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I
n 2004 the Schuylkil l River National and State Heritage Area hired us as two
folklorists to spend time in Schuylkil l County imbibing the deep and varied
ethnic traditions that form the human wealth of the county.It has been our job

and our joy to explore and celebrate the richness of cultural expression that calls out
from all corners of the county, from Pennsylvania Dutch ham and dandelion sup-
pers to Russian Orthodox Christmas on parade in story and song.

Our edict has been to listen and give back what we have heard.With the peo-
ple of Schuylkil l County we have collaboratively designed an exhibit to help us hear
one another. We hope that in hearing local stories of family and community,
Schuylkil l County residents will find hope and determination to work with picks
and shovels,pens and paper, pastry and butter, to save this region through shear and
unabashed love.This means loving the coal region and all its inhabitants,most all
of whom have emigrated here from other lands and struggled to adapt to new ways
and hold onto what was dearest about home.

HOSPITAL ITY: A SCHUYLKILL STRENGTH

W
e found across the county a longstanding ability to survive and a pro-
found gift for hospitality, one that crosses all ethnic lines from Eastern
and Western Europe to all parts of Asia,Af rica, the Mediterranean,

Latin America and the Middle East.We wonder if county residents can share in
ways that benefit themselves and offer work for their families.

This means loving and valuing Schuylkil l’s own traditions enough to believe
that they can translate into meaningful employment,striving to offer hospitality,

genealogy,and warm meals from the county’s varied tables.People of this nation are seeking surer
footing, a deeper understanding of their own ethnic heritage. Schuylkil l County people have not
lost their own connection to cultural roots.So “Schuylks”are in a special position to redefine their
livelihoods by rolling out the red carpet to rootless Americans in search of a taste of home.

Top left: Lace in Tamaqua
Bottom left: Georgine Borchik
Bottom right:St.Michael’s 
nut rolls baking, St.Clair
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For that matter, many of the ethnic tra-
ditions that survive in Schuylkil l County
have even died out in their countries of ori-
gin.So international travelers also seek their
heritage in the Pennsylvania coal region.

Anthony Kurdilla: Over the years I worked
with Jan Levin’s Polka Band and any time I
had an opportunity I’d pick his brains about
what it was like in Poland,especially behind
the Iron Curtain. When I asked him what
kind of music they played in Poland, he
smiled at me and said “Classical music and
rock and roll.” And I’d say, “And what about
the polkas,the obetics and cardishes?”And
he’d say, “Only in Pennsylvania,New Jersey,
Connecticut, and Chicago.” And then I
asked him,“What kind of food do you eat in
Poland?”“Well, pork and chicken and beef.”
And I said,“W hat about the pierogies and
halupkies?”And he smiled at me. “Only in
Pennsylvania,New Jersey, Connecticut,and
Chicago.”

And I asked him,“Why is that?”And
this is how he explained it to me. He said
that at the beginning of the last century, the
early 1900s,all the people emigrated from
Eastern Europe and settled in different cells
or pockets in the eastern United States.And
they created these ethnic communities.And
they desperately tried to maintain the digni-
ty of their country by keeping, especially the
religion, the polkas,and the food.And they
kept it here.They never outgrew it because
they just wanted to keep that going. He said
that the little clans would get together, and
let’s face it,in Schuylkil l County we have all
kinds of ethnic groups here,and they would
settle in these little neighborhoods,keeping
their religion and ethnic foods and ethnic
music.

ARE YOU LISTENI NG?

T
his exhibit is a quilt of deeply
thought out,heartfelt oral testimo-
nials Schuylkil l County residents

imparted to us.Our secret? Listening. We
listen with full, rapt attention for hours at a
time, with neither an interruption nor a
question. W hen listening, we withhold
judgment.We do not offer our own inter-
pretation. We just engage and entrain with

the direction of the teller. Try it if you dare.
It is a wild ride.

The results are in this exhibit.They are
in the Pottsville Free Public Library as 60
unedited CDs,available for anyone to hear.
Some of the recordings are of church servic-
es, hymns and folk songs sung in the
tongues of forebearers.Most of the record-
ings are tapestries of spoken masterpieces,
told by Schuylkil l County residents who had
waited a long time for someone to come
along and truly listen.

We wondered how to justly exhibit eth-
nicity in a province so rich. Ultimately we
decided to patch together and co-mingle
individual narratives which exemplify ethnic
life,single squares rather than yards of solid
fabric, a crazy quilt of Schuylkil l County
life. Go out yourself and add texture. See
and hear with new eyes and ears the stories
of your own family and neighbors,and if you
really want to break down the wall, cross
into another township and celebrate some-
one else’s holiday.

ETH NIC I DENT IT Y 
BREEDS CHAR ACTER

Wally Baran (photo above):What we share is
custom and tradition that goes back for cen-
turies.We share a zest for life and an over-
powering desire to succeed that has been
instilled in us in ways that we, even now,
don’t really understand.We are still able to
retain something from the past that is good,
an ethnic identity that gives us character, a
sense of history,a true meaning of the prom-
ise of America.

H IGH P ERCENTAGE OF PEOPLE IN
TH E U.S. TRACE ROOTS TO THE

EASTERN PA COAL REGION
Wayne Bowen:Pennsylvania Germans were
among the first settlers in the farming area.
And then as coal was discovered you had the
rush of Eastern Europeans,especially in the
northern parts of the county.The canals and
the railroads had a lot to do with the move-
ment of people and bringing in goods and
services.Twenty percent of the people in the
United States can trace their roots back to
the five counties in the anthracite region.
The name Bowen is Welsh.But that’s prob-
ably the smallest part of our roots.My fam-
ily is mostly Pennsylvania German.

MEANI NG OF TH E EGGS
Georgine Borchik: Pysankia means to write.
It ’s writing on an egg with wax.This art
form has its origins in the life,death and res-
urrection of Christ. Each village in the
Ukraine had its own traditions of pysanki.
They did a lot of wood-carving.The women
did embroidery.They were very artistic and
this was one way of passing the time on
long, cold winter evenings.

The women during Lent would start
decorating eggs for the oncoming Christ.
On Easter Monday you had to give your
best egg away. If somebody wanted a family
and the woman couldn’t get pregnant,you’d
give her an egg with a chicken on it for fer-
tilit y. If somebody was having a hard time,
you’d give them an egg designed with a lat-
tice over green for prosperity and good

Refer to the booklet,“Come to the Old Country:A Handbook for Preserving and Sharing Schuylkill County’s Cultural Heritage”for first steps in 
organizing the kind ofcultural heritage tourism that takes into account a wide variety ofinterpretations,a tourism that is locally owned and 
operated and remains on a manageable scale. This booklet also offers descriptions ofcultural traditions we found in the county, listed by ethnic group.



health.Farmers would bury the pysanki for
good harvest. In pagan times,gold colors
meant riches in the ground,you know, for
the wheat to grow. Then when St. Andrew
brought Christianity to Ukraine, gold came
to personify the Son of God.Orange meant
the moon that shown down on the people.
Blue symbolized the teardrops shed by the
Blessed Mother and circular designs repre-
sented never-ending eternity. So everything
on an egg means something.

I saw the eggs growing up as a child but
I didn’t see them being done. My grand-
mothers were afraid and my mom was afraid
to do them in the open because they were
persecuted over in the Ukraine under
Communism for doing them.So they were
always done at night behind closed doors.
So finally our generation started saying,
“Hey,I want to learn how to do these.”Well,
little by little they started showing us,show-
ing the eggs at Easter time.

COAL CR ACKER KIDS
Bob Mulhall:I was raised two miles in the
Heckscherville Valley in Greenbury.My dad
was Irish.My mother was,she always said,
Pennsylvania Dutch. They used to fight
about us.When we did something my dad
used to say, “That’s the dumb Dutchman.”
My mother would say, “No, it ’s the thick-
headed Irish.” So you take your pick! Like I
said I don’t think there’s any of us that’s 100
percent Irish,but we all act it.That’s the best
part of it.

We made our own things to do as kids.
Kick the can. We played baseball in our
barefeet in the slush dam.We went out at 8
o’clock and we’d come home for supper. But
we never got in trouble really. We all had our

chores to do:taking care of about 200 chick-
ens,work in the garden with my mother, go
pick coal,crack it, screen it.Take the garbage
out.We all had jobs to do. It made me a bet-
ter person. It made us all better people. We
respected people and we respected life.

HO W KOWAL ONEK’S KIELB ASY
CAME TO BE

Mary Kowolonek Andrulonis:I was raised on
the same street where I’m living now. I was
the second one born. And we lived a plain
life.The butcher shop was downstairs and
we lived upstairs.Oh, my mother was so
cross.She loved to cuss.My mother decided
to move from down the street. She said,
“Hey, we’re not getting anywhere.” She says
to my father, “Joe, we’re going to buy that
house on Chestnut Street. It ’s beautiful.
We’ll fix it up.”

My father came up to look at it. He
says,“Why? What are we going to do here?
These are all I rish people here. I just know
how the Polish people eat.”

My mother said,“He stood there and
cried, like, I ’m going to Hell.” She said,“No,
we’re coming out of Hell.”

So that’s how it started.Oh, my moth-
er wanted to get out of that place down
below. She couldn’t stand the landlord. My
mother would say to him,“I’m a greenhorn
too, and so are you,and don’t show off, and
don’t bleed us like you are.” So they came up
here and they started.

My mother was a foreigner, but she
tried to talk English to the best of her abili-
ty. My father, at that time, would say, “What
do they want when they ask for this or this
or this?”And my mother would say, “It ’s
this.” My mother, she was fortunate. She

could speak Polish and Lithuanian.And my
father knew Polish and more Russian,or the
Hungarian.And that’s how Kowalonek’s got
started.

My mother, she held the axe over my
father. She’d say, “Such a damn dummy.
How did you ever get out of the Old
Country?” And she was born in the Old
Country, but she was a girl when she came
here. My father was the best man in the
world in my eyes. He was so kind and
patient. Oh, that’s a Godsend to have
patience. His name was Joseph Kowalonek.

OLD CULTURES IN 
TH E CH URCH ES

Gerard Suzadail:The churches have a lot to
do with the preservation of culture because
each of the churches had their own unique
ethnicity. So even today if you go into a
Lithuanian church you’ll see a Lithuanian
flag off to the side of the altar.

My church, which is dying out because
we’re so intermarried, still today will sing
some Lithuanian songs.And there are still
things brought up about being Lithuanian.
They still sell Lithuanian cheese on certain
Sundays,a drier form of farmers’cheese. It
reminds you of feta cheese without being in
the brine, and probably a cows’milk instead
of a goats’milk.

There are some people like myself that
are proud of being Lithuanian.I used to
think that, oh, I wish I was 100 percent
Lithuanian, that I didn’t have all this other
extra luggage. It ’s like being a mutt. I
thought I’d rather be just the pure thing.
And then you start looking at your other
cultures and I found out I had some French
in me and that made me proud.And I was

Mary Kowalonek Andrulonis: Kowalonek’s kielbasa Bread at Lechuga’s Mexican Grocery,
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almost elated to find that all Pennsylvania
Dutchies weren’t German,because we were
Swiss.And then I found out that I did have
German, because the Bicklemans were
German.So then I decided it was nice to be
German,too. I don’t know why it is today,
but young people still identify with their
family cultures.

NO QUESTIONS ASKED
Pete Yasenchak:My father was the chairman
of the church board of trustees,so the priest
was always at our house talking something
about the church. And he’d come into the
house and say, “Joe (that was my father),we
have a funeral tomorrow.”

From the kitchen would come my
mother’s voice, “Petro will be there.” I’m
Petro. That’s my name in Slavic, in my
native language.Instead of Peter it’s Petro. I
had no choice in this,I’m upstairs.It ’s not
like, “I have something else to do.” I was vol-
unteered.That was it!

And that was my early life around the
church because I was volunteered for wed-
dings,for funerals,for whatever happened.I
had Divine Liturgy at 8:00 and again at
10:30 on Sunday mornings. Then I had
Vespers in the evening at 7:00.

So I’m in high school. I’m a Senior.
And I said to my mom, “I’m not going to
Vespers tonight because I have a date with
Mil lie, and my mother says, “Oh, that’s
okay,” she says.“Church is at 7:00,you can
go for your date at 7:30.” And that was that.

GRAPE VI NE SHADE FOR 20
Rich Federiska:On my father’s side of the
family my grandparents came over from
what would be the Czech Republic today

right after WW I. And my grandfather died
when all of my aunts and uncles were quite
young. Well one of the ways you survived
back in those days was you grew.If you had
land you had a giant garden.

My bubba had wine crocks and a huge
grape vine that was so big that twenty peo-
ple could sit under it.So she sold wine to the
miners to make a few extra dollars.She sold
homemade bread. She made something
called nutroll. She would make them and
sell it.

So even though you didn’t have those
safety nets 100 years ago or 75 years ago, you
improvised and you made up as you went
along. And everyone done it. But that was
one of the ways if you didn’t have an actual
job to go to. You jarred.I think some people
jarred 700 or 800 Mason jars of fruits and
vegetables.Because I used to love to sneak
down to the cold dirt basement and just look
at all the Mason jars lined up.

A MAR RIAGE MADE 
IN A BOARDI NG HO USE

Emil Simodejka:My parents came form the
Carpathian Mountains of what was then
Czechoslovakia in 1912.They were origi-
nally from the same village,a small farming
community very much like Heckscherville.
Very little future for my father there. At 18
he would have had to go into the Service,
and he wanted no parts of that.

So he and a friend walked by night to
Hamburg, Germany and came to America,
to New York, and ended up in
Heckscherville. He got work at the
Thomaston Colliery and then when they
had the big strikes there he had to go to
work in a bootleg hole, and they were always

getting shut down by the Coal & Iron
police.

Then my dad found out my mother was
in New York.One of the neighbors from the
village back home came up to
Heckscherville and told him she was work-
ing in New York as a baby sitter there. So he
got on the train and went to New York look-
ing for her and he found her.

He said,“Come on, we’ll go and get
married.Up in Heckscherville, Pennsylvania
I have a house and all the furnishings you
need.” And my mom told the story later,
said,“Yeah,he had the house and all the fur-
nishings,but he didn’t say anything about
the ten boarders that I had to cook and wash
clothes for that were living in the same
house.” Al l the boarders worked different
shifts.And she had to cook meals for them.
And every two years she had a baby. It was
tough work for her.

DAD’S LUNCH BUCK ET
Margaret Curran: I live in the same house I
was born in. We played baseball. We went
out on our own for the day. You had no wor-
ries.My father was a miner. He was a break-
er boy at the age 12.He went to third grade.
He could add better than I could today. He
would sit down with a long sheet of paper
and he’d have that added up before we could
have it done. But he said all you need is your
basic arithmetic and you have what you
need.We had hard times.He only worked
sometimes two or three days a week.We had
the surplus cheese. But we never really felt
like we were poor, because everybody was in
the same boat.Christmastime you got one
gift. And it was all you wanted.You got an
orange in your stocking. And it was great.

ry, Tamaqua Lithuanian Kucios Holy Supper,St.Clair Peter Yasenckak in Byzantine Male Choir
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My mother was from New Jersey. She
moved up here when her parents died,at 16.
Met my father here.There’s memories like
waiting for your dad to come home to get
something out of his lunch bucket that he
didn’t eat,like a jelly sandwich.

Liz Quinn: It had a special taste to it,
didn’t it?

Margaret Curran:It did. It had a differ-
ent taste to the jelly that was in that lunch
can.He died of black lung. He was in the
mines from the time he was 12 until he was
about 60.My mother went to the factory to
learn to sew. She sewed our clothes.But they
learned everything themselves.I mean she
had to learn to sew for us because we didn’t
have anything.

We went to Pottsville twice a year when
I was a kid.When I was a child we went for
our Christmas outfit and our Easter outfit.
That’s the only time that I ever saw
Pottsville. Well that was great.We went and
had ice cream before we came home. And
that was like the biggest thing for our life for
the year! And today, it ’s nothing to go to
Pottsville from Heckscherville. I can’t
explain the way it really was.But we had no
stress like the kids have now. We were very
fortunate, because nobody’s kids will have
what we had here.

TH E BRAI N DRAI N
Rosy Narula: I was raised in Detroit,
Michigan.My father came to this country
from India in the 1950s.We only had five
Indian Sikh families in Detroit. And our
whole street was Catholic and Hungarian.
Both of my parents were Indian by ancestry,
100 percent.My mom was born and raised
in Burma and my dad was born and raised in
Kenya.My grandfather was a physician in
the British Army in Kenya.My grandfather
came back to India. It was just the way the
British sort of shuffled people around.

And when they came to India there was
a war, and the British sort of divided India
into two, Pakistan and India.The northwest
of India, the State of Punjab where they
were from,was divided into two. And he lost
most of his family. It was the largest masses
shuffled around in the history of the globe.
There was so much holocaust,so many peo-
ple killed on both ends.The Hindus and
Sikhs were killed by the Muslims,and the
Muslims were killed by the Hindus and
Sikhs.And they all had to leave all belong-

ings,everything behind.
So both of my parents were in refugee

camps after World War II with a zero dollar
in their pocket.They lost everything. And
then they started their life all over again and
went to school in India.My dad was a physi-
cian,and my mom was a nurse.And then my
dad was assistant director of the national
communicable diseases organization for the
government of India. And he went to
Washington, D.C. to present a paper. And
that was the era in the U.S. of “brain drain.”
They picked up every brainy person from
every country,brought them to the U.S. And
they kept him here.

INT ER-ETH NIC L IVI NG
Thomas Ward:The roads back then were dirt
roads.And there was around maybe 30 dou-
ble houses in the patch where I lived.And
that means there was a family on one side
and you were on the other side. And it was
an ethnic cross-section of people.There was
Polish and Irish, English. My family was
both English and Welsh.

And I think we were unique around
here,because of all the cross section of eth-
nic people that we had here. We probably
didn’t have the problem that they have in
different cities today. Sure you had battles,
but I think we got along very well.

My mom could say,“Go next door and
ask for a bowl of sugar.” And we would go
over. We’d give the bowl of sugar. And that
sugar would be brought back the next time
we would get our sugar. We could leave our
doors open.We could leave our windows
open.Nobody would bother them.

Emil Simodejka:My wife and I met at a
polka dance. She was from Frackville. We
went up to Frackville, four or five of us when
we used to pal around.Went up to Frackville
to the Russian Friendly Club to a dance
there one night and that’s where I met her.
Danced with her once or twice that night
and then saw her a couple of weeks later at
another dance. Finally asked her to go out.
Ten months later we were married.

She was a Ukrainian girl f rom
Frackville, Katherine Kalman,and she hap-
pened to live right next door to the
Ukrainian Club. Every nationality had a
club, the Lithuanian Club up in
Shenandoah,the Ukrainian Club up in
Frackville, the Irish Club up in

Mackeysburg. We used to hit them all.
That’s where you used to meet the girls.

We used to go to the dances,take two
tee shirts and a pair of trousers.Midd le of
the night you’d have to change clothes
because you were soaking wet. Once we
started we never quit for the whole night.

In those days it was nothing to see four
or five girls bumming rides to go to the
dances at Lakewood.The guys would pick
them up, take them to the dance.They’d find
a way home with somebody else. It didn’t
matter, there was no funny stuff, or nothing.
It was just that everyone loved to go out and
dance. And that’s what they did.The girls
would think nothing of hitchhiking up to
Lakewood or Frackville from St. Clair.
There was never any problems.

THAT CL OSENESS
Rosie Snowell: We have great memories of
growing up on Fairmont Avenue in the
housing project in Pottsville, because we
established such great relationships growing
up at that time. And whenever we run into
the people that lived up in that area with us,
we always stop and have long conversations,
trying to get each other updated in their
family and our family.

Our kids today have no idea of the
closeness that our families shared growing
up.The Sullivans who lived next door to us,
their dad died.Our dad died.Even some of
the tragedies that happened in each family,
we were there to comfort each other. And
we were able to relate, because we went
through the same experience.

We would be outside a lot of times to
10:00 and 11:00 at night playing dodgeball,
kickball. There were a lot of kids,just
between our family, which has 10 and
Sullivans, which I think had eight. Our
house was on the end,and there was a big
open space out in the back of our house
where we played most games at.So the kids
always gathered around the house. And my
mom was never fussy about a lot of kids
around the house. My mom never was fussy
about kids’noise.

H E’D CONSTANT LY QUIZ ME
Mantura Gallagher: I was raised in the
Pottsville. I’ve spent all of my life in
Pottsville. My father was the son of Italian
immigrants. My father did not learn to
speak English until he was in the first grade.
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My mother is the granddaughter of
Lebanese immigrants on her maternal and
paternal sides.

I was most exposed to my maternal
grandparents,and they had a great deal of
influence on me in my formative years.Her
name was Josephine Joulwan.And he was
Solomon Joulwan. His parents were
Mantura and Michael Joulwan.The docu-
ment on the wall of my office here is my
grandfather’s citizenship. And it was issued
from this county from this office 100 years
ago. Not only was it my great-grandfather’s
citizenship, but it was issued from this office
in which I work. They lived here in
Pottsville.

W hen my great-grandfather came
here, he found himself in Pottsville because
he compared this area,the fertile valleys and
the beautiful mountains,to what he knew in
Tulla, Lebanon. So he thought he’d settle
here,and he began his career here as a ped-
dler of notions and religious articles.I have
his business card with his name in Arabic as
well as in English.Af ter a few years he went
back to Lebanon and married Mantura and
brought her back to Pottsville.

As I was growing up he was definitely
the patriarch in our family, and education
was very important.You have to remember,
he died in 1960.My great-grandfather had
the foresight to realize that a woman--. A
lot of people at that time looked at women
as people who didn’t need to know math and
didn’t need to master science, and didn’t
even need to be educated.

When I would visit him,I have no rec-
ollection of any conversation that ever began
with any thing else other than,“Mantura,
eight times seven,” or “Mantura, what
President followed Buchanan?”He’d con-
stantly quiz me. He was very interested in
academic performance, and the results show
it in my family.He was very forward thinking.

EARNI NG A BANAN A 
Pete Yasenchak: My father worked in the
mines,and evidently he was very tough,very
clever. But on payday he would come home
with the most beautiful hand of bananas.
We’re talking Depression Days here. But
somehow Pop would bring those bananas.

And he would set those bananas on the
table. And then you would kneel in front of
that table and he would ask,“W hat did you
learning in school today?” in his broken

English. And you had to go and explain
what you learned.And he was sitting there
like the judge. “Hmmm. That’s all?” And
you’re trying to think of more things and,
“That’s all?”

And then finally he’d look over at my
mother and say, “You think that’s enough?”
And being a true mother,out of compassion,
she would say, “I think so.”And then you got
your banana.

LEARNI NG TO COOK 
LEBANE SE FOOD

Mantura Gallagher: My grandmother taught
me how to cook. When she was about 80
years old she insisted.She had been asking
for about 10 years before that, and I was
resisting. And I was resistant because I did-
n’t want to stop needing her. Anyway, when
I f inally went down, we made an appoint-
ment. We had a standing appointment for
Sunday mornings at 10:00.

So I did that for these 12 consecutive
Sundays.I would go to her house on Second
St., and she would have all of the ingredients
ready for me. And during the week I would
have told her what my next wish was to
learn. So she would have it all ready for me.

And as soon as I would walk in she
would lock the door. She was very protective
of her recipes,and nobody else was going to
come in here, because she knew they all
wanted them.But we cooked for 12 consec-
utive Sundays, and I learned all of the
recipes that I really needed to do. It was four
years later when she passed away.

A CULMI NG I NFL UENCE
Lester Hirsch: I was raised the first 12 years
of my life in Shenandoah.And I feel as
though the area really affected my frame of
reference. I never lost that perspective.It was
beautiful and sometimes sad too, a dichoto-
my. There was this rich heritage of the coal
regions, but on the outside you see the
scarred hills that I’ve written about.

Shenandoah,back in 1917 had the
largest square mile in the eastern hemi-
sphere. It had close to 30,000 people. We
had lots of ethnic diversity when I was a kid.
And on one hand it was like family every-
where: the Italian friends down the block,
and the Poles here,and the Jewish commu-
nity. And we had quite a Jewish community,
which we don’t have much now. At one time
we had about 150 families,or approximately

500 people in the Jewish community. We
had the community center, the temple, lots
of activity. So I grew up in an ethnically
diverse area:the Irish and the--,oh my, so
many people from diverse communities.
And we all spoke with a similar accent:“Yez
guys,” “what-cha-ma-call-em,” “yo tally ho,”
all these different phrases.I was truly a coal
region person, running around the cemeter-
ies with friends,sliding down coal heaps,or
culm banks and getting all this coal dust in
my head.

My grandfather,who was named Lester
Hirsh, was a peddler at first. Came to this
country from Lithuania,and I don’t think he
even spoke English at the time. He came to
this country and one by one brought his
family over. He tried to establish himself in
the in the late 1800s.My father was the first
in his generation to be born in this country.
I ’m a second generation Lithuanian.

My grandfather was a very religious
Jew, and they would always invite a stranger
in on a Friday night for a meal,every Friday
night. Could be a beggar on the street.And
that was a ritual that was brought over from
Europe.

OUTDO OR BAKE OVEN 
IN TH E PAT CH

Joe Bellucci: I was raised in Shenandoah,
down in a patch we called Brownsville. My
dad laid up a bake oven out of bricks in the
yard.My mother used to make pizza.When
it was done she’d call all the neighbors in,
and everyone would sit down at the table to
eat.The next door neighbors were German
and they used to make rye bread, really rye
bread. And they invited us over for that.
When you tasted that,you’d taste it for a
week.The old timers,the grandmother and
grandfather, they wouldn’t eat it with butter.
They’d eat it with fatback. Everything was
homemade.

A CORNISH GE RMAN 
STAT E REPRESENTAT IVE

Dave Argall: My mother’s family is from St.
Clair. My father’s family is from
Midd leport. I’ve been living in Schuylkil l
County just about all my life. We’re
Cornish.There was a phrase in a book that
said,“If you look in the bottom of a mining
pit you will find people from Cornwall.” So
I suspect I know why they came to
Schuylkil l County in the 1820s.He was
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actually a shoemaker.
My mother’s a hundred percent

Pennsylvania German or Pennsylvania
Dutch. My grandparents moved here.There
weren’t many jobs back in Montgomery
County in the 1930s.They moved to St.
Clair. I don’t think there were a lot of
Pennsylvania Dutch families in St. Clair, but
they were one.

My grandmother’s maiden name was
Schultz. Her people moved here in the
1730s because of religious persecution in
Salicia,which is now Poland,but was then
German-speaking. Fortunately for me, they
kept wonderful records,and so it was easy to
trace my grandmother’s family all the way
back to the boat that they got off of, the St.
Andrews,docking in Philadelphia in 1734.

In my grandparents home, or the fami-
ly reunions, I would hear them speaking
German,usually when they didn’t want the
kids to understand.I’ve studied German six
years.It stil l didn’t help me much with the
dialect. I’l l be invited to the local
Grundshau,the Groundhog Dinners.And I
usually understand the jokes,until they get
to about the punch line. So I guess it’s a bit
of a disadvantage that I never learned the
dialect.The only thing that my grandparents
taught me—And I’m told that it’s standard
fare, that just about every kid in a
Pennsylvania Dutch household learns: It
translates to, “Can you catch flies? Yes, if
they stand still.” W hich isn’t all that helpful,
but it’s what they teach you.

TUT ORING I N TH E PAT CH
Joe Bellucci:I can remember as a young kid
growing up in the patch talking Italian at
home with my mother. So I’d go to school
and the teacher would ask a question and I’d
put my hand up and start answering in
Italian. I’d have to stop and then say it in
English.

The school teachers,the principal,they
lived right in the patch too, and if I did
something wrong, the principal would see
my dad in church and tell him about it.
Most of the teachers were Irish.They were
already Americanized, they had the lan-
guage, where the Italians,the Lithuanians,
they all talked their own language.

So when school was over the teachers
would go home and eat.Then they’d come
down and knock at my mom and dad’s door,

and my mother had one of them big, old-
fashioned round tables.My mother and dad
would sit there and the teachers taught them
how to read and write English, and talk
English,at no charge. Today if you tutored
with somebody you’d have to pay, right? And
all those Lithuanians and Polish,they taught
them, every night a different home. The
whole week,that’s what they’d do. We of
course didn’t have electricity,so they’d have a
big oil lamp in the middle of the table. And
they taught my mother and dad.

LITTL E ENGL ISH
John Rodriguez: I live in Auburn,
Pennsylvania. I was born and raised in
Mexico. That’s where my mom still lives.
When you learn something it is always
good,because it could be that tomorrow you
might need to use that and you might be
stuck right on the spot.I still got a lot to
learn. I think basically, humans never stop
learning, or never learn everything, because
there are always new things coming out.

It is really sad when you got to go
somewhere and you don’t know how to ask
for whatever you want.Then you try to use
your little English, and they don’t under-
stand.And it’s kind of frustrating, because
you know what you want,but they don’t
know.They don’t know what to give you.So
you don’t get anything. You don’t have the
communication right, don’t understand each
other. It happened to me. So that’s why I
said,a lot of people probably trying to buy
something, and they just don’t buy it,
because they don’t know how to say, “I want
this,” and “W hat’s this?”

I think a lot of Mexicans have problems
like that.I think it is really tough for them,
because they do have a job and make so
much money a week.But then after that it’s
like being in jail, because they go back
home--. I have friends,they told me that
they went to the grocery store and buy food.
When they go to pay at the cash register, if
they have like $100,but they have five $20
bills, they try not to go over 20 bucks,
because if they tell them the total is $45 they
won’t understand.They won’t know how
much to give the person.So that’s really sad.
How about if it goes over $20 and it’s $21?
I know there’s a lot of people that are still
like that,because there are still a lot of new
people coming from Mexico. And they’re

not always able to go out with a friend.
Sometimes the friend is busy.

SPEAKING D UTCH
Alice Spayd: My whole family spoke
Pennsylvania German also known as
Pennsylvania Dutch. The two terms are
interchangeable. When I was little they all
spoke Pennsylvania Dutch. I learned to
understand it because when I was five, the
neighbor children, their family only spoke
Pennsylvania Dutch.And so in playing with
those children I also started speaking
Dutch.

Our parents didn’t speak it to us and
the reason was – it was my mother’s first
language – and when she went to school,
which was in about 1921,you still had the
aftermath of World War I. And her school-
teacher had a rule, when you set foot on the
school ground:No Pennsylvania Dutch! So
she had a very hard time her first few years
in school. And so as a result, when they
spoke the dialect in the home, they didn’t
speak it to my sister and me. But we picked
it up any way.Al l my relatives spoke it,both
sets of parent’s s spoke Pennsylvania Dutch
and so whenever we’d visit them on a
Sunday,that’s the language that was spoken.
Every Sunday we would visit my Mom’s
parents.They had a little grocery store and
of course when we were there everyone
would speak Pennsylvania Dutch. To me
today,I f ind the dialect delightful and enjoy-
able, and I often think maybe the reason it ’s
so dear to me is because of those pleasant
childhood memories.

FAMI LY TAVERN I N MI NERSVILLE
Emil Simodejka:I got married in ’58 and I
taught for a little bit in our grade school and
drove school bus for two years.Then in 1959
I bought a bar room and I had the bar room
until 1976,raised my four kids in the bar.
They were all good kids. We called it
M&K ’s,M f or Emil and K for Katherine.

We had a pretty good business there,
we had steaks to lobster tails,clams,and dif-
ferent ethnic foods.We had city chicken and
pierogies.Katherine and my mother used to
make pierogies every week.At that time we
were getting a dollar and a quarter a dozen.
That’s a lot of work.

They’d start on a Wednesday making
the dough,boiling the potatoes,making the

24  Schuylkill Living Magazine



potato balls with cheese in them.Then Thursday they’d put them together, pinch them
together. And Friday we’d boil them and sell them.We sold both deep fried and boiled,
about 80 dozen every Friday.That’s what they used to make.

People used to come from all around the neighborhood with containers,three, four,
five dozen at a time.They came from Frackville, from Pottsville, from Schuylkil l Haven.
I had one guy used to come from Schuylkil l Haven to buy five dozen every Friday.

H UNGER PANGS FOR ETH NIC FO OD
Ted Block:I was raised in Tamaqua above the store.The synagogue in Tamaqua at one
time was a very viable, active congregation, because there was a decent size Jewish com-
munity in Tamaqua,as there were in all of these towns around here.That started to dis-
sipate in the late ’40s.I returned to Tamaqua in ’59 and took aver my dad’s business.He
retired.

I think people are generally interested in the ethnicity of the county.They have fes-
tivals all over. Lithuanian Day jammed up the park around here. And they would have a
zillion people out there,and people loved it.I think it would be a good move to build on
that.My wife’s grandmother didn’t want to be anything but an American.And there was
a time when most people felt that way. Now people are kind of proud.To build on that
is not wrong. I think it makes sense.

I think the ethnicity would turn out to be another spoke in the wheel that would
draw more people in.I don’t know if it would be on a regular basis,but probably in the
form of Heritage Days.People come back.This year they had 10,000 people in the town.
They were shoulder to shoulder in the streets.The place was jammed.

It ’s funny, there’s certain foods that everybody claims are theirs.The only thing dif-
ferent is the name. So up here they have bleenies.Bleenies I think are potato pancakes.
But every group has a different name for them.And there’s pierogies.They’re very good.
People like that stuff. It ’s all under the heading of what-grandma-made, and people get
hunger pangs for it every so often.Al l of a sudden you say, “I want that.” You got a taste
for it. And it reminds you of a better day and a happy day. So people want it.

ETH NIC DIVE RSITY EVENT AT PENN STATE
Georgine Borchik: About 25 years ago my cousin Stephen and I decided to work with
other interested people to organize a cultural diversity event at the Penn State Campus.
At that time in Schuylkil l County there was wide-spread antagonism among the differ-
ent churches and people were deeply divided and suspicious of one another. We felt that
by sharing our traditions of dance and song and the artifacts of our different faiths we
could begin to break down some of the clannishness.So we organized and got the word
out to all the different churches,inviting people of different faiths to bring their heritage
to the campus for a multi-cultural celebration.We displayed the artifacts people brought
and had pamphlets made up on each tradition.

People came from all over, bringing their ethnic foods,costumes and dances.Al l
who came seemed willing to share what they knew about their heritage with everyone
else. No one held back. The children were more open than the adults, playing each
other’s games,dancing each other’s dances,the Ukrainian dances,Jewish dances,Polish
dances.They wouldn’t let the adults sit back.They’d go into the audience and grab some-
body and dance with them,somebody they didn't know.There’s something about danc-
ing and singing that brings people together.

My Mo m used to have an old saying: “W hen you sing, when you dance, you pray
twice to God! Your dances are blessings,they mean a good harvest,a harvest of men.
These things can bring people to God.” I think my mother was right. I saw it at work in
our celebrations.

The kids were the ones who brought everyone together. They made us all proud of
our heritage.There were 33 different groups participating with arts and artifacts.I wish
I could get involved again in an event like that would help people understand instead of
condemning one another.

Learning from the study:

ETH NIC CH URCH SUPPERS
ACCESSIBLE TO VISITORS

I
n Schuylkil l County you will find ethnic
heritage events every weekend of the sum-
mer season featuring delicious,authentic

foods the average visitor can’t even pronounce.
Schuylkil l County natives flock home from dis-
tant states in droves just to taste once more the
foods their immigrant grandmothers knew and
lovingly prepared.

Stumbling on these events in rural coal
mining communities, visitors can sit down at
long tables with locals to break bread and share
conversation. Face to face encounters and exot-
ic ethnic foods are the real stuff of cultural
tourism,the reason visitors come back.

H EIRLO OM SKIL LS 
AND FOR GOTTE N ARTS

S
chuylkil l County boroughs and rural
communities are full of older men and
women who remember all kinds of

industrial skills and agricultural arts, as well as
methods and procedures,no longer in use. By
documenting, interpreting and presenting old
mining and farming practices,methods of pre-
serving food, needle work, and industrial
skills—and those elders who can still perform or
describe them—we can recreate whole eras of
the past that are rapidly fading into distant
memory.

Start by identifying the folks with these
kinds of memories.Encourage them to share
what they know. Arrange public presentations
of local knowledge and apprenticeships by
which such knowledge can be passed along and
preserved.Weave local arts and industrial lore
into school curricula and local ethnic heritage
celebrations across the county.The old farming
tractor parade in Orwigsburg is a worthy exam-
ple of how preservation and reenactment can
blend in a memorable public celebration.

The next step might be to interview the old
farmers about every detail of operating and
maintaining these mechanical icons of the past.
It ’s not just the artifacts,but also the stories and
reflections about them that create the commu-
nity contexts in which these machines operated.
The intangible, human dimensions of culture
are often overlooked in favor of saving old
buildings and restoring old machines.

~ Michael & Carrie Kline
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