There was a big, big, market there. Mark kept 

telling me all I wanted was a vacation. It fell to his predecessor to see the wisdom of it. 

It became our biggest market.  

 Mark left the press in 1986 and returned to New York’s publishing world. He 

would return again after I was gone. In his place was Arnold Tovell. Where Mark was 

bold and flamboyant, Arnold was gentle and laid back. I liked him too. And learned 

more about publishing. He allowed me to open the Luxor Market. Another important 

event that happened at this time: Naguib Mahfouz won the Nobel Prize in 1988. Naguib 

Mahfouz was a major Egyptian author. The press owned all foreign-language rights to 

his work and made a major effort to promote him, especially to the Nobel committee.  

Both Mark and Arnold worked hard on 

getting that prize for Mahfouz. I had very 

little to do with it.  

 

I joined the Maadi Players as soon as I 

got to Egypt.  In 1979, I directed my first play 

for them: Brecht on Brecht. The players 

became a big part of my social life. Among 

the shows I directed were The Birds and the 

Beasts, Don Juan in Hell and The Fantasticks. 

When they did A Little Light Music the gal 

who played Mrs. Armfeldt got sick and I had 

two days rehearsal and took her place. Then there was an incident. I don’t remember 
what it was, BUT I WALKED AWAY. I got mad and quit. Late in life I realized that this 

would become a pattern. The more I did for a group, the more loyalty I expected. When 

I didn’t get it, I walked. I did it all the time. When I did this years later to the glass 

museum one of the board members told me I needed to stop holding grudges. That is 

not what my walking was all about. If I gave 150%, I expected something in return, 

especially since I was not on a salary. No money. No money at all. When my effort 

became expected and unappreciated and I was taking the blame for everyone else’s 
failures with little support it was time to put my efforts elsewhere.  
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Throughout the 80s my life was filled with travel, travel, travel. I explored. I delved. 

I loved it. In June of 1981 I took a five-day tour on a working felucca. The felucca is a 

lateen rigged sailing boat that is the workhorse of Nile transportation. The Nile has 

always been the Egyptian highway. With the stream flowing north and the wind 

blowing south it was the major means of transport both up and down the Nile. It 

carried everything from tourists, to ballas jugs, to harvested wheat. From the beginning 

of time the felucca was wooden, but in recent years the hulls were made of metal. An 

acquaintance in Maadi bought a wooden felucca and in the summer of 1981 five of us 

commandeered it for a five-day journey from Maadi upriver to Minya.

 There is nothing as rewarding as seeing the shores of the Nile from a felucca. 

Nothing! The secret of sailing up river was to pull into shore before the wind died or 

you would end up coasting north. That is what happened on our first day out. We spent 

too much time swimming on a sandbank in the middle of the river and it took the crew 

two hours to pull into shore rowing against the stream.    

We had stepped back in time. We could have been on Cleopatra’s barge as she 
took Antony to see her Egypt. The visuals were amazing: wheat was being winnowed, 

towards sunset women came to the river to gather water and men brought their 

animals to bathe; feluccas sailed past us with everything from white stones to ballas 

jugs, to wheat. In another season, they may have been filled with sugar cane or onions 

or whatever was being harvested.  

Waiting for us at Minya was Mary, the owner of the boat, and my friend Jill. We 

had made arrangements for Mary to join the boat and Jill and I to head south to Luxor 

and Aswan on the perilous road. Jill had already authored her guide books to Luxor and 

Aswan. We had planned to visit Umm Seti at Abydos, but when we got there, we found 

out she had just died. Umm Seti was an English woman who believed she had lived in 

ancient Egypt. She lived at the temple and worked with the Egyptian Department of 

Antiquities. She was gone, but Abydos was there and we enjoyed it. As we moved on, I 
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went wild photographing the wheat harvest. One 

town was winnowing. Another was threshing. 

Near Sohag they were making bricks, just like in 

ancient times. They had to be fired so they build a 

kiln of the bricks themselves and set it afire. I have 

dozens of pictures. We arrived at Aswan on a hot, 

hot, day and Jill had credentials to meet with the 

top antiquities men.  We even had a midnight ride 

on the river. Of course, it was forbidden, but we 

were traveling with the head of the river patrol. 

The 80s were probably the best years of my 

life. I was young. I was healthy. I was with 

intelligent, interesting people. As noted, almost 

every day I would say, “Thank you God for this 
day!” I never say it in the USA. Maybe it has something to do with the American 

character. Maybe it is the materialism of America.  Maybe in Egypt, I didn’t appear to 
be a threat.  

Let me tell you about my friends. Some were in Egypt only a short time during my 

twenty+ years. One was Annie. We had fun and got into trouble. Her husband was in oil 

and they got transferred too soon. We still email. Another was Franca, who came with 

me on some of my desert journeys. She now owns a hotel in Porta Vallarta, Mexico. 

Then there was Norman and his family. I met Norman when my camera broke. 

Someone directed me to him. I became friends with his entire family and still am. He 

lives in Fort Collins and we email back and forth, especially to fight injustice. And finally, 

there is Steve. He left CAC when I did. He moved on and finally to New York City. He 

opened a copy shop across the street from the towers. When they fell his store was 

used for triage. I stopped every summer to spend a week or so with him. These days he 

calls me every weekend and we speak for at least half an hour. I love Steve too! 

Then there were the friends who were with me the full twenty years. It is time to 

speak of Marilyn. I met Marilyn just after I arrived in Egypt. She was classic and 

sophisticated and I was flamboyant and outrageous. And we got along. We traveled 

well together. We both told great stories. I can remember in the Yemen, sitting on the 

bed and saying, 

 "You wanna see my new breasts?" I promptly unveiled tight, taunt, virginal 

breasts, my two young victories, that had just been recreated by a plastic surgeon with 

whom I was smitten. I had a sweat gland problem under my arms and breasts that 
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caused infections and the sweat glands had to be removed. In the process, I got new 

breasts.  

 Marilyn looked briefly from the corner of her eye and said, 

 "OK, I saw them, you can put them away now." 

Marilyn was a Christian Scientist. She was married three times: first to a man from 

South America who died young; then an Egyptian who wasn’t very nice to her; and 
finally, to a younger man who worshipped her and she refused to marry for years. She 

didn’t sweat the small stuff. On one trip to Bahariya Oasis we took Marilyn’s car. She 
said it was fine. When the radiator blew, she admitted it had been a problem. Well, we 

ended up riding in the back of a truck.  

One time in my garden apartment after I left the press I had a problem. The 

owners of the villa where I lived had two dogs and at night they slept in my part of the 

garden. They were my guardians. I would give them leftovers from my cousin Joe’s 

commissary. He was in Egypt with the army working with the M1A1 tank. One day I 

noticed some mange on the nose of one of the dogs. Joe brought me medicine from 

the US commissary. But the dog would not let me touch him. Marylin came to visit and 

I told her. She got up and the room went still. Her aura was calm and trusting. She 

moved onto the patio, sat on the bench, called the dog, and he came and put his nose 

on her knee. She came every day for a week until the mange was gone.  

Tarek was one of Egypt’s premiere 

music composers. He had several 

programs on Radio Cairo and I did a few 

of them. I read short stories on one 

program. It was called Mystery Theater 

and I did A Rose for Emily, Barn Burning, 

and The Days of the Pharaohs. Then I 

became Stella Starlight with a sexy deep 

throat voice.  

It was Tarek who got me into Cinema City to tape the voice for a video I did on The 

Monuments of Ancient Egypt. He did the sound track. (One day while working in my 

office the TV was on and I heard my music. I looked up it was my music all right, but it 

was someone else’s movie. Tarek had sold it to someone else for their movie – that 

was Tarek.) I love Tarek with all my heart and he loves me. We have known and cared 

for each other since 1978. We did stunning and incredible videos in his antique strewn 

apartment where we would cuddle on a Saturday afternoon and watch incredible art 

films like les contes immoraux  with Paloma Picasso.  
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Once he called me and I said I was depressed. He said, “Good! Come on over.” 
Then he put my depression to music filming me all afternoon. It was incredible. 

Mohammad Shebl was one of Egypt’s top film 
directors. He had no luck. Like me, he was forever 

chasing security and comfort. He mortgaged 

everything to do the Egyptian version of the Rocky 

Horror Picture Show. As it made a few bucks he 

finally bought a car. He drove it home for lunch 

before he went to get insurance. He parked it 

directly in front of his apartment building. While he 

was eating, a tree, as old as time, decided to die. It 

cracked and creaked and fell directly on his new 

uninsured car.  

He put me in his cult films like The Tailsman and 

memorialized me in the Egyptian newspaper calling 

me Florence of Arabia. When he died my heart broke. I was in America when it 

happened. Our friend Samir Rafat wrote his eulogy in the Egyptian Gazette. Samir was 

witty and  reported the remembrances of one funny episode after another he wrote: 

“One day in 1983 Mohammed asked me to appear as an extra in his movie The 

Talisman together with our mutual friend the American author and traveler 

extraordinaire Cassandra Vivian. This was the first time I watched Mohammed as he 

performed behind the camera shouting orders in typical Dom De Luise fashion.” That 
was Mohammad. Because of him I also got to perform in Naguib Mahfouz’s Ma Zaman 

Saah directed by Hani Lasheen in 1987.  

  Then there was Jill. Our relationship was different. We liked each other. But we 

were competitive. I was a novice writer, just starting out. She was published by 

Longman and knew it. It was through Jill that I met a lot of important people both 

Egyptian and ExPat. For that I was grateful. If I introduced Jill to a man it wasn’t long 
before I would stop by her house and he would be there. Get it? Yet in an early 

morning when she wrote a particularly important sentence, she would call me on the 

phone and we would ohh and aww and support each other. When I was stuck writing 

the Father of Rivers chapter on Aswan she showed up at my apartment with text in 

hand and said she did not want a byline.  

These were my friends. My very good friends. I have never found such friends 

again. We enjoyed each other. We respected each other. We were gifted, talented, 

interesting people. We did wild and wonderful things. Living as I do in a Senior 

residence in a small town in Pennsylvania, I am lonely. There is no one here that I have 
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found with the same simpatico. Even in Pittsburgh I have not found a good friend who 

cared about me and put up with me as I would put up with them. 

Today Marilyn is dead. So is 

Mohammad. Tarek, I will always love, but 

he has gone off the deep end and sends 

email tirades against America to his friends. 

I blocked him from my email. I would 

reinstate him in a minute if he would only 

stop. Annie invites me to Argentina where 

she has a mountain top home for the 

winter. I have lost touch with Jill. This has 

happened before. But every time I went 

back to Egypt, I would call her and pick up 

where we left off. I have not been back to 

Egypt since 2008. Norman’s wife Ednah is 
dead. She was killed in a car accident two 

day before she was to come to me in Egypt 

to spend a month. Their son John (left) 

stayed behind in Egypt when the family left 

and I became a surrogate. He died in 

Uganda working for Tulane University. 

Steve calls me from California every weekend and we talk for half an hour about the 

past and all the shenanigans I am up to today. He laughs a deep belly laugh every time I 

tell him about a new crusade against injustice, no matter how small, or the Italianesque 

revenge I am seeking on this person or that. (My favorite is not to kill, but to shoot off 

the knee caps, then cut out the tongue and break the hands. Make them suffer. (This is 

a joke.) 

While I was writing this chapter, Steve was off to Texas for a reunion of CAC 

students. He called me all day long. First it was to talk to Ana, a former photography 

student of mine. Then it was Sandra, the CAC librarian and another good friend. What 

joy! Sandra is dead now too. She fell victim to alzheimers. 

In 1982 the exhibit from the American Cultural Center was converted into the 

book Egypt: Touching the Land. It was my first book published by a bonified publisher. 

It was exciting. The following year my exhibit Faces, Places, and Second Glances was 

presented at the Akhnaton Gallery in Zamalek. It was the official government gallery 

and only the best were thus honored. 
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Then I went to the Sudan. What a trip! My friend Fiona had left Egypt and was the 

British Council’s English Language teacher in Khartoum. Christmas of 1983, I went to 
visit. The old adage goes,"When God created the Sudan he laughed." Well, the truth is 

the British created the Sudan. And they probably did laugh. But no one is laughing now. 

The men who made the decisions were either so completely oblivious to the peoples of 

the region or so arrogant that they did not care. They combined a sophisticated, 

Arabic-speaking and Moslem north to a tribal (variety of languages) and pagan south. 

And the poor, abused, long suffering, Sudanese people have been paying a heavy price 

ever since. 

When I arrived, Fiona was still teaching. I went with her to class. It was a big room 

filled with student desks, all the same size but each a different height. Each desk had at 

least three chairs, also each a different height. No one minded. No one fussed. It wasn’t 
the chairs or the size of the desk: education was happening. Students were enthused. 

There was no money to pour into buildings and equipment. Did there really have to be? 

We have beautiful buildings in America but is that what education is all about? I found 

that throughout the Sudan. People had little, but they were happy. They laughed. They 

joked. They enjoyed the life they had.  

Most amazing of all are the Sudanese women. They are women. They are beautiful 

and they spend a great deal of time beautifying themselves. One of the things they still 

do is smoke themselves to smell wonderful. Each woman has her own distinct scent. I 

adore the Sudanese women. 

   
While Fiona was still working, I decided to take a trip to a village called Kassala. I 

don’t remember now why I wanted to go specifically to Kassala, but that is where I 

went. Fiona’s friend told me not to bother to take my camera as I would never get a 
picture. I mounted the local bus, not only the only white person, the only woman 

traveling alone. I had courage then. Now I am afraid to drive to Pittsburgh on the 

parkway. 
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Kassala is a market town on the way from Khartoum to Port Said on the Red Sea. It 

spreads out under the protection of the Taka Mountains: a series of camel humps rising 

from the flat desert floor. Its primary inhabitants are Rashida tribesmen and Hedendow 

“fuzzy wuzzies,” but people from all over Sudan dressed in their native costumes filled 
the market: Bisharin, Amara, Beni Amer and more.  

 As soon as I got off the bus I walked through the market to the hotel. I took out 

my camera and a handful of candy. The kids began to gather around and I began to 

pass out candy. I took as many pictures as I wanted and everyone was happy. I did it for 

days. When I wasn’t in the market they came looking for me. When I emerged, they 

would shout, “Here comes the Egyptian!” because my Arabic was of the Egyptian-

dialect – as pathetic as my Arabic was.  My room was about 5 feet by 8 feet and had 

just a bed. No window. The toilet was one long room with a board with about ten 

holes. Each time I went I was afraid some man would come walking in. 

 The suk was a wonder. They made swords, knives, belts, and more. There was a 

woman’s section with spices, herbs, fat for the hair. A jeweler made the exotic jewelry 

for the women. I was in paradise! 

     

   

Vignettes 
He’s My Student 

The first time I went to Kharga and Dakhla oasis was also with Fiona. We had no 

idea where or how long or anything. We just went. Kharga was fine. It looked like a 

town along the Nile only cleaner. Then we headed deep into the desert headed for 

Dakhla. We drove right through it. Finally, we saw a village on a hill and drove up to it. 

Turned out to be Qasr Dakhla, one of the most interesting villages in the desert. We 

drove into the town square and were immediately surrounded by young children 

pounding on the windows, the doors, and putting us into a panic.  

 A villager yelled and they quickly scattered. He came walking over and Fiona 

recognized him. He was one of her students from Cairo University home for the 

holiday. What luck! Thanks to him we got a family view of life in an oasis town. He took 

us to his family. Men only at first. They gave us a tour. Then toward evening we slept at 

their home. That is when the women came. One brought a bright green negligee. She 

was shy and with her head down she told us her husband worked in Kuwait and he 

brought this home for her. What a time we had giggling with the ladies. Sometimes 

God takes care of foolish travelers. 

       -- Qasr Dakhla, 1978-9 
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Monastery of Saint Paul 

Monasticism began in the Red Sea Mountains of Egypt. These isolated fortresses 

spread throughout Egypt in the early days of Christianity. I was fortunate enough to be 

one of the first to visit a monastery in the Red Sea Mountains in the late 70s. Years 

later I recorded my views in my book The Overseer’s Family: 

“I remembered going into another holy place near the Red Sea in Egypt. The entire 

Red Sea coast had been closed because of the Arab-Israeli war, but in the late 1970s it 

reopened. We went to visit the Monastery of Saint Paul. It was a poor community of 

Coptic monks tucked into a crease in the Red Sea Mountains. They had lived through the 

war years in isolation. When we traveled down the dirt track and approached the 

walled monastery, we were a wonder to them. We were happy there was a gate. In 

earlier times there were no gates. Visitors had to be hoisted up and over the walls in 

baskets and we had been teasing one another about how we were going to get over 

the walls if we found the place. We knocked and they let us in. It was as simple as that. 

It took a while for them to open the gates for they were a bit frightened. They had 

had no visitors for years. As soon as the gate opened, we knew we were in a sacred 

place. 

These were holy men. There was a peace in this place. The eyes of the monks were 

tranquil. The atmosphere was sensually serene. Not sexually sensual, holy sensual, a far 

more intense emotion. Our usually noisy cigarette-smoking, fun-loving group was dead 

silent amid these holy men. We felt unworthy, soiled. I was overwhelmed. These 

monks of the Arabian Desert of Egypt hungered for nothing worldly. They owned 

nothing. They stood naked before God in true poverty. Their food was meager. Their 

expectations limited. Their resources scant. I was humbled. As we left, we gave them 
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our stash of tea and sugar. 

Five years later I returned to the Monastery of Saint Paul. My heart nearly broke 

and tears just streamed down my face. What a difference! Their fellow Copts had 

been descending on that monastery in busloads from all over Egypt. The holy feeling 

was gone. In the small room where the holy fathers had offered us tea, they had posted 

a sign telling the people of their needs. God had lost this place to the ‘kindness’ of 
the secular folk. The monks wanted a generator. They wanted a computer. They had 

been corrupted. It was so disappointing to see that money won over what appeared to 

be an incorruptible place. Satan’s bounty was too tempting a prize for mere mortals. I had 

thought the monks represented hope. They showed the world that this is what man 

must strive to attain: honor, inner peace, modesty, communion. In the end they lost it 

too. The world of the flesh is too tempting.” 

                                                                                                    —The Overseer’s Family 

 

The Fish Try to Save One of Their Own  

Fiona and I wanted to go to Sinai, especially Ras Mohammad. The Israeli’s were in  

the process of returning it to Egypt and we felt this 

was a good time before rules and regulations took 

over. So, we camped right on the edge of the sea 

with Ibrihim and his son. The men wanted to go 

spear fishing. I was a reluctant scuba diver. The 

water at Ras Mohammad was low. There was a 

natural shelf and it went out for about 5 meters 

before it reached a ledge when it plummeted down 

at least 100 meters. I would hang out on the ledge 

looking out to the sea. I saw everything from the 

protection of the shelf: sharks, turtles, and dozens 

of schools of fish. I watched the men hunting their 

prey. One speared a fish. Somehow, he lost his cord 

that could pull the fish back to him. Before he could 

recover, I saw something absolutely extraordinary. The fish began to sink. His fellows 

from the school gathered around him and tried to keep him afloat. I could not believe 

my eyes.  

 The two men came out of the water and holding up the poor fish said: “Supper!” 
I could not eat that fish. Neither could Fiona. She had seen the incredible effort to save 

him too.                                                              

                                                                                          -- Ras Mohammad, Sinai, 1981 
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The Sakkara Road 

In exploring Cairo one day I turned off Pyramid’s Road onto the Sakkara Road. 
What a stroke of luck! After one passed a few hotels like the Siag, the road became a 

step back in time. It led to Sakkara where the first pyramid was created and continued 

south along the Nile headed to Upper Egypt. The further south one drove the further 

back in history one went. All the farmers farmed in the pharaonic way, all the women 

gathered water, built fires, and cooked the way the ancient ladies did. Many still lived 

in mudbrick homes and used donkeys and camels for transportation. 

I went back every weekend cameras in hand. I took pictures of every season of the 

date harvest, of the planting and sowing. But as time passed my road began to 

disappear. Cairene’s discovered it and began to build villas to enjoy the peaceful 

countryside. New hotels began to emerge to accommodate the growing tourist 

industry. In short order the Sakkara Road was gone. 

  -- Sakkara Road, 1980s 

 

Lunch with the Ladies on the Sakkara Road 

One farmer would stop his work each time he saw me coming. It got to be 

accepted that I would see him. He invited me to his home for tea and finally one day I 

accepted. My friend Marilyn was with me that day. It was fun. His wife was very, very 

happy and invited us to come back the following Saturday for lunch. We accepted. 

 In the usual manner, the small table was filled with enough food to feed an 

army. It was typical in Egypt.  It probably took their rations for a whole week. We sat 

down on the floor and enjoyed ourselves. Of course, we brought a wonderful dessert 

from a famous bakery. It, too, was enough to feed an army. Then we invited them to 

come to us. 

 The following Saturday Marilyn drove out and picked up our guests. When they 

arrived they were very excited. They went to look at my bathroom. Then the kitchen 

where not only drawers were opened but so was the refrigerator and the oven. It was 

wonderful. They were very, very happy. I was very, very pleased. We were sure to have 

enough food for them to take home.  

  -- Road 210, Digla, 1980s 

 

Tarek, Marilyn, and Sausages 

One Saturday morning around 9am the doorbell rang. I was still in bed. I opened 

the door and there was my friend Marilyn and her friend.  

 "Hello." 
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 "Marilyn," I said, "What are you doing here so early on a Saturday morning?" 

 "I came for breakfast and I brought the croissants." 

 "You did, well, come on in." 

 "Weren't you expecting us?" she asked in amazement. 

 "No," I laughed, "but you are welcome anyway. What a great way to wake up." 

 "Oh, that devil," she giggled. "I saw Tarek on Road 9 yesterday and he said he 

was coming to you for breakfast today and I was to come too. He even told me he was 

bring the sausage." 

 I picked up the phone and called Tarek. Now telephoning Tarek had its 

restrictions. Not in the morning, not when he was taking his nap after lunch, and not 

late at night. This was early enough in the morning to violate at least one of the 

cardinal rules. 

 "Tarek" 

 "Casscouss?" came a sleepy voice. 

 "Your guests have arrived," I quipped. 

 "What?" he bellowed. 

 "Marilyn and her houseguest are here and we are waiting for the sausage." 

 "I'll be right there." 

 And over he came. We had a wonderful, unexpected, morning.  

                                                                                          -- Road 210, Digla, 1980 

 

Egypt: Touching the Land  

In 1982 my very first book was published. It was Egypt: Touching the Land, a book 

of black and white photographs on Egypt. They were not of pyramids, nor were they of 

mosques and public buildings. There were images of people – the traditional people, 

the peasants, the commoners. They interested me the most. They were from 

everywhere: up the Nile, in the desert, in Sinai, and along the coast. In every instance, 

the subject knew I was taking the photo. The cover was of a lady from the Saqqara 

Road. After I took the picture, I went back the next week and gave her a big 11x14 

image of herself. She took one look at it, screamed sharmouta (whore), and tucked it 

under her bum, wrinkling it to death. But there was a twinkle in her eye and a smile at 

the edge of her lips. I am sure that photo is hanging in the family home to this day. 
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From the book: Ordinary people doing ordinary tasks in ordinary places – these are 

the things I wanted to photograph in Egypt. My work was done with love and a lot of 

fun. I had the experience of moving among people who lived a different kind of life from 

mine and who, though they often seemed to have much less than I, actually – as I 

discovered – had much more. 

Such discovery was exciting, and I came to love Egypt. It is the country where I 

realized many of my dreams and found the vehicles of my self-expression, both as a 

woman and as an artist.   

I hope the photographs presented here give the public as much pleasure as they 

have the artist. Except for The Cornman, all of them were taken in available light; all 

were shot on Nikon F2 and F3 cameras using Tri-X and Ilford FP4 film developed in 

Kodak D-76 and were printed full-frame, on Ilford resin-coated semi-matt paper 

resembling the 100-gram white offset paper on which this book is printed. 

What would you expect from a girl of southwestern Pennsylvania? 

  -- Egypt, 1974-1982 

 

Egypt: A Changing Heritage 

Of the 20 years I lived in Egypt, I came home every summer but one. In 1982, 

Carnegie Museum of Natural History exhibited the black and white images that had 

been at the American Cultural Center and formed the base for my book. The exhibit 

was slated to run from August 10 through October 3. It was so well received it was 

extended. The title was Egypt: A Changing Heritage. I told you before, but I was so 

pleased with the comment here it is again: 

 One of the Pittsburgh papers wrote: “Vivian’s warm affection for the people and 

places of Egypt is evident in the sensitive images she has produced. The combined skills 

of finely-tuned observation and insight into the human psyche, acquired as a result of 

Vivian’s long-time involvement with the theatre, together with her photographer’s 
knowledge of the effective use of shadow, light, and composition have produced an 

exhibition that appeals to the mind as well as to the eye.”     

  -- Pittsburgh, 1982 

 

Perfume Me, Please 

Sudanese women spend a great deal of time beautifying themselves. As each one 

passes by she leaves a sweet aroma in the air. Each scent is unique and they spend 

hours if not days and months finding the exact scent for them. Then they perform the 

dukhan. Scent in hand they sit on a mat, cover themselves completely with a cloth 
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(head too) and bring a smoking incense burner with their specific scent into the tent. 

They sit inside for a long time until their skin absorbs the scent. It lasts for days.  

 One day, Fiona and I got off a train at Khartoum’s twin city Omdurman and there 
was a lady selling all the dukhan equipment: mat, incense burner, etc. I told her I 

wanted to buy everything. She said I should not try to do it as my skin was too light and 

I would burn up! I hung the mat on my wall and put the rest in a drawer. 

 

But I did get myself 

henna(ed). The woman came 

to Fiona’s house. We did my 
hands and feet with flowers 

and designs. It lasted over a 

month. When I got back to AUC 

my English class was curious 

and I told them about the 

wonderful Sudanese women. 

One of my students was a 

Sudanese boy who sat in the back of the room his eyes beaming.  

                                                                                              -- Omdurman, Sudan, 1983 
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I Want That! 

Sudanese women, like their Egyptian desert sisters wear the family wealth. The 

theory being they spend most of their time in the home thus the wealth was safe. In 

the suq at Kassala were the jewelers who made the jewelry for the Rashida women. 

Nothing could keep me away. While sitting on the ground and photographing the 

process of hand-hewn silver the women would come by and sit beside me. They loved 

to touch me: my white skin, my hair, my lips, everything and everywhere. We got 

friendly and I noted that when they left the suq they would climb into the back of a 

small truck they called the box and it would 

take them home to the Rashida village nearby. 

 One day I climbed in with them. They 

were surprised. I was not invited. None of the 

people in the box were known to me and they 

kept looking at each other as if I was crazy. 

Well, I got out of the box at the village and 

began walking down the street. Everyone was 

friendly. They allowed me to photograph them 

and their village. It was joyous! 

 A group of women were gathered around a stand buying bread. I went up and 

one of the women had a ring on that stood up about 2 inches high like the domed roof 

of an Islamic tomb. I wanted it. Now the women often traded jewelry. It was a great 

pastime. They were also aggressive. So, I simply pointed to it and said: Ana Ouz Di! I 

want that! The woman went apoplectic! “La,” she screamed. But the ladies were on my 

side and kept pushing her. Finally, she took it off and gave it to me, for a price, of 

course. It remains one of my great treasures. 

                                                                                    -- Rashida Village, Sudan, 1983 

 

Meroë and the Sad Lady 

Fiona and I, gutsy ladies that we were, jumped into a 

four-wheeler, left Khartoum and headed for Meroë. Alone! 

No second car! Just the two of us! It was spectacular! Meroë 

is an ancient Kushite burial ground consisting of pyramids 

founded around 800 BC and lasting over 600 years. It is a 

UNESCO World Heritage Site today. There was a gatekeeper. 

He had a tent and inside the tent was a woman – one 

assumes his wife (or his slave). She was the unhappiest 

person I had ever met and I am sure
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her life was pure misery. We offered her a few coins for herself. Then we 

gave her some candy, for her alone. Then I asked if I could take her photo. 

She gave her consent but I am not sure she understood. I began taking black 

and white. When I picked up my color camera Fiona gentle called my name. I 

understood. The lady was not happy. I stopped. Fiona was right. I was asking 

too much. One black and white of this sad, sad, lady is among the best of my 

images. I have often thought of her and what happened to her.   

                                                                                -- Meroë, Sudan, 1983  

 

Gertrude Stein, Gertrude Stein, Gertrude Stein  

It was Genny who asked me to do this wonderful one woman play. She 

was the wife of an American foreign correspondent in Cairo. She kept inviting 

me to dinner and it never happened. One day I asked her when I was going to 

come to dinner. The next day she appeared at my door with a huge steak 

saying her husband was too sick to entertain.  

Genny wanted me to memorize the entire script but I told her I wanted 

to do the play but I was not going to memorize it. I didn’t have the time. So, 

we did a reader’s theater. It worked just fine. What a wonderful play it is. It is 

filled with stories about Gertrude’s salon and all her friends including Picasso.  
We had two performances. The first was at the Maadi Club, a wonderful 

gardened club in the suburb for the elite. The second was at AUC on 

November 2. After the performance at AUC both Mark Linz, the Director of 

AUC Press, and Bill Harrison, the founder of Egypt’s leading English language 
magazine Cairo Today, came running on stage. They were two of the most 

prominent Americans in Egypt. Powerful too.  It pleased me. 

We made a very amateurish VHS of the play and I kept it for years. Then, 

when I was the director of the Mount Pleasant Glass Museum, we received 

plenty of VHS tapes of workers in the glass factories. I bought a recorder that 

also transferred VHS tapes to CDs. So, we transferred Gertie. I brought my 

copy home and copied it to my computer. I watched it a few times. Then, it 

disappeared. Just vanished. Poof! Gertie was lost. I tried to find a copy at the 

museum with no luck. I lost her forever. Weep! Weep! Weep! 

                                                                                            -- Maadi, 1984 
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Don Juan in Hell 

In 1984, I did a play in the desert. I am always speaking of the Western 

Desert, but just to the east of us in Digla was an incredible desert too: the 

Eastern Desert. In one little alcove, I set up to do the play Don Juan in Hell. 

You came to the desert to see the play and you spent the night around a 

campfire.  

                                                                                      -- Wadi Digla, 1984 

Her Name was Mary 

 She was English with a Doctorate in French. She married in England to 

a tall, handsome Egyptian and he brought her to Cairo. Her story is not a 

pretty one. I met Mary when she joined the staff of the battling Freshman 

Writing Program at AUC. She was tall, slim, and pretty. And she was doomed. 

Her husband was a batterer. Mary would come to meetings with bruises that 

she attributed to falling, once she was in the hospital with burns. Her 

wonderful husband had poured boiling water on her. 

She got away from him once. He had agreed to allow her and the 

children to visit her parents in England. She was free. She was safe. But she 

came back. She came back to hell. What is it about women that keeps them 

chained to this type of bondage? In Mary's case, it was worse for she was in a 

foreign land with foreign ways and foreign friends. There was no one to 

comfort her. No one to confide in.  

 Eventually she was let go from the FWP. She missed too many days. 

She was sick too often. She disappeared. No one seemed to know anything 

about her. Then one day, years later, an obituary appeared in the Egyptian 

Gazette. It was Mary's. She was living in a village in the Delta. Nothing, but 

nothing, could have been worse. It was like saying she was living in the Black 

Hole of Calcutta. She had taken her own life. She simple turned on the 

budgaz and went to sleep. If I ever find this man, I will blow his knee caps off. 

Killing is too good for him. Let him go through life unable to do for himself 

and find a person who will abuse him.  

                                                     -- AUC Freshman Writing Program, 1980s   
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The Birds Nest on the Window 

 Each spring the birds would come. They tried to build their nests 

between the windows and the shutters. And each spring Mohammad would 

clean out the nests. The birds would build them up and, on the weekend, 

when he did the big cleaning, he would throw away the nest, a labor of a 

week. Whenever I would see him, I would say, 

 "Mohammad, let the birds build their nests." 

 "Yes, sir." He would say, but he never listened. 

 Well, one spring I made such a fuss and continued to make a fuss that I 

managed to salvage one nest, a mourning dove's nest on the window to the 

TV room. Each morning I would look out to see how things were going and 

eventually I was able to get right up against the window pane. The dove 

would look at me, her eyes focusing in on me.  

 One morning the wind was up and a khamsin was brewing. By mid-day 

I remembered the mourning dove. When I got home from work, I went 

straight to her nest. The shutter had been blow free and it was banging in the 

wind. The bird, her eyes showing pure terror was barely able to stay on the 

nest. She had been that way for hours and you could see that she was 

exhausted. I was frantic. I knew she was accustomed to me so I decided to 

help her. 

 I slowly opened the window and very, very slowly reached out to grab 

the shutter. I pulled it in close and tried to latch it. I could not without 

squeezing her and her nest. It was tight enough against the sill however that I 

hoped it would hold as the khamsin was now beginning to abate.  
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 The bird seemed to relax a little. I left the room and went about my 

business. About a half hour later I returned only to see that the shutter had 

again pushed free and the dove was in peril. This time when I opened the 

window she flew away. I was free now to adjust the window and fix the nest 

so that it would survive the storm. 

 As I looked down where the two eggs had been, I saw that one was 

hatched and the second was in the process. I looked around for the mother. 

There she was on the roof of the building next door. It was one floor shorter. 

The mother was pacing up and down frantic. Soon she was joined by a 

second dove. It was obvious that they were a pair. They paced together.  

 They remained that way for quite a while. I moved away from the 

window hoping she would return, but she never did. She paced and paced 

and eventually the two birds flew off together. 

 I was left to deal with the fledglings. Now I was really upset. Damn! 

Mohammad was right. Keep yourself out of nature unless you are willing to 

be a surrogate. I was not. It wasn't that I didn't care. I could not take the 

anxiety of trying to save these two creatures. I pushed the nest off the sill 

and walked away. 

                                                                            -- Road 210, Digla, 1984ish 

 

 

Cherry Lane Theater and Bar 

On one of my many trips to New York I went to the Cherry Lane Theater 

and (gay) Bar. I don’t remember who I was with, but as soon as we sat down 

at the bar the bartender handed me a match book. Very strange. I opened it 

and even stranger there was only one match in it. The bartender had turned 

away. I looked around and did not notice anyone looking at me. I set it down 

and continued the conversation. About 20 minutes later the bartender gave 

me another match book.  Same thing, only one match. My friend said, “Light 
it, see what happens.” I didn’t. I was scared. I have asked a dozen of my gay 
friends, even those from New York, and none of them could give me an 

answer. 

-- New York City, 1984ish 
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The Young Girl From Armana 

Let me explain about the Umda. When I was doing a video on the 

monuments of Ancient Egypt I had to take pictures 

of the stelae at Armana in Middle Egypt. This was 

in the early 80s and few tourists ventured into 

Middle Egypt at that time. We had to take a 

working felucca, a sail boat taxi, across the Nile to 

the long abandoned and forlorn site of Tel el 

Armana. This was the Pharaoh Akhnaten’s 
experimental city devoted to the one God. As soon 

as we set foot ashore a little girl approached me. It 

was normal stuff for kids to pester tourists for 

money. They have been doing it for centuries, just 

read a 19th century travel account of life on the Nile. The children then and 

now made small trinkets for sale. The few piasters they take in each day help 

the meager incomes of the peasants on the Nile.  

“Do you speak English?” the disheveled imp asked me in English. 
I didn’t answer. I usually enjoyed teasing with them and in the end 

would yield a piaster or two to the family coffers. But I was really not in the 

mood today, I had a mission. It was hot. It was going to be a long day, and I 

wasn’t sure what I was looking for. 

 
 

“Spekzen Duetch,” the little rascal asked in German not giving up. 

I still didn’t answer her. 
“Palio Italiano,” she continued. 
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I didn’t answer. 
Then she tried French. Then English again. I could feel a small smile 

creeping at the edges of my lips. She was not going to give up this catch. 

Finally, she shrugged her shoulders in desperation and pulled out her final big 

gun, ‘Do you speak Japanese?’ she said in Japanese. That did it. I started to 

laugh, not only at her persistence, but at her brilliance. She became my 

companion the entire time we were hopping around the city of the sun. This 

little girl in this, at that time, remote Nile village, who was barely of school 

age had spoken to me in a half a dozen language. She was not bilingual, she 

was not trilingual, she was multi-multi-lingual, if there is such a word. I am 

sure she was not a wiz at any of the languages, but she spoke enough of each 

of them to do her job: bring in revenue for the family. I was completely 

charmed and mesmerized by her. 

Among the tagalongs was the son of the Umda, the mayor, of the village. 

He was all stuffed up like a peacock because his father was important. He 

tried to bully all the other children. I spoke to him in Arabic and asked him 

what his problem was. My Arabic was like the little girl’s Japanese, enough to 

get by. He said she was only the daughter of the garbage man and he was the 

son of the Umda, the Mayor, and I should treat him with more respect. He 

though his position made him better: in this instance it wasn’t anything he 

had accomplished himself. He was living off of his father’s shadow. So, I 
began to speak to him in English, which he did not understand. Then I began 

to speak to him in Italian, which he did not understand. That did it for my 

languages (except for my pathetic Arabic). But he did not know that. Then I 

started talking to the little girl in English, and she answered me. Then I spoke 

to her in Italian and she answered me. The little boy kept asking me in Arabic 

what we were talking about. I would not tell him. He got mad. He said he 

would tell his father. I ignored him. He was becoming very annoyed. I said,  

“Why do you not speak English, when she speaks it so well?” He did not 
answer.  

“To me, she is more important than you because she can talk to me and 

you cannot.” He lowered his head and under his breath he said, “But I am the 
son of the Umda.” He was so deflated that I forgave him on the spot. He 
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joined our merry band. He remained polite to the garbage girl. We continued 

along on our merry trek through the desert to the sites of Amarna: the pied 

piper and her hoard. 

                                                                                             -- Armana, 1984 

I’m the Boss 

I went to Bill Harrison, the editor of Cairo Today, about doing a slide 

program for the hotels on the monuments of ancient Egypt. He liked it and 

took it to them. They wanted a video. So, we did a video. I wrote the script. I 

took the photos. I arranged for the music. I narrated the video. Tarek and I 

put the music to the narrative. Then we went to a studio at Cinema City to 

begin to put the whole thing together. I was in charge. Someone wanted to 

change something and I wouldn’t let them. Not at this stage of the game. The 
truth is I was tense and afraid. I wanted it to be right. My friend Sandy who 

had done tons of these, calmed me down and we moved on. We finished it. 

We began writing scripts for the Islamic era and the Copts in Egypt.  

 I brought it to Bill. He took it to the hotels. The whole thing blew up. To 

this day I do not know what happened. All I know is that I ended up paying 

the bill to the company that made dozens of copies of the video. I HAVE NO 

LUCK! 

                                                                                       -- Cairo, 1984-85 

The Church  

Coptic Christianity is one of the purest 

religions in the world. It was founded by Saint 

Mark as he left Egypt to begin his journeys. It 

has retained the original Christian doctrine. 

While in Egypt I began the script on the Coptic 

faith for the video and needed to film the 

inside of the Church of San Sergius. It is in Old 

Cairo and sits atop the place where the Holy 

Family found shelter on their flight into Egypt. 

So, dressed in jeans, high heeled boots, and 

nothing on my head, I entered the church 

camera in hand. I didn’t take five steps into 
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that empty, silent, place that I had to sit down. I sat in the last pew, camera 

in lap, and bawled like a baby. I cried and cried and cried. I cried for my 

loneliness. I cried for my family. I cried because I did not have the spirituality 

that this place possessed. I was overcome, again. I don’t know how long I sat 
there, but I did not take a photo that day. I walked out of there saddened by 

all the things that have gone wrong in the world, all the evil we do in the 

name of religion, of all the anger we carry, the intolerance we endure, the 

need people have to think their way is the only way. (That includes me!!) 

                                                                                         -- Old Cairo, 1984 

My Nonna Died   

When my mother was at the airport to greet me when I came home for 

the summer in 1984, I knew my grandmother was dead. What a woman she 

was. She was a midwife. She was a weaver. She knew all the folklore 

remedies to cure our aliments. We never learned them. We let all that 

knowledge float away, disappear. We became the victims of modern 

medicine. What I would give to have a conversation with my Nonna one 

more time.  

 She was a brilliant cook. My brother often said we should have opened 

a restaurant. We should have. This is what I wrote in my book The Overseer’s 
Family about the last time Nonna cooked:  

“It was a Friday in the late summer and we 
came home expecting the aroma of simmering 

baccalá and onions to greet us at the door. I 

was living in Egypt and was home for the 

summer. My mother had saved some salted 

baccalá, which was our traditional Christmas 

Eve meal so we could share it together. When 

we opened the door to the house there was no 

smell at all. The air should have been pregnant 

with aroma. When we took the lid off the iron 

skillet, the baccalá smelled strange, almost 

clean, not pungent and spicy. I taste it. It tasted 

awful. My mother tasted it. She spit it out. We had to throw it away. As we 
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poured it down the disposal and turned on the water, mounds of bubbles 

filled the basin. Under our sink we had two yellow plastic containers. One 

held the oil. The other was dishwashing detergent. Nonna had fried the cod 

in detergent instead of oil. I could see the pain in her eyes. She never cooked 

again.”                            

-- The Overseer’s Family, 1982 

N----- 

His name was N-----. He was a geophysicists. That meant he worked for 

one of the oil companies in Egypt. It was his job to find the oil and tell 

everyone where to dig to find it. We did not have an affair. We did not love 

each other. All we did was fuck each other’s brains out.   

 One day my friend Jill and I were sitting in my living room and the 

doorbell rang. It was N-----. He brought someone with him. He looked like a 

fellahin, a lower class Egyptian. We sat and talked for a while. It felt 

awkward. Then N----- got up and left leaving his friend behind. The man kept 

looking between Jill and me. I asked him what he wanted. He said, “I want to 
fuck you.” I threw him out.  

 I was embarrassed. Jill was very annoyed. What did N-----think of me 

to bring this man into my home?  And then leave him there alone? We were 

trying to figure out what just happened. Then we heard someone running up 

the stairs. It was N----- and he was very agitated. “I made a terrible mistake. I 
had no idea that would happen.” He apologized all over the place. The caste 

system is very strong in Egypt. Crossing it has consequences. N----- had no 

idea. 

                                                                                                 -- Digla, 1985 

   

The Zikr in Farafra 

I went to the Zikr with handsome, flute-playing, Gamal. For months, I 

had been wanting to hear sacred music -- now here I was --- listening to Sufi 

chants in Farafra Oasis in the middle of the Western Desert. This was a 

different kind of sacred music from the Gregorian chants I had expected, a 

different kind of devotion than I knew in the west, but exactly what I needed. 
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 I felt myself moving with the men as they swayed to and fro to the 

tempo they created with their chant. My tightly disciplined western mind 

was not capable of letting go, of abandoning self to absorb the sound and the 

movement until there was nothing else. But I could sense it in most of the 

men in this room. They could give themselves completely to the rhythm of 

the chant, to the swaying, to the mind-expanding absorption. There was a 

power here far beyond any European cathedral. Here in the greeting room of 

a mudbrick Farafrian family home, the men of the village achieved a 

spirituality most people would never understand, let along dream of 

achieving.  

 As they moved the room grew hot with their fervor. They began to 

sweat and the slight acrid scent of sulphur spring washed clothes and bodies 

began to fill the room.  

 I could not take a photo and break their concentration. The moment 

would have to pass, as it should, unseen by the outside world. No photo of 

mine could capture the ecstasy and pain on the faces of these men as they 

prayed to their God and offered themselves totally to his way. I was grateful 

that they allowed me to be a part of it. 

                                                                               -- Qasr Farafra, 1980s. 
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Chapter 5 

Publishing on a Roll 
 

By 1986 I was in my mid-forties. I finally knew that publishing, writing, 

and photography were my life. I also knew that I was good at organizing and 

had learned how to create exhibits, run departments, and be a leader.  What 

I didn’t know was that I could not cope with constant criticism about my 

efforts and did not know how to deal with it. I enjoyed working at the press. I 

grew in so many ways. BUT I had moved from faculty to staff. I lost many of 

the perks that faculty enjoyed. My salary did not rise in increments like 

faculty. I felt unappreciated. Arnold tried to help but could not budge the 

powers that be. What did I do? I WALKED AWAY. 

Once I left the press I was on my own. I had asked Arnold if he felt I 

could be a publisher. He felt I could. But he waited to accept my resignation 

until the last possible moment hoping I would stay on. I wonder how my life 

would have been different if I had stayed at the press? But I didn’t. Instead I 
founded Trade Routes Enterprises (TREE). The first book I published was 

Father of Rivers: A Traveler’s Companion to the Nile Valley. It had a terrific 

review in the Egyptian Gazette: 

“Every once in a while a book appears on the market that is a refreshing 
and original approach to an exhausted subject.  Father of Rivers is such a 

book. Father of Rivers answers all the questions that tourists have been 

asking for years--and then some. . . . The cover is brilliant.  Cleverly drawn by 

Moody and Bahaa it depicts the bustling river full of activity with cartoon 

characters of Caesar and Cleopatra, Napoleon and Murad Bey, Maxim 

DuCamp and Gustave Flaubert, Lucy Duff Gordon, and David Roberts set 
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amid pharaonic ruins and modern tourists.  The river is filled with a variety of 

boats carrying different cargo. . . . The moving force behind this publication is 

Cassandra Vivian who has lived in Egypt for fifteen years.  A former instructor 

of research at The 

American University 

in Cairo, her 

expertise in finding 

and interpreting facts 

is obvious on every 

page.  . . . In all this 

book makes the 

traveler feel a part of 

the unraveling story 

of the Nile and its 

people.  If it isn't 

now, Father of Rivers 

will soon become 

everyone's 

companion on the 

river.” 

The cover was 

outstanding with all 

the travelers since 

prehistory. I was 

there too with my 

computer and blue 

volkswagon.  

It didn’t. The 
book fell apart. 

Literally. The pages cascaded to the ground. The ladies involved in the 

production were a problem from day one. One thought she knew better 

because she had published a book before. One needed an atomic bomb 

under her to get anything done. I finally had to hire someone to get her 

moving. Lyla, who did the drawings (“over 200 excellent black and white line 
drawings.  Particularly outstanding are the birds, with each displaying a 



107 

 

personality and character of their own.”), was an angel and I am sorry her 
beautiful drawings did not get more exposure. I never developed the book 

beyond the publication. It was too complicated to deal with all the 

personalities.  

 

 I did the next book on my own: Islands of the Blest: A Guide to the 

Oases and Western Desert of Egypt. In 1991, Al Ahram Weekly, the new 

Egyptian English-language newspaper, wrote: “Islands of the Blest is an easy 

to read guide book for those interested in travelling off the beaten track: to 

Pharaonic sites, old Roman fortresses and aqueducts, early Christian 

churches and burial grounds, and, most exciting of all, to isolated desert 

areas littered with the debris of millennia, the fantastic landscapes accessible 

only to those with four-wheel drives. ‘The Western Desert of Egypt has 
always been an unknown and mysterious land,’ writes Vivian in her 
introductory paragraph and credit goes to her for conveying this mystery to 

the reader throughout her pioneering work. You do not have to explore the 

Western Desert to enjoy this book. It is for armchair reading as well.” 

 This book is still in print after nearly 30 years. Now it is called The 

Western Desert of Egypt: An Explorer’s Handbook. In 2000, I gave it to AUC 

Press and they have been publishing it ever since. It now has an Arabic 

edition. I’ve wanted a German and French translation for a long time – but it 

never happened. I wanted a classic edition. They said no to that too. So, it is 

sitting on my desk awaiting a miracle. (Note: They stopped publication in 

2020 and it too is now for free on Academia.edu. It broke my heart.) 

 But it hasn’t been without controversy. A--, an occasional lover and 

desert driver, told all his compatriots it was all wrong. It wasn’t, of course, 
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and I discovered that most of them had never read it. Before I knew he was 

such a prick I told him about a place I read about to the east of the Fayoum 

Oasis where ancient whale skeletons were found. I needed to get there and 

asked him to take me. BIG mistake. He took himself and credited himself with 

its discovery. The Ministry of Tourism wanted to give me an award, but he 

screamed and yelled to the point that none was given that year. A member of 

the ministry who respected the book was speaking at a desert event and 

mentioned my work and A—jumped up screaming “It’s wrong! It’s all 
wrong!” I must stick in his throat. For one thing, I am a foreigner. For 

another, I AM A WOMAN. In defense of my masterpiece I give you a recent 

review by Dr. Kent Weeks imminent scholar and founder of the Theban 

Mapping Project. Dr. Weeks wrote:  

“I simply want to thank you for having produced in “The Western Desert 

of Egypt,” an exemplary book on Egyptian sites.  It has proved of great use 

to us in our work and a boon companion when we’ve had a chance to 

venture into the field. I don’t exaggerate when I say that we’ve profitably 

consulted it thousands of times in our office over the past couple of 

years.” 

Needless to say, I am elated. The review is now on the AUC Press 

website under my book and will appear on the back of the new edition 

whenever that happens. Take that A—S------!! 

Because of writing this memoir I am learning to carry my stigmata well. 

Maybe, at 77, I am finally growing up emotionally. What did I write at the 

dedication: “Often times, those special brains, the ones capable of focusing 

more intently than others, do so at the expense of 

emotional maturity.” That’s me! I’m learning. 

Then I began researching a book on the Battle of 

Alamein. That name resonated with me long before I 

moved to Egypt. And in Egypt it kept calling me and I 

kept visiting it. After its publication, I wrote the following 

in a short article for Academia.edu: 

“Alamein is a part of my life now. So is Rommel, the 
Afrika Korps, Von Toma, the New Zealanders, the 9th 
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Australian, and the abused and unappreciated Italians. I cannot push them 

out of conscious, nor do I try. I have walked their trenches. I have stood on 

their front lines. I have seen their half century old boots and rusted helmets 

lying on the long empty battlefield. I have found and cherished their fallen 

insignia, their compasses, their forks and knives, all preserved in the desert 

sands for over fifty years. I have shrunk in terror at their still undiffused 

mines when I stepped too close to them knowing the sea air has rusted the 

firing pins making them unstable and bizarre. I have read the rosters of the 

fallen of both sides on the walls of the monuments. I have wept as I passed 

from grave to grave to see that these men were 19 and 21 and 30 years old. I 

have seen the messages, 50 years later, written by children, by lovers, by 

mothers, as they made their pilgrimage to this foreign land to see the final 

resting place of their fathers and their sons. They will not die in my mind or 

slip from my pen. They are a part of who I am.” So was Viviano Viviani, a 

soldier who died at Alamein. Viviano Viviani? See the vignettes for this story.  

In January of 1992 Mohammad Shebl came into my garden apartment 

and said, “It is time to do a retrospective on you.” He sat down, opened his 

laptop, asked me 

questions, and within an 

hour he was done. The 

next edition of the English 

language newspaper the 

Egyptian Gazette featured 

half a page for his column 

Between A Rock to the 

article: Cassandra Vivian: 

Florence of Arabia? He 

glorified me: “Now I have 
been hearing over the 

years that Cassandra has 

walked into the desert and 

disappeared.” And he also captured me: 
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“She never looks down upon the ‘natives’ as such. She always has that 
special rapport that almost all other books lack.” Or “This one will sit at a 
sidewalk café and enjoy the tea, not criticize, not envisage herself as a latter-

day Dr. Livingstone. This explains the stark beauty of the pictures in her first 

book Egypt: Touching the Land.” 

And finally: “And the result was one of the most brilliant books every 

written about the Western Desert. Yet, again, Cassandra proves that she is 

never really wasting her time in Egypt. She is obsessed with people and has 

that rare eye for beauty that very few people seem to have. I must admit that 

after reading through her magnificent book, I gathered enough courage to let 

myself be talked into a trip to the Bahariya Oasis and was absolutely stunned 

at the beauty. . . . and kept wondering how this crazy woman, singlehandedly 

gathered so much material against all odds. I am told, and with a knowledge 

of the Arabic language that leaves a lot to be desired. So, how does she do it? 

Simple, by following her natural love for the places and people, Cassandra 

has been able to forge ahead with that very special rapport one needs to deal 

with Bedouin women, fellahin, camel drivers from Sudan, or film actresses 

from Cinema City.” I loved it!! 
 

Three things happened that took me out of Egypt. First, my landlord told 

me their son was coming home from studying in Europe and they needed the 

apartment. Second, the US invaded Kuwait and tourism in Egypt practically 

came to an end. Third, my mother was getting old and should not live alone. 

By 1993 I was safely ensconced in Monessen. Each winter I would head for 

Egypt and stay there until spring. In the US my first book was Immigrant’s 
Kitchen: Italian. I did a crack marketing job and sold near 10,000 copies in a 

very short time. We traveled all over the region selling books at books 

signings. We appeared on WQED-TV’s Saturday food program and they 
offered the book as a premium. It kicked off their entire book publishing 

program. The Italian consul in Pittsburgh gave us a party.  

The book contained all the family recipes and all the stories related to 

them. But what makes it different from other cookbooks of this kind is the 
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small paragraphs at the beginning of 

each recipe. It gives a history of the dish 

or a family story about the dish. Here 

are a few: 

On pork roast with rosemary. “The 
king of all pork dishes in Italy and in our 

home is arista, named in Florence at a 

meeting of the Ecumenical Council of 

the Catholic Church. The time was 

around 1440 and Constantinople was 

being threatened by the Ottoman 

Turks. The emperor of the Eastern Roman Empire came to Italy for help (the 

moment is immortalized in Benozzo Gozzoli’s painting, Journey of the Magi). 

Many of the meetings of this lengthy council were held in Florence and at 

one feast this dish was prepared. When it was served one of the visiting 

orthodox bishops exclaimed in Greek, arista, “the best.”  And it is.” 

“Of all Italian desserts, panforte, translated as strong or pungent bread, 

is the epitome of things Tuscan. It is a specialty of the Tuscan city of Siena 

where each baker has guarded the ingredients, especially the spices, for 

centuries. Panforte is an absolute essential for a traditional Tuscan Christmas. 

In the 16th century, in addition to gracing the Christmas table, miniature 

panforte were hung as decorations on Christmas trees. Today most families 

are satisfied to buy one to serve as dessert on Christmas Day.” 

 

Good things were happening. In 1987, I had spoken at the American 

Association of University Presses conference in Tucson.  When they hung my 

show in 1991 the Carnegie made me a guest curator and I gave a series of 

lecturers about Egypt and the oases. In 1995, I brought the National Parks 

Service’s HABS/HAER to Monessen to do an archaeology survey of the 

Pittsburgh Steel Company facility at Monessen before they tore it down. 

They made me the local historian. I presented a paper at the American Italian 

Historical Society in 1996 and another on food at Food Fest 97 at Lakeview 

Resort in West Virginia.  
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Despite all this the publishing world was hard and dishonest. In 

Pittsburgh, I had a Pittsburgh South Side company as a local distributor. They 

went bankrupt with 400 of my books in their warehouse. They never 

informed me and I never got them back. 

  
Nationally I contracted The Distributor out of the mid-west. Things went 

well for a while, but then I got a phone call from Canada. A distributor there 

wanted 800 of my books to put into a Canadian chain called Chapters. After 

checking, I told him I could only send 400, which I did. Well, he was going 

bankrupt too. He owed The Distributor money and they gave me up so they 

could be paid. The Canadian gave the books to the bookstores, they paid him 

and he paid The Distributor. The only one left holding the bag was me. The 

publishing part of writing was becoming too much of a problem. Too 

dishonest. Too complicated. I was too honest, too trusting.  

In Egypt I was having problems too. I had contracted with International 

Publications Limited. They got the Egyptian copyrights and printed the books. 

BUT, as smart as I was about publishing that is how dumb I was. My contract 

with them did not have an Arabic translation registered with the 

government. I had no rights. In all the time I worked at the press I did not 

know that was important. IPL ripped me off. The man who owned it was 
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considered an honest, churchgoing, good man. Never trust anyone. You need 

luck in everything you do. I don’t have any luck. So, what did I do? In 1997 I 
shut down TREE and I WALKED AWAY. I left a lot of unhappy author’s behind. 

While all of that was happening, to supplement my income and get me 

out of the house, I got a teaching job part time at the Community College of 

Allegheny County, CCAC. What a cesspool. Not the students. The students 

were typically southwestern Pennsylvania kids. They were also naïve. They 

had no idea if they were liberals or conservatives. This was the 90s. They did 

not know which newspapers represented which political point of view. In the 

coffeeshops of Egypt the men would gather each day. All the country’s 
newspapers were there too: the socialist, the communist, the liberal, the 

government and more. Each was read or read aloud for the illiterate. They 

talked. They learned. They were much more sophisticated that the Americans 

in the world of politics. This is true for most of the people of the world. They 

had a greater knowledge of the history of their own country, a greater pride 

in who they were. So, as I worked my way through the program of narrative, 

comparison and contrast, and research paper, I also educated them in the 

realities of life. Topics were picked to make them grow in many ways.  

 They were also ignorant of their own role in the history of the world. I was 

always appalled when I ask my college freshmen about their families. They 

came from such historic towns as Homestead, Duquesne, and Clairton. These 

were the communities that belched out 

the steel that built America. These were 

the communities along the north flowing 

Monongahela River, that American 

World War II writers dubbed the 

“Arsenal of Democracy.” My students did 
not know they should be proud of their 

communities, proud of the roles their 

parents and grandparents played in 

making life better for the ordinary folk of 

America. All they saw were the empty 

shells of the dead mills, the deserted 
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streets, the empty and dehumanizing store fronts. My students thought 

history happened somewhere else, to someone else, because generic 

textbooks told them so. Backwater southwestern Pennsylvanians appear to 

be mere spectators to the pageant of history. History happened to Oprah 

Winfrey’s family, or John Kennedy’s family, or any other celebrity who seems 
to be living our lives for us (Kim Kardashian?!). Wasn’t it Tennessee Williams 
who pointed this out to us in The Glass Menagerie? Wasn’t it his Narrator 
who said, “we are all going to the movies?” If life happened someplace else, 

then someone else should do the voting, clean up the litter on the highway, 

be responsible for drugs on the streets. It is called the disenfranchised, isn’t 
it? 

My students were always surprised when I fit them into their own 

historical context. They were also excited when we began to piece their lives 

together to write descriptive, comparison and contrast, and argument 

paragraphs and essays. Their lives and environment gave us the meat and the 

subject was no longer boring. There was a purpose. When the realization that 

they too had a roll in history finally hit them, their eyes lit up, they got 

excited, they wrote better, they were anxious each day to come to class.  

It did not help that the school library did not have most of the now 

defunct newspapers from these historic communities (This was before 

digitization). These were the newspapers that documented the unfolding day 

by day saga of the great Homestead steel strike of 1882, or the battle for 

unionization in coal and steel, or what happened to the people of 

McKeesport, or Glassport, or Elizabeth, during the influenza of 1918, or the 

great depression of the 1930s. The newspapers that tell the southwestern 

Pennsylvania story are yellowing and turning to ashes. Their words are 

crumbling and blowing in the wind as the grandchildren of the people who 

lived through the drama are dying from a hunger to learn. They are being 

bored to death as spectators to a world to which they do not appear to 

belong; they have no role or purpose to play. It seems to me we own them 

more than that.  

Once they knew it was their great-grandfather who got conked on the 

head by the Pinkertons at Homestead Landing, or their great-grandmother 
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who marched down Duquesne’s streets demanding emancipation, or their 
grandfather who lived through the closing of the mills, things change. They 

became empowered all by themselves. Now they were hungry for the tools 

that provided the means for them to be off and running on their own quest. 

This is our role as educators. This is what I did on several continents as I 

taught high school and college for over 40 years. It is also what my books are 

about. The reason I write them. 

No, the students were exciting. But the policies of the administration 

toward the part-time faculty were appalling. An educational institution 

should have better morals. The faculty at “South” numbered in the low 
hundreds. The part timers in the thousands. The faculty had health care, 

retirement benefits, and a decent salary. The part timers had no health care, 

no retirement, and could not collect unemployment during the summer. The 

administration maintained the summer was not a continuation of the school 

year, which was such an obvious lie their noses should have fallen off. The 

faculty did not seem to care that their classroom colleagues were suffering 

injustice.  

I contacted Philadelphia Community College. They gave their part timers 

the option of buying into health care and retirement, and they did not object 

to collecting unemployment during the summer. As usual, I dove in head 

first. We tried to organize the part timers. We asked for a list. They gave it to 

us: 2000 strong. Some were dead; had been for years. Some no longer taught 

there; that, too, for years. I wrote a letter to the editor. It was a hopeless 

task.  

I did not win on those issues, but I sure did on unemployment. I applied. 

I had a hearing. I pointed out that students did take summer credits for their 

degree. I got unemployment each summer for nearly ten years. I think I was 

the only part-timer at CCAC who ever got it during the summer. Finally, the 

Dean, a woman, had had enough of me. She went to unemployment for a 

hearing. I was called to attend. I told them I would do so by phone. The 

arbitrator was obviously on the Dean’s side. I tried to justify my receiving 

unemployment. He was rude. He ruled that I had to repay all the money I had 

received. I objected. No luck. But what I did find out was if I did not work for 
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them, I would not have to repay anything. So, I quit. Yes, as much as I loved 

it, I stopped teaching. I WALKED AWAY!  

This all took place from 1992 to 2003. In 2017, decades later, the battle 

was still going on. This time part timers around the country are fighting for 

their fair share at colleges everywhere. In the meantime, I have no 

retirement from my years at CCAC. Nothing. Not a penny. It is one reason 

why I am living in poverty.  

 

By this time, I was more in the USA than in Egypt. The America I left was 

not the America I came back to. The glorious days of the 50s and 60s were 

gone. Back then the Middle Class had found its piece of the American dream. 

As I said, a steelworker like my father could own a home, have a car, take a 

two-week vacation at the seashore each year, and send his kids to college. 

The security of the American way of life was guaranteed by Franklin 

Roosevelt’s “New Deal.” The wisdom that a strong Middle Class made a 
strong country was alive and well. That was gone! 

Steel was dying. All over the Pittsburgh region mill after mill was shutting 

down.  Into this mix came an incredible man named Dennis Carney. He 

became the head of Wheeling-Pittsburgh Steel, located in Wheeling and in 

my hometown of Monessen. I lay out the entire story in my book Monessen: 

A Typical Steel Country Town published in 2002. He had the vision. Carney’s 
idea to save the steel industry was to rebuild the infrastructure of America. 

Hello! Should I say that again: Carney’s idea to save the steel industry was to 
rebuild the infrastructure of America. This was in the 1980s. It is an amazing 

story. He got the federal government onboard. He got the workers on board. 

He rebuilt the Monessen works until it was the most modern mill in America. 

Then he built a rail mill. That was the key to everything. All of this was done 

under President Carter. Orders began coming in.  The other steel companies 

censored Carney and ostracized him. But they were closing and Monessen 

was thriving. Then the Republicans were elected. Ronald Regan was not 

willing to rebuild anything. It all fell apart. It all shut down. Monessen’s mill 

was leveled.   
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I wrote about all of this in my book. It wasn’t a typical souvenir book, but 

a genuine history. I sat in front of the microfilm machine at the library in 

Monessen for months copying the stories that presented the ethnic, civic, 

sports, and industrial history of the city. I went through all the different 

newspaper from the community through the decades. Then I began 

contacting key people of the various ethnic groups. We had plenty of them. 

When I reached the African-Americans I contacted Ida. She went overboard 

bring me information. Then, she contacted the NAACP and nominated me for 

the NAACP Branch Recognition Award because, as they said when I got the 

award: I went to them, they did not have to come to me.  

 
 

 I had been traveling the National Road ever since I was a child. Each 

summer when I came home from Egypt a trip up the National Road was on 

my agenda. Most people believe that the National Road is Route 40. That is 

not true. The National Road was built primarily for horse and buggy and it 

had to twist and turn through the hills and vales of Pennsylvania. That is what 

I researched and discovered: the route of the National Road as it switch-

backed to and fro. It was just like exploring the desert.  In 1994, I published A 

Driving Tour of the National Road in Pennsylvania. It would later be turned 

into The National Road in Pennsylvania, published by Arcadia. That led to an 

appearance on the Pennsylvania Cable Network’s PA Books on May 1, 2005. 
That was followed by A Walking and Driving Tour of Historic Brownsville, 

which I did for BARC. I was on the first committee to create the National 

Road Heritage Corridor.  
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I got a Humanities in the Arts Grant from the Pennsylvania Council on 

the Arts and the Pennsylvania Humanities Council in 2000 and wrote the play 

Titanic: The Monessen Story. This is the most underreported story of the 

entire Titanic saga. Even Monessen ignores this history. Six people listed 

Monessen as their final destination on the Titanic passenger lists in 1912: 

Pekka and Elin Hakkarainen, Helga Lindquist Hirvonen and her daughter 

Hildur, Eino Lindquist, and Erik Jussila. Pekka did not finish the journey.  

 
A few more passengers gave a Monessen destination on the Titanic manifest 

and they are Maria Panula, her five children, Juho, Ernesti, Eino, Urho, and 

Jaako, and a companion Sanni Riihivuori. The Panula family was really bound 

for Coal Center, but both Coal Center and Monessen are listed as their final 

destination. All of these passengers were lost. Five passengers missed the 

boat and came to Monessen on another ship. That adds up to seventeen. For 

a town  of under 10,000 that is quite a tragedy. 

 

As for my personal life, there wasn’t any!!! Wait! There had been and 
there would be again, so let’s end this chapter on a better note: Let me tell 

you of the men in my life. There is a long string of them and they are almost 

duplicates of each other. There have been great moments, moments I am 

sure most women will never know. Have you ever had a man say to you, “You 
are the best thing that has happened to me in a long time?” I have. I was in 
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my 70s! How about, “You are as I remember you a truly wonderful and 
understanding woman.” Or “You might not remember me, but I sure 
remember you.” Did you ever have a man sing to you in front of an audience 

of friends? Well, I have. “Lady, I’m you knight in shining armor and I love 
you.” How about go to counseling to discuss your relationship? I’ve done that 
too.  

Then one day in Cairo a middle-aged Egyptian children’s books writer 
came to visit me in my garden apartment. I had met him at the press and had 

no idea what he wanted. After greetings he said: "You are a lonely woman," 

and the tears of a century welled up in my eyes. He was right. I was a lonely 

woman. I had been lonely all my life. He continued, “You will always be 
lonely. No man can reach you. You do things most men are afraid to do. You 

run off into the desert, into the unknown, you sleep on the ground under the 

stars, you have courage. I do not have this courage. How can I conquer you? 

How can I dare to try?" I told him, “You are not helping me. You are making 

my feel worse. Yes, I am lonely.” 

That is part of my story too and I am telling it here, baring my soul, right 

or wrong. You don’t pick people to love. Somehow your souls touch. It’s the 
baggage you each bring to a relationship that usually sinks it. Do I have 

baggage? You bet. I come from a family that is not good at relationships. 

Where my mother remained aloof, I over did it to compensate. In work, I 

gave too much of my research to new friends I wanted to get to know and 

talk to. It scared them.   

I never had a boyfriend in high school. The first was in college. His name 

was George. I told you about him in a vignette in chapter 2. The second was 

R----. This was a biggie. We almost married. Thank God we didn’t. He had 
three children and I loved them. I took them everywhere. I bought them 

everything. The hardest part of breaking up was leaving the kids. It was hard 

on them too. A--- and L---- you met in Chapter 3.  

His name was A----. He was Egypt’s top underwater photographer. He 

came from a famous artistic family and his father was one of Egypt’s top 
abstract painters. A---- chased me until he caught me. I met him when I was 

starting TREE. My friend took me to see his photographs to see if there was a 



120 

 

book. He kept looking at me between slides. He kept smiling at me and 

anyone within a mile of us could see there was something brewing. My friend 

had been thinking of joining me in my publishing venture but this experience 

scared her and she dropped out. 

We went to the desert together. We rode the desert dunes. We climbed 

the desert inselbergs. We made love by the desert springs. We slept under 

the desert stars. We explored the wonders of the desert like two kids. Oh, 

how I loved him.  

He would call me to say good morning. He would appear at my door 

unannounced with a present in hand. I was thrilled. There was no Internet 

then. He would phone me four and five times a day. He was as intrigued with 

me as I was with him. We would be lying on the couch with me in his arms 

and he would say, “I love to hold you.” The first time we made love he called 
me the next morning to remind me, “How do you feel this morning?” he 
asked. “You surround me,” I told him. And he did. His aura protected me 
from all the perils of the day. I was happy.  

But we were creating chaos. He had a lovely wife and two wonderful 

children. I was destroying that family. He lived in a building overlooking the 

Nile with at least 10 apartments. In each apartment was an aunt or a cousin, 

and they closed ranks. He had to stop. We had to stop. I was not a home 

wrecker. We were miserable. In order to make our separation easier we went 

to counseling. That’s right, A---- came with me to talk our separation through 

with a psychologist. He said to me, “You don’t know how much I cherish 

you.” That is what he said, this dynamic fearless man who swam with sharks 
cherished me but had to give me up. I had to give him up too. It is probably 

the most unselfish thing I have ever done in my life.  

My last potential relationship and probably the last of my life was H-----.    

It should have been a great friendship. But underneath there was always a 

current of wanting more – from both of us. It never happened. There were 

many great moments at a time when we both needed them. He was to come 

and speak to the local historical society about glass. I was the chair. I emailed 

him to set things up. After a short while he emailed me back and immediately 

phoned me before I could finish reading the email. He was so excited. He had 
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looked me up on the internet, saw my web site and the many references to 

my writings. He kept saying he could hardly wait to meet me. He bombarded 

me with tender little emails. I began to worry. You see, the pictures on my 

website, which enticed him, were of me when I was that exotic, beautiful, 

exciting woman he imagined. The reality was far from that. As the emails 

continued to come, I began to chuckle. I thought, “Wait until he sees me.” I 
could not undo the accumulation of years of neglect in the few short weeks 

before he came to speak at our organization. I had to face him head on. But 

he did not bat an eye when he saw me fat and out of shape. He sat down 

beside me and the first thing he said was, “How did you get the name 
Cassandra?” My name is exotic too. Very few Cassandra’s in the world. When 
I was young and things went wrong, I would blame my mother for naming me 

after a tragedy queen.  

When he began to speak, he filled his talk with references to me and to 

our conversations. It was almost embarrassing, but I was beaming. He 

brought me a gift of a book called In Sunlight in a Beautiful Garden about 

Johnstown and the South Fork Fishing and Hunting Club to which Henry Clay 

Frick belonged. I gave him my book The Overseer’s Family, and told him, “If 
you want to know me, just read this book.” 

The next day he emailed me, “Cassandra, a true pleasure to meet you! 
I’ve already started and am enjoying the book you gave me,” and I was lost 
forever. In the days and weeks to come I was to discover that he was such a 

gentleman, a gentleman in the old sense, the old tradition, a gentleman who 

would open a door or would not sit until all the ladies had been seated. As 

my friend Steve would say as I related our liaison to him, “How nice is that!” 
Yes, “How nice is that!” 

In fact, it was sensational. I would discover he charmed everyone. 

Women practically swooned. As I had mostly male friends, he had mostly 

female friends. I would begin to call them his pearls. But for a short time in 

the fall of 2012 and the early months of 2013 his attention was on me. We 

discovered we have things in common. I was a world traveler. He was a world 

traveler. I loved the arts. He loved the arts. I cherished old things. He was an 

antique dealer. I founded a museum dedicated to steel and steelworkers. He 
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served on the boards of several museums including, as I would discover, a 

fellow at the prestigious Corning Museum of Glass. I was a photographer 

with a collection that I donated to Carnegie Museum of Natural History. He 

was a donor to the Carnegie Museum of Art. I was doing research on coal and 

coke and Henry Clay Frick. He was an environmental lawyer trying to clean up 

the pollution from the mines Frick owned. I was part of the Broadford Group 

trying to save the Overholt Distillery. He was fighting to save the Isaac 

Meason house. I had written a book on the National Road that included the 

Meason House.  

Strange things began to happen. Incidents and events began joining us 

together in strange ways. He mailed me a book on the Meason House and 

there were the Celli brothers: Raymond and Mario. I wrote about them 

before in an earlier chapter. During the Depression they were part of the 

WPA and did architectural drawings and studies of the Meason house. It is 

one of the most important buildings in Fayette County if not the state. (No 

effort has saved it.) I emailed and told him their relationship to my family. He 

emailed back immediately: He was having lunch that day with Mario’s son 
Tom. 

 It didn’t stop there. For Christmas, he gave me a snow globe from the 

Carnegie. The scene was a duplicate of one of their tableaus at the museum: 

a camel being attacked by a lion. The accompanying card related that the 

scene was first presented to the West at the Paris Exhibition. I nearly flipped. 

When Ismail was the Khedive of Egypt, he prepared an entire exhibit of 

furniture, a suq, dancers, and a myriad of other oriental items to show the 

world, including that tableau. When I lived in Egypt that furniture was stored 

in the Gezira Palace which was purchased by the Marriott Hotel chain. When 

the Marriott finished refurbishing the palace and opening their hotel, they 

displayed the furniture in the vast hallways. I was commissioned to research 

and write a guide to the items. Serendipity once again.  

At this stage of my life I did not want much. There was no way I wanted 

someone on a daily basis consuming my time and energy. The most I wanted 

was lunch a couple of times a month, maybe a day trip a month to some 

exciting place. That’s it. But we couldn’t even have that. When we had lunch, 
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we enjoyed each other too much. He would give too much of himself and 

then he would back away.  

One thing we could do together was the museum. Mount Pleasant 

needed a glass museum. There was no question. It was the home to three of 

Western Pennsylvania’s most important glass factories: Bryce, L. E. Smith, 

and Lenox. It was shocking that nothing existed to commemorate that fact, 

not even a Pennsylvania marker. The historical society was too busy spending 

all their time and their money on the log houses on Washington Street. He 

was the great-great-grandson of James Bryce founder of Bryce Brothers, one 

of the finest glass factories in the world. 

Within two weeks we had sent nearly 50 emails to each other. The 

Museum was underway. As usual I would put 1000% into the effort. I 

received 1000% of the pain. It’s rise and fall is related in the next chapter. So 
is ours. 

 

Vignettes  
Sikh on a Train 

The annual teacher’s conference was to be in India and some friends 
from CAC were going. I went too. I always wanted to see India. Needless to 

say, it was wonderful. As part of our journey two of us decided to travel 

north to Kashmir. Our train was to pass thru Punjab and Punjab at that time 

was having political troubles.  

 As we entered our compartment, we were joined by too many people. 

They were all seated on the beds at least ten per bed. I decided we would 

never get to sleep. But as night fell more and more disappeared and we were 

left alone. I took the bottom bunk and my friend took the top bunk. We fell 

asleep. 

 I awoke because someone was jabbing me. It was a gun. Not a small 

gun, a big gun, like a machine gun. The owner kept asking me for something. I 

played dumb and would not answer saying, “What?” “What?”  
 He got louder and louder. Finally, my friend woke up and screamed 

“Leave her alone you dummy!” 
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Under my breath I told her to shut up he had a gun. She turned around 

and faked she was sleeping. I continued to say, “What?” “What?” 

 He got annoyed, but eventually left.  

                                                       -- India, on the train to Kashmir, 1986 

 

Why Women Veil 

A new news source called SEED was opening in the US and they were 

looking for stringers. I was interested and got the job. I began to write human 

interest stories like Fishawi’s Café, Arabic Words in English, and Ramadan 

Lanterns.  Then I tackled a biggie: women and veiling. In 1923 Hoda Sharawi 

stood up for women in Egypt and took her veil off. The women followed. So, 

by the 1960s Cairo saw very few veiled women of the middle and upper 

classes. Then things began to reverse. More and more women were veiling 

on the streets of Cairo. Why?  

 I did my research. First, I went to Tim Sullivan, a Political Science 

professor at AUC. He, of course, was very insightful. Then I went to interview 

students in an English Language class of my friend Franca. They were from 

Cairo University and similar institutions where veiling was dominant. I also 

interviewed a friend who did the English news on television who was not 

veiled.  

 Conclusions: In recent years Cairo had become ruralized and most 

rural women never took off the veil. In addition, women were more visible 

that every before. They were leaving the home for jobs and shopping and the 

veil was security and protection. They were entering parliament, owning 

their own businesses. It was a very personal choice by each women to decide 

if and when she would veil. The reasons were and are as varied as the 

women: religion, social prejudices, fashion, and, yes, fundamentalism! 

 I was very pleased with my story. So was Tim. We were going to get 

the truth out to the west. Unfortunately, my editor had no idea what a 

ground-breaking story he had. He edited the same old clichés into the story 

and cut the profound truths. I refused to let them print it.   

  -- Cairo, 1986 
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My Friend Khadija 

Her name was Khadija. She lived in Siwa Oasis. I met her on my first visit 

to that mythical place. The Siwans were not accustomed to travelers at that 

time. I had been visiting the oases since 1978, but the remoteness and the 

limited government access made going to Siwa almost impossible.  

We were registering with the police in the oasis when an oasean was 

lurking about. I said I was looking for oases jewelry and he said he had some. 

He was not really from the oases at all. He was an Upper Egyptian who came 

to visit and never left. He lived with his oasean wife across the street from 

the police in a modern, ugly, cement building built by the government to try 

to get the people out of their mudbrick homes and modernize the oasis. Big 

mistake. 

In his apartment on the third floor sat Khadija. She was a big woman. A 

happy woman. Always laughing. Always smacking people with affection. Yes, 

she gave us tea. Yes, she wanted to fix us dinner. Yes, she showed me 

jewelry. Yes, I bought my first piece of 

jewelry. It was a Timeznakt, a huge 

necklace of beads and bangles that 

hung from the neck to the waist with 

chains and pendants. I loved it. 

 I didn’t know that was the name. 
I learned it later when I became so 

involved in writing the handbook to the 

oases. I went back to Siwa many times 

in the next few years and each time 

Khadija was waiting for me with some 

new treasure.  

Finally, we decided that she should 

collect baskets, dresses, and jewelry 

from the ladies of the oases and bring 

them to me in Cairo and I would hold 

exhibits at my home and sell them. She agreed. Months went by and then 

one day I heard someone yelling on the street. 
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“Cassandra,” she yelled, stretching it out more like 
“Caassssannnddraaa.” She called it several times and I looked out the 

window. There was Khadija with a bundle on her head and baskets in her 

hands. She had come to Cairo – something I am sure no Siwan woman had 

done for years if not centuries, if not forever. To protect her from scandal she 

had a little girl with her so she was not alone in the big city.  

After I got her something to drink and offered her something to eat we 

sat down on my canaba and she began unraveling her treasures. One by one 

out of the wedding and bread baskets woven in colors of red, green, and blue 

with similarly colored tassels on top came the treasures: rings, bracelets, 

necklaces, and finally the fantastic black or white wedding dresses the Siwan 

women have worn for centuries. Each one had a small piece of cloth attached 

with a name and price from one of the Siwan women. 

  
As each piece came out, I wrote down its description and we fixed 

Khadija’s price. When we were finished, I recopied the list so we had two 
copies. I signed both and gave them to Khadija. She made her mark. I kept 

one. She kept one.  

I was building a collection of my own. If Khadija had a dress than was 

better than the dress I owned, I put mine up for sale and kept hers. I did that 

for rings, bracelets, baskets, dresses, and everything else. That collection was 

used for all the drawings in the Siwa section my book The Western Desert of 

Egypt. Today it is lodged at the Carnegie Museum of Natural History in the 

Cassandra Vivian Collection.  

Back in Egypt, once I had the exhibition and sold the items, Khadija 

returned and we sat down and went over the list. As we named an item, I 

paid her for that item and she checked it off her list (which she had taken 

from her bosoms all crinkled and crackled). We continued to do our accounts 
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in this fashion: me sitting on my canaba and Khadija sitting cross-legged on 

the floor atop my Bedouin rug.  We did this for about a year. Every few 

months Khadija would arrive unannounced with treasures on her head and in 

her hands. Then she stopped coming. 

Years later I was in Siwa driving to one of the palm groves when a 

donkey cart came zooming by at full gallop. I was shocked at its speed. No 

one raced in Siwa. Then my mouth fell open. A Siwan woman all bundled up 

with only her eyes visible was the driver. My goodness I thought, Siwa is 

changing. I had never seen a Siwan woman on the streets let alone driving a 

donkey cart.  

“Who is that?” I asked Achmed, an old friend and guide. 
“That is Khadija,” he answered, “It is because of you that she is driving 

that donkey. You liberated her. She took all the money she earned selling the 

jewelry of the women and bought land. She is the first woman to own land in 

Siwa.”  
Some things just gratify the heart. 

--Maadi, 1988 and Siwa, 2006 

Sheikh Ali Died 

  This spring Sheikh Ali passed away. His death marked the passing of an 

era.  He represented a time of discovery, a time of excitement, and a Qurna 

that will never be again. Sheikh Ali was the proprietor of the Marsam Hotel, 

just beyond the Colossus of Memnon on the West Bank at Luxor. Always 

ready for a good time, he loved parties and at the slightest instigation would 

gather some of the men of Qurna together for a fantasia of music and stick 

dancing in the rustic and wonderful courtyard of the hotel. 

     He wasn't really a sheikh, but he certainly was a storyteller.  He mixed 

fact with fantasy, reality with unreality, and spoke of the gods and 

goddesses, pharaohs and queens of ancient Egypt as if they were his personal 

friends.  He had stories to tell about Howard Carter and other prominent 

archaeologists, and knew secrets about the West Bank which he always 

promised to divulge, but never did. 
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    Once you got him started, he would talk for hours, teasing you with 

tidbits about his mysterious early days, but never really telling you anything. 

If he didn't like you, the Marsam Hotel 

was closed. Even if the place was empty, 

there were no rooms. The hotel was not 

the cleanest place in the world. The rooms 

were small with cement floors, the 

communal toilets were places you wanted 

to get out of in a hurry. I remember 

coming back from a tour on a hot 

afternoon and half downing a cold drink 

only to spit it out because it tasted of 

coffee grinds and dirty dish water. 

     If you stayed at Sheikh Ali's you 

were accepted on the West Bank.  

Everyone knew who you were and where 

you were staying.  You were greeted with 

respect, for you were a guest of the sheikh whose father was among those 

who discovered the cache of pharaoh's mummies in the Valley of the Kings.  

That doesn't mean everyone liked him.  There was always a noisy argument 

going on in the courtyard, and you could always hear Sheikh Ali's voice 

booming above any of the others. 

     Sheikh Ali also tried his hand at archaeology.  He mounted an 

expedition to clear a passageway off the burial chamber of the tomb of Seti I.  

He was not the first to try to clear this passage.  Belzoni, the first explorer of 

Seti's tomb, had cleared the passage as deep as 100 feet, and Howard Carter 

followed, carrying out the work to 150 feet.  Convinced that the passage led 

to an important discovery, Sheikh Ali excavated to 250 feet before 

abandoning the project.  It was the disappointment of his life. 

     The hotel was the original Chicago House Resthouse used by the 

archaeologist of the Oriental Institute while they were working at Medinet 

Habu in the 1920's.  The institute moved to Luxor shortly thereafter.  No one 

really knows how it passed to Sheikh Ali; but, each October, on the 
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anniversary of the founding of Chicago House, Sheikh Ali would invite the 

current archaeologists and staff for a celebration. 

  -- Qurna, 1988 

One Good Sentence 

One day while living in Maadi, a suburb of Cairo, I woke up, got a cup of 

coffee, sat down at the computer, and began writing for the day. In the 

middle of the morning my friend Jill, also a writer, called me and said, “I just 
wrote a great sentence.” She had worked on it all morning. She was pleased 
with herself and what she had written. It was a moment to be shared by 

someone who understood. I understood and shared the moment with her. 

When such moments happen, we are overwhelmed. Those words come from 

within us. It is a great moment in a writer’s work. Too few people talk to us 
about our writing. It is a lonely profession. 

Here are a few sentences of which I am proud: 

At the mercy of the wind a grain of sand is a perpetual vagabond blown from 

place to place forever riding to some new destination.  

                                                                               -- Islands of the Blest, 1991 

 

The counts built castles on the precipices of mountain spurs, which still 

stand like vultures waiting to descend and gobble up every passerby.  

                                                                      -- The Overseer’s Family, 2006 

 

My Nonno’s hands were destined to surround his sons, but he never had 

any, so his hands slowly and painfully released the secrets of the family, 

spilling them like liquid gold into the drains and sewers of Monessen.  

                                                                      -- The Overseer’s Family, 2006 

 

Taking what he had learned from the tribes of the forest, John Ledyard 

felled a lofty pine, built a 50-foot long, 3-foot wide dugout canoe, and, 

comforted by a bear skin, paddled 140 miles down the Connecticut River into 

the rest of his life.                      

                                                 -- Americans in Egypt 1770-1915, 2012 
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From the Otherworld 

One early morning I was awaken in my garden apartment with a phone 

ringing. An overseas call had a special ring and before my feet touched the 

ground I knew it was bad news about my brother. It was my mother and she 

told me he had died. I went home and spent two weeks there before I 

returned to Cairo. That first morning I got my coffee and sat down at the 

computer. I could feel my brother behind me. I just started talking telling him 

what I was doing and explaining things to him. Soon he tapped me on the 

shoulder and said, “You’re OK!” And he left.  
 I never heard from him again, except for a few years ago. He entered 

my early morning dream and walked through a door saying, “Hi Sister!” In 
Egypt, I was happy. This time he has scared me to death. I was 74. I was 

working on my end of life stuff. I hope he is not here to collect me. I need to 

finish one more big project before I am ready. He, thank God, has not 

returned. But now I whistle. I never whistled. Now I do. What do I whistle? 

Songs from the 30s and even further back. I never knew half these songs. 

Seems some ancient ghost has entered my soul and is having the time of his 

life with Camptown Races, Toreador, and Show Me the Way to Go Home. 

                                                                     -- Maadi, 1989; Mt Pleasant, 2017 

 

Karim, Dabadib, and Stuck in the Sand 

In 1990, I went off into the desert with a blond, handsome, 20ish 

German/Egyptian for almost an entire month. He was a motorcycle rider, 

traveled the desert by motorcycle, and participated in the Pharaoh’s Rallye. 
Did I say I was 50ish?  

The Rallye was a 3,100-kilometer trek around the Western Desert by 

vehicles mostly from Europe and Africa. It was founded in 1982 and is still 

functioning. It starts and ends at the pyramids. We were not on motorcycles. 

We had a comfortable 4x4.  We were not racing. We were headed to Kharga 

Oasis to visit the northern forts especially Ain Umm Dabadib. We were 

friends, that’s all. 
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I cannot tell you the joy of sitting in the front seat of a 4x4 and turning 

off the asphalt road into the desert in quest of ancient buildings. This desert 

is so rich in history you would think it was a metropolitan area. You are 

traveling where ancient 

nomads roamed looking for 

water and food. Their 

arrowheads and pottery 

shards litter the ground and 

when you bend to pick one up 

you may be the first to touch it 

since those ancient hands. The 

ancient Egyptians were here 

too. I helped prove it. They set up water stations along the various trails 

through the desert. The Persians established aqueducts to turn the desert 

green. They are still found at key locations, especially at Kharga, and 

definitely at Dabadib. That is what awaited us as we traveled up and down 

dunes for kilometer by kilometer until we spotted the majestic fort in the 

distance. There is nothing like it in the rest of the Egyptian desert.  

The ancient Romans were here. This was their garrison. They guarded 

this desert trail. They protected the people as they farmed the land. Now we 

were here. As we approach the fort, we saw how the land was cultivated. I 

wondered about all the people who lived here those many centuries ago. It 

was an awesome journey. 

We spent the day looking into aqueducts, visiting grave sites, and 

climbing around the buildings. Then we turned for home. Karim wanted to 

avoid some of the dunes. He was driving and they were formidable. In fact, 

there was a whale dune in our path. So, he moved toward the east. There 

was a mountain range there and we had to be careful. We had already 

broken one of the cardinal rules of desert travel: we were a single car in the 

deep desert.  

As we moved along, our path kept getting higher and higher. That was 

not good. Of course, there was no road. The higher we got the more sand 

there was until finally we got stuck. It was late afternoon and we were stuck 
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in the desert about three kilometers from the main road. The more we spun 

our wheels the deeper we got entrenched. It was hopeless.  

As we tried to dig ourselves out, I began to notice that the rocks we 

were using to put under our tires were not rocks at all. They looked as if they 

were poured. They also looked as if they were blasted. I concluded we were 

stuck right in the middle of an ancient smelting site.  

It was getting dark. We settled down for the night, built a fire, cooked a 

meal, and snuggled up to sleep. There were three of us on this journey. The 

third was a man named Mabrouk. He was a famous desert artist who 

sculpted small statues and fired them in makeshift kilns. He was elected to 

walk back to the road in the morning and bring help. He did. They came. We 

got down from the mountain and found our way back to Kharga.  

                                                                        -- Ain Umm Dabadib, 1990 

 

My Mother’s Teeth 

At Christmas in 1999 my mother lost her teeth for good. Our only 

conclusion is that she threw them out with the garbage. We looked and 

looked. Then I called Medicare. What a travesty. Not one dentist in our valley 

of over 100,000 people took Medicare. Can you imagine? Only two dentists 

in the entire area would make teeth for Seniors on Medicare: one said it 

would take three weeks to get the teeth because he had to send the imprints 

to Florida while the other said it would take three weeks because Medicare 

said so.  

“That’s bullshit.” I said more than a bit irritated. “Let me talk to your 
supervisor.” 

Well that took a while. When I got her, I asked her to explain and she 

said ‘The Pennsylvania State Legislator mandated a three-week period.” 

“I think they probably told you, you could not take more than three 
weeks, that’s what I think,” I said to her. 

“Do you want to jump the line and make someone else wait?” was her 
nasty answer. 
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“No, I do not want to jump any line? Are you telling me you have a 

waiting list of poor souls who need teeth and you are doing nothing to 

alleviate their pain.” 

“Then you will have to wait.” 

“We’ll see about that. What is your name please?” I always ask that to 
annoy them. 

She told me, I hung up, and I dialed my State Senator’s office. It took all 
of five minutes. Within the hour someone from Medicare called me and 

within three days my mother had her teeth. God bless America. What a 

sham. My mother has me to fight for her. How about all the poor people who 

do without because the system is just too complicated to deal with. Or who 

will fight for me? (In 2017 I had the answer, NO ONE!) 

                                                                                           --Monessen, 1999 

No I Did Not! 

My mother loses everything. I buy stamps. She puts them away. We 

can’t find them, ever. I fall asleep on the couch. She gets the remote to try to 
shut off the TV, which she cannot do. When I wake up, the TV is on and the 

remote is gone. Gone! Completely, irrevocably, gone! It does not come back. 

It is nowhere to be found: not under the couch, not in the garbage, not 

anywhere! After a while I concluded that it had gone to visit the stamps. The 

two of them are in some netherworld that humans cannot see. They have 

found some unrecognizable space where they will exist forever in discordant 

conjugal bliss. It isn’t long before they are joined by other immigrants: my 
good deerskin gloves, my lipstick, her Kaufmann’s credit card, her eyeglasses, 

and even her new teeth: a whole colony of adventurers in a world humans 

cannot see, cannot smell, and cannot find. My mother is their travel agent. 

Often the losses are instantaneous. Once we had to fill out a new form 

for her health insurance, so I gave it to her to put on the table. About an hour 

later I came over to help her fill it out. It was lost, too. The papers had not 

left the launching pad however, and we found this explorer about ten 

minutes later--in the photo album. When I asked my mother what it was 

doing there she said, “You told me to put it there, so I put it there.” 
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If an item is not lost, it is tossed. I bought two balls of detergent to 

replace the regular soap and she threw them away: $35.00 down the shoot. I 

put items from my purse in a bag while I had the strap repaired and she took 

the bag and threw it away: about $200 down the shoot. I put $20.00 on a 

table top to pay for a pizza: gone with the wind! All my treasures gone: off to 

visit the stamps and the remote. 

If it is not lost or tossed, it is returned. Our roles in the kitchen are now 

reversed. Where once I was the apprentice, now she is the helper: get the 

pastina, peel the potatoes, and things like that. If I stir the sauce and put the 

spoon down, she picks up the spoon, washes it, and returns it to the drawer. 

When I want to stir the sauce again, I can’t find the spoon. We use a lot of 
detergent. If I take out the butter to use it, she returns it before I use it. 

When the Sunday newspaper arrives, she thinks it is her job to take it apart, 

fold each section independent of the other, and then throw it away. Never 

mind that no one has read it. If I don’t get the paper first and keep an eye on 
it, I lose it. One Sunday it will be, 

“Where is the Post-Gazette?”  
“I don’t know.” 

“Did you read it?” 

“No.” 

“Well, I didn’t read it either!” 

“Well, where is it?” 

“You threw it away.” 

“No I didn’t.” 

Then I go to the trash and there it is. 

                                                                                        -- Monessen, 2000+ 

Pittsburgh Steel is Coming Down 

“I walked through the mill in the 1980s just before they tore it down. I 

was leading an effort to save a portion of it as a memorial to the sweat of a 

century of men. The county now owned the property and had plans to 

convert the river side into various enterprises. The mill itself was to be 

demolished.  
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Each step I took in that mill on that rainy spring day released a memory. I 

remember my Russian-American teenage girlfriend telling me how her father 

would come home in the summer after a shift in the blast furnace 

department. He would be so galled from the intense heat that all he could do 

was lay naked on the bed with a fan on him until it was time to go to work 

again the next day.   

My other 

friend’s 
Italian-

American 

father had 

parboiled 

legs. He 

worked for 

years over the 

soaking pits in 

the blooming 

mill where the 

razor hot steel 

was being treated. He had terrible pains in his legs, but the doctor could not 

help him. They were steam cooked from the years of horrendous heat. 

Nothing could uncook them. Nothing!  

Each turn I took through those old dilapidated buildings broke my heart. 

As I walked through blast furnace alley, between the ore yards and numbers 

one and two blast furnaces all I could think about was how in the end this 

mill was used in the original movie of Robo Cop. It had come to that. This mill 

had been the heart and soul of Monessen. It had fed several generations, had 

paid for college tuitions, summer vacations on the beaches of New Jersey, 

weddings, baptisms, and holiday gifts. Now its abandoned hulk was nothing 

but unwanted clutter and the people were filled with bitterness because the 

American dream they thought was theirs had vanished into the choking air of 

southwestern Pennsylvania.”  

                                                                        -- The Overseer’s Family, 2006 
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Titanic: The Monessen Story 

The Torkos family were to sail on the Titanic. The father was working in 

Pittsburgh Steel and the mother and 

their children were to join him. When 

they went to board, one of the 

children had a cut and there were 

refused boarding. So, they took the 

next boat and arrived in Monessen 

long after the tragedy was 

announced. When I prepared a 

program on the Titanic we found 

Mary Torkos, one of the children. She 

was 94 and living in Point Marion, 

Pennsylvania. She and her family 

lived in Monessen for many years. 

She went to the Jefferson school, 

married a Delansky, also of Monessen, and eventually they moved to 

Cokeburg. Her brother, the mischievous Michael, who saved the family, lived 

in Pittsburgh. Michael worked for the P&LE, eventually as yardmaster. 

This is the final scene of my play Titanic: The Monessen Story: 

Spotlight fades up on DL. Woman and three children huddled together. A 

man walks by. 

Mama Kristina: Mister. Hey Mister. 

Man: You callin’ me mam’? 

Mama Kristina: I don’t know what to do. 
Man: What’s the problem ma’m? 

Mama Kristina: My husband was supposed to meet us. But we are weeks 

late.  

Man: This here is Monessen, ma’m. Does he live in Monessen?  
Mama Kristina: Yes, he lives in Monessen. But in the boardin’ house. 
Man: You know which one? We have a lot of boardin houses mam. 

Mama Kristina: No, I don’t know. 
Man: You know where he works? 

Mama Kristina: In the mills. 
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Man: We got lots a’mills here ma'm. You got a name? 

Mama Kristina: He’s in a steel mill. 
Man: Pittsburgh Steel? 

Mama Kristina: I think so. 

Man: You know what department? 

Mama Kristina: No, I don’t know. 
Man: Well, you all come with me. We’ll go and ask. 
(They all cross to UC to the gate where a watchman is waiting) 

Man: Pietro this here woman says her husband works in the mill and she 

just came off the train and needs to find him. 

Pietro: What’s his name? 

Man: You know your husband’s name mam? 

Mama Kristina: Torkos, Joseph Torkos. 

Pietro: I know him. I’ll go get him. You wait here. (He crosses DR and 
shouts off stage.) Torkos, Joseph Torkos. Com’on here. 

Torkos: Whatcha ya wanna? 

Pietro: Your family’s here. 
Torkos: No, not my family. 

Pietro: Yea, They're outside the gate waitin’ for ya. 
Torkos: Don't even joke about that. I ain’t got no more family. My wife 

and children they all died on Titanic. They at bottom of ocean. 

Pietro: You come. You come. 

(Music begins. The watchman leads Joe onto the stage and across the 

stage to the waiting family. He pauses at mid-stage and stands aside. Torkos 

looks across the stage. Stops. He is overcome and falls to his knees. Mama 

and children begin to cross the stage. He stands, embraces Mama. Children 

gather round. They are laughing and crying.) 

                                                             -- From Titanic: The Monessen Story 
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Chapter 6 

Building Museums and Walking Away 

The next decade of my life was one of great achievement and even greater 

disappointment. There were no great adventures like driving under the Suez 

Canal or discovering a body in the Western Desert. I did go poking for 

abandoned coal mines looking for entrances and trying to understand why 

they had all been abandoned. By the time it ended I was old, worn out, and in a 

wheelchair.  

In the early 90s the state of Pennsylvania established a number of heritage 

areas to celebrate the history of the Keystone State. One of them was the Steel 

Industry Heritage Corporation (SIHC) located in Homestead. In 1994, they 

created a task force and I was one of its members. Having hired a company to 

research a six-county area they held a meeting to determine how and where to 

begin to develop a program celebrating the regional heritage. They presented a 

great program with a lot of good ideas. Trouble was, and as usual, they 

developed the steel component but forgot completely about the coal industry. 

So, several of us stood up and fought for coal. It happened.  

I am still with SIHC also known as Rivers of Steel. Under their guidance I 

started a historical society in Monessen and from that the Monessen Heritage 

Museum. Their grants put a roof over our heads and helped us in dozens of 

ways.            

In 2006, they had a steering committee for their Mountains of Fire and 

Fueling a Revolution action plan. I was on that committee too. They held 

several meetings at the Monessen Heritage Museum and at one said, “I wish 
we could clone this museum all around the area.” That made me proud. They 
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have given me grants for the Mount Pleasant Glass Museum too, and now for 

my work on Henry Clay Frick and the world of coke and coal. They believe in 

me.  I owe them.  

From 1994 to 2008, 14 years, I devoted much of my time to Monessen 

history. In 1995, as noted, I brought HABS/HAER (Historic American Building 

Survey and Historic American Engineering Record) to Monessen to do an 

archaeological survey of the Wheeling-Pittsburgh Steel Company before it was 

torn down. It was a major coup. Half of the mill was already gone but the blast 

furnace and the open hearth area were intact. A history of the mill was 

developed, architectural drawings were created, and the entire facility was 

photographed. The results were and are on the Internet: 

http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/pa2744/. 

 

 

http://www.loc.gov/pictures/item/pa2744/
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 I founded a Heritage Coalition which became the Greater Monessen 

Historical Society in 1995, then I founded the museum. First, we needed a 

home. There were plenty of empty buildings around town. We looked at a 

number of them. By this time the mill was shut down and the Westmoreland 

County Redevelopment Authority (WCRA) owned the property. As their name 

implied, they were responsible to create new industry on blighted sites. I 

sought them out and they gave us the old cooper building of Pittsburgh Steel 

located near the Charleroi-Monessen bridge. We turned to SIHC and got a 

grant to do a feasibility study. We did it. We had drawings. We had 

enthusiasm. We returned to the WCRA for funding. They were confused. 

Seems that State Representative Ted Harhai 

had already asked them for money for our 

building. He never told us. He never asked us. 

He never worked with us. In fact, he had tried 

to start a second historical society. He failed. 

It was a long litany of Harhai undermining 

everything I tried to do for the city. What a 

shame that I intimidated the hell out of him. 

Then another building right in the heart of town became available. It was a 

card shop that was now closing. We worked out an agreement to have the 

building donated. The owners got a tax write-off. We returned to SIHC and got 

a big grant. Our match was from State Senator Barry Stout. He got Harhai to 

come on board too. We put on a new roof, pointed the façade, created a sign, 
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and erected an awning. It was the best-looking building in downtown 

Monessen – a beacon of what could be done. With additional grants we 

installed a kitchen and did ethnic cooking demos. We opened the second floor 

to a library filled with mostly my donated books. 

We had a good staff and a working board. We got workers from the 

county Senior Community Service Employment Program. We received student 

interns from the Douglas School of Business. We were reaching out into the 

community working together to make Monessen proud.  

        

We did four exhibits a year. I did most of them. One exhibit was always 

related to one of the different ethnic groups in Monessen. Each exhibit was 

accompanied by a series of lectures. For example, for the Italian exhibit our 

lectures were: Angelo Pallini: The Last Troubadour; Planting and Harvesting the 

Italian Garden; Italian Women in the Kitchen; 

Hugo J. Parente: The Mayor of Monessen; 

Gambling in Monessen: A Roundtable; Italian 

Music in Monessen; Twin Coaches Supper Club; 

Jack and Josephine: A Roundtable; The Italian 

Clubs of Monessen; The Italian Cellar in 

Autumn. Each was taped and videoed. We also 

had four newsletters a year. I wrote all of 

them. I wrote all the grants too. Each year we 

had a Book Fair of Local Authors. We invited an 

author who worked at the Heinz History Center to attend. The next year they 

started their book fairs.  
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With another grant, we did a union exhibit and interviewed and recorded 

past presidents of the various unions. Every exhibit, every lecture, every oral 

history was videos and recorded and archived. This was the first time these 

men were able to tell their part of the demise of the mill. It was quite an event 

and their oral histories are the record of what happened as the mill and the 

region disintegrated. See vignettes for some of their reports. They were 

grateful. Someone cared. Their story was being told. 

 

 
 

The biggest problem the Museum faced was Mayor and State 

Representative Ted Harhai. Instead of showcasing us and encouraging other 

downtown property owners to follow our lead, he fought against us. When 

Harhai first returned to town and was elected Mayor someone told him, 

“Cassandra Vivian should be Mayor.” He became an instant enemy. He called 

our president a number of times telling him no funding would come from him 

unless I was gone. When we put a homepage on the Internet, he threw a fit. 

We needed his permission he told our president as he harangued him for over 

an hour. When we received a grant from Rivers of Steel he was on the phone 

again. How dare we not consult him.  
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Harhai would not let it go. In 2005, when the NAACP gave me their award 

for including them in my book on Monessen, Harhai was there. He was 

presenting Pennsylvania House of Representatives Citations to the other 

recipients. He could not leave me out, so it must have stuck in his throat when 

he gave me the Distinguished Steward of Community Award. I know I was 

chuckling inside.  

And it wasn’t just me, Harhai would attend events and sit around 

criticizing anyone he considered a threat. Former mayors and potential mayors 

were vilified and eventually refused to discuss him. He threw the Monessen 

Chamber of Commerce out of their city building offices. He refused to allow a 

former Mayor to participate in 100th anniversary events. He bullied the Health 

Center occupants until they left Monessen – they were the largest employers 

in the town. Soon as they closed, so did Giant Eagle. Another business gone. He 

and his cronies practically destroyed the City Building, a magnificent structure 

on the National Register of Historic Places. Then it became obvious why – the 

city moved their offices into the former Health Center.  

Anyone who was doing good in town was on Harhai’s list. The owner of 

Douglas Business School was growing his business and changing the name to 

the Douglas Business Center. He was buying downtown properties and 

developing various schools like a cosmetology school and Tom Sarvini’s Special 

Make-Up Effects program. He was on Harhai’s list too. He was bringing 

business into town. He was developing downtown properties. He was 

converting homes all over town into dormitories for his every growing student 

body. Harhai fought him every inch of the way. Douglas wanted to buy the old 

elementary school directly across the street from his center. Harhai saw that 

he did not get it. Harhai was Monessen’s Donald Trump. 
We had a great opportunity with over 3 miles of prime riverfront land 

where the mills once stood. I wrote letter after letter, talked to officials until I 

was exhausted. There were no big outlets between West Virginia and Grove 

City. An outlet on the riverfront would be the lynchpin to draw other facilities 

and become the salvation of the city. They were not interested. Guess what, 

Washington Pa did it and they are prospering.  
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Two of the blast furnaces of the mill were unique because they shared a 

single casting house. I wanted to save them. No to that too. Congressman 

Mascara of Monongahela wanted to create a boat launch and marina similar to 

that in his hometown. It would be located near our cooper building near the 

Charleroi-Monessen Bridge. That got shot down too. Instead a smaller, 

congested ramp was erected behind the vacant Giant Eagle building in the 

mostly empty Eastgate shopping center.  

 
Harhai built a million-dollar building on the old mill property and put his 

office on the top floor. If you wanted to see him you could not go to his office. 

He had his secretary, who also became Mayor of Monessen, come downstairs 
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and address your issues (He made his brother John city administrator with a 

salary far beyond any small-town administrator in the Mon Valley). The 

secretary was also in charge of the food bank. They built a ridiculous building 

inside the mill property. Anyone wanting food had to enter by the gate at 12th 

Street and walk a fair distance to the building, pick up their food, and haul it 

back. No cars allowed. This was ridiculous too. Most of the recipients were old, 

sick, and could not walk the distance in and out of the facility. So, I wrote a 

letter to the editor. Harhai’s brother went ballistic and attacked my mother. 
She was in her 90s. While I was away in Egypt, she had been receiving food 

from the food bank. When I got home, we quit the food bank. Remember I was 

teaching part time, I had no retirement, no health insurance, and I did not 

receive a single penny from the Museum (I can’t remember if I got anything 
from being project manager for the various grants). 

Harhai and his brother wrote letters to the editor about me. They had 

their friends do the same (See vignette below). After my mother died, I quit. I 

quit doing anything for the museum or any place else in Monessen. In fact, I 

quit the museum. Then I quit Monessen. That was 2008-9. As usual, I WALKED 

AWAY. 

Look at Monessen today. That is Harhai’s legacy. Mine? You will have to 
find the information in the archives of the Valley Independent. Harhai’s flunkies 
took over. They kept the library on the second floor filled 90% with books I 

donated. They kept the structure I built, ran the programs I started, and more 

or less followed my programs. Harhai became involved in a big way. The 

Museum won the 2010 Arthur St. Clair Historic Preservation Award from the 

Westmoreland County Historical Society mostly for all the hard work I had 

done. I was not invited to attend. Nor does my name appear on their 

homepage as the founder of the Museum and the historical society.  

Recently my niece called me. She saw the homepage and was going to call 

them. I told her not to bother. The history of my achievements is found in the 

Valley Independent archives and other regional newspapers. Those archives are 

on line for all the world to see. Time will show how bias, prejudice, and 

detrimental to the welfare of Monessen the current managers are.  Time will 

prove how bad Harhai was for Monessen.  
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Each election Harhai received fewer and fewer votes from the good 

citizens of Monessen. Yet he remained in power as State Representative for 

decades. He saw to it that his flunkies were the mayors and on the city council. 

Walk thru Monessen and see his legacy. It is nonexistent. Walk into the 

Museum and see mine. Thriving. I wish I knew how to use the power I seem to 

have over my enemies. Better yet, to win them over and do good for the 

communities we serve.  

In 2020 Harhai was still manipulating Monessen. He had his flunky 

elected Mayor. He was young and inexperienced and was overwhelmed. Did 

not attend a council meeting in over 20 months. He returned the first 

meeting in 2020 and fired several people and put Harhai’s brother back at 

city manager. Poor Monessen. It deserves what it gets.  

 

On a much better note, I joined ASTENE, Association for the Study of Egypt 

and the Near East. It is a scholarly organization out of England founded in 1997 

that holds conferences biannually in the summer at universities throughout 

England. I had lived in England for a year, and enjoyed it very much so revisiting 

it was much appreciated. 

My ongoing topic was Americans in Egypt. Why? This is what I said in the 

introduction to the book in 2012: 

“My first realization that there was an interesting and understudied 

American experience in Egypt was when I lived there from the 1970s to the 

1990s. No one talked about Americans or what role they played in the foreign 

presence in Egypt. . .  I mingled with contemporary scholars on a regular basis 

both at work, in conferences, and at cocktail parties. The interesting 

discussions often referred to British exploitation, French cultural achievements, 

and German exploration, but as for Americans, the comments were often 

caustic about current American involvement in the Middle East. It became 

obvious this was an area plump for research. 

. . . Not so obvious is the error that has been introduced into history by not 

knowing what the Americas did and achieved in Egypt. . . . Whenever I used an 

American source in my various books on Egypt I was often challenged. For 

example, I called the valley in the Western Desert where the fossils of the great 
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whales were found, Wadi Zeuglodon (Remember A--). Zeuglodon was the 

name that the German scientist Georg Schweinfurth had given to the whales 

he discovered in the region in 1879. The name was based on the same species 

discovered and named in Alabama in the United States in the 1830s. While we 

were editing my book The Western Desert of Egypt: An Explorer’s Handbook, 

the AUC editor, a Brit, questioned my use of Wadi Zeuglodon because a 

reputable English naturalist living in Egypt had never heard of it. He called the 

valley Wadi Hitan, the Arabic name that appeared on English maps of Egypt. I, 

of course, produced the appropriate quotes, and we moved on.”  
Unfortunately, when the area was declared a national park and a World 

Heritage Site my research was completely ignored and the name Zeuglodon 

does not exist. Even the name of the whales themselves is wrong. The Brits still 

dominated. There was definitely a need to explore Americans in Egypt.  

 
 

The first paper I presented at ASTENE was at the conference in Cambridge 

University in 1999:  William Eaton: A Forgotten American Voice. It was about 

the first landing of American marines on foreign soil. This was in 1804. It was 

selected for the ASTENE publication Travellers in the Deserts of the Orient in 

2000. In 2001 at Edinburgh University in Scotland I presented John Antes: 

Dilletante Americano or What? about the first known American in Egypt who 

arrived there in 1769. I wrote several times proving his lineage and included 

him in my book. People were not convinced. They still claim John Ledyard was. 

(I wrote another paper John Antes: For the Last Time, and posted it to 

Academia.com where many of my articles are found and can be downloaded 
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for free.) In 2003, I gave two papers at Oxford University: Francis Barthow: 

American Dragoman in Egypt, and George Bethune English: American Explorer. 

In 2005, I presented two papers, this time at Manchester University: George 

Gliddon in Egypt and George Gliddon in America.  

 By 2007 my book was in the works and I had discovered a mislabeled 

manuscript in the British Museum that was attributed to an Englishman, which 

I proved was written by an American. So, at Southampton I presented Khalil 

Aga: A Lost American in the Sudan. That paper appeared in the ASTENE 

publication Saddling the Dogs. My final presentation at ASTENE was in 2009 at 

Durham University. The paper was called The Prime Family in Egypt. Here again 

I found a lost manuscript written by one of the family and quoted from it 

extensively.  

 To me the most important discovery in my investigation of Americans in 

Egypt was the discovery of Charles Chaillé-Long. This man was one of the men 

who ventured south and participated in the discovery of the source of the Nile. 

Yes, an American was there. Never receives a bit of credit. 

I wrote, “Charles Chaillé-Long was an extraordinary American. He was a 

soldier, an explorer, a diplomat, and a writer. As a soldier he served his country 

in the Union Army during the American Civil War and the Egyptian army during 

the heyday of the Khedival era. As an explorer he expanded the Egyptian 

empire along the Nile and found the final link in the search to discover the 

river’s source. His diplomatic career began in Egypt when he was asked to 

serve as interim Consul General during the Bombardment of Alexandria in 1882 

and continued when he was appointed Consul General in Korea in 1887. As a 

scholar Chaillé-Long wrote a number of books, dozens of articles in magazines, 

and sent hundreds of letters to newspapers, historical associations, and other 

organizations in America, France, and England. 

. . . In his lifetime he was honored by France, Egypt, and America. The French 

presented him with the Croix de Chevalier de la Légion d’Honneur, given in 

honor of excellence in civil or military conduct. The Egyptians honored him 

twice, with the Commander Order of the Cross Medjidieh for his work in 

Central Africa and with the Grand Cross Order of the Osmanieh for his 

assistance during the Bombardment of 1882. The United States State 
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Department honored him twice too. He received a letter of appreciation in 

1882 for his service in Egypt during the Bombardment of Alexandria and 

another for his service as Consul General to Korea in 1888. The American 

Geographical Society of New York presented him with the Charles P. Daly Gold 

Medal for his contributions to the field of geography. Finally, in 1904, his home 

state conferred an award upon him for his lifetime achievements. 

   As Edwin Swift Balch of the American Geographical Society of New York 

wrote in his 1918 essay American Explorers of Africa, ‘Americans are different 

from Englishmen in regard to their great travelers. The British always make the 

most of their great travelers. They give them full credit for what they have 

accomplished, they keep on their charts all English names and all names given 

by English discoverers, and in so doing sometimes they eliminate the names 

given by earlier explorers of other nationalities. We Americans, on the 

contrary, do not stand up enough for our great travelers. . . . Chaillé-Long 

deserves a high place among world explorers. As yet he has not received the 

credit due him, and this is partly because he was an American. His labors 

cleared up a large part of the Nile mystery and entitle him to rank as one of the 

four discoverers of the sources of that river. His explorations were made while 

he was in the service of the Egyptian Government, and it was on this account 

that, when he discovered a third and a totally unsuspected great Nile lake, the 

Khedive Ismail named it Lake Ibrahim, after his soldier father, Ibrahim Pasha. 

But when the British declared a protectorate over Egypt, they were not 

especially desirous that the Egyptian control of Uganda and other provinces of 

the White Nile region should be remembered, and possibly for that reason, 

although they were careful to retain the names Victoria, Albert, and Albert 

Edward for the other three great Nilotic lakes, they changed the name of Lake 

Ibrahim to Lake Kioga.’  
How did I finance these events? ASTENE gave me a stipend and I received 

several travel awards from the Pennsylvania Humanities Council and the 

Pennsylvania Council on the Arts. The last few conferences I could not attend 

because of health reasons. But in, 2017, I found a way to contribute. I created a 

PowerPoint presentation on Remembering Egypt: A Photographic Journey, 
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Volume 1: The Oases in the 1970s and 80s. It was placed in a kiosk at the 

conference and ran all four days. I was happy. (also at Academia.edu) 

 
While all of that was going on, I continued to write and publish books and 

continued to accumulate accolades.  In 2003, I became Artist of the Pike at the 

Frank L. Melega Museum in Brownsville, Pa. I filled the walls with wacky 

photoshopped images of many of the historic buildings along the National 

Road in Pennsylvania. That year Arcadia published my book with the same 

name. Still that year California University of Pennsylvania honored me with a 

meritorious award for Lifetime Achievement in Publishing and the Arts. I was 

very pleased.  

Two more events happened in the coming years. In 2005, I appeared on 

Pennsylvania Cable Network’s PA Books program. It has been running ever 

since. And in 2008 I spoke at the Symposium for Communication and 

Development Between the USA and the Muslim World. It was held at the 

Payson Center for International Development and Technology at Tulane 

University in New Orleans. My topic was First Find the Facts. Then Find the 

Audience. It is even more appropriate today. I owe this symposium to John 

Illsley. Yes the same John from chapter four. It wasn’t long after that that John 
went off to Uganda and died.  
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As for my mother, I took care of her too. I got us services. When I taught at 

CCAC on Tuesday and Thursday I would take her and her friend to a senior 

center in California PA, drive to Pittsburgh, teach, drive back to the center, pick 

her up, and come home. I seldom had time for me. Go to a movie? Never. Go 

on a date? Never. While I was at the museum, her aides were with her. My 

brother’s family never offered any help. Never came to see her. Did not call her 
on her birthday. And on and on and on. He was dead. His mother was 

forgotten. I would tell her she was lucky she had me to care for her. I would 

have no one. I was right. 

 In 2006 I published The Overseer’s Family. In 1999 I took my mother home 

to Tuscany. She was 86. We planned to stay a month. I traveled with a steno 

pad, a tape recorder, and a camera. It was an epic journey. I recorded 

everything: food and family lore; life on both sides of the ocean; events that 

shaped our lives. We learned secrets about my grandparents we did not want 

to know. Our Italian family learned things from my mother’s memory that had 
been lost to them. We answered perplexing questions about World Wars I and 

II on both sides of the ocean. They learned about my grandparents struggles as 

immigrants in a country where they were not wanted. We learned about the 

dreaded mezzadria. I wrote: 
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“As I looked out over the land, I tried to imagine what it was like during the 

centuries of enslavement when families like ours worked the land in Italy. The 

ghastly sharecropper system, invented  in the Middle Ages, had a name. It was 

called the mezzedria, the half and half, or going halves. The sharecroppers, the 

Parigi, would agree to have a certain number of workers: brothers, sisters, 

children. They would agree to undertake a specific number of tasks: 

planting, harvesting, animal husbandry, butchering. In return, everything the 

family produced was shared with the owner 50/50, half and half. They would 

also provide such commodities as chickens, eggs, and salume. Those salume 

included sausage, salami, and prosciutto. No wonder we were so good at making 

these things. We were trained to please the 

padrone’s palate. 

. . . It came to me that the mezzedria did 

not end because someone woke up and said, 

‘This is morally wrong.’ Practically, the 

mezzedria had run its course. The land 

could be used for other things, like 

industrialization. It was to the landowners 

benefit to end the feudal system.” This helped 
me understand American capitalists during the 

days of Frick and today. 

In return, I told my Italian family about 

life in southwestern Pennsylvania for my 

grandparents in those early years. Immigrants 

had to register for the draft. Laws like the 

Espionage Act of 1917 forced immigrants to live in fear because they could be 

put in jail for speaking against the American government. The Sedition Act of 

1918 further forbade immigrant speech. Those acts were followed by the 

Palmer Raids: 

 “In August of 1919 a Palmer raid swooshed down on Donora, Pennsylvania, 

a few miles from Monessen and confiscated what they called “Bolsh and IWW 

literature.” On November 10, the Feds, who had been reinforced by six 

companies of federal troops from Camp Taylor in Louisville, Kentucky, raided a 
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pool room on Schoonmaker Avenue and 11th Street in Monessen. They arrested 

20 people suspected of being “Reds.” The Feds were aided by the Pittsburgh 

Steel Police Force, a bevy of home-grown police. By December 20th their fate 

had been decided and a number of the Russians were deported, whether they 

were “Reds” or not. . .  

Everything was all mixed together: the organization of labor, the formation 

of Prohibition, and the prejudice against foreigners. If that wasn’t bad enough, 

the black and Mexican laborers who had replaced the foreigners in the mills 

were being ejected from their jobs. While the foreigners were off in Europe in 

American uniforms, the blacks and Mexicans had kept the steel mills running. 

Now they were 

no longer needed 

so they were 

being thrown out 

of their jobs and 

replaced by the 

returning 

veterans. They 

were one rung 

below the 

European 

immigrants on 

the prejudice 

ladder. The banner headline in the local paper read, “Objectionable Labor 

Being Gradually Gotten Out of Monessen by Various Methods.” It was exactly 

what was to happen to women after World War II [and today under the Republicans]. 

Life in Monessen and America was a big mess. Freedom was a tough lady to win 

and an even tougher lady to keep.” 

When I got home, I transcribed the conversations, added historic 

information and detail, and produced my masterpiece. Yes, my masterpiece. It 

is ten times better than Under the Tuscan Sun. My book treats Italians with 

respect, not as peasants. It puts today into yesterday and allows us to see a 
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family history through many generations. Fred Lapisardi, my former English 

professor at CalU gave it a review: 

“Cassandra Vivian created a delightful, engrossing story that transported 

me back to my own travels in Italy, filled my senses with visions of culinary 

delights, drew me into the sometimes amusing, sometimes heart wrenching 

story of her journey back in time through the re-awakened memories of her 

Alzheimer’s victim mother, caught me up in history lessons about her 
rebellious family’s role as peasants  under the gradually eroding control of 
often greedy padrones, and amused me with sudden bursts of enthusiasm 

expressed in the author’s relaxed, conversational style. . . . . Brava, Cassandra! 

It’s a masterful performance. In my mind’s eye, I see hundreds of years of 
Parigi ancestors standing one beside the other applauding your tribute to 

them. Thank you for sharing it with us.” 

 But I could not find a publisher. Did I mention that I have no luck? So, I 

published it myself. (I only printed 50 copies. Someone on Amazon was selling 

a copy for over $100. Screw them!) Winter of 2020 I posted it to Academia.edu 

and it is available to download for free!!!)  IT SHOULD BE A MOVIE!! 

 

Mark Linz was back at AUC Press and he wanted my Western Desert book. 

TREE was done and that was fine with me. I don’t cheat people, but they sure 
like taking whacks at me. So, in 1998 I was off to the desert for an extended 

stay to update and add material. Hallelujah! On that trip, I made the loop to all 

the oases, and then I found Samir Lama and hooked up with him to do a 21-day 

deep desert trip to the dangerous and interesting southwestern corner of 

Egypt. Samir was a desert man. He was taken into the desert by his famous 

filmmaker father when he was a child and he had been exploring there ever 

since. 

 He drove me crazy.  It was his expedition and he expected to determines 

how wide a window should be open, how early a person should awaken or 

sleep, who should sit where, ride where, and walk where. He didn’t want any 
amateurs in his desert destroying it and so he tried to keep his secrets from 

me. Actually, his wife Wally made it all work. She was German and besides 
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driving her own car kilometer by kilometer, at the end of the day, when Samir 

rested, she did all the cooking and cleanup.  

But Samir had a dark side. He loved to 

belittle women. After our journey when I 

encountered him with a group I would look 

around and there would be a cowering 

woman in the group. I said to myself, “Samir 
is at it again.” Well, when he tried to belittle 
me, he met his match. I put up with it for a 

day, all day, constantly. Then I had enough. 

The first time he uttered an insult at me the 

second day I gave one back. He was a bit 

stunned. When another one came, I hit 

again. I wish I could remember all I said to 

him or he to me for in the end they were 

quite funny and everyone was laughing all the time. By the end of the journey 

we were friends.  

 

I was back in the desert in 2001 and again in 2002. Each time it was for a 

month or more. My final desert trip, in fact, my last trip to Egypt, was in 2006 

in preparation for the second edition of The Western Desert of Egypt. Do I miss 

it? You bet! During that last visit I talked of erecting a museum in Bahariya 

Oasis with a small apartment in the garden for me. That never got off the 

ground.      

Note: At the end of 2020 AUC Press cancelled the Western Desert of Egypt. 

What a disgrace. I was trying to convince them it was a classic. It was never a 

guide book, always a handbook. Someone agrees with me. Here is another 

voice: “In many ways you were the desert pioneer and like the great Egyptian 

explorer, Ahmed Fakhry, made desert travel and exploration popular. I 

strongly believe your voice is as important to preserve on the subject as any 

of the great desert explorers.” Stupid AUC never turned it into an ebook. 

Well, now it is. Look for it for free on Academia.edu.  
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I was still working at the Museum in Monessen in 2008. I contacted the 

historic preservation department of the Pennsylvania Historical and Museum 

Commission and did a complete study of every aspect of downtown Monessen 

trying to set up a historic district. We photographed and did a history of each 

building in a five-block area of Schoonmaker and Donner avenues.  Our 

membership grew to over 200! Many of them were former Monessenites from 

around the country.  

 Finally, in 2012, my book Americans in Egypt, 1770–1915: Explorers, 

Consuls, Travelers, Soldiers, Missionaries, and Scientists was published by the 

scholarly press McFarland. By now it is obvious that Americans in Egypt was 

one of the dominant topics of this part of my life. It breaks new ground and 

deserves better than it has gotten. You never hear the voices of hundreds of 

Americans who wrote books and travelled extensively in Egypt. Some were 

tourists, others were diplomats, still others were explorers. Why don’t we hear 
their voice? Simple, 19th century Africa belonged to the European explorers. 

Their voices were heard. The British Empire dominated Egypt and their story 

was told there: it still is.  

When I submitted an early draft to my old employer AUC Press they asked 

me to add more analysis. I did not do that. In my final introduction, I say why. 

My analysis of what was said by others is not 

important here. We are hearing their voices 

for the first time, let them speak. Let their 

voice be heard. “When a traveler talks of a 
tour along the Nile his or her observations are 

valuable to see the condition of the 

monuments, the method of travel, the name 

of the hotel, and who was also on the Nile at 

that time. The weight of the voice rises when 

Americans were involved in historically 

significant events like the expedition to Sudan 

in 1820, the exploration of the Nile in Uganda 

in 1874, the expulsion of the Khedive Ismail in 

1879, the establishment of the Mixed Courts, and the bombardment of 



157 

 

Alexandria in 1882. The American viewpoint mostly supports Egypt against the 

Europeans who took control of the country.” The idea that my analysis is not as 

important as finding the facts dominates my research and publications. It is 

true of my Frick book too. 

The book also shows an America of another time, perhaps a better time: 

“It was a country following the mandate of George Washington: non-

intervention. Although American leaders felt sympathetic to other colonial 

nations, they tried to not interfere. The United States and Egypt had many 

similarities in dealing with Europe. As France and England created the turmoil 

around the establishment of the Suez Canal, the United States protested. 

When the Europeans pushed for the removal of the Khedive Ismail, the United 

States protested. When foreign powers established the mixed courts, the 

United States sided with Egypt. When England invaded Alexandria, the United 

States objected. Nineteenth century America championed the Egyptians 

against British and French Imperialism time and time again. The British and 

French, in turn, fought against American strides in Egypt, scoffed at American 

achievements, and censored the American experience in Egypt. They 

succeeded. Even Americans do not study America in Egypt in the nineteenth 

century.” Where the British have Gordon of 
Khartoum we do not have Whitehouse of 

Wadi Rayian, or Eaton of Derna. Of the 15 

personalities in my book, three are from 

Pennsylvania, one from Washington, PA, a 

woman, a missionary named Anna Young 

Thompson. 

 

When my mother died in 2008, I moved 

to Mount Pleasant. Moving to Mount Pleasant 

was probably the biggest mistake of my life. 

Not the physical town; it and the surrounding 

area are quite picturesque. Not the historical town; it and the surrounding area 

are rich in history. As bad as my experience was in Monessen, Mount Pleasant 

was worse. Where do I belong? I joined the local historical society. I began a 
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successful speaker’s series. I took over their languishing history column in the 
local paper. (No one in the historical society ever commented on any of the 

articles—some of which were reprinted in my book Hidden History of the 

Laurel Highlands—which they refused to sell as a fund raiser).  

 BUT, yes there is always a but! The entire historical society had to 

devote itself to a single project, the log houses on Washington Street. Now the 

houses are wonderful there is no doubt, but 

people have their own special interests. Mount 

Pleasant is surrounded by history. Braddock’s Army 
marched right through its heart. Coal mines and 

coke ovens surrounded it. It sits on Glade’s Path 
and is close to the Catawba Trail. It was a major 

glass center. But the chairman of the board of the 

historical society demanded, yes demanded, that 

every penny, every effort of every member be 

solely on the log houses. Plenty of folks abandoned 

the historical society. I tried to work within it.  

  I went exploring about Braddock’s Road and wanted to do something about 
it. So, I reached for a compromise. I wrote two grants, one for the road and 

another for the houses. Well, we got the road grant and did not get the houses 

grant. The chair was livid. He blamed me. Bullies usually do. I spent a great deal 

of time looking for and finding the route of Braddock pre, thru, and aft Mount 

Pleasant and created the brochure. It is a good job. The historical society never 

distributed it. Every restaurant, every business, every organization, should have 

received free copies. Never done. It is still sitting in the historical society 

storage since 2011ish. Shame on them! 

As mentioned earlier, as part of the speaker’s series of the Mount Pleasant 
Area Historical Society, H----- came to speak about Bryce Brothers glass in 

Mount Pleasant. Glass in Mount Pleasant was and is a national story. It was and 

is important. Yet, nothing, no one, had done much to celebrate it. Oh, there 

was a glass festival in town, but it had seen its day and very little glass was to 

be found. After H----- spoke I vowed out loud to get a museum going. That 

week Jim, from the historical society, began gathering items to display. 
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Problem was he was going to put it in the wrong place. The historical society 

had a room in the In-Town Shops owned and operated by the Business District 

Authority (BDA). Its job was to incubate businesses. In the front were a 

restaurant on one side and a three-room area, currently empty, on the other 

side. Behind it were the offices of the historical society, an empty room across 

the hall, and the BDA offices. Jim was setting up in the room across from the 

historical society. That was not smart. A lot of people came to the restaurant, 

but very, very, few ventured back into the building beyond it. Few visited the 

historical offices and few would visit a display of glass.  

I negotiated with the BDA to give us the three-room space beside the 

restaurant for the rest of the year. In the few months we were there we got 

3,000 visitors. Jim began pulling glass out of the historical society storage while 

I got display cases, more glass, and gathered glass workers to join us. We 

started a speaker series and got publicity in the paper. The historical society 

chairman went ballistic. He told members I was going to steal their glass. He 

caught me in the hall and began pointing his finger at my chest telling me to 

back off. I told him to Go To Hell! He and his sidekick accused me to trying to 

dig up Braddock Road treasures on private property without asking permission. 

That was ridiculous. She was president of the society. He was chair of the 

board. She contacted the grant giver for Braddock and got them to correspond 

only with her. The society lost the chance to distribute the brochure around 

the Laurel Highlands free of charge via the grantor’s distribution.  
The small temporary glass Museum was 

a success. Now we had to look for a 

permanent home. The effort was to keep 

the Museum in the boro and not in the 

township. We got very little, if any, help 

from the BDA or the boro. We found a 

church that might be willing to sell their 

building. Jim was happy and wanted to put 

the society on the ground floor and the 

glass museum in the balcony. I disagreed. 

The society was a local organization. The 
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Museum had national appeal. Besides, I was in a wheelchair. How was I to get 

to the second floor? But that decision did not have to be made because the 

church people changed their minds.       

Then Peter O’Rourke, master glass cutter who etched the inaugural bowls 
for the president and vice president of the United States each term, offered us 

space in his facility at the Mount Pleasant Glass Center – out of the boro. That 

was the final location of the Lenox Glass factory. It was the right place. 

Bryce Brothers was the first glass factory in Mount Pleasant. It was the 

only one located in the boro. L. E. Smith was the second and it was always in 

the township. When Lenox bought Bryce they moved it out of the boro to the 

township. Our move was not ground breaking! Yet people were furious with us 

because we left the boro. Mount Pleasant loved to shoot itself in the foot. In 

our entire existence, we could not get businesses in Mount Pleasant to join the 

Museum. They owed their living to glass. For over 100 years glass kept Mount 

Pleasant thriving. (So did coal and coke.) One could understand why the actual 

glass workers did not join. They had been badly treated. Lenox simply pulled 

out and moved their production overseas and the workers lost their jobs and 

their pensions. In fact, anything one buys at the Lenox outlet today was not 

made in America, but made abroad. L. E. Smith did not move overseas, but 

new owners drove it into the ground and pensions went out the window. A 

factory selling a million dollars of goods monthly disappeared as speculators 

bought it to destroy it. The 80s killed America. We have been headed downhill 

ever since. I blame greedy Republicans. 

 
I formed a board. Our agreement was that we would begin a Museum. I 

would run it until we found a permanent curator. Each member of the board 
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was responsible for a specific aspect of the Museum. In addition, all board 

members would look for money. My area was newsletters, press releases, 

speaker’s series, and archives. I did it all and I did it well. I raised over $60,000 
in grant funds. Our membership, which I also had to do, grew to over 250 from 

around the country. But the rest of the board did not hold up their end of the 

bargain. Once again, I carried the work on my shoulders. 

At the Monessen Heritage Museum, we had a good working board and 

group. At the Mount Pleasant Glass Museum, we did not. The docents, all 

former glassworkers or collectors, thought it was a club and wanted something 

for themselves out of it. Yet they were unwilling to do much in return. I lost 

patience with such attitudes. One person was to call the school district and ask 

if they had any old tables, chairs, and filing cabinets. Never finalized. The day 

before the opening of our first exhibit I had to call and send someone to get 

tables and chairs. Another was to do a homepage and two years later it was 

not done. Don’t expect me to be happy. If you volunteer to create a library out 
of 100 glass books and then never do it so in the end, I have to see it gets done, 

then I cannot respect you. If you agree to write 500 words for a newsletter and 

I end up having to do it, no respect there either. If we wait for two years for 

you to make two phone calls for grants and you do not do it, you are also 

responsible for the demise of the museum.  

   
Again, there were moments of great joy! First, and above all else there was 

Peter O’Rourke. Peter is a world-famous Master Glass Cutter and Engraver. As 

noted, he creates the inaugural bowls given to each new president of the 

United States. These bowls are intricate and can take weeks to create including 
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several cutting techniques. He has contributed his expertise to the inaugural 

bowl project for every president since Ronald Regan and most recently 

president Barack Obama and, unfortunately, Donald Trump. Not only was he 

an excellent resource, but Peter contributed to every exhibit and agreed to 

hold hands-on classes on how to cut glass. 

 Then, as I learned about glass, it became obvious that the three 

factories at Mount Pleasant were world famous. Not to have honored them in 

some way for all these years was wrong. So, it was wonderful to begin. We 

held four exhibits a year. Each exhibit was accompanied by speakers. They 

came from all parts of the glass world: Tom Felt from the Museum of American 

Glass in West Virginia; John Weishar of the Islands Mould Company; and Jay 

Hawkings on Bottles and Bottlemaking. We also had local men and women 

who worked in the factories: Forrest Kastner, and more. 

 But, as usual, I was doing 99% of the work. Peter saw this as he was 

there almost every day. But no one else seemed to care. Mount Pleasant had a 

glass festival the third weekend in September each year. From the beginning 

we took a booth. But I could not get workers to work the three days. I was 

putting in 12 hours a day plus setting up and tearing down.  

Finally, at the beginning of 2016 I had had enough. I was as poor as I ever 

was. Half the town hated me. My health was failing. I received little support 

from the board. I had to rely on Senior Ride taxi service. Repeat performance! I 

resigned as President of the Board and day to day manager of the Museum. 

This time I did not walk away. I gave the board three months to find a 

replacement. I agreed to remain on the board and do one day a week at the 

Museum until everything was in order. Then the two men who had been bad 

mouthing me and the Museum all over the Pittsburgh area began again. When 

we first opened, they would come to the Museum every Thursday and sit and 

complain about me. One Friday a jobber came and said he came on Thursday 

by mistake. “Boy, they don’t like you very much do they?” I repeatedly asked 
the board for help. Nothing. Peter O’Rourke finally threw them out. 

The big mouth of the two came into the Museum the first day our new 

manager began. He wanted to buy glass that we had not processed yet. He 

became angry and shouted: “We know they fired you.” Not True! “We know H-
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---- bought you your car.” Also, Not True! I had suggested that we hold a 

meeting inviting all the former docents who were not with us anymore to 

begin again. Big mouth was invited. The other was not. He had never joined. He 

had never helped in any way. Now, H----- was asked by the new manager to 

contact big mouth. He did. Big mouth apologized to him. No one apologized to 

me. Big Mouth asked for his buddy to come to the meeting. H----- said yes. I 

protested. The board voted for him to come. Guess what I did? I WALKED 

AWAY. 

The Museum closed its doors within the year. What a travesty. The job 

description of the new manager did not say she would do pr, the newsletter, 

exhibits, speaker’s series, and archiving. So, members received no information, 

neither did the public. Nothing got done. She sat in the museum four days a 

week waiting for customers. She was paid in the thousands.  

Closing, the board disbursed the artifacts and holdings to West Virginia, to 

Pittsburgh, and elsewhere. Despite the fact that a group from Connellsville was 

interested in moving the entire museum to Fayette County and calling it a 

regional glass museum, they closed it down and auctioned it off. Despite the 

fact that I had copied each artifact, every piece of glass and everything was in 

order to create a virtual museum, they sold out. Poor leadership or vengeance 

against the people of Mount Pleasant?  Mount Pleasant shot itself in the foot 

again.  

What if I were a man?  

Note: A few years later I talked to the accountant and he asked me why I 

took all the electronic records away. I DID NOT. The last thing I told S---- was to 

be sure to take care of the big black disc sitting on the second desk in my office 

as it had all the records. What she did with it I do not know. 

 

Vignettes 
Man on a Donkey 

 My most precious memory of Dakhla Oasis, and perhaps of my entire 

desert experience, was in 1998. I was making the loop with two friends from 

Bahariya in preparation for the first AUC edition of The Western Desert of 

Egypt. We were staying at the newly opened Bedouin Camp, which had been 
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built by the Zaydan family, a group of explorers and guides, on a small mound 

overlooking the Dakhla fields. The next morning, I came out of my thrush hut 

to watch the dawn being born and as I was looking down on the green fields a 

man entered them riding on his donkey. As he rode between the growing rows, 

he threw his arms into the air and began to praise God for his prosperity. 

Second after second, minute after minute went by as the surefooted donkey 

marched along guided by the man's knees as his arms and head remained 

pointed toward the heavens and the chant echoed through the valley. The 

moment cannot be described in words. Here was a man who had very little. His 

labor had produced this rich crop. His wisdom told him it only grew through 

the benevolence of God and he was going to thank God for these riches. I don't 

know if he did this every morning. I only know that on that morning I was 

blessed to be able to witness his very private moment. You will not find a 

picture of this in any of my books. My camera remained in my lap. The image is 

burned into my brain. The moment was too profound, too personal, to be 

disturbed by my camera.    

                                                                                   -- Dakhla Oasis, 1998 

Pariginess 

 My grandfather’s family, the Parigi, are indeed strange. They have such crazy 

foibles. I always thought it was just in my 

American family but when I took my mother to 

Tuscany in 1999, I found that the foibles had 

crossed the ocean and went back generations. 

My mother would only drink coffee from a 

china cup. No plastic or paper for her. Every 

time she went to the Senior Center in 

Monessen, she took her china cup with her. In 

fact, the first thing she put in the box we set up 

for our Italy trip was a china cup. Well, her 

cousins in Italy were exactly the same. That cup 

had to be filled with the very first pour out of 

the coffeepot. Same in Italy.  
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She wanted her coffee and her soup piping hot. Same with the good folks 

in Italy. Nor did she have patience when waiting for someone. If she had an 

appointment for 8am she would stand in front of the front door at 7:30. By 

7:45 she was fussing and smoke was coming out of her ears. When I told our 

cousin Beppe that story, he popped up “ME TO.” Lord forbid if the person was 

late. Beppe agreed.  

Another Pariginess is fear. My grandfather was afraid of everything. The 

older my mother got; she began to have the same fears. Now, in my 70s I have 

them too. The lady who used to drive the desert dunes is afraid to drive to 

Pittsburgh.  

    To tell the truth this type of Pariginess exists in any family. AND back in your 

old country someone looks just like you, talks just like you, and has your 

mannerisms. You will recognize them immediately.  Go home. Go find them. 

You are connected by centuries of genes. It will be an instant connection. 

                                                                                           --Quarata, 1999 

Beppe and the Bouillon Cube 

Anyone who knows anything about Italian cooking knows that making 

pasta sauce is sacred. The same ancient recipe is used again and again. Well, 

finally we were settled into my cousin Beppe’s kitchen and he began to make 
our family sauce. We watched intently. We were judging. We were nodding at 

each other. Straight from my book The Overseer’s Family I report the ending: 

“We had just started to relax. After all, the only sin we saw in this entire 

operation was the modern food processor. We could forgive Beppe that. But now 

something happened that terrified us down to our bones. Sin number two was 

about to raise its ugly head. 

“I don’t know if you have this or not in America, but I sometimes add it to 

the sugo to help the flavor,” said Beppe. 

 Pandemonium broke loose in the ancient homestead. All the 

ancestors started to flip out. They mumbled to themselves. They glared at Beppe, 

with whom they were usually very proud. They looked at me sideways for fear I 

would pick up one of Beppe’s disgusting traits. One tried to flee the room so fast 

she crashed into the window and landed near the hearthstone with a big thud. 

Beppe didn’t miss a beat. Now it was my turn to look at Beppe as if he were 
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crazy. 

“Ma, do you see what Beppe is holding in his hand?” 

My mother, with her usual long look, looked, and looked again. She did 

not seem to know what it was. 

We never had such a thing in 

our house. My Nonna never 

saw one and my mother 

would have croaked if I 

brought one into the house. 

Then a hint of recognition 

crossed her face. She looked 

at Beppe in disbelief. He lost 

some of his luster. His halo 

began to tarnish. His aura began to fade. He diminished. His soul nearly 

disappeared. What he was about to do stood against everything we believed in, 

everything we held sacred. He crossed the kitchen holding the strange object in 

the palm of his hand. He lifted his hand right under my mother’s nose. He 

opened it up and presented it to us. There, sitting in the middle of his palm like 

an unloved bundle of unspeakable glob was a repulsive, dreadful, 

unbelievable, unwanted, unappreciated, overwhelming—bouillon cube. He 

turned and threw it in the pot!” 

                                                                               -- Beppe’s Kitchen, 1999 

Up the Guillichini 

Again, straight from my book. The Guillichini were our padrone. My great 

grandfather was their man in the field. We lived in the hunting lodge of the 

Guillichini. But my grandmother’s family, the Paggini, were simply laborers in 

the dreaded sharecropper system under which the Guillichini family rules. So, 

when we went to Arezzo on our visit to Italy, I asked my cousin Sergio to take 

us to see the Guillichini palace in Arezzo. Walking was out of the question. This 

is what I wrote: 

“Sergio was at his best. Past a policeman we zoomed. Up a road, down another. 

Sergio wheeled through Arezzo like his pants were on fire. We could not enter 

the Corso for it is closed to vehicles. We crossed the Corso above the palace. We 
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crossed the Corso below the palace. Alas, even swift-wheeled Sergio could not 

beat the system this time. The little red bug of a car belched fire as we circled 

our prey. But we could not close in. We had the palace in our talons, but we 

could not attack it. We circled and circled and circled. We could not get close 

enough to the palace of the Guillichini. 

“Accidenti il Guillichini,” (God damn the Guillichini) roared Sergio like a man 

ablaze as we tried to find our way. Up and down he zoomed, in and out he 

weaved. I was dizzy. I was determined. “Down with the Guillichini,” I shouted 

out the window. One of our ancestors joined us and was hanging onto the 

antenna for dear life his ghost-like body stretched out flat and blowing in 

the wind like a football pennant. Certainly, he would add supernatural power 

to our quest. 

  But we did not win. We were exhausted as the adrenaline faded from our 

blood streams. We could not enter the Corso with the car. We could not get 

close enough to see the palazzo of the signore who were linked so dramatically 

to us. We were defeated. The Parigi had lost to the Guillichini once again. They 

had sapped our strength, taken our breath, and nearly did us in. “Up the 

Guillichini!” we whispered hoarsely as we sped away, our ancestor flapping in 

the wind.   

                                                                                                           -- Arezzo, 1999 

Bill Malic for the Defense 

To the Editor: 

Yet another criticism of Monessen, from an out-of-towner, no less. 

Joyce Cline ("Letters reflect Monessen's in-fighting, May 31), perhaps you 

aren't familiar with phrase, "freedom of speech." It is a Constitutional right of 

the citizens. 

Every day, the news media has to fight to preserve your right to free 

speech. Now you would have them censor those rights? Doesn't that smack of 

a dictatorship? Even though your letter was critical in some aspects, it was still 

printed. Should it have been censored? 

Monessen does have problems, as does every Rust Belt community. Every 

town has political in-fighting. You suggest that Monessen keep theirs secret. I 

would rather they be out in the open and debated by residents like Cassandra 
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Vivian. 

First you pretty up your statements of Cassandra by saying she's interested 

in culture and has done good things. In the next breath, you accuse her of being 

hardheaded, not proficient in grant writing and trying to influence votes. 

Her track record on writing and receiving grants will be well documented. 

Perhaps Mayor Petaccia and Councilman Harhai should take lessons from her.  

Of her being hardheaded, I don't know how many conversations you and 

Ms. Vivian have had. In my talks with her I have found her to be open and 

above board. I talk; she listens. She talks; I listen. Sometimes we agree to 

disagree. I've never had a problem in our discussions. 

As far as Cassandra trying to influence votes, how would you describe 

Councilman Harhai's rhetoric on council floor and in the newspaper? Is he not 

trying to lay the groundwork for a mayoral run? Is that not influencing a vote? 

Was it proper for him to attack Cassandra and her mother via the food 

bank? Should that part of his letter been censored? 

I don't know what privacy laws food banks must adhere to, but for a 

volunteer to use a food bank's list to publicly shame people is way out of line. 

He should have been severely admonished. 

I am not a pessimist about Monessen's future. I have to have hope that we 

may prosper again. But then, unlike you, I live here. As one who enjoys open 

government and public debate, there will be an open discussion coming your 

way soon. I urge you to attend. The featured speakers will be Mayor Petaccia 

and Cassandra Vivian. 

Freedom of speech -- don't you just love it, Joyce?  

  --William Malec, Monessen                                   

-- Valley Independent, 2003 

 

Ladies in the Mill 

Everyone one who knows anything about industry knows that Rosie the Riveter 

went into the mills when the men went off to war. But that was not unique. 

Nancy Revak sent this image of ladies who worked in the Tin Mill to the 

museum. The tin mill opened in 1899 as the first mill in Monessen. It was 

located along the river around 5th and Donner. It closed during the Depression.  
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 She told us: 

FYI, my mother Sue 

Ferencz, is in the 3rd 

row, 4th person 

from the end (right).  

She was the 

daughter of Andrew 

Ferencz and Maria 

Husar Ferencz of 

710 Sixth Street in Monessen.  Her job at the tin mill was called "flopper."  

"Floppers" were the workers who flipped (flopped) over the hot sheets of tin 

when they came out on the conveyor belts.  I suspect the term "flooper" stems 

from the expression "flip-flop."  She worked in the tin mill for several years 

until she married my father, Dan Revak of Donora, in 1929.  They were married 

at St. Mary's Greek Catholic Church and their reception was held at the Swiss 

Hall, which used to be on 6th Street hill. 

                                                                         --Nancy Revak 1920 and 2002 

 

Union Men Speak Out 

 
Here are several cuts from the interviews the Union officers conducted at the 

Monessen Heritage Museum during the Local 1229 Exhibit: 

RC: Well you had to be a Democrat to be in Monessen.  It’s still that way.  The 
thing I remember most was- I had to ask my mom about my grandfather going 
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to work.  I don’t know if you can put much to this, but he had to register as a 
Republican to get the job.  Which didn’t mean much to him because he wanted 
a job, he had a family to feed.  My grandmother took boarders in, in those 

days.  In the ‘20s.  Late ’20s, early ‘30s.  My grandmother took boarders in 
because she had a place to stay.  She took boarders in.  The thing I recall vividly 

was when my dad and my uncle were talking, and the mafia- the third street 

gang, I don’t know if they were the mafia or what- they came up to my mother 

and they wanted five dollars a month for each boarder.  That’s the way it was, 

five dollars a month for each boarder.  Well, who was gonna help the Italian 

immigrants?  The police didn’t want to hear about it, you know?  We suffered 

from that.  Because they picked on Italians, they didn’t pick on nobody else 
back in those days, you know?  Because they could get away with 

JC: And they did the same thing with the politicians in this country, by lobbying.  

They’re doing the same thing, they eliminated the middle class because they 
don’t want them.  They want it extremely rich and extremely poor.  Because if 

there’s the extreme poor, they can always have slaves that work for nothing.  
And up here they can enjoy all the goodies of this country.  I used to tell guys in 

my union all the time, I’d say, “The trouble with you guys is you forgot where 

you came from.  Everything that you have today is from the effort of the 

democratic party and the unions.”  They worked for all the benefits like health 

insurance, pensions, vacations, you name it.  Better working conditions, OSHA. 

Now what is happening now, it’s all going the other way.  They’re starting to 
turn a blind eye to that.  And that was the whole scheme, when they started 

outsourcing jobs.  And NAPTA was one of those bills.  This whole idea, when 

Nixon went to China- Nixon was president and he opened up relations with 

China.  There’s nothing wrong with that- it was a good idea because you had to 

include them in the world community- but they gave them everything, you 

understand?  You had upper management people in this country, and all they 

wanted to do is get them big bonuses, get them golden parachutes.  Carny was 

one of them.  But that’s what I’m saying, that’s what they do now, they don’t 
lose no money.  I don’t know who the guy was, but somebody told me that 
some CEO in some corporation made something like a billion dollars last year.  

A billion! Come on! 
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 ER: Yes.  Because there was no way- we were told time and time again there 

was only enough rail business for two rail mills.  That was Colorado, and 

Bethlehem Steel.  They figured that Colorado would take care of the west 

coast, and Bethlehem would take care of the east coast, there was not room 

for Wheeling-Pittsburgh Steel.  So what they did, they sold that mill to 

Bethlehem Steel, knowing that what they did was buy to give to competitors.  

I’d already retired and resigned from the union.  And Tom Packard called me 
up.  Him and Jimmy- what was his name?  Anyway, his assistant.  They called 

me up and asked me to go to dinner.  They said, “We’ve got some good news 
for you.”  Now it hadn’t been publicized yet.  And I said, “Hell yeah,” I’ll take a 
free meal, you know?  And he said, “We’re gonna meet you over at Smitty’s.”  
He said, “You ready for the good news?”  He said, “Bethlehem Steel has bought 
the rail mill and we’re back in business.”  I said, “You gotta be shittin’ me.  You 
believe that talk?”  Tom says, “Ah Ernie, you’re not excited about it?”  I said, 

“Tom, the only reason they’re buyin’ that damn rail mill is to shut it down.”  
And he said, “No way Ernie.  We’ll be in operation within six months.”  He said, 
“We’re finally gonna realize what that rail mill can do.”  And it never, never 
started up.  And I told him it was a ploy from day one.  And Judge Vince was 

part of it. 

RC: Let me tell you how ironic it is.  My boy Allen is in computers.  My boy 

worked for AMF Computers.  He worked for US Steel, but he run the 

computers to run the rail mill and the tube mill down there.  Kind of ironic 

because when he went down there, he learned that Colorado Fuel and Iron 

down right on 25 and Pueblo.  He says, “Dad, will underbid anybody.  They 
don’t care what the bid is, they’ll get the orders on the bid on rails and tubes.  I 

said, “You’re kiddin’ Allen.”  He said, “I heard, Dad.”  They called him in as a 
trouble shooter.  And every time the computers went down, Allen went in and 

fixed ‘em.  He worked also up in Utah, up in Provo, where they tried to ship 
me.  US Steel and Colorado Fuel and Iron, they had an agreement that they 

would undersell anybody, no matter what it took to get the orders.  And once 

they got the orders, and competition was knocked out, they could charge what 

they wanted to charge.  But a lot of people didn’t know what I told you before, 
because I was in Chicago when the rail mill sat on the docks. 
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ER: I’ll tell you what killed us more than anything else, the guy who should have 

gotten the Academy Award for acting like a president, and that was Reagan.  

That guy stunk.  He started the downfall of the union, but it was the union that 

let him do it.  They could blame nobody but themselves because when he 

come in, what he did with air controllers and all that, he started the downfall of 

the unions in my opinion.  And he was the president of our country.  He 

promised those people what he would do, and he just lied. 

                                                                    --Monessen Heritage Museum 2000 

     

Peter Clayton, his father Patrick, and The English Patient 

I first met Peter Clayton in the lobby of the Siag Hotel near the pyramids in 

Cairo. He came into the lobby carrying a first edition of Islands of the Blest, the 

forerunner of my The Western Desert of Egypt: An Explorer’s Handbook. We sat 

and talked for hours. He was pleased that his father, Patrick, of the LRDG and 

the Geological Survey, was mentioned so often and went over each detail 

offering deeper insight and slight corrections. It was wonderful. Thereafter 

whenever he came to Egypt to trek into the desert we would meet up. 

 
After the ASTENE conference in 2007 I went to spend a week with Peter at 

his wonderful whitewashed cottage in Cargreen in Cornwall. Each evening we 

would sit after dinner over a bottle of wine and Peter would bring out a 

treasure or two from his father’s journeys. He not only had the programs 

from the Zerzura Club meetings in London but he had the bottle once buried 

in the dunes of the Great Sand Sea and tons of images of Lord and Lady 

Clayton East Clayton, the famous and infamous Almasy, the mysterious 
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Penderel,  their Egyptian man Abu Fudail, and of course Patrick in his various 

garbs and roles. 

The people are real but their names are the fictitious legends of The 

English Patient movie. The lady in the Cave of Swimmers was Lady Clayton East 

Clayton, pilot and adventuress. The man who braved the terrors of the desert 

to rescue her was Alamsy. He was a Hungarian and knew the desert well. 

During World War II he led a German patrol through the desert to Cairo. That 

became the book The Key to Rebecca. Of course, although the characters were 

real, the adventure about the woman in the cave was fiction. 

                                                                                 -- Cargreen, England, 2007 

 

 

Peter Clayton, father Patrick, and Long Range Desert Group of the British 

Army 

 The Long Range 

Desert Group (LRDG) 

was patterned after the 

Light Car Patrols of 

World War I. Its primary 

objective was to 

maneuver through the 

desert behind enemy 

lines causing as much 

disruption as possible. It 

headquartered at the 

Citadel in Cairo. Patrick 

Clayton was a 

cartographer, not only 

with the LRDG but also a 

member of the Geological Survey of Egypt.   

In 1927, he was responsible for placing the markers on the frontier 

between British Egypt and Italian Libya when the two foreign powers 
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established the border. In 1931, he discovered Wadi Sura (The English Patient) 

and its rock art.  

While on reconnaissance with the LRDG he found a group of refugees 

 

Fire at the Hotel and Me Stuck on the 4th Floor  

The Siag Hotel had become my headquarters on my stays in Cairo. It was 

at the beginning of the Sakkara Road with a view of the pyramids and a short 

distance from the road to the desert. I was their guest and forever grateful. 

Many of the desert tours stayed there too. Well, I had just arrived. I was set up 

to stay about two weeks before heading to the desert. Late at night I heard 

someone in the hall speaking in Arabic but I fell back to sleep again. Then I 

began to smell smoke. By this time, I was way too fat and using a walker. (No 

photo available – ha ha!) I hobbled over to the window and looked out. People 

were gathered below. Smoke was coming out of a room below me and to the 

left on the third floor. God, I thought, the fire is below me. God, I thought, is 

this how I am going to die? 

I picked up the phone. Reception was still there. I screamed for help. They 

sent someone immediately. He kept pushing me to quickly walk down the 

stairs (with my walker -- not easy). I huffed and puffed. We got to the 

mezzanine and he stopped. So did I. Half the hotel guests were sitting around 

waiting for someone to put the fire out. That scared me too. Were they all 

crazy? I sat for a while, then I took myself down the rest of the winding stairs to 

the lobby and out the door. I sat across from the hotel watching the 

pandemonium and found someone to get all my stuff out of my room. I called 

my taxi driver and when he arrived, we packed his taxi and headed for Bahariya 

Oasis.  

                                                                                     -- Siag Hotel, Giza, 2006 
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I’ll Never Fly Again 

My mother was dead. I had moved to Mount Pleasant and was living with 

my niece. My plan was to spend part of the year with her and another 

abroad. I had put together an ambitious plan: 3 months in Italy then on to 

Egypt for a few months. I never made it.  

 I was morbidly obese and on a walker. I needed help. I pushed myself 

too far. The airlines had just been liberated from the restrictions that 

protected the public from their greed and prices were skyrocketing, seats 

were shrinking, and service was, well, anyone who flies these days knows.  

 But once I flew to Italy, I realized I was in trouble. I had made 

arrangements to stay at a facility for scholars doing research in Tuscany. 

When I arrived, I had no car and no money to rent one. Worse, the 

apartment I was to use was up a flight of stairs. Two steps down into the 

bath and two more down into the kitchen. I had to do my own shopping, 

cook my own food, and be independent. I could not.  

 I lasted a few days then I called my family in Italy and one of them came 

and got me. Well, now I was a bother to them. I stayed a month, an 

agonizing month and knew that I would never be welcome again. When I 

tried to change my flight, it was another nightmare. Change was never a 

problem before deregulation in the 70s, but it was an incredibly dishonest 

one now. It cost me more to return home that it did for my entire round 

trip from Pittsburgh to Italy to Cairo and home. It was a hard lesson.  

 

The worse part of the journey was the journey home. I was to fly from 

Florence to Paris to Pittsburgh. My flight from Florence was early in the 

AM so I suggested rather than upset the family to get up at 5 am, take me 

to the airport in the evening and I would wait there. That is what we did. 

Only the Florence airport closed up tight at 9pm. So, there we were 

sleeping in the car, all four of us. In the AM they dumped me and I went 

inside. 
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Well the flight from Florence to Paris was late. God! It was very late! I 

was late getting to Paris. They hoisted me off the plane and onto a moving 

machine with a driver who did not speak En

glish, Italian, or Arabic. He got out of the vehicle and dumped me there. I 

tried to tell him I needed a WIDE wheelchair, but I didn’t know what he 
understood.  

 Finally, a young French woman appeared with a small wheelchair. I 

nearly went ballistic. So did she. She took one look at me and began to 

scream Graisse! Graisse!, Fat! Fat! I could have punched her in her fucking 

French face.  

She took her good old time pushing her fat client through the airport. 

As usual for the French, she spoke no English. By the time we got to my 

gate the plane was gone. In the meantime, my niece and her husband 

were to be waiting for me in Pittsburgh. To make matters worse I had to 

go to another part of the airport to rebook. Me, my walker, my bag, and 

my anger began the journey.  

I was very clear. Do not put me in the first row of tourist. The first row 

has firm sides to the seats and I will not fit. I repeated it again and again 

and they reassured me I would not be.  

When the call came a man began escorting me onto the plane. I told 

him too. He said not to worry but I knew I was in trouble. I stopped and 
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sat down in business class to await my fate. True to my fears I was booked 

for the first seat in the first row of tourist. I refused to move.  

There was a lot of back and forth by the attendants. The ticket person 

even came on the plane. I sat there and watch it all unfold. Finally, a 

stewardess came by. She whispered, “Don’t worry. We are not leaving 
without you.” I got to fly home business class.  

True to my word I never flew again. It is another form of walking 

away! I only wish that more people would follow that rule and put the 

fucking airlines out of business. My charmed life was about to change. 

                                                                --Florence, Paris and Pittsburgh 

2009 

The Award, Damn It 

Three awards were given by the Arthur St. Clair award of the 

Westmoreland County Historical Society. I featured in two of them. Yet, 

not a mention of my name. Not an inclusion. Why did the historical society 

not question this? 

                                              --Westmoreland County Historical Society 

2010 

 

In answer, here are a few positive comments: 

.  Thank you for all that you do, it may not always feel this way too you, 

but you make a great difference in our community and it is appreciated 

more than you may know! 

                       --Melaney Hegyes  Jacobs Creek Faith in Action, March 29, 

2018 

“Cassandra is a dynamo, and it's people like her that are making this 

county a better place.”  

  

         --Tribune-Review, Charles Anderson, County Commissioner, August, 

2015   

  



178 

 

 

As we understand it, Cassandra Vivian will be in charge of this project. 

We have known and worked with Cassandra for years on all the projects 

mentioned above and find her capable, knowledgeable, honest, and 

with integrity. Above all, she gets the job done. 

Robert Ferguson, President of the Board of West Overton Village 

 
 

The English Magazine Spectator Also Knows My Value 

Dear Cassandra Vivian, 

The Spectator magazine is asking experts in the field, historians and 

interesting thinkers for their opinions on the uprising in Egypt. What 

might happen next, in Egypt and in the Arab world? What should we 

fear? What could we hope for?  

We'd be delighted if you would take part in our symposium, and 

respond with between 100 -- 250 words on any particular theme you 

like.  

If you reply asap as to whether you can take part, that would be great. 

We'll need the actual responses by Tuesday (tomorrow) 2pm at the 

latest. 

Thanks ever so, 

Mary Wakefield (deputy editor) 

 

My Response 
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“I was living in Cairo during the Bread riots of January 1977. The price of 

bread had gone up and the people were hungry. I was still in Egypt in 

February 1986 when the Security Forces rioted near the pyramids and 

burned the Holiday Inn. The people were still hungry!  

Since those bleak days 

Anwar Sadat’s Open Door 
Policy seemed to be working. 

Egypt was curing many of its 

ills. Infrastructure was 

mended. Tourism moved from 

under a million a year to over 

five million a year. But today 

the poor are still hungry. A 

Middle Class has not emerged. 

The police state has not given 

way to a free society. The rich 

keep getting richer.  

This month men and 

women, young and old, Christians and Muslims, marched side by side 

and let their message be heard. With an unbelievable dignity, with a 

non-violence reminiscent of Gandhi, they are letting the world know 

that their hunger runs beyond their bellies and the bellies of their 

children. Now they want FREEDOM TOO! 

This is not a message for Egypt alone. Nor is it only for the Arab 

World. The people of Egypt are mirroring what many in the world feel. 

Perhaps all of us should find the courage to walk with dignity into the 

town squares of the world and protest against the corruption that is 

making us all hungry.” 

A small body of determined spirits fired by an 

unquenchable faith in their mission can alter the course of 

history. – Mohandas Gandhi.  

                              --Cassandra Vivian, The Spectator Magazine, 

2011 
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What is Monessen 

“The story of Monessen is not the story of industry or public buildings. 
Those stories have been told before. People would create the personality 

of Monessen. Monessen was at the vanguard of a great experiment. At no 

other time in the history of the modern world were so many people from 

so many different cultures thrown together in small communities to try to 

live and work and become a nation. Monessen’s story is the story of this 
great melting pot. Its struggle to find common ground within the 

community was the nation’s struggle to do the same. It was not an easy 
road. In addition to various nationalities, the people divided themselves 

into three basic groups of citizens: the Americans, the Foreigners, and the 

Coloreds [terminology used to describe African-Americans at the time of 

the founding of Monessen]. Each saw the community through a different 

lens. The friction between the groups, the hardships they endured, 

separately and together, the discrimination they all felt, is the Monessen 

story. It is this blending that made all eventually become the Americans 

they all hoped to be. It wasn’t always easy.” 

                                             --Monessen: A Typical Steel Country 

Town  
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Desert Glass 

   
 

Throughout my wonderful journeys into the Western Desert of Egypt from 

1978 to 2006 I always marveled at what I found lying on the ground having 

been there for thousands of years. As much as I warned others DO NOT 

TOUCH, there were times when I just could not help myself. 

 The first image is Libyan Silica Glass. There are many theories as to the 

origin of this glass. I found it in the Great Sand Sea in the Western Desert. I 

went looking for it. When I found it, it was a Thank You God for this Day! 

moment. It is not from this earth and just how it got here is still in debate. 

And yes, I took a few pieces. 

 The second image is whale teeth from a wadi just west of Fayoum. I read 

about it and wanted to go looking for it too. Well, I asked A.S., you met 

him earlier, and he went himself and told everyone he found it. What a 

rat! For some reason, prehistoric whales came to this area to die and 

there are hundreds of skeletons here to prove it. I took a few of those 

teeth away too. Bad Cassandra. Bad. Bad. Bad. 

 The last image is of the black iron pyrite. It is scattered all over the 

desert floor, especially in the White Desert in Farafra. I could not take my 

hands off of it. After I gave my last piece away, I found this quote: 

“Pyrite is a very protective stone, shielding the user from negative energy 

of all kinds. Pyrite blocks energy leaks and mends auric tears. 

Carry Pyrite in your pocket to protect you from both environmental 

pollution and physical danger. Pyrite also promotes good physical health 

and emotional well-being.” No wonder I am falling apart. 
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My Last Journey in Farafra 

My mission on this trip into the desert was 

to map the White Desert with my GPS in 

preparation for the arrival of the 

Protected Area of the White Desert. It has 

just been named a World Protected Site 

by the United Nations in 2003. Saad Ali, 

one of the promoters of the Western 

Desert and owner of a number of camps, 

gave me a driver and Amm Abdul to 

accompany me on this four-day 

adventure.  

In his youth Amm Abdul was a member of the Farafra caravan than went 

seasonally to the Nile Valley carrying dates and other local products and 

returned with cloth and other goods needed in the oasis. He traveled 

along the trail we call the Darb Asyuti from Farafra to Asyut in Middle 

Egypt. It took 8 days by camel to cover the 175-mile journey that had to 

negotiate the largest dune field in Egypt and pass by one of the few 

known caves in the desert.   

On the four days of our journey together, Amm Abdul did not 

disappoint. He gave me the local names for many of the exotic 

formations in the White Desert. He told funny stories. He explained the 

mysteries of some of the legends. How many people have the chance to 

sit on a sand dune and listen to tales told by an old caravan driver?  

--White Desert, 2006 

 



183 

 

 

My Last Journey in the Western Desert Period 

On my last visit in Egypt, on the last 

journey into the desert, my last 

remaining quest was realized: I found 

the oldest road in the world and 

placed my foot upon it. 

 It was to the north of the 

Fayoum and was built of basalt and 

petrified wood leading to several 

quarries that were mined during the 

Old Kingdom. 

 I was taken there by my friend Raed 

Baddar, rally driver and desert lover. 

We enjoyed traveling together, and 

this would be our final journey. I told 

Raed we just had to find the basalt 

road. So we climbed the escarpment 

and zigzagged back and fourth until we saw it.   

I did as I said, I climbed out of the car and placed my foot on the oldest road in 

the world! 

       --Fayoum 2006 

 

My Sed Rate Explodes 

In 2014 my sed rate was 50. Over a two-year period I went from doctor 

to doctor with no help. By 2017 my sed rate was over 100. One doctor 

said I had Polymyalgia Rheumatica. Another said NO! On January 12, 

2017 I went to Dr. Richard Kim of the Arthritis and Rheumatic Disease 

Associates in Greensburg. He diagnosed me with Polymyalgia 

Rheumatica. Put me on dexamethasone 0.75 tablets 3x a day for six 

months. Nothing. No improvement. April 2017 had a surgeon operate on 

my left head vein to search for Temporal Arteritis Nothing. Kim issued a 

final report stating I DID NOT HAVE POLYMYALGIA RHEUMATICA. It was 

full of errors. No doctor would agree to contact the Cleveland Clinic to 

discuss my case. November of 2017 I went to an Orthopedic Surgeon. He 

gave me Kenelog. It gave me great relief for 2 months. In 2020 my 
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sport’s medicine doctor and I tried to give me reduced shots every three 

weeks. Insurance would not allow the pharmacy to give me the 

medicine. Went to him, he gave me a shot, gave me medicine to take 

home to continue every three weeks.  

Rick Sebak Comes to Call 

 

Rick is a longtime producer for the Pittsburgh Public Television 

Network WQED. He is the creator of many of the fine local programs like 

Kennywood Days. His new project revolved around 17 objects. He found 

us and came to film to find one glass object to be part of the program. 

He filmed for hours and, we showed him many of our “special” items. 
Then he came back again. We had many, many, objects that could 

quality: the glass Richard Nixon took to China, the inaugural bowls given 

to Presidents and Vice Presidents, the lenses made for the early 

automobiles, the glasses made for the Seattle World’s Fair, the bowl 

made for Disney’s The Lion King, various barware made for major hotels 

around the world, and on and on and on. That is why we had chosen the 

slogan From Mount Pleasant to the World . . . Our glass is everywhere. 

  It took a month for him to make the decision. We were number 4 in the 

program. After showing a number of articles from the Museum and 

featuring a number of our workers, Sebak picked the oldest piece we 
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had in the Museum: the Milk Pan created at the New Geneva glass 

factory of Albert Gallatin. The factory opened around 1797 and the pan 

was probably created in 1800. It was on loan to the Museum from the 

collection of Harley Trice. 

   It would not have been my choice. It was not from out factories. We 

had too many great items. But, we are on TV and the program keeps 

running, and running and running.  

 

 
 

THE TROUBLE WITH MUSEUMS 

The writing was on the wall. I was overworked and no longer healthy. 

The board was not the hands-on board we needed. The town was 

mostly not interested in their rich heritage. l began preparing for a 

future without a physical museum. I photographed every single piece of 

glass in the museum. One by one, day by day, the images were taken, 

labeled, and stored. Then I wrote the following for the newsletter: 

“Or should I say, MUSEUMS ARE IN TROUBLE? Or is it only small, 

regional Museums? 

The two biggest problems we face are operating expenses and 

membership. I am sure other Museum’s face the same problem. The big 
foundations do NOT give money for operating expenses. Their major 
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theory is that if local people do not support the venture then they are 

not supporting it either.   

 Ok, if that is the logic, fighting it takes too much energy. But what 

bees my bonnet is that many of the grantors in southwestern 

Pennsylvania made their money in coal, coke, river travel, glass, etc. 

That means they grew rich from their holdings in Fayette, Greene, 

Washington, and Westmoreland counties (and a few more). YET, IN 

TRYING TO GET FUNDING FROM THEM WE ARE CONSISTENTLY TOLD 

THEY ONLY GIVE TO PITTSBURGH AND ALLEGHENY COUNTY. Is there a 

logic here? I can’t see it.  
 The high cost of maintaining a facility is real: rent, utilities, and 

salaries are high. We are desperate for someone to run the day to day at 

our Museum. We can’t afford to pay them a decent wage. We are not 

alone. Over twenty years ago I donated all my Western Desert artifacts 

to the Carnegie Museum of Natural History. Ten years later I gave them 

over 20,000 black and white negatives and color slides. I am still waiting 

for them to make the collection available to the public for research. 

Every time I contact them the staff has been cut further and further. 

Soon they will be on a skeleton crew.  

 I am sure the high cost of maintain such huge buildings is a 

problem. BUT so is the high cost of technology. This is not only bees my 

bonnet but wasps and scorpions it too! There is no excuse for the high 

costs of computers, software, and Internet connections. NONE! It is 

bankrupting municipalities, school districts, and most non-profit 

organizations (not to mention government offices).  

 Another, and maybe it is a biggie too, is age. We are all old. In 

talking to the good folks at Jeannette, whose historical society maintains 

a glass section in their small Museum, they are all in their 70s and 80s 

and thinking of closing. I said, “Hold On! We can’t afford to lose you.” 
And we can’t. For us, we have more artifacts that we need and keep 
getting more and more every day. Fantastic stuff! But we do not have 

the manpower to catalog all of it. In addition, when we had the Bryce 
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exhibit talks the audience was filled with 90-year olds. Oh, they had 

great stories to tell and we were thrilled, but 90 is 90.  

 Perhaps it is time to go virtual. We have talked about this at our 

board meetings and the possibilities are interesting. With the current 

technology the entire collection can be digitized. Lectures can be 

attended by members around the country and they can participate too. I 

want to do this. I want to set up a program so all of you can attend and 

participate in events at the Museum without leaving your homes. But I 

need help. I need someone who can wade through video camera, webcam 

and other hi-tech stuff. Time was I could operate all of this, but no more. 

Too many options. Too much confusion. If you are interest let me know. 

 There is one more idea I would like to share. A number of glass 

folks have just organized the Consortium of American Museums. The 

Museum of American Glass in Weston holds a yearly Gathering that pulls 

folks from the tri-state region and beyond. Maybe it is time for us to all 

join forces and create the Southwestern Pennsylvania Glass Museum? I 

did a lot of research on this and glass is one of the greatest unsung 

industries of the region. There were well over 100 glass factories from 

Point Marion to Washington to Jeannette. 100! There are nearly 30 

historical societies that sing their praises, not to mention all the clubs. 

There are currently a handful of Museums that celebrate local glass and 

many of them are struggling.  

 Sitting right in the center of all of this is Mount Pleasant. We have 

a huge facility around us and more space can be obtained. That would 

not mean giving up special Museums for specific factories, it would be 

joining forces to celebrate the region. LET ME HEAR FROM YOU! PS: I 

DON’T WANT TO RUN IT.   

--Mount Pleasant Glass Museum Newsletter 2015 
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CHAPTER 7 

 Henry Clay Frick, Aortic Stenosis and the End of the Line 

Henry Clay Frick saved my life. I was so beaten by the time I left the 

glass museum that I shut down almost completely. I walked away from 

people too. I did not want to see or talk to anyone. I felt so betrayed. As I 

walked away from my last project, the pattern of my life was so clear. I 

never saw it before. I jumped 1,000 percent into a project, worked like the 

devil to accomplish the impossible, and waited for the accolades that 

never came. Or did they come and they were never enough? What was 

my psychological problem? We all have one. But mine never got serviced, 

never got cleared up, never eased my pain. Is this a savior complex? God, I 

hope not. 

Most of this chapter is a study on how I 

researched Henry Clay Frick. I approached him as I 

did all my topics, leaving no stone unturned. Frick’s 
birth place is down the road from where I live in a 

small village today called West Overton. It is an 

outdoor museum and all the buildings are 

important. Less than 15 miles from me at the end 

of a place called the Morgan Valley is where his 

empire began. He was the most important human 

being of the Gilded Age. He deserves credit for his 

skills and achievements. He doesn’t get it. 
There are a few streets that bear his name, a 

park, a hospital. No statues. No glory. Nothing. 

The more I investigated the more I became 

obsessed. Once again, I was appalled at the lack of 
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knowledge of the libraries and historical societies in the region of the 

history of their own area. HISTORY DID NOT HAPPEN SOMEPLACE ELSE. IT 

HAPPENED HERE, DAMN IT! 

The 10-mile-long Morgan Valley was the birthplace of the great 

bituminous coal and coke era in the United States. Yes, the ENTIRE (yet 

when I mentioned the name, no one knew where it was – not historical 

societies, not elected officials, not coal and coke experts.) United States. It 

sits in the midst of one of the most important coal seams in the world: the 

Pittsburgh Seam. That seam is considered the best to make coke which in 

turn was used to create steel which was needed to build America. Called 

the Connellsville Coke Region it ran for approximately 50 miles north to 

south and 3.5 miles east to west flowing out of Fayette County into 

Westmoreland. Yet it was one of the most powerful regions in America. 

 
 

 I spent years working on the history of Frick and the region. The results 

vindicate Frick, glorify the immigrants and their struggles in the coal fields, 

and includes their personal stories in the building of America.  

 Frick did not work the Morgan Valley alone. Names like Rainey, 

Schoonmaker, and McClure were also building empires. Where are their 

records? What stories did they have to tell? All of them were building 

empires, founding communities, and imported workers.  

 That created another problem. There were not enough workers to work 

in the mines. The saga of immigration into southwestern Pennsylvania is 

dramatic and frustrating. As today, the foreigners were not welcome. On 
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the streets they were mistreated and not trusted. In the mines they were 

overworked and unappreciated. They struggled. They fought back. What 

of them? Who were they? What stories do their current relatives have to 

tell us? This is the research I am about. The human story. Just like I did in 

Egypt!  

The teacher in me is not dead! HISTORY HAPPENED HERE TOO! Why 

have we ignored or discarded the history of coal and coke in southwestern 

Pennsylvania? WHY? The Coal & Coke Heritage Center on the Penn State 

campus struggles to document this history on a limited budget from Penn 

State and very few visitors. WHY? Our story is important both locally and 

nationally. Our students are waiting to find their identity, to be proud, to 

understand who they are and why they are.  

   What I found when I began to research 

Frick in earnest was a lot of hearsay used as 

fact. It was the fatal flaw I kept preaching 

against all my life. Know the facts. We did not 

have them related to Frick. We accused him 

of every despicable act possible. He did none 

of them. Most contemporary writers just 

read another contemporary writer and 

barfed up the same bull shit. Or listen to the 

same TV station again and again and never 

learn what truth is. I spent my life fighting 

against this. Did no one learn anything? Oh, 

my heart.  

Where was I going to find the truth to 

prove my theories? Not in contemporary 

writings. What did the people and the 

newspapers of the day tell us? There in may 

be some truth. I began to look into local 

newspapers. Well, that was a mess too. 

Libraries and historical societies threw them away. They took up too much 

room. The history of their town, their factories and their families was in 

those newspapers. They threw them away.  
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I asked around. I found several holdings of the Mount Pleasant 

Journal that groups like the DAR kept. I contacted the Pennsylvania State 

Archives. We got a portion of the Journal digitized. That was not an easy 

task, but I was persistent and they were diligent. There are rules, and 

copyright issues, but from 1882 to 1922, with some omissions, the Mount 

Pleasant Journal is now on line. The Connellsville Courier was already on 

line thanks to Newspapers.com. But the Scottdale Independent was not 

and as of this writing, is not. There were holdings on microfilm at West 

Overton but as far as I know no attempt to digitize has begun. Besides try 

to find a machine to read microfilm today. Libraries threw those away too. 

These are the newspapers where the story of Henry Clay Frick and the 

emergence of coal and coke and the Industrial Age are to be found.  

I did my research. Page by page. Issue by issue. I found and combed 

those newspapers. I love this kind of work. It is a giant puzzle and finding 

the pieces is very gratifying to me. I received three grants from Rivers of 

Steel bless their hearts. My project was called Coal Mines and Coke Oven 

Reclamation and Preservation Project. I received these grants over 8 years.  

The first grant was in 2014-5. My non-profit was Jacobs Creek 

Watershed Association. The scope of the project was to locate and 

research the mines in and around Mount Pleasant and select the ones 

where it was feasible to clear foliage and other debris from around mine 
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entrances and remaining coke ovens and maintain same. Where possible 

we were to erect informative signage that gave historical information 

about that mine and possibly to include an image or a map. In the future 

the mine entrance was to be rebuilt, possibly an honor roll erected, and 

a small guide to the mines in question created. It was too ambitious, just 

like me. 

 

 
Two programs were held at the Mount Pleasant Library in 

conjunction with this research. I found local people had papers and 

information. The focus became four mines: Buckeye, Star, Hazlett, and 

Mullen. The most important information was that the Hazlett Mine coke 

overs were probably the very first built in Westmoreland County and 

they still existed. We erected a single sign (above) along the Coal and 

Coke Trail. 

The second grant was with West Overton also known as the 

Westmoreland Fayette Historical Society. This grant focused on the 

Morgan Valley and its mines: find them, identify them, GPS them, get 

their history and erect signage honoring them. I did all the work and at 
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the end Overton went ballistic, lied, erected the signage in the wrong 

place, and said my work was a mess. That is too bad because when the 

project ended all my documentation and other materials from the 

various grant efforts should ultimately have gone to them, after all it 

was Frick’s home. Well it did not. They ignored my press release and 
issued one of their own declaring the Morgan Valley part of the Coal and 

Coke Trail and the research devoted to that. Of course, it was all 

incorrect and foolish. Coal and Coke Trail had nothing to do with the 

project. I washed my hands. Unfortunately, they are the losers as I 

cannot leave anything of importance to them.  

Here is the sign. I asked them to let me know when they were going 

to erect it so I could join. They did not. So, they put it up facing the 

wrong way. When you are stupid, you are stupid. Here it is. 
 

 
 

The final grant from Rivers of Steel was with the Fayette County 

Cultural Trust: 2017-19. The purpose of the project was to complete the 

investigation of the first coal mines and coke ovens of Henry Clay Frick in 

the Morgan Valley and around Mount Pleasant. The emphasis was on 

Frick, the other company owners, the various mines, the miners 

themselves, the immigrant migration into the region, the development 
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of unions, and the importance of the region to the national story. A 

number of open meetings were held in Mount Pleasant and Connellsville 

and a lot of insight was gained from the audience.        

Perhaps the most important thing I learned which helped to solidify 

and prove my theory is: Carmen Peter DiCiccio in Bituminous Coal and 

Coke Resources of Pennsylvania 1740-1945 for the National Register of 

Historic Places Continuation sheet defines the bituminous coal era in 

southwestern Pennsylvania into four distinct eras: 

-- The Emergence of Coal in the Age of Wood, 1740-1840,  

--Transportation, Iron and Railroad Revolution as Impetus for 

Expansion of the Coal and Coke Industry, 1840-1880,  

--The Golden Era of King Coal, Queen Coke and Princess Steel, 

1880-1920,  

-- Retrenchment, Decline and Mechanized Mine, 1920-1945. 

This outline cemented my theory. The Golden Era was the time 

frame, Frick, the industry, the immigrants, and the union were the focus. 

The second most important conclusion was the fact that the coal 

and coke industry did not stand alone in its treatment of its workers. The 

methods of the companies in the Morgan Valley and thus the industry to 

come were a continuation of the 

methods of the landed gentry of the 

Middle Ages. It was still going on 

throughout Europe (and elsewhere). 

This is very important. Most of those 

centuries old systems still used script 

for workers to buy their daily needs, 

built the stores where their needs 

could be purchased, and created 

villages that housed their workers. 

What was different in America was 

that the workers were free. That 
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produced long standing change: specifically, the emergence of a Middle 

Class in America.  

The third and final important fact was that today we are living 

through many of the same problems our grandparents and great 

grandparents had to endure in the Golden Age of Coal and Coke (and 

beyond): hatred of immigrants, failure of owners to protect and care for 

their workers, attacks on socialistic programs that serve the average 

American, the rich dominating politics by buying loyalty:  nothing has 

changed. The pity of it is the families of the immigrants who freed them 

by coming to America nearing 200 years ago are allowing it to happen 

today. 

What does this have to say about the human condition? Are we 

facing the end of the idea of the average person being free? Are we 

seeing the end of the American dream? The most astonishing fact of all 

is that the uneducated citizens are not only allowing it to happen, but 

supporting the people who are doing it. The average American is the 

fourth pillar of America. If that pillar ignores its responsibility to keep the 

Executive, Legislative, and Judicial branches honorable, America will fall. 

Have we prepared the fourth pillar for its task? I say NO! 
 

Vignettes 
Frick Facts 

Henry Clay Frick was not an evil, vicious man.  He was a brilliant 

organizer. He created the Syndicate that organized the coal companies. 

His miners had better housing than any other operative. His mines were 

the most modern, the safest, and the best organized. He avoided strikes 

by granting concessions. He built hospitals, libraries, museums, and 

more. The Strike of 1891 was far more lethal than the Homestead Strike 

the following year. All are proven in my book. 

The four basic issues that have given Henry Clay Frick a bad name are 

his use of script and mandate that men must buy at his company store, 

that he built shanties and forced men to live there, he paid poor wages, 

and he never did anything to keep his men safe.  
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None of these are true. Using original sources and not depending on 

what others have to say, I prove 

these beliefs wrong again and 

again in my book Henry Clay Frick 

and the Golden Age of Coal and 

Coke.  

He did not create the concept 

of script. He used it to free his 

dollars to keep his company afloat 

and his men working during a 

devastating economic crisis and never used it again. As for the company 

store, again and again I found quotes of men who were robbed of their 

cash on payday, bought goods from peddlers using cash and more.  

Frick houses are still standing in the Mount Pleasant area. We are talking 

nearly 200 years after they were built. Shanties would not last as long. 

Were their shanties? Yes. Did they belong to Frick? No. When he bought 

a new mine, he rebuilt the housing.  

As for wages, Frick’s men were paid better than 99% of all workers in 
the field. He would give his men a raise without strikes. He was against 

unions as he wanted to negotiate directly with his men not with outsiders.   
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 It was Frick and his companies that introduced safety programs into the 

mining industry. Safety is the first Consideration is his slogan.  

 

I am Free and Can Do What I Want to Do 

Hardly. Whenever I see the women screaming in the crowd of 

unvaccinated idiots on airplanes, on streets, and anyplace else it makes 

my skin crawl. That is not freedom. That is forcing your will on others. Nor 

is it freedom when evangelicals try to get laws passed that support their 

beliefs. They should just follow their own rules and leave us alone. You are 

free to do what you want as long as you do not stop others from doing 

what they want. Big Difference. Highly restrictive. Read William Blake. He 

has the answers. 

 

Strikes of Coal and Coke were Deadlier and More Productive Than the 

Steel Industry.  

The major strikes in the coal and coke industry from 1875 to 1894 were 

terrifying, but showed the power of a free people. The strikes of 1875 to 

1879 saw peaceful marches with bands and banners without damage or 

danger to the towns and the mines. The Strike of 1886 was violent with 

much loss of property to mines and towns and it also brought to light the 

growing immigration problem in the region. The Strike of 1887 was a 

battle between the emerging unions for domination not only in the coal 

and coke region but nationally as well. It also saw the intrusion of Andrew 

Carnegie into the coal fields. The Strike of 1889 saw the reemergence of 

the immigrants in a rampage that called for their deportation.  

     The two worse strikes were the strike of 1891 that saw the Morewood 

Massacre and the Strike of 1894 which saw the murder of Mr. Paddock, the 

Frick company’s chief engineer. All was enacted on the streets of Mount 
Pleasant and Scottdale and down the Morgan Valley. Massive marches, 

some 5,000 strong, roamed the streets with guns and clubs terrorizing 

everyone. In the end the miners threw the unions out and for decades 

there were no unions in the Connellsville mining world. 
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I am an Immigrant and so are You! 

I am an immigrant. You are an immigrant. We are all immigrants except 

for the Native Americans. Any time leaders want to distract you they bring 

up this argument and turn you against 

your neighbor. It is called fallacy and most 

Americans seem to have no idea what a 

fallacy is. Then they do what they want 

and you don’t even care. HOW FUCKING 

DUMB ARE YOU?  

From the local newspapers of 1884: 

 “American labor must be protected. 
There is a certain class of European Serfs 

amongst us, who are called Hungarians 

who are a curse to our Country and a 

disgrace to the civilized world. Wherever 

they are found these creatures live on the 

lowest kind of food, therefore they take 

away our labor, never becoming citizens, never invest their earnings in any 

way to make their homes here, but instead they send their earnings back 

to their native land, and thus make a continual drain on our country’s 
money. Now we appeal to all American citizens to give us a helping hand, 

and protect us from this degrading evil. Signed Workingmen.” 

                                             “An Appeal to American Working Men,”  
                                                       Scottdale Independent, June 18, 1884, p. 2. 

 

”Republican Henry Cabot Lodge sponsored a bill in Congress in 1896 
requiring immigrants read 40 words in any language. President Grover 

Cleveland, Democrat, vetoed the bill. He vetoed it again in 1897. In 1907, 

another attempt began to limit immigration. In 1913 President Taft, 

Republican, and in 1915 President Wilson, Democrat, vetoed such bills. It 

was brought up again in 1917 and passed as the Immigrant Act requiring 
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literacy tests and an Asian Barred Zone, Wilson again vetoed it, but the 

Congress with a Republican majority passed the legislation.”   
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Immigration_Restriction_League 

 

Donald Trump: We have people coming into the country or trying to come 

in, we're stopping a lot of them, but we're taking people out of the 

country. You wouldn't believe how bad these people are. . .. When Mexico 

sends its people, they're not sending their best, . . .They're bringing drugs. 

They're bringing crime. They're rapists. And some, I assume, are good 

people." 

https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/2018/05/16/trump-

immigrants-animals-mexico-democrats-sanctuary-cities/617252002/ 

 

Obviously, the immigration issues sweeping the country in the early 

decades of the 21st century are not new. Nor is the Republican stance. It 

seems whenever one wants to divide and conquer the masses, they, 

usually the Republicans, bring up immigration and attack the weak and 

helpless.  

It is Called Fallacy 

 It happens because the schools, high school and higher, do not teach 

fallacy. Fallacy is a mistaken belief based on falsehoods, poor logic, and 

downright unsound argument. The fallacy against the immigrants is called 

Ad Homineum, a personal attack against a person or group of people 

without any proof it is true. Yesterday and today it seems to be enough to 

convince a large segment of our population. And Trump plays it to the hilt. 

He knows the people are dumb so he manipulates them all day long every 

day: Crooked Hillary, Sleepy Joe Biden, Pocahontas, Nervous Nancy.  THEY 

FALL FOR IT.  

My Health 

It was my health that was the biggest issue. Before the steroids I had 

a left kidney problem, minimal edema, and a moderate heart murmur 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Immigration_Restriction_League
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/2018/05/16/trump-immigrants-animals-mexico-democrats-sanctuary-cities/617252002/
https://www.usatoday.com/story/news/politics/2018/05/16/trump-immigrants-animals-mexico-democrats-sanctuary-cities/617252002/
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(aortic stenosis). After the steroids my kidney has atrophied, my edema 

got worse, and my heart murmur always listed as moderate became 

moderate severe. I have had that murmur since I was in my 20s. No big 

deal. For five years every six months I had an echo to keep track of it. It 

began as mild and moved to moderate. Well, after the steroids it changed 

to moderate/severe. I freaked!  

My heart doctor was Dr. Grill. Strange man. Never explains anything. 

He told me, “You are not a good candidate for a heart operation.” I 
freaked again. I asked him: “On a scale of one to ten how much has it 

changed?” He said: “You can’t do it that way.” YES YOU CAN.  
Then he retired. I went to the emergency room for six months telling 

them I cannot breathe. Eventually I refused to go home and they put me 

in the hospital. I was in the hospital four times in four months as my heart 

slowly fell apart. I got a new heart doctor: Dr Schulman.  

He sent me to Allegheny to see if I could get the tavr, a procedure 

than opened up the valve by replacing it. Tests showed I could not 

because the valve was too close to the pulmonary artery and I would die. 

Nor did they recommend open heart surgery. Simple medicate me.  

During that process, of under two weeks, Dr Schulman was gone and I 

had to find a new heart doctor: Adisey. Adisey told me I had six months to 

live and I might go to sleep and never wake up. Fuck Adisey. It got worse. 

My heart started to palpitate, wiggle, and scare the hell out of me. Adisey 

prescribed metoprolol. I took it. Felt better. Then took a puff of my 

xoponex inhaler (another long story) and ended up in the emergency 

room. They were not compatible. Called Adisey when I got home and his 

practitioner said Too bad, live with it. Fuck Adisey. 

 

Are you getting the picture? Old age in hell in the USA. There is not a 

person in the Senior Residence where I live who does not have a horror 

story to tell. We set up our own system of getting our neighbors to 

hospital in an emergency because none of us can afford the ambulance 

fee. (We are one block from Frick Hospital!)  
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Go Fund Me 

When Go Westmoreland continued to cut services, I had to find 

another way of getting to the glass museum. I went on GoFundMe and 

made this plea:  

“I am a single senior reliant on a power wheelchair for mobility due to 

health issues. As such, I am totally dependent on the Westmoreland 

County (PA) Transit Authority to transport me in a special van. 

In the past three years I founded the Mount Pleasant Glass Museum 

and serve as President of the Board. I do all the PR, create the exhibits, 

organize events including a Speaker Series, produce the newsletter, and 

manager the facility. The stories of Bryce Brothers, Lenox Crystal and L.E. 

Smith factories and their workers are commemorated at the 

Museum. Learn more about our work on Facebook by searching for 

Mount Pleasant Glass Museum.    

I DO THIS WITHOUT ANY FINANCIAL COMPENSATION. 

 The recent changes made by the Transit Authority deny me access 

to most of the Museum’s events. Due to these restrictions, my ability to 

continue the full range of my services to manage the Museum is at risk 

and the remainder of this season and the future of the Museum is in 

jeopardy. 

I have lived in Mount Pleasant for six years. During that time, in 

addition to my work at the Museum I have: 

• Researched and mapped the route of Braddock’s Army through 

the  area and produced a brochure with a map and a driving tour: 

http://mphistory.com/default.aspx?pageid=12     and 

http://www.mphistory.com/uploads/Braddocks%20Road.pdf 

• Wrote a column for the Mount Pleasant Journal called Our Town      

Remembered (for 2 years) 

• Wrote the book Hidden History of the Laurel Highlands. 

http://mphistory.com/default.aspx?pageid=12
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• Researched and wrote a history of the H. C. Frick Coke Company 

mines around the Mount Pleasant Area. Created a map erected along 

the Coal & Coke Trail. 

http://www.jacobscreekwatershed.org/partners/the-bridgeport-legacy/ 

and       http://www.jacobscreekwatershed.org/wp-

content/uploads/2014/11/4-FINAL-4-15-Coal-Mine-and-Coke-Oven-

Reclamation-and-Preservation-Project.pdf  

• Currently expanding that project to the H C Frick Coke Company  

first mines along Morgan Valley from Broad Ford to Mount Pleasant. 

• I cannot continue this work either without access to research 

facilities. 

• The limited compensation for these projects barely covered my 

expenses. 

Help us! Help me! I need to buy a handicapped vehicle that will carry 

me and my wheelchair. They are expensive.   

I HAVE HELPED PEOPLE ALL MY LIFE, NOW I AM ASKING FOR HELP!” 

                     (This plea raised over $12,000 for my car.)  2015 

 

New Problems with a Car 

That opened another set of problems. My car 

opens on the right-hand side and I have to 

automatically put a ramp down. That meant no 

cars on the right side. Tell that to Walmart in 

Mount Pleasant. Most of the drivers there park on 

the strips all the time and Walmart does nothing 

about it. I talked to them. Nothing. Then I called 

the police. Out of their jurisdiction. I needed to call the state police. The 

state police had better things to do than monitor parking at Walmart. 

Because I complained so much to Transit they put me on an advisory 

committee. It met once. Never again in five years. I made a sign that read 

STAY OFF THE STRIPES and asked Transit to distribute it to newspapers, 

post offices, senior centers, and other sources. Never done.    

http://www.jacobscreekwatershed.org/partners/the-bridgeport-legacy/
http://www.jacobscreekwatershed.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/4-FINAL-4-15-Coal-Mine-and-Coke-Oven-Reclamation-and-Preservation-Project.pdf
http://www.jacobscreekwatershed.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/4-FINAL-4-15-Coal-Mine-and-Coke-Oven-Reclamation-and-Preservation-Project.pdf
http://www.jacobscreekwatershed.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/11/4-FINAL-4-15-Coal-Mine-and-Coke-Oven-Reclamation-and-Preservation-Project.pdf
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I did have some contact with folks. Not all bright. 

 Take Wael 

Sorry Wael, but 

everything you 

wrote about 

Cassandra Vivian in 

your recent post on 

Facebook is a lie. I 

never met or spoke 

to you until 2001 

when I was taking a 

group to the deep 

desert. I called you 

to hire you to be our 

guide and transport.  

My first and only book on the Western Desert was published in 1990 as 

Islands of the Blest. I published that edition. It was revised several times 

then the AUC Press took it over and published its first edition of the 

same revised book in 2000. That issue was called The Western Desert of 

Egypt.” Again, I called you in 2001. 

You did not ask permission to put my photo on the cover of the book 

you call Crossing the Great Selima Sand Sheet and show the two of us 

with the words Vivian and Abed in 1998. The date is wrong too!!! 

Monessen Again 

Monessen is my hometown. I have done many good things for the 

community from being on the committees that founded the cultural 

heritage back in the 60s to founding a historical society and a museum in 

the new century. But once again Monessen tried to kick me in the teeth. 

The latest has to do with the Josh Gibson record at Page Park. The first I 

heard of it was a column in the Observer Reported in Washington, PA. A 

man named Frank LoPresti stated, “It was a good 15 years ago I was 

reading a historical book written by Cassandra Vivian of Monessen, that 
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mentioned the home run,” said Lopresti, a 43-year-old Monessen 

resident. “I asked her about it, and she couldn’t remember about the 

homerun.” Of course, I remember. I remember sitting day after day at 

the microfilm machine at Monessen Public Library photocopying article 

after article to write my book, Monessen: A Typical Steel Country Town.” 
I called the Observer. They said they would get back to me, but they 

never did. This weekend Monessen is all over the news and a plaque has 

been erected honoring Gibson. Nary a word about me. No Dan 

Zyglowicz is given the credit. He took the credit for the honors at the 

Westmoreland County Historical Society too. 

 Here is what I wrote on 

page 82 back in 2002: 

There were a number of leagues in 

operation during the 1930s. One 

was the Mid–Atlantic League Class 

D Baseball. It was represented in 

Monessen by the Monessen 

Cardinals, a farm team for the Saint 

Louis Cardinals. Another was the 

Pennsylvania State Association 

Minor League, which reemerged in 

1934 with six teams, including 

Charleroi, Jeannette, Greensburg, 

McKeesport, and Monessen. The 

Monessen Indians had such 

Monessen greats as Joseph 

Cherocci, Mooney Kachmarik, and 

George Manko. Out-of-town 

players were housed at the Grand 

Hotel during the season. There was 

also a team called the Monessen 

Reds, which was the only desegregated team in town, maybe in all of baseball at that 

time. This team broke two taboos: color and gender. There were two African-American 

players and two women, sisters, on the team. Monessen, at that time, would 

continue to have segregated teams. 

One of the most outstanding teams in Monessen history was the black 

Pittsburgh Steel team of 1919, which took the city league championship that year. 

A number of steel companies had established African-American teams, including 
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Homestead. It was the beginning, although the history is much more complicated, of 

such famous teams as the Homestead Grays and the Pittsburgh Crawfords that would 

play regularly at Page Field exhibition games. Legends like Josh Gibson, who some 

say was the greatest baseball player, and Satchel Page, who eventually made his 

way into professional baseball after Jackie Robinson broke the color barrier, 

often played at Page Park in exhibition games against Monessen teams. One of 

Josh Gibson’s many legacies happened at Page Park. He hit a home run that was 

so far out of the ballpark that Mayor Gold stopped the game and insisted it be 

measured. Oral history claims it was hit a distance of 512 feet. Although sports 

writers claim a hit in Yankee Stadium was further than the Monessen ball, the 

town is in all the record books. In his autobiography, Josh Gibson claims the 

Monessen hit was his longest. 

 Most of the newspapers, like the Observer, state: Shorraw 

(theMayor) also credited city resident Daniel Zyglowicz, and the Greater 

Monessen Historical Society for their research and for helping verify the 

home run and date it happened. 

 Does it hurt? Of course it hurts! This is my hometown. But my 

legacy, as you have seen, goes far beyond the banks of the 

Monongahela.  

 

Norbert was a bright note 

But the good keeps coming, and from around the world. Norbert is an 

international photographer and photojournalist who has set up a 

homepage and wrote to me: “The reason I’m writing is that during my 

time in Cairo I was commissioned to illustrate a book about Egypt. I had 

the freedom to illustrate how I saw fit so I decided to take off into the 

desert using your book. . . 

Right now I am resuscitating the film I shot for that desert book project 

and creating a series of articles for my website. I just put the first 

installment up.  

What I would like to do is have an interview with you over Zoom and 

talk about your adventures in the desert before such travel was popular. 

In may ways you were the desert pioneer and like the Great Egyptian 

explorer Ahmed Fakhry mad desert travel and exploration popular.” 
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This all started in the summer. But I cannot direct you to the article as it 

is not done. Sorry about that. 

And a few More 

 I continued to be connected to Rob Ferguson of Scottdale who is 

my executor and Michael Edwards and Dan Cox of the Fayette County 

Cultural Trust who are handling the sales of the Frick book and who will 

house the Frick artifacts. 

 And then there is Eugene. He is my right arm. He was my 

assistant during the final phases of the Frick book and we have remained 

trusted friends. Each weekend he comes and takes me for a ride around 

the region, updates me on historical stuff going on in the region, and 

generally helps me with my vehicle which is falling apart. 

.    

 

 

I will not spoil this wonderful story but lamenting the horrors that have 

driven me to insanity. Suffice to say our health care system and senior aid 

programs are a mess. Everyone knows. No one does anything.  

 

 AS FOR ME, I AM FAILING: I WILL TURN MY BACK TO LIFE AND 

SLOWLY WALK AWAY! 

Regrets, I’ve had a few 
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But then again too few to mention 

I did what I had to do 

And saw it through without exception 

I planned each charted course 

Each careful step along the byway 

And more, much more than this 

I DID IT MY WAY! 

 


