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Transcription: 

 

Eric Lidji: Today is July 14, 2015.  This is the Small Towns Project.  I’m Eric Lidji.  I’m 

here with Diane Rudov in her home in Squirrel Hill and we’re going to be talking about 

Kittanning.  So why don’t you start by telling me what you know about how your family 

got to Kittanning. 

 

Diane Rudov: Sure.  My father had had a shoe store in Barnesboro which did not do well 

and he was really not interested in that business.  Partly because with a shoe store you 

have to constantly be changing the merchandise because shoes are related to seasons, and 

he enjoyed a jewelry store environment where things were more stable.  So he drove 

around and figured that Kittanning would be a good place; it was the county seat.  And he 

set up the business there while my mother was pregnant with me, and then he came 

home, came to Barnesboro to stay with her until I was born.  And his brother ran the 

business until I was born, and then my father and mother both moved to Kittanning when 

I was six weeks old. 

 

EL: So your father is Rueben? 

 

DR: Rueben, yes. 

 

EL: And your mother is... 

 

DR: Florence. 

 

EL: Florence.  So let’s take a step back, how did they get to western Pennsylvania? 

 

DR: Oh. My father was raised in Barnesboro and my mother was raised in Altoona.  And 

they met in my Grandpa Berman’s jewelry store in Altoona when my father and his 

father, David Karp, passed through to say hello at that jewelry store because the two 

immigrant fathers were friends. 

 

EL: How did they know each other? 

 

DR: I don’t really know.  But they were, their personalities were not at all the same, but 

they both had jewelry stores that had, offered optometric services. 

 

EL: Yeah.  That’s an interesting detail, the optometry-jewelry connection. 

 

DR: Yes. 

 

EL: Do you know anything more about it? 

 

DR: I do.  My grandfather Karp, according to the law, could not operate an optometry 

business without a license, and getting the license required six weeks of study, I think, in 

Philadelphia.  And he could not afford to leave the store, so he sent my grandmother, who 
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I consider a very liberated woman of her time, and she went to Philadelphia and studied 

and got the necessary certificate and then she returned to Barnesboro and never practiced 

optometry, my grandfather did it. 

 

EL: Huh. 

 

DR: But it was finessing the law. 

 

EL: Do you know why those professions were related?  Was it the tools?  Did they have 

similar... 

 

DR: That’s a very good possibility.  I don’t know.  I can picture a person coming in with 

broken glasses, like with the stem missing and asking a jeweler to put the nail in, the 

screw in.  But I never thought of that. 

 

EL: You said your grandmother was very, you considered very liberated.  Were there 

other examples of that? 

 

DR: Well, I know that Lissa, my sister, is going to be showing you a photo of my 

grandmother with Golda Meir.  She was involved with raising funds in her area of 

Pennsylvania.  And she was a shy woman. She was quiet.  She had been a singer, very 

active singer in London and a very pretty woman, and met her second cousin and, David, 

and eventually came to Barnesboro.  But she was widowed early.  So she was widowed 

four months before I was born, she was probably widowed around December of 1938.  

And she, she knew what to do.  She was very independent.  My father would advise her 

sometimes on financial issues, but she owned buildings and rented apartments. 

 

EL: Really. 

 

DR: And I remember her when she would come to visit, she, when we were growing up, 

she would watch, it’s kind of weird, but she would watch wrestling on TV and just a very 

spunky, astute woman.  I can’t say she had a career, she did not, other than running these 

buildings, but she managed her finances well. 

 

EL: Yeah.  I mean that might have been the equivalent of a career at that time. 

 

DR: I believe so. 

 

EL: Yeah.  So you said your parents met through the store, was your mother a customer, 

was she a clerk? 

 

DR: She was a clerk.  She had not been able to go to college because of the Depression 

and she was very, very bright, so that was an issue for her, her entire life.  Although she 

did end up at IUP and at Pitt taking many, many, many courses and getting A’s in every 

one.  But she had gone to business school, and out of necessity was clerking at her 

father’s store. 



Transcription of Interview with Diane Rudov 

Page 4 of 22 

 

 

EL: So the, this is Berman, right? 

 

DR: Berman’s. 

 

EL: So did Berman’s also had a store. 

 

DR: A store in Altoona.  And… 

 

EL: Was it a jewelry store? 

 

DR: A jewelry store. 

 

EL: So maybe that’s how the, the parents knew each other. 

 

DR: Yeah, I think there was a network of Jewish jewelers.  I think there were more 

coincidences between the two men, I think they may have both worked for the same 

established jewelers when they first arrived in this country.  I can’t remember the details 

of that. 

 

EL: Okay.  So you said they moved to Kittanning shortly before or shortly after you were 

born? 

 

DR: Norman and my parents and I moved when I was six weeks old. 

 

EL: Okay.  You’re the middle of the three? 

 

DR: I’m the middle of the three. 

 

EL: Okay.  What’re you earliest memories of Kittanning? 

 

DR: Well, I remember living on Allegheny Avenue, which was in a little borough called 

Applewold, and it was riverside, riverfront, so we looked directly across at Kittanning.  

And it had wonderful sidewalks and pretty houses.  And I remember riding my tricycle, I 

must have been three, up the street, crossing over side streets heading toward the bridge.  

I never would have gone there, but I remember coming home and telling my mother so 

proudly what I had done and she said, “Don’t break your neck, be careful.”  And I 

worried from then on about breaking my neck!  But I also remember while I was riding I 

would say to myself, “You are a lucky girl, you are white.”  I don’t know how I got that, 

because my parents were very liberal.  “You are white, you are Jewish, and your father 

has a jewelry store.” 

 

EL: At what age were you saying this? 

 

DR: Probably four or five.  But I remember walking across that bridge from Applewold 

to downtown Kittanning to get ice cream. That would be a real treat with our parents. 
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EL: Yeah.  What years are we talking about? 

 

DR: We’re talking like 19…, well what I’m remembering is from like 1943, 1944 until 

1945 or 6, when we moved to West Kittanning, which put us up above Applewold 

looking down on the river.  So, but it was a pretty, shaded street and I remember playing 

in a washtub in the backyard with Norman and lots of getting under the hose.  And my 

father called it his, quote, estate, and he grew vegetables and he would grow in our 

backyard.  This was a rented house.  And he would grow rhubarb, and every year he 

would make rhubarb pies.  But I remember being allowed to garden with him.  And that 

has become a very important part of my life, gardening.  But we used to be allowed to 

make mud pies, which I knew it was something special, not the making of the mud pie, 

but that we were allowed to get messy. 

 

EL: Huh. 

 

DR: I remember the feel of that.  Wow! 

 

EL: That was permitted. 

 

DR: It was permitted, yeah.  But my mother did not like playing with children, my father 

did.  So he really, we had a lot of fun with him.  He would come home from the store at 

night and, and we would do all kinds of things together. 

 

EL: Like what? 

 

DR: And my mother…well he would, this was later years, he would, when we probably 

were a little older, he would take us to a swimming hole called Buttermilk Falls, which is 

still in Kittanning.  And you had to go up a very rugged, crooked, dangerous road to get 

there and then walk down this very steep hill and there would be this wonderland of 

sulphur-smelling water with big rocks.  And there were waterfalls, really waterfalls, and 

Elissa and I would go under the waterfall and pretend we were Esther Williams, the 

actress.  But that was a very liberating experience for him to take us there, and my mother 

would come too.  We had special bathing suits for the sulphur water. 

 

EL: Like that wouldn’t get damaged, or... 

 

DR: Right.  Right, because our regular bathing suits would have really gotten yucky. 

 

EL: Yeah. 

 

DR: Yeah. 

 

EL: Huh.  Was your social world at that age mostly family, or were there other children 

that you played with? 
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DR: I was in a tough spot.  I was in a neighborhood and on all of the close streets I was 

the only girl my age. 

 

EL: Jewish or non-Jewish? 

 

DR: Jewish or non-Jewish.  And I was the only Jewish girl my age in the entire town. 

 

EL: Wow. 

 

DR: There were four boys my age there in that confirmation picture.  But I felt very 

isolated.  And I did play with, growing up, with a girl down the street, we were very close 

friends, and she was two years older than I. 

 

EL: She was Jewish or not? 

 

DR: She was not Jewish.  We were the only Jewish family in West Kittanning. 

 

EL: Where did most of the Jews live? 

 

DR: Downtown. 

 

EL: Really. 

 

DR: Yeah.  And they, they tended to live in either a section called Wick City, which was 

smaller, less, more modest houses, or a nice section around the, a few blocks away from 

the heart of town. 

 

EL: What did most of the Jews do for a living in Kittanning? 

 

DR: Merchants. 

 

EL: Really? 

 

DR: Yeah. 

 

EL: Do you remember the stores? 

 

DR: Oh I do, I can tell you the stores up and down the street. 

 

EL: Would you? 

 

DR: Yeah, sure.  Okay.  Well on the corner, where my dad’s store was, was a drugstore 

called Broadhead’s, then next to that was a store, was Bill’s Lunch, it was a bar, and my 

dad would go in there for lunch sometimes.  Then was our store.  Then was Moss’s 

Bootery which was owned by my parents’ very dear friends. 
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EL: Was that a shoe store? 

 

DR: Shoe store. 

 

EL: Bootery. 

 

DR: And then next to that was an inexpensive women’s clothing store, which was owned 

by Mickey Radman’s in-laws. 

 

EL: Okay. 

 

DR: Okay.  And then further, a little further down the street was a Jewish butcher. 

 

EL: Kosher? 

 

DR: Kosher.  Lenny Kaplan.  And he only had nine fingers, because of an accident, and 

that was very hard for me to look at. We didn’t keep kosher, but I would think we would 

go in there to get salami. 

 

EL: Because it was good salami. 

 

DR: Good salami, yeah.  And then all the other streets had business, too, interspersed 

with businesses owned by gentiles. 

 

EL: Why did your family decide to live in Applewold rather than... 

 

DR: They rented that house, and they had previously rented a smaller house on a back 

street of Applewold which was really small.  And then my father wanted to buy the house 

in Applewold and the owner didn’t want to sell, so then he bought a house in West 

Kittanning, and I do know he paid cash. 

 

EL: Hmm. 

 

DR: He did not believe in a mortgage. 

 

EL: Wow. 

 

DR: Yeah. 

 

EL: And was this, would other people have left downtown if they could, was it that sort 

of situation?  Or was he specifically interested in something different? 

 

DR: My father loved a beautiful view.  And you had a beautiful view on Allegheny 

Avenue looking across the water.  And especially at night with the moon on it.  And 

from, I’ll show you a picture, it’s a beautiful view from West Kittanning.  And it was 

glorious, we would sit on our front porch and watch boats go up and down the river, 
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barges, and just amazing boats.  You could wile away the day there.  So we were, we 

were up here. 

 

EL: Wow.  So this is a photograph of the Allegheny River, and there’s a bridge. 

 

DR: And this is downtown, but the people down, there was a distinct difference between 

most of the people downtown and the people in West Kittanning.  On the Bluff Street, it 

was called, the front street, was, some people of our social class, but very few.  And the 

rest of the streets have, the people were coal miners and they worked for the lumber mill.  

There was an industry in West Kittanning, which was a lumber mill. 

 

EL: That was the big industry in town? 

 

DR: Mhm.  In West Kittanning. 

 

EL: In West Kittanning. 

 

DR: Yeah.  And so we, I experienced bigotry in West Kittanning. 

 

EL: Really? 

 

DR: Yes.  When I would walk to school in first and second grade, the people of Polish 

origin, on the third street back, would throw rocks at me. 

 

EL: Really? 

 

DR: I’m not kidding.  And they would say, yellow Jew, you’re a yellow Jew.  And I 

would just run, I was terrified. 

 

EL: Did you ever tell anyone? 

 

DR: I told my parents.  I don’t think there was, they felt they could do anything.  It 

stopped eventually.  That was after World War II. 

 

EL: Really? 

 

DR: Yeah.  So, ‘cause I was in first grade in ’46, so yes.  But I always felt different than 

everyone else.  And my goal was, as I grew older, was to be accepted by the downtown 

kids.  It was like they were the middle, they were the same social class.  Listen, I used to 

have a term called, about people, it sounds so snobby now, and we didn’t understand 

what we were talking about, but we would say oh, not about the kids we wanted to be 

accepted by, but “oh, they’re junky,” meaning not the same values.  But there were 

confusing moments, because one of my closest friends that I would walk to grade school, 

we would fetch each other on the way to school, was a Catholic girl named Jeanie 

Gaspansky, and her father was a coal miner.  And we would stop at her house after 

school some days and her mother was definitely a lovely woman, a stay-at-home mom, 
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and she would have just made a cherry pie and baked her own bread, and I just thought 

this was the most wonderful home.  And I remember distinctly she said, just one year, she 

said, I remember, “I just heard the most wonderful song on the radio and I love it, it was 

Cherry Pink and Apple White.”  [singing] It’s cherry pink and apple…, you know that 

song.  But then when I would go home to my own home, which certainly was not a sad 

place to go, my mother would have a plate of chocolate chip cookies on the table, and she 

would be practicing her violin, because she played very seriously.  And so it was just the 

contrast between the super homey… 

 

EL: And just the regular home. 

 

DR: And just the regular homey.  Yeah. 

 

EL: Was your mother very cultured? 

 

DR: Extremely.  And she was very unhappy in Kittanning and tried to make the best 

possible out of it. 

 

EL: Was Altoona much better? 

 

DR: It was much better. 

 

EL: Yeah, it was a much bigger city. 

 

DR: Yes.  And she had, her whole family was very musical, they all played violins except 

her brother.  And they lived a very good life there.  And she played in the Altoona 

Symphony.  In fact, when Norman was born she would travel to Barnesboro, where she 

was a newlywed and a new mother and play with that symphony, that’s how much it 

meant to her.  

 

EL: Were there opportunities for culture in Kittanning?  Was there a symphony, or... 

 

DR: No, no.  She would take us to any traveling group that came to Kittanning that 

offered music.  She did go into Pittsburgh.  She would take us to things in Pittsburgh, she 

would take us to IUP for summer theater, but she did have, one of her closest friends was 

a pianist and they played duets together every Saturday.  That was a woman who was a 

Spanish teacher in a nearby public school. 

 

EL: Huh. 

 

DR: But she would, her face would light up when she would communicate with her 

siblings.  Initially long distance calls were very pricey.  But they would be discussing 

what they were playing and what they had heard and yeah. 

 

EL: So it was a little lonely for her. 
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DR: It was lonely for her in a certain way.  And she had an interesting involvement with 

the synagogue, because she was extraordinarily active.  She designed the curriculum for 

the religious school.  My father made the first pledge towards a building fund for the 

establishment for the new synagogue.  It was five thousand dollars, it was a fortune then. 

 

EL: Wow. 

 

DR: He got the ball rolling for that.  They were very, very actively involved with 

designing that building.  And I remember the big hullabaloo because the women of the 

congregation insisted they have input in getting the design of the kitchen by them, having 

it done by them.  And the men finally gave in and allowed them to do that.  But it was a 

very efficient kitchen.  And my father was instrumental in having the stained glass 

windows made, and Norman and he installed them.  So they were deeply involved and 

the conversations most nights at dinner involved talking about the rabbis or, not 

necessarily the politics of the congregation, but my father was head, with another man, of 

the house committee.  He was always going there to make repairs.  But this is a man who 

sat me down at ten years old and told me there was no such thing as God.  That all wars 

were fought, like the crusades, for religious reasons, and those reasons were made up. 

 

EL: Huh.  Was this in response to a question you had asked or was this out of the blue? 

 

DR: No.  I think he felt an obligation.  And he told me that when he went to temple, 

synagogue, he had a feel for the service, but he probably told me he was counting the 

ceiling tiles.  So he felt there was a lot of hypocrisy with religion.  And that mostly 

stemmed from something his father did.  When he was, when my father was bar 

mitzvahed, my grandfather did something terrible.  He presented my father, in front of 

the congregation, during the service, a five thousand dollar gift.  I mean that’s 

extraordinary.  And then when they got home he tore it up. 

 

EL: Your father tore it up or your grandfather? 

 

DR: My grandfather tore it up. 

 

EL: So what was the purpose of it? 

 

DR: Show. 

 

EL: Huh. 

 

DR: To put on a show, and that just turned my father off forever. 

 

EL: Wow. 

 

DR: Yeah. 
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EL: Did it, did you recognize the contradiction at the time between your father’s 

theological views and his cultural views of religion?  Because he was still going and 

involved. 

 

DR: Oh yeah.   

 

EL: Did that strike you at the time? 

 

DR: It was confusing.  I could not begin to assemble it.  But it was confusing.  And it was 

another thing that set me apart, in my mind, from my peers.  Because I didn’t even 

believe in God. 

 

EL: And your peers did. 

 

DR: And my peers did and they were going to choir rehearsals and so forth.  I did end up 

teaching Sunday school after I was confirmed.  But, so... 

 

EL: Do you understand now why he felt the need to be so involved in the synagogue if he 

didn’t have belief? 

 

DR: Yeah.  He wanted Judaism to keep going!  And he felt it was necessary to have the 

Jews be strong in the community.  I found something that my mother wrote, I don’t know 

if you want me to read it to you? 

 

EL: Yeah, sure. 

 

DR: This is in 1941, to her family. 

 

EL: Is this a letter? 

 

DR: A letter.  “I am in such a quandary about Jewishness, and I wish I knew my own 

mind.  Here it is, Yom Kippur, and I have paid no attention to it except that the store is 

closed.  I don’t believe in hypocrisy or self-inflicted punishment, so, of course, don’t fast.  

We refuse to do things just because the next person does it, since we don’t believe in 

following the herd.  I am not mourning for the destruction of the Temple on the ninth of 

Av, so cannot go to shul and weep.  I see no sense in the Hebrew services, which are not 

understood, and far more tradition than logic.  And besides, have too much contempt for 

the rabbi to look up to him.  If I were asked, am I a Jew?  Of course I would say yes, but 

why?  I don’t believe like one and don’t live like one.”  But she did.  “It surely isn’t 

because I like Jewish food and can speak the language a little.  The main reason is birth, 

and yet that isn’t enough.”  There’s a little more, Eric.  “I want the children to understand 

the terms used and to know what other Jews are talking about, but they can’t learn that 

from books and I won’t live in a way that seems ridiculous.  Maybe all this seems very 

silly and much ado about nothing, but I’m almost worried about what stand to take.  It’s 

time I make up my mind what to believe.  Have you any ideas about how to convert me?” 
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EL: Wow. 

 

DR: She had such contempt for the Orthodox Jews in Kittanning, these men who weren’t 

as bright as she, who would recite prayers by rote.  She thought that was silly.  She didn’t 

get it. 

 

EL: Yeah. 

 

DR: And I have to tell you, the only way that I have been comfortable in a synagogue is 

to, I joined the choir at Temple Sinai about ten years ago, and I sing in it.  I’m an alto.  

And it’s a glorious group of people, and we’re very bonded, and I pray through the 

singing.  But it’s also taught me the structure of the service.  I never knew anything 

before. 

 

EL: Do you think it would have been different for your mother if she had been in a big 

city where there, where the denominations were a little more nuanced? 

 

DR: Exactly.  Yes. 

 

EL: Everybody, everybody was in one place in Kittanning. 

 

DR: Yes.  Yes.  So she was with these men for whom she had no respect. 

 

EL: Yeah. 

 

DR: And, and, of course, she was looking at it very black and white.  She was a very 

young woman when she wrote that.  She was in her twenties. 

 

EL: Was her family religious? 

 

DR: They went to temple all the time and it was a Reform congregation, and I think that 

made the difference. 

 

EL: Yeah. 

 

DR: And I know when I would be visiting my relatives in Altoona and would go to that 

temple with them, I was so happy. 

 

EL: Really? 

 

DR: Yeah.  I sensed that we were a family attending services together, not just going 

through the motions. 

 

EL: And that’s what it felt like at Kittanning. 

 

DR: Yeah. 
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EL: Going through the motions. 

 

DR: Yeah. 

 

EL: What was the structure of the service there, was it closer to Orthodox in Kittanning? 

 

DR: I’m not sure, but it was… 

 

EL: Was there Hebrew. 

 

DR: Oh.  Yes. 

 

EL: Were the men and women sitting separately? 

 

DR: No, they were not sitting separately.  And I do remember feeling treasured by the, by 

my parents’ friends who watched all of us grow up and knew us very, very well. 

 

EL: Yeah.  Just to get a sense of community, the synagogue that was built, this was in the 

fifties, right? 

 

DR: Mhm. 

 

EL: But there was a, there was something previous for fifty years or forty years before 

that. 

 

DR: There was an upstairs of some building that was very rickety.  I remember going. 

 

EL: Like a rented space? 

 

DR: Yeah.  It was pretty bad. 

 

EL: You remember it. 

 

DR: I remember it slightly, but very vaguely. 

 

EL: Was there a lot of, aside from the services, was there a lot of interaction?  I’m 

guessing you went to Sunday school, was there other events there? 

 

DR: Yeah.  They had dances. 

 

EL: Really? 

 

DR: My parents loved to dance, my father especially.  When they had a building, when 

they were trying to raise more money for the building they put on South Pacific and my 

mother wrote the parodies to all the songs.  I wish I could think of some of the words.  
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And she was Nelly Forbush and washed her hair on stage, and I was piano accompanist 

for that show, so I went to all the rehearsals.  But she did shows like that. 

 

EL: Huh. 

 

DR: So that was the way she used her musical skills. 

 

EL: Were there other Jewish organizations in Kittanning? 

 

DR: Yeah.  There was the men’s club, there was the women’s club, there was Hadassah.  

My mother was very active in Hadassah.  And I remember, she would get all dressed up 

to go to those meeting at night. 

 

EL: Yeah, that’s interesting.  What was their feeling about Israel, do you remember? 

 

DR: I don’t remember a lot, except I know they traveled to Israel.  I think they went 

twice.  I know the first, and they did this on their own, they always traveled on their own. 

 

EL: Huh. 

 

DR: I remember the first trip was very hard because she became very ill and it was not a 

good trip.  If there was a second trip, I don’t remember a whole lot about it.  I think Lissa 

knows a lot more about that than I do. 

 

EL: But you don’t remember their feelings or opinions about, in the years leading up to 

statehood? 

 

DR: No, I wish I did. 

 

EL: Yeah.  I only ask because sometimes when people are, have a cultural attachment, 

that issue was very exciting.  It was something concrete to hold onto. 

 

DR: Mhm.  I don’t know why I don’t remember that. 

 

EL: Yeah.  What was your schooling like in Kittanning? 

 

DR: Oh.  Elementary school in West Kittanning was very poor.  And I remember being in 

a, we would travel, maybe there’d be like twenty-five kids in a class, and in my class 

were three boys who were clearly, now it would be so obvious, learning disabled, 

because they could barely read and we would all sit there so patiently while they would 

struggle and struggle and struggle.  I had a conflict there, because except for the math and 

handwriting, subjects came very easily to me and I had this conflict where I wanted to be 

the person chosen to raise the window blinds.  Or to water the plants.  And yet if I did it, 

if I got that honor too often, people in my class would say at recess, “You think you’re 

smart.”  And I wanted to be accepted.  So I didn’t learn a lot in elementary school and 

part of that was because my father and mother would take us to Florida every winter for 
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at least six weeks.  And we had our books with us, but I, that was the period of time I was 

supposed to be learning decimals and fractions and I still don’t understand them.  But, 

and I hated those trips.  I mean it was wonderful while we were doing them because my 

father was touring us toward Florida, and I can still remember the places we went, all 

these southern states.  But when we would get home, to be Jewish, to be thought of as 

rich in West Kittanning was not a good thing. 

 

EL: How come? 

 

DR: It further separated me. 

 

EL: Yeah. 

 

DR: And so, this sounds so ridiculous, but when we were teenagers, listen, I begged our 

parents, do we have to go to Florida?  And they finally hired a housekeeper to stay with 

us. 

 

EL: Huh. 

 

DR: My grandmother Karp stayed with us one year, but, I remember coming home and 

people would say, you’re so tan, and I would say, that’s not tan.  I mean, I just constantly 

wanted to not feel separate. 

 

EL: Right.  But you also had these aspirations it sounds like. 

 

DR: Yeah, in a way. 

 

EL: Yeah. 

 

DR: It was confusing. 

 

EL: Was there, when do you remember having a sense that you were gonna have to leave 

Kittanning at some point? 

 

DR: Always. 

 

EL: Always.  Yeah.  Did the city attract you, Pittsburgh?  Or was it just not Kittanning? 

 

DR: I loved coming to Pittsburgh, yeah. 

 

EL: Why would you come, what would be the occasion? 

 

DR: Oh sometimes to shop with a friend or my father would take us to a Civic Light 

Opera production, the whole family.  We did not come in for sporting events.  My family 

didn’t watch sports.  I think my mother might have taken me to the symphony. 
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EL: Yeah. 

 

DR: Just anywhere but Kittanning. 

 

EL: So this feeds in a little bit to the shop, because the shop was the reason for being in 

Kittanning.  What do you remember about the store? 

 

DR: I remember a lot about the store.  And I remember working there from Thanksgiving 

on, every year.  My parents would be there from nine to nine. 

 

EL: Because of the holiday season. 

 

DR: Because of the holiday, that season made us or broke us.  And I remember after 

school was over we would work in the store, too.  When we were old enough we would 

be gift wrapping or whatever.  But the main story I can tell you about the store is that 

after I finished my freshman year of college, I got a job that summer in Tennessee at 

Jewish camp, a friend of mine at Penn State had told me about it.  And it turned out to be 

a disaster for me. 

 

EL: Huh. 

 

DR: It’s connected to the store, believe it or not.  But I didn’t know, until I got to the 

camp, that everybody at the camp knew each other already.  It was like Emma Kauffman 

Camp, and, again, I was the outsider.  And so I remember these people saying to me, 

you’re a Yankee, why did you come so far?  And I had had an unpleasant experience at 

Penn State, because I didn’t get along with the Jewish girls because I wasn’t used to 

them, and here again, I was an outsider.  And I didn’t stay very long at all.  I left.  And I 

took the bus home from Tennessee to Kittanning.  

 

I called my father, probably at the stop like after twelve hours or something and said, can 

you meet me at the Clark Building in downtown Pittsburgh, I’m coming home.  And he 

didn’t ask any questions, he said okay.  So he picked me up and he said so? and I said, 

well, I was allergic to the water, it gave me a rash, and that night my parents sat me down 

and they said you can’t keep changing.  You have to stick to something, you’re 

transferring from Penn State, understandably, to Chatham, but you can’t invest in 

equipment and clothing to go to a camp in Tennessee and stay two days, and so you’re 

going to be punished.  And so the punishment was to work in the store that summer, 

which was not a punishment.   

 

And I have to tell you what I did.  I can remember it to a T.  I would get up every 

morning.  I would drive myself to the store.  I had a key to the store.  I would, no one else 

would be there.  I would unlock it, I would walk in, lock it back up, open up the safe, I 

knew the combination, get out the diamonds, put them in the windows.  It was called 

dressing the windows.  I would get out the money from the cash register, get everything 

ready to go, unlock the door.  The watch maker and the clerk would appear, and my 
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father would stroll in about ten o’clock.  Now my point is, no one would let a nineteen 

year old girl do that nowadays.  I was so vulnerable.  But it was a small town. 

 

EL: Yeah.  Were you, do you remember, is this only in retrospect that you realize how 

odd it was? 

 

DR: Yeah.  But I was very proud.  And I was very happy, I had a wonderful summer.  

And about seven or six years ago, I became really active in Temple Sinai’s gift shop.  

And after a while I became its manager, and I didn’t put it together at first, how do you 

know how to run the shop? I just knew what to do, and it’s because I learned it all at my 

father’s jewelry store.  It was so intuitive.  And I earned six thousand dollars for the shop 

profit the first year, and it had never netted a cent. 

 

EL: Wow. 

 

DR: I mean, I knew what to do.  And I trained my volunteers things like, you don’t tell 

someone, if someone comes in and buys something, you don’t talk about that purchase 

with other people, because it might be a surprise, it might be confidential, whatever.  I 

mean I set up the values and the policies for how to run a real shop. 

 

EL: Yeah.  A synagogue gift shop is probably the similar scope as a small town jeweler 

in terms of the clientele knowing each other. 

 

DR: Exactly, exactly.  But see my father was an exceptional man in that he could talk to 

anybody.  And I remember Christmas Eve, dirty coal miners coming into the shop 

wanting a gift for their wife and he would treat them with the upmost of respect.  He 

knew how important that purchase was to them. 

 

EL: Wow. 

 

DR: And when someone was buying a wedding ring, I mean, this is an event.  And he 

was very respectful. 

 

EL: That’s interesting. 

 

DR: And Norman, I’m sure, was the same way with customers. 

 

EL: Yeah.  What were your, what was your father’s expectations for you, as an adult?  I 

mean, you were not expected to stay in Kittanning. 

 

DR: No.  I was expected to go to college.  I think he pictured me being an executive 

bilingual secretary in, in a city. 

 

EL: That’s a specific... 
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DR: That’s something specific he mentioned.  I think he knew all along I would become 

an English teacher. 

 

EL: Yeah. 

 

DR: Which I did only for one year.  But I had eighth grade students, and I was young, 

and I wasn’t up to teaching eighth graders. 

 

EL: Yeah.  Why do you think your father expected you and your sister to pursue a career 

outside of Kittanning? 

 

DR: He wanted us to be able to take care of ourselves.  And it was very important to him.  

He had a sister who married late, and she, she had an optometry practice of her own.  I 

mean, he didn’t want us to be dependent women.  He was very, very modern in his views. 

 

EL: That’s interesting.  Was Pittsburgh a revelation at all after being in a small town, 

living, once you were there full time in school?  I mean, did you feel different as a Jew? 

 

DR: Oh.  Yeah.  At Chatham my class maybe had ninety people.  And I had a Jewish 

roommate one year, I had a Catholic another year.  It didn’t matter what you were at 

Chatham in my class, everybody mixed.  The main difference was whether you were a 

Democrat or Republican.  The Republicans all lived, our senior year, in the Mellon 

Mansion, and the Democrats all lived in the Benedum Mansion. 

 

EL: You got to choose or it just shook out that way? 

 

DR: That’s the way it shook out with the roommate, we would, you know, you would 

draw numbers, there would be a lottery.  And, but that’s how the friendships were, the 

Democrats… 

 

EL: Was that a relief to have things break… 

 

DR: Yeah it was a big relief.  The Democrats were mostly more liberal and from families 

that didn’t have as much money.  And the Republicans tended to be from families where 

the people were more affluent.  A lot of students at that time went to Chatham who hadn’t 

gotten accepted by the five sisters schools.  It was a very rough school.  Tough. 

 

EL: Chatham was? 

 

DR: Chatham was.  I had a really high grade average at Penn State my freshman year.  I 

had one A at Chatham the entire time. 

 

EL: Oh, it was academically tough. 

 

DR: Oh yeah, I didn’t mean, yeah.  No it was marvelous, because one of the courses we 

took, for two years, four semesters, had something called Arts Cards, and you had to 
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attend eight different, have eight different artistic experiences.  And so we’d be going to a 

play, going to a symphony, eight a season, a semester, and then you’d have to write a 

critique of it.  And I still remember some of the things I saw because it was so hard to 

write those papers. 

 

EL: Like what sorts of things? 

 

DR: I went to the International at the Carnegie, and I reviewed some of the five sculpture 

pieces.  That was really hard. 

 

EL: Yeah. 

 

DR: Going to the symphony and maybe comparing two of the pieces we had, I had heard.  

I mean you’d find a hook and use it.  But it really makes you listen very critically.  And 

that, I mean I, I think that it helped shape my critical analysis ability. 

 

EL: Yeah. 

 

DR: I think that was the purpose of it. 

 

EL: How often did you go back to Kittanning once you were in Pittsburgh? 

 

DR: You mean at school? 

 

EL: At school and after. 

 

DR: Oh.  I would go back at Thanksgiving and Christmas and Easter.  We did not go 

back, go home on weekends. 

 

EL: Yeah.  It was too far. 

 

DR: Yeah, well there was a whole life, we didn’t want to.  I mean we were dating then. 

 

EL: Yeah. 

 

DR: Then after I graduated Chatham, I married, so I was living in Greensburg from then 

on. 

 

EL: Okay.  Was, were your, when did your parents, how long were your parents alive?  I 

mean, were they, were they there that you were still going back to visit years and years 

later? 

 

DR: Mhm.  My father died in 1978, I think, and so my youngest was in kindergarten or 

preschool.  So yeah, we would go maybe for a weekend. They were wonderful 

grandparents.  And they had moved from West Kittanning to further out of the town, and 
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they had a couple of acre back yard.  And my father had a riding mower and he would 

take the kids for trips on the riding mower.  They loved going there. 

 

EL: So your father died before the synagogue closed. 

 

DR: Yes. 

 

EL: But your mother was still alive? 

 

DR: She was still alive and she was invited by the church that bought it to attend the 

transitional service, and she did. 

 

EL: Huh.  Were you at that at all? 

 

DR: No. 

 

EL: Did you get any sense from her if it was a meaningful experience? 

 

DR: I think she was relieved. 

 

EL: Yeah. 

 

DR: Sad.  Bittersweet. 

 

EL: Yeah.  It closed in the eighties, right? 

 

DR: I’m not positive. 

 

EL: Well is there anything else that we, are there other things we should go over? 

 

DR: Oh, I wanted to tell you about the, another irony, which was that for many years, 

until I was in the high school band, every Friday night we would have candles. 

 

EL: Really? 

 

DR: Yeah.  And matzah ball soup.  And the house would feel different.  And I remember 

how my mother was so thrilled one time when I told her Friday just feels different here. 

 

EL: Huh. 

 

DR: And she was thrilled.  So there’s constant dichotomies. 

 

EL: Yeah.  Was there seders at the house?  Passover... 

 

DR: Yes, yes. 
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EL: Huh.  What, was there Hanukkah? 

 

DR: Hanukkah got lost in the shuffle because of my parents’ business.  And Hanukkah, it 

was so boring, I mean my mother would give us, we would light candles, but she would 

give us these very predictable gifts because she didn’t believe in it.  And so every year we 

would get socks and stationary and you know, it was just very, and a book, very routine 

gifts.  If you knew she didn’t really approve of something, it was a kind of withholding 

quality to it.  But that also, Christmas carols in our schools were a big thing, and I 

remember at first I would go home and say, should I be singing them, and she’d say just 

hum.  But by the time I was in high school, I was in the choir, girl’s chorus, and I was 

singing Christmas carols at the, you know, the Christmas show.  I have a note here that 

there were actually religious school classes during West Kittanning school hours and that 

the kids that weren’t Christian would be left in a classroom to just wait until it was time 

to be dismissed. 

 

EL: This was part of the curriculum, the regular curriculum? 

 

DR: Yeah. 

 

EL: And so the rest of you would just be sitting off to the side. 

 

DR: Yeah. 

 

EL: Do you remember how that felt? 

 

DR: Terrible! 

 

EL: Yeah. 

 

DR: Terrible, we should have just been able to go home too.  But, I’m trying to think...  

That’s about it.  I think that I didn’t do my children any favor.  My two sons had bar 

mitzvahs, my daughters did not.  One of them really wanted one, and I, her peers were all 

having them.  This was in Greensburg and I just was so busy working full time and just 

justified that it wasn’t that necessary.  But my granddaughter, my oldest granddaughter, 

just had a bat mitzvah in North Carolina in early June, and I have to say that was the 

highlight of my life. 

 

EL: Huh. 

 

DR: And I was able to be the person to present her her tallit on the bima and to say some 

words to her and to do an aliyah with Walt.  And I felt this is, it’s time that this family 

have bat mitzvahs and live Jewishly, and I was just so proud of how my daughter and her 

family did it.  It was very hamish, it wasn’t over the top. 

 

EL: That’s nice. 
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DR: Yeah.  Yes.  I just wanted to I guess conclude with that because my daughter, that 

was not the daughter who had wanted the bat mitzvah, but she even, on the bima said, 

this is the first and there shall be more.  So, she has another daughter, too. 

 

EL: Well thank you so much, this has been wonderful. 

 

DR: You’re welcome.  Thank you. 

 

END OF INTERVIEW 


