GROWING UP ON A CHICKEN FARM IN TOMS RIVER
A Personal History
by Benjamin Weiss

MY FAVORITE YEARS
The formative years of my youth were spent growing up on a
chicken farm in Toms River, New Jersey. Even after I graduated
high school, for many years thereafter I still considered the farm my
home-away-from-home. It was the place where I would go to regain
my sanity from the insane world in which everyone else lived. The
outside world was full of money-grubbing, ambitious, and in some
cases, deceitful people. The Farm was a throw-back to everything
that seemed to me to be real, calm, simple and sensible. I guess
that was a tribute to my parents, who were plain folk — kind, gentle,
unselfish, loving, supportive, and scrupulously honest. The air was
clean, the skies clear and the manner pure. A visit to the farm
replenished my spirit, restored my soul and renewed my faith.
Those were among my favorite years.

HISTORY
My father, Harry (Hermann) Weiss was been born in 1901in the
shtetl of Zakliczyn, then situated in Galicia. He immigrated to the
United States in 1921 where he soon obtained a job in a fur factory
owned by Abe Feinberg, who, as it fortuitously turned out, was an
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older brother of my future mother.
My mother, Pauline Feinberg (né, Pasza Faynberg), was born in
1903 in the small town of Amdur (Dury; Indura), then in Poland and
now part of Belarus. She emigrated from Europe to the United
States in 1921. Like my father’s village of Zakliczyn, and as in so
many other towns in Eastern Europe, the entire Jewish population
of Amdur was wiped out during the Second World War by the Nazis,
often abetted by the local Gentile inhabitants.
Harry and Pauline married in 1929 and while living in different
boroughs of New York City, raised three boys, I being the youngest.
Several years after arriving in his new country my father began a
laundry business, first with a horse and wagon and later expanding
to a small factory with a few employees (Grand Concourse Laundry).
However, in the 1940s, largely because of the advent of
Laundromats, the personal laundering business severely declined.
Try as he might, there was no way my dad could support his family.
So my parents decided to begin a part-time egg business as a
sideline. This was our first contact with the chicken and egg trade.
They would buy several cases of eggs each week directly from egg
dealers in Toms River, New Jersey, where at that time my Uncle,
Paul Brafman, and his wife, my dad’s sister Esther, had a chicken
farm. The eggs would be delivered to an underground garage near
their apartment building in The Bronx. My parents had rented a
small room deep in the bowels of the garage. There my mother
would sit for hours on end in pitch dark candling the eggs to see if
they had blood spots. The good eggs were graded for size, one by
one on an egg scale (Figure 1), and repackaged into one-dozen egg
boxes, similar to those one can find in the supermarkets today. I
used to like to go there with my mom because it was so eerie.
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However, working in this room for long hours must have been awful
because of the cold, dampness and choking exhaust fumes.

Figure 1. Egg Scale
This small sideline of buying eggs wholesale and re-packing and
selling them retail was still not enough to make a living for a family
bringing up three boys. Encouraged by my aunt and uncle (the
Brafmans), who, as I said, had a chicken farm in Toms River, my
mom and dad decided to buy one themselves.
And so, my parents divested themselves of what was left of the
laundry business, took any money they had saved up in the bank
and put all this as cash into a shoe box. As she related the story,
my mother said she couldn’t sleep all night as they had their entire
life’s savings, a total of eight thousand dollars resting in a shoe box
under their bed. In the morning, they took the shoe box, packed up
their three kids into my father’s laundry van and drove over the
George Washington Bridge, across the Pulaski Skyway and on to
the wilds of Toms River, New Jersey. It seemed like we were going
to the ends of the world.
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BUYING THE CHICKEN FARM
It was soon after the end of the Second World War, in the Spring of
1946, when I was nine years old, that my parents bought a chicken
farm in Toms River, New Jersey. The farm was located on Silverton
Road, just east and down the hill from White Oak Bottom Road (now
New Hampshire Avenue). They purchased the property from Sid
Troy, who as a Zionist, later emigrated to Israel.
The farm was of about eight acres on which stood a lovely home
containing three small bedrooms, one of which was situated in a
renovated portion of the attic (Figure 2). At the time it had a feed
house to store the food for the chickens and chicken coops with a
capacity of some four thousand hens.

Figure 2. Home on the Farm in Toms River

The farm also had grass fields (ranges) with brooder houses, where
the baby chicks were raised, and other grass fields with shelters,
where the chickens were moved when they were about 8-10 weeks
old. They were kept here until they started laying eggs, at which
time they were moved again to enclosed chicken coops, where they
stayed and laid their eggs until sold for food.
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Figure 3 is a picture taken soon after we bought the farm, showing,
in front of our chicken coop, my father holding two baskets of eggs,
flanked by my older brother Howard on the left and me on the right,
each of us proudly holding an egg in each hand.

Figure 3. My father Harry, standing between my brother
Howard and myself. ca.1947

EXPANDING THE FARM
Not long after my parents bought the farm my father decided to
increase the number of chickens the farm could hold by enlarging
the size of the existing coops and building some new ones, thereby
increasing its capacity almost two fold. This significantly expanded
farm enabled my parents to do well enough to put their three sons
through college and beyond.
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We also made new ranges in which the chickens stayed until they
were housed in the chicken coops.
Both of these additions will be described briefly below.
Construction of Chicken Coops: The chicken coops on our farm
were are not symmetrical but long, low and relatively narrow. New
coops were built by specially trained construction crews.
When the building was completed, the cement floors were covered
with a chicken-coop bedding, and troughs for the chicken feed,
water fountains, roosting areas and nests were installed. Our coops
also had a track running the length of the building to which was
attached a platform. This was used to carry the chicken feed to the
chickens and the eggs collected from the nests. It was also used
to give rides to small children who visited our farm and later to our
own children (my parents’ grandchildren). This was probably the
favorite thing our kids did when my wife and I visited the farm.
Tarring the Chicken Coop Roofs: The chicken coops had gently
sloping roofs that were constructed of wooden beams covered with
wooden slats. The slats, in turn, were covered with tar paper which
was nailed to the underlying wood, using specially designed
galvanized roofing nails. Each layer of tar paper was placed so they
slightly overlapped the layer below it until the whole roof was
covered. Then the seams and the roofing nails were sealed with
molten tar.
With time the roofs would often leak, and water would come into
the chicken coops. Although roofers did the initial construction, my
father did most of the repair work on the farm by himself. So when
there was a leak in the roof, he would put up a ladder onto the lower
side of the roof and climb up on top of the roof, carrying heavy, five6

gallon pails containing the molten tar. The leaks were repaired by
brushing the tar onto the holes. These repairs had to be done only
in the summertime when it was warm enough for the tar to be
molten enough to flow. What a difficult job, not only doing the work
itself but afterward cleaning the tar off himself using terpentine!
The Ranges: The ranges were grassy areas, usually of about an
acre or so in size where the chickens were kept, either in brooder
houses (see below) when very young, or when moved to their
shelters when they got older. The ranges were enclosed on all
sides by a chicken wire fence to keep the chickens in the range and
keep out the animals that might kill the chickens.
My father put up some of these fences himself. Sometimes I
helped. They were made by first digging a trench about a foot deep
completely around the range. Every eight feet or so we had to dig
a hole about two to three feet deep with a post hole digger (Figure
4), into which we set the posts. The posts were generally cut from
red cedar trees, which were plentiful in the area. They were about
seven or eight feet long and about five inches in diameter after they
had been stripped from their bark. Stretched out along the bottom
of the trench we placed turkey wire, about one foot high, and
stapled it to the posts. This discouraged the animals from digging
under the fence. Then we put chicken wire, about six or seven feet
in height into the trench, just over the turkey wire, and stapled this
to the posts. Filling in the hole with dirt and making a gate for entry
completed the job.
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Figure 4. Posthole Digger

For those who don’t know but want to, these are the main
differences between turkey wire and chicken wire: both are made
of galvanized wire with hexagonal holes. Turkey wire is thicker and
hence sturdier, and the holes closer together (about one and a halfinches apart, i.e., smaller, than chicken wire whose holes are about
three inches apart.)

CHICKEN DISEASES
Most of the chicken farmers in and around Toms River (and nearby
Lakewood and Farmingdale) raised White Leghorns. Sometimes
my parents had a few brown hens and Barred Rocks, which they
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kept mainly for food.
Chickens such as ours were prone to developing a variety of
diseases. To prevent this devastating occurrence, one that could
wipe out the entire flock, the chickens had to be vaccinated. Some
details of these diseases and the means by which the chickens were
vaccinated are discussed below.
When chicks were one-day-old, drops of vaccine, against New
Castle Disease — a contagious and fatal viral disease — was
inserted into their eyes. Later, when the chickens were about 4-5
months old or so, they were vaccinated against laryngotracheitis —
an acute, highly contagious, herpes virus infection. This vaccine
was rubbed with a small stiff brush onto the chickens’ cloaca. At the
same time they were vaccinated against Pigeon Pox — also a viral
disease. This vaccine was rubbed with a brush onto the feather
follicles which were exposed by tearing off the feathers from the
chickens’ legs. Finally they were administered a booster dose of
New Castle vaccine by injecting it into the webs of their wings using
a needle-like device that had been dipped into the vaccine vial.
Another common disease that young chickens got was coccidiosis,
an avian intestinal parasitic disease that also can be treated with
vaccine. If the chickens got this disease, it quickly spread and could
kill the whole flock.
Vaccinating chickens was most often done by crews of young boys
of high school or college age, mostly children of chicken farmers,
like I was, headed by an older crew chief. The crew chief negotiated
with the farmers as to when the job would be done and how the
costs would be determined.
The crew chiefs of most of the crews I worked on charged the farmer
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on the basis of ‘time and material’. That is, the cost to the farmer
would be determined by the cost of the vaccine used and the cost
of the labor for the crew — so much per hour. Some crews,
however, charged the farmer a set fee for each chicken vaccinated,
which we called charging ‘by the piece’. It was my experience that
this latter means of calculating the total cost of vaccinating a set
number of chickens was higher than using the ‘time and material’
method. Nevertheless, some of the farmers preferred the system of
paying by the piece because it gave them a better idea in advance
of how much the total job would cost, as they knew how many
chickens they had to be vaccinated.
Vaccinating chickens was not done under what one might call sterile
conditions, although this was tried once by a veterinarian, Dr.
Eisenberg, with little success (see below). More often than not the
chickens to be vaccinated were housed in shelters, which, while they
usually had wire bottoms, were covered in chicken manure. On
other farms when we vaccinated the chickens, they were in coops
in which the chickens walked in their own manure. The hardest and
dirtiest job on the vaccinating crew was to catch the birds and hand
them to the rest of the crew who did the actually vaccinating. We
took turns at each job because catching the chickens was not only
difficult but quite exhausting. At the end of each day, which often
lasted several hours, from early morning to late afternoon and
sometimes even into the evening, we were ready for some serious
cleaning up.
The Creek
After our crews finished the vaccinating jobs we were often sweaty,
filthy and tired, so we would remove all our clothes and take a dip
into what we all called The Creek. The Creek was accessed by
driving through the woods on sandy back roads which wound
through the scrub pine forest that covered much of the area. We
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would park among the trees and dive into the Creek to cool off and
get washed. The Creek was ice cold so we really had to steel
ourselves to get up the courage to jump into the refreshing pinesmelling water.
The creek played a major role in my days on the farm and bring to
mind many fond memories. The creek had a soft, sandy bottom and
the color and smell of pine, properties it picked up as it meandered
lazily through the pine forests of Lakewood and Toms River. We
reached it by heading our pick-up truck into the woods on one of the
sand-covered rutted fire-roads that cris-crossed through the forest.
We drove through this winding road until we reached the small
clearing where we could park and make our way through the trees
to the creek, hoping all along that our truck didn’t get stuck in the
sand...which it often did.
For us the creek was only about 15 feet across and seemed to begin
and end in the middle of the woods, starting just above the deep part
of the water where we dived in and ending just around the bend,
disappearing beneath the overhanging trees where the water was
swift and shallow. It was there where we not only used to go
swimming in the summer and wash ourselves off after vaccinating
chickens, it was also where in my teens I used to take Joyce, parked
among those wonderful sweet-smelling trees, happily spending the
evening with my lovely future wife.
It wasn’t until years later that I looked on a map and found, much to
my surprise, the Creek was actually a tributary of the Toms River.
It had its origin at Pine Lake where we used to swim in the
summertime and go ice skating in the winter following a long freeze.
The Toms River wound through the woods, passing multiple small
beaches, including the towns of Toms River and Island Heights,
eventually emptying into Barnegat Bay and ultimately into the
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Atlantic Ocean.
Some time during the late1950's we noticed that the Creek started
to smell from chemicals. It was at the same time that not far from
the Creek a chemical plant was established, the Toms River
Chemical Company, which was a subsidiary of the Swiss-owned
CIBA-Geigy Corporation, a huge pharmaceutical and chemical
conglomerate. Investigations later proved that they were making
dyes in their factory and spilling their waste directly into the Creek.
As several of the local residents started noticing unusual tastes and
smells in their drinking water, it was suspected and alleged that the
dyes had penetrated the ground water and contaminated the water
supply that many of the chicken farmers and other residents in the
area were drinking.
At that time drinking water on the farms was not provided by the
municipality. Rather, most of the residents, including ourselves,
had their own water supply. The water pipes were sunk deep into
the sandy soil to reach the water table and, using pumps, water was
delivered into our homes.
Besides the obnoxious taste and smell of the water, during that
period of time several of the farmers developed cancer, including
my father. Accordingly, investigations were made to determine the
culpability of the Toms River Chemical company.
Definitively establishing the cause of a multi-faceted disease such
as cancer is often difficult. Besides, this company had enormous
political and economic power, so local politicians were reluctant to
lose this lucrative company. Toms River Chemical had a work force
of about 12 hundred persons and was the economic colossus of
Ocean County, accounting for a large part of the region’s growth.
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The combination of the company having powerful friends, a huge
payroll, and a multimillion-dollar revenue stream enabled Toms
River Chemical to largely escape the huge costs of stopping
production of their dyes.
Rather than compelling them to completely disband their
operations, they were ordered to build a pipe carrying their waste
material all the way from their plant to the Atlantic Ocean, thereby
by-passing the Creek and the towns along it path. However, one
day, years later, as I was canoeing down the Creek, I noticed a
huge pipe, a few feet in diameter that was spewing a greenishyellow liquid into the Creek. I assumed it was waste dye still coming
from the chemical plant. In fact, the area of this chemical plant has
now been declared the Toms River Ciba-Geigy Superfund site. It
will take decades to clean up.
(https://www.app.com/story/news/local/land-environment/2018/04
/12/clean-up-toms-river-superfund-site-wont-finished-decades/50
6912002/)
(For more on the issue of Toms River Chemical Company’s
pollution of the Toms River, see Dan Fagin’s article titled: Toms
River: Pollution and its Cancerous Wake
[https://www.greenbiz.com/article/toms-river-pollution-and-its-can
cerous-wake]

Vaccinating Crews
Though quite difficult and at times exhausting, vaccinating chickens
was a fairly lucrative enterprise, and in those days several of us
children of chicken farmers saved up enough money to partially, at
least, pay our way through college by vaccinating chickens. We
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regular workers were paid $1.50 per hour for day work and $1.75 $2.00 per hour for night work. Naturally the crew chiefs made more.
As might be expected, a number of vaccinating crews sprung up
around the Toms River area. Some of these that were in existence
during the 1940s and 1950s that come to mind are described briefly
below.
One-Eye’s Crew: Henry Silkowitz was my first chicken vaccinating
crew chief. The crew consisted usually of six or seven of us. On this
particular crew were my brothers (Lester and Howard), Karl
Engleman, Billy Budin, Lenny Bear, and myself. Henry was our
boss. We were of high school or early college age, but Henry was
older — a veteran of World War II.
During the war Henry lost an eye which was replaced with a glass
eye. We never seemed to appreciate his loss. Rather, as young,
unthinking kids are wont to do, we made fun of it. It was really
somewhat unnerving though when I think back on it. When we
vaccinated the chickens, we got very dusty, what with all the
feathers and chicken manure we had to wallow in. Henry’s
eyeglasses got covered with so much dust that he could hardly see.
So, naturally he would periodically wipe them off. Except that he
would wipe off only one eyeglass lens, the one from the good eye.
The lens covering the glass eye was always completely covered with
dust. Once in a while though he did clean his glass eye. He would
take it out of its socket, shine it up with a handkerchief and put it
back. Naturally, behind his back we always referred to him as ‘OneEye’. Many decades later, everyone who was on the crew would
know who we were talking about when we referred to One-Eye.
When we finished the day’s work vaccinating chickens, we would
often ride through Lakewood where many of the fancy, rich
vacationers were walking. Riding through the area, filthy and reeking
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from chicken manure, we must have made quite a sight... and smell.
That was one of the high points of our day.
It may be of some interest as to what became of the members of this
vaccinating crew. As to my own family, my older brother Lester
became a pediatrician and eminent geneticist; my other brother
Howard became a pharmacist and a community leader in Brooklyn,
advocating for low income housing; I received a PhD, taught
medical and graduate students and did research in molecular
neuropharmacology.
Karl Engleman became a physician and academician. But I
suppose the most memorable thing I recall about Karl, however, was
the time he saved my life. We used to ride in the back of an old pickup truck when we went to our vaccinating jobs. The truck was a
reconditioned Model T Ford which Henry Silkowitz converted into a
truck by adding a platform with a low railing to the back of the cab.
It was started with a crank in the front of the radiator and had
something called a Magnito. Being kids, we fooled around a lot
during these trips. One time I stood up in the back of the truck just
as Henry, who was driving, swerved the truck in order to get me to
sit down. I fell out and would probably have died had Karl not
grabbed me. I remember my hair brushing against the asphalt as the
truck sped down the road, an exciting experience I probably could
forgo.
Billy Budin became an accountant, I think, and moved to California.
He was a few years older than I and would take me to New York
periodically to listen to orchestral concerts. He opened my eyes up
to fine music. I am forever indebted to him for that. As I remember
it, at the first concert he took me to they played Tchaikovsky’s Fifth
Symphony. I fell in love with it. But who doesn’t love Tchaikovsky’s
Fifth Symphony?!
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Lenny Bear became a pilot, testing experimental jet airplanes for
the Air Force. One day, while flying over an area in the
Southwestern part of the United States, his test plane crashed,
killing him instantly. I remember the funeral well. Nearly all the
chicken farmers in Toms River showed up. There was a color guard
flown in from the Air Force. They blew taps. His parents and my
brother Howard were particularly devastated. I don’t believe that
Howie ever quite got over that loss of his best friend. I am sure
Lenny’s parents never did.

Jack Cherry and His Crew: Another crew chief I worked for was
Jack Cherry. Jack was a very mild mannered man with a very deep
raspy voice. I took out Jack’s daughter, Phyllis, a few times. It was
she who suggested that I take out Joyce. Maybe she thought that
because Joyce, like me, was the child of a chicken farmer, we would
hit it off.
Well, she was right, for that date was the beginning of the romance
between me and Joyce, a love affair that endures to this day. I am
forever indebted to Phyllis for that.
Jack’s crew was considerably younger than One-Eye’s. It consisted
of me, Ronnie Tucker, Richie Sudalter, Shelly Singer, Abe Goldfarb
and Jack. I’ll note a few words about some of these friends and coworkers that stand out.
Tucker was rather mischievous. He used to play tricks on Jack.
While Jack was driving us to work, particularly when we were
approaching a sharp curve in the road, Ronnie would sometimes
throw his jacket over Jack’s head. What a riot! All of us would laugh
like crazy. As you can see, we were not only young but also kind of
foolish.
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Ronnie Tucker’s cousin was Elaine Tucker. She was my first flame
when we moved to Toms River in 1946. I was in fourth grade. Elaine
was very pretty and was voted Miss Tomco in a Toms River beauty
contest when in high school. Joyce Zelnick was voted miss Tomco
the following year, beating out a number of other contestants (Figure
5). You can see why I married her.

Figure 5. Joyce Zelnick (later Joyce Weiss) as Miss Tomco, 1956

Shelly Singer, given the nickname ‘No-Nose’, was another guy from
the vaccinating crew. He was often asleep when we came to pick
him up to go to a vaccinating job and I would have to go into his
house, which was always unlocked, and wake him up. It would take
about two minutes for him to get out of bed, and into the car. He
usually was just in his underwear — he dressed in the car. Shelly
later became a pharmacist.
Abe Goldfarb’s nickname was ‘Gimpy’. He got it when one day he
17

came limping to work after he hurt his foot. That was his name from
that time. My best friends at that time were Gimpy and Arnie
Olshaker. The three of used to do everything together. The girls
were crazy about Abe. Abe married Phyllis Cherry and became a
lawyer.
Arnie never worked on a vaccinating crew. Compared to the rest of
us, his father was relatively rich. He made his money from a liquor
store business he had in New York. He bought a chicken farm to
retire, lost most of his money from the farm, then sold his farm and
bought another liquor store in Beachwood.
Arnie was my best friend, as well as a good friend of Joyce. The last
time we heard from him Joyce and I were married and had just
moved to Rockville, Maryland, where I was to start a postdoctoral
fellowship at the NIH. Arnie called and told me his Ph.D. Thesis had
just been rejected during the final defense of his Doctoral
Dissertation at M.I.T. He was absolutely devastated. He said he
was going to fly to California in his light plane that he had just
purchased. We, nor anyone else from his family, ever heard from
him again. Joyce and I never got over this loss.

Dr. Eisenberg’s Crew: When we first moved to Toms River, there
was already a veterinarian in the area, Dr. Wilkinson, a sweet, kind,
oldish man who took care of our pets when they got sick. He was
a plane-spoken, simple man who was very concerned about the
animals he treated. Although he didn’t exactly look the part — he
was plainly-dressed in street clothes that were often disheveled —
he did a fine job, was always available and didn’t charge too much.
Later a new veterinarian moved into the area, freshly graduated
from veterinary school. Dr. Eisenberg was a young, bespectacled,
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very proper and also a very competent and conscientious doctor.
He always wore a white lab coat and definitely looked the part.
Most of the farmers or other patrons who went to him were quite
satisfied with the way he treated their sick animals.
Shortly after moving into the area, Dr. Eisenberg decided to expand
his business by vaccinating chickens. After all, vaccinations
certainly seemed to be something that a trained veterinarian should
be doing. So he started a vaccinating crew of his own. He hired me
and several other young men from other crews who weren’t working
on other jobs at the time.
Dr. Eisenberg would negotiate a price with the farmers, generally
using the method of charging “time and material”, and then while
we were doing the vaccinating, he would act as our supervisor,
standing there in his white lab coat while trying to direct the
proceedings.
Now, vaccinating chickens was not quite like vaccinating pets. Most
of the farmers had thousands of chickens, and they not only
expected their whole flock to be vaccinated at a single day, they
were accustomed to having the job done relatively inexpensively.
Chickens were housed sometimes hundreds to a room filled with
chicken manure so it was not just difficult but virtually impossible to
vaccinate chickens under the sterile conditions that were properly
employed to inject pet animals. To even attempt to do this, we
would have had to clean the several areas on the chickens to be
vaccinated and sterilize all the brushes and needles before each
use.
Using the usual procedures of vaccinating chickens, i.e., the
method all of the other crews in the area used, an experienced crew
of six, when working at a good clip would be able to vaccinate
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chickens at a rate of about 500 per hour; doing it this way we could
vaccinate several thousand per day at a reasonable cost to the
farmer.
It didn’t take long for everyone — crew and farmers alike — to
realize that using Eisenberg’s method of vaccinating chickens, even
if it were possible, simply would be cost prohibitive. So he hired his
brother-in-law, a relative from Israel, Tito by name, to take over
supervising the crew. We agreed with this change with the
stipulation that the good doctor would stay in the house with the
farmer or remain at his office attending to his customary veterinary
duties.
Eating on the Job
We generally started each vaccinating job about seven in the
morning. Usually around noon we would take a break from working
and have lunch. Sometimes we would bring a sandwich from home
but more often than not the farmers would provide something for us
to eat. Most would bring us something they bought from the store
and brought it out for us to eat out on the range with the chickens.
The nicer ones would invite us into their farmhouses and feed us in
their kitchen.
The overall quality of the food they gave us varied considerably; the
lunch made for us by one of the farmer’s wives, however,
particularly stands out. It was made by Fanny Brafman, the wife of
Abe Brafman and the sister-in-law of my Aunt Esther (Esther
Brafman was married to my Uncle Paul, Abe’s younger brother.) It
was what we called “quite a spread”: eggs, toast, coffee, bagels with
cream cheese and lox: the “works”.
Abe and Fanny Brafman were one of the earliest farmers in the
area. My brother Lester married their daughter, Martha.
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Night Jobs
Once in a while we would start the vaccinating jobs just after dusk
— when all the chickens had gone into their shelters to roost and
sleep — and work continuously throughout the night. This way the
chickens were easy to catch, but working all night long was really
quite difficult; it seemed like the night would never end. We would
tell each other jokes or just horse around to keep ourselves awake.
It was wonderful when we saw the sun rise...beautiful and welcome.
What a relief; it was finally morning!
The best part was that we got two dollars an hour for all-night jobs.

OTHER JOBS ON A CHICKEN FARM
Sexing Chickens
Tacky: Mr. Tackabatacka was called ‘Tacky’ by all the chicken
farmers because no one could remember his full Japanese name (I
apologize if the name I wrote is spelled incorrectly). While most of
the farmers in the area rode around in pick-up trucks, Tacky had a
brand new Cadillac, getting a new one every year. That was
because Tacky was a ‘sexer’.
A sexer was the person who could tell the difference between male
and female chicks when they were just one day old. This was very
important because no farmer wanted to feed roosters because they
didn’t lay eggs and had tough meat, so raising them was just a
waste of time and money. Farmers could tell roosters from hens
when they were adolescents (maybe 10-15 weeks old), when they
started developing differences, like having straggly feathers around
their necks and combs that grew faster than those of hens. When
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they got older it was easy to tell the difference, of course. Even you
could do it.
Anyway, when chicks were one day old, the breeder would call in
Tacky. He would arrive in his Cadillac, dressed in a suit covered by
a white lab coat. Sitting down by a small table, he would turn the
chicks over one at a time, look at their bottoms and separate them
into male and females. The one-day-old females were then sold to
the egg farmers like us. The roosters were thrown into a pile to be
killed. Tacky was very good at this, getting more than 95% right, and
he could do several hundred an hour.
No one knew how Tacky could tell the sex of the chicks. I think it
had to do with the relative distances between the anus and cloaca,
but I’m not sure. In any case, only Tacky knew and he wasn’t about
to tell anybody.
Caponizing Chickens
Like most farmers in the area, we raised White Leghorns for laying
eggs as they were the most productive egg layers. If we wanted
large, meaty, chickens, like for food for a special holiday, we would
raise a few brown or Barred Rock chickens. But one could also
produce tender, meaty birds by caponizing any young roosters; that
is, they could be neutered by removing their testes. Tacky was also
one of the few who knew how to do this operation.
When the roosters were young, we would call in Tacky to caponize
our chickens. As before, he would arrive in his Cadillac wearing a
suit. With him would be an assistant. They both would don white
lab coats and lay out their instruments on a cloth (forceps, scalpel,
scissors, needle, sutures, etc). They would strap the roosters onto
a wooden board and cut into the lower abdomen, remove the
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testicles and quickly sew him back up. No anesthesia was used, as
I recall. The roosters just ran away and grew into large and
delicious birds.
So, having largely cornered the market in sexing the chicks and
caponizing the roosters, Tacky became rich — and by our
standards, very rich.
Capettes: Another means of producing a bird similar to a ‘capon’
was to administer young roosters a synthetic estrogen-like sex
hormone. This was done by injecting the hormone, in the form of a
pellet, under the skin of the roosters’ neck. This was not very
difficult and several of us did this periodically in between
vaccinating jobs.
Either of these procedures produced chickens that were larger and
more tender than ‘normal’ hens, and certainly more tender than
unaltered roosters.

Specs (Chicken eyeglasses)
Chickens have cannibalistic tendencies. Therefore, often when a
chicken developed a sore or ruptured itself while laying too large an
egg, the other chickens would pick at the bloody area until they killed
the affected chicken. To prevent this from happening, some farmers
had their chickens specked. In this procedure we would put on
small aluminum specs (also called chicken eyeglasses) by attaching
it to the chicken’s beak. This was accomplished using a cotter pin
inserted through the spec and the chickens’ nostrils. Apparently the
specked chickens would not be able to see directly forward and
would therefore no longer pick at the other chickens.
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We vaccinators did this job as well.

RAISING CHICKENS
Baby Chicks
The day the baby chicks arrived, early each January, was a big
event. It signaled the advent of a new season, one filled with
promise that they would grow up to be healthy and productive egg
layers. To assure their health, the one-day-old chicks were
vaccinated with eye drops against Newcastle disease. At this stage
the chicks were about two inches tall and covered with a fine coat of
yellow fuzz. Otherwise they were self-sufficient and could eat the
ground corn my father fed them. Since all they had was a coat of
fuzz and because it was winter, besides giving them food and water,
they had to be kept warm. So on the day they arrived we put them
into the brooder houses.
Brooder Houses
Our brooder houses were small buildings, about 10 feet square and
eight feet tall with a shallow pitched roof, similar to that shown in
Figure 6.
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Figure 6. Brooder House (Indiana State Poultry Association)
To supply warmth, in the center of each brooder house was a gas
stove. The stove was shaped something like a round pyramid and
had small feet, a few inches from the floor of the brooder house, to
allow the chicks to stay under the stove. Each stove had a gas
burner at the top. Fuel was supplied by propane gas, the propane
tanks placed outside each brooder house.
My father placed a cardboard ring around the stove about two feet
from its perimeter in order to keep the chicks very close to it so they
wouldn’t freeze in those cold winter months. The brooder houses
were also supplied with water fountains from which the chicks could
drink.
We had ten brooder houses on the farm, each of which held a few
hundred chicks. They were located in a line about 50 or so yards
from our house. The chicks stayed in the brooder houses until the
weather warmed up somewhat and they developed a nice coat of
feathers. Everything was timed so they could be let outside when
they were a few weeks old and the weather was a little warmer.
When they were a few months old, in late spring or early summer,
and had developed a small comb and full coat of feathers, they were
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rounded up (no mean task itself) and put out on the range where
they could eat the grass and sleep inside shelters which were
situated throughout the range.
Shelters
Shelters were open, rectangular structures, about ten by twelve feet,
with low, steeply-pitched A-roofs, that were about five feet tall at the
peak and which sloped almost to the ground. The roofs were made
of tar paper, reinforced with chicken wire; the sides were made from
open chicken wire. The shelters had low roosts on which the young
chickens slept.
The chickens were free to go in and out of the shelters. They ate
grass during the day and went into the shelters when it rained and
to roost at night. Some slept in trees. They stayed on the range
until they just started to lay eggs (about in late summer or early fall)
at which time they were put into chicken coops.
Chicken Coops
When we wanted to move them to the coops, we locked them up in
the shelter after dark when they were roosting, chasing those out of
the trees at dusk so they went into the shelters. The next day we
caught the chickens in the shelters, put them into chicken crates,
loaded them on a truck and moved them to the chicken coop. They
stayed in coops, laying their eggs in nests, until their egg production
was too low to earn their keep.

EGG PRODUCTION
The egg production, that is, how often the chickens laid eggs,
depended not only on their diet and the light cycle (discussed later)
but mainly on how old they were. When in full production, i.e., from
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the time they started laying eggs (when they were 16 weeks old or
so) until they started slowing down (at about two years of age) they
laid about 60-70 percent (i.e., 6 or 7 eggs every 10 days). One
hundred percent production means that the chickens laid an egg
every day, on average, something that almost never happens.
My father counted all the eggs every day and calculated the percent
production. He wrote everything down on a large yellow pad,
keeping the records during all the years he had the farm. I think the
break even percent was about 30-40%, but this depended on the
price of eggs and price of feed.
Profitability also depended, of course, on the size of the eggs.
When the chickens just started laying, the eggs were relatively
small, in the peewee, pullet or medium range. Later, as the
chickens got older, they laid eggs that were medium and large, and
even extra large.
The Molt
When the peak production of egg-laying started to wane and get to
the point at which they stopped laying enough eggs to pay for the
cost of the feed, we often put them in a molt. This was
accomplished by stop feeding them mash (described later under
Chicken Feed) and shutting off the lights so they went back to a
normal light-dark cycle. (See below for Effect of light-dark cycle
on egg laying.) This procedure threw the chickens into a molt,
where they lost most of their feathers and stopped laying eggs
completely. When they started laying again after coming out of the
molt, the eggs were almost all large or extra large, so the chickens
were profitable again.
Eventually, when the chickens were about three years old or so,
their egg production was too low to make it worth while to keep. At
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that point we sold them to a chicken dealer to be used as food. We
just got a few cents per pound for these chickens as they were too
old and tough to be used for anything but to make soups.

PROBLEMS A’MANY
There were many problems associated with raising chicks to
adulthood. Besides the various diseases the chickens could
contract during their lives, when very young my father had to worry
that something would happen to the stove or the gas supply in the
brooder houses. Without adequate heat, the chicks would quickly
freeze. If they didn’t freeze outright, the chicks would huddle
together so closely in their attempt to stay warm that many would
suffocate. This could be disastrous because, besides the loss of all
the work involved in raising the chicks and all the money my parents
paid for them, replacement chicks were not readily available other
than in January.
The thing I remember most about those times, however, was when
it got so cold that the water supply froze. The pipes delivering water
to the brooder house area had to be shut off in the winter so they
wouldn’t freeze. As a consequence, my father had to hand carry
pails of water from our own house to each brooder house and put
the water in special fountains out of which the chicks could drink.
These fountains were small, round, galvanized metal tanks with a
narrow trough around the bottom. The water would fill the trough
from the reservoir. Generally, the heat from the stoves was
sufficient to keep the water in the fountains from freezing. However,
major problems would arise at the times when it got so cold that the
water would freeze in the fountains. I remember my father trudging
through two- and three- foot snow drifts, carrying in each hand a
five-gallon pail, filled with hot water from the cellar out to the brooder
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houses. He would pour some of the hot water into the troughs in
order to thaw the frozen water in the fountains. Sometimes he
would have to do this even in the dead of night because if the chicks
didn’t have a source of water for even a short time they would die.
What a difficult life!

Chicken Killers
One time, during the night, soon after I had gone to bed, there was
a terrific commotion coming from the chickens out in the field where
they slept in the shelters. My father rushed from the house and ran
outside to see what was happening. Seeing the carnage, this
usually mild-mannered man ran to the feed house and grabbed a
shovel. In the dark he spotted a skunk killing our chickens. Now
almost in a frenzy, he chased the skunk and beat it to death with the
shovel...though not before the skunk had sprayed him from head to
foot. He smelled so, my mother wouldn’t let him into the house until
he took off all his clothes. Leaving them outside, he came into the
house and went directly into the shower. I don’t know what
happened to those clothes. Maybe my father buried them. The
place smelled from skunk for days afterwards.
Despite the loss of the chickens, I wouldn’t be surprised if my father
still felt bad he had killed the skunk.

Rats and Mice
Rats and mice were also big problems on the farm. They would eat
the grain and mash we had storing in the feed house for the
chickens. Fortunately we got a dog that was a good ratter. He was
brown and white, at least partly fox terrier, I think. He would catch
and kill the smaller rats. Naturally he lived outside on the farm so he
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was always on duty. He generally was fearless. The problem was
that some of the rats were almost as big as the dog and were
vicious. Instead of chasing the rats, the rats would chase our dog
around the shelters. Sometimes a rat would grab onto the dog's
nose with his sharp incisor teeth. That must have been terribly
painful; our dog would shake his head trying to get him off. My
father would than get a stick and hit the rat to get it to release our
poor dog.
The dozens of cats we had on the farm were good for keeping the
mouse population down. Naturally they lived outside too, usually in
the feed house where there were plenty of mice to catch.
Sometimes the cats would bring the dead mice – usually headless
at this point – to our front stoop to show us what a good job they
were doing.
Chicken Rustlers
Having two chicken farmers living side-by-side sometimes
presented a problem. This was the case with our chicken farm
because one of our neighbors butted up against our farm. To avoid
any conflicts, we had an area of about ten feet in width separating
the two properties. This area was covered with tall trees and was
delineated by having gated, chicken wire fences on either side,
thereby providing a kind of no-mans-land in that neither farmer
claimed it as his own.
Nevertheless, conflicts still arose. For, directly on either side of this
area, each of us had chicken ranges enclosed by chicken wire
fences. At dusk several chickens from both properties would often
fly up over their fences to roost in the trees separating the two
properties. In the morning, they would fly down from the trees.
Sometimes, however, they didn’t get over their fence but landed into
the area separating the farms. So, to whom did these chickens
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belong? After all, they were all white leghorns of about the same
age and could not be distinguished by appearance.
Every morning my father would go out to chase the chickens just on
the other side of the fence adjacent to our property back into our
range. However, we noticed that the other farmer sometimes got
up earlier and chased the chickens along the fence adjacent to our
range across this neutral area to his side; in effect he was rustling
our chickens. To tell the truth I don’t quite remember how this was
eventually resolved, but I am sure it wasn’t pretty.
Wages for Chickens (Egg Thieves)
Once in a while we would find some strangers in our chicken coop
picking up our eggs. They were usually from the city and happened
to be driving by and decided to get some fresh eggs right off the
farm. When we asked then why they were stealing our eggs, they
would get indignant and say “What are you complaining about. You
don’t pay the chickens to lay eggs, do you?”
Chicken Hospital
Despite all the farmers’ best efforts to vaccinate the chickens and
otherwise take care that the flock stayed healthy, eventually some
of the chickens would get sick and die. Also, when chickens
stopped laying eggs they generally were disposed of. The ones that
were healthy were sold to soup companies, like Campbells. Those
that were sick were killed and disposed of; that is, on most farms
that was what happened. On our farm, my father, who referred to
himself as a ‘softie’ could not bare to kill them. So he set up an area
on the farm where he kept the sick chickens, feeding them and
providing water by hand. This area, probably about 20 or so foot
square, had a shelter, a feed trough and water fountain.
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Most of these chickens were pitiful: swollen and runny eyes, filthy
feathers, wings dirty and dragging on the ground. I remember most
of all those that we called ‘waterbellies’. These were chickens that
had some kind of disease (probably some form of ascites) that
caused their abdomen to be bloated to the point that it dragged on
the ground. They walked like a duck, waddling back and forth with
their swollen abdomens dragging along.
Others had various other diseases, some of which were likely
communicable. So my dad had a special pair of boots outside this
fenced-in area so he could change shoes and not spread the
disease to his healthy chickens. With all he had to do on the farm,
my father made time to care for these disease-ridden chickens until
they died. What a guy!
When all else failed, there was The Pit.
The Chicken Pit
With thousands of chickens on the farm, naturally we had a lot of
dead chickens to dispose of. Several techniques were tried. One
involved piling up the dead chickens, dousing them with kerosine
and setting them afire. We children were made to stay way back as
this produced a raging inferno, thick black smoke and a terrible
stench. Sometimes the surrounding grass would catch fire and my
father would have to put out these small brush fires with the back of
a flat shovel. This solution to the problem was not only dangerous,
it was also unpleasant and very time consuming. A new system had
to be found. And so, THE PIT.
The pit was a large hole in the ground, about 6 feet in diameter and
8 feet deep, which my father had dug in back of the last room in our
long line of chicken coops. There was a concrete slab covering the
pit, with a hole in the middle of the slab. In this hole was placed
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something like a short stove pipe about a foot in diameter, and on
top of this pipe was a small, old, rusty garbage can cover. My job
was to take the dead chickens and walk through the tall grass to the
end of the chicken coop, climb up on the slab, open the cover and
throw the dead chickens into the pit.
As time went on the chickens in the pit would decay and the smell
became horrible. I used to dread this task. Just being around so
many putrid, foul-smelling chicken corpses was bad enough, but I
was always afraid that the cover to the pit would collapse and I
would fall into the mass of decaying chicken flesh. I wasn’t even
able to hold my nose because with one hand I had to take off the
garbage can cover and with the other hand quickly throw the
chickens into the hole, all the time trying to keep my nose as far from
the hole as possible.
Once in a while I would gather my courage and looked down into
that dark, smelly hole and see all those decaying, maggot-infested
chickens. This filled me with dread. Periodically my father would
throw some lime down into hole. I think this was to keep the smell
from getting too unbearable, but if that is what it was supposed to
do, it surely didn’t work. All I know is that I used to have nightmares
that I would be falling, headlong into this maggot-infested, putrid,
stench-filled mass of rotting flesh.
The Nests
Nests were provided in the chicken coops for the chickens to lay
their eggs. The nest units were made of metal, with the total unit
divided into 15 sections or holes (nests). The individual nests were
covered with a soft absorbent material (Stays Dry) to cushion the
eggs. The chickens somehow knew to go into the nests to lay their
eggs.
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Twice each day we had to go to the nests and collect the eggs. My
father would do this in the morning and either he or I would do it late
in the afternoon. The eggs would be put into wire baskets and
placed on our ‘track’, which ran the length of the chicken coops.
Thence they were taken to the cellar where the eggs would be
cleaned, graded and packed. Naturally, the cleaner the eggs were
to begin with, the less work we had preparing them for sale. This
involved keeping the chickens out of the nests at nighttime.
At dusk the chickens looked for a high place to roost and sleep. For
this we built raised platforms, placed in the back of each coop where
the chickens would sleep. The platforms were designed to collect
their droppings.
Opening up the nests: The nest units had attached to them
platforms that the chickens could land on when they flew onto the
nests to lay eggs. These platforms were on hinges that could be
opened and closed. We closed them at dusk so the chickens would
go to sleep on the special roosts we made for them rather than in
the nests. Each night, when it was dark and all the chickens had
gone to roost, someone had to go into the chicken coops to open up
the nests so the chickens, when they awoke, would have a place to
lay their eggs. That became my job. I hated it. I had to go into each
chicken coop, one by one, and walking in pitch darkness on slimy,
slippery chicken manure-encrusted Stays dry, open up all the nests.
I would work faster and faster as I was afraid of the dark and
sometimes would fall onto the filthy manure covered floor. This was
not one of my most pleasant memories on the farm but, as I think
back on it: ‘no big deal’.
Effect of light-dark cycle on egg laying: The chickens were
awakened about three in the morning by lights that were set to go on
automatically by a timed clock-like arrangement. The idea was that
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chickens laid more eggs when there was a short dark period and a
long light period.
A little science: At that time we thought that the reason the chickens
laid more eggs if they had a long light period was because by getting
up early they would eat more food and therefore be able to lay more
eggs. But now research studies have shown that it likely has to do
with the light cycle affecting the pineal gland, a small structure at the
top of the brain which governs ovarian activity.
(By the way, in case you were wondering, chickens are inbred to lay
lots of eggs, some laying an egg almost every day. That is quite
unusual. After all, chickens are birds, and how many eggs do you
think an average bird lays each year?).
The Manure Pile
Once a year, using a hoe-like tool, we would scrap the chicken
droppings from the roosting platforms, carry the manure onto our
pickup truck and dump the droppings onto a giant manure pile which
we made — unbeknownst to the owners of the property — on a
deserted clearing on Beaver Dam Road. We also used this pile as
a disposal area for the manure derived from the yearly cleaning of
the floors of our chicken coops: a mixture of chicken droppings and
‘Stays Dry’.
Removing the manure from the roosting platforms in the chicken
coops was clearly one of the more disgusting jobs on the farm, as
the moist droppings were as smelly as you might imagine,
particularly when unadulterated with any ‘Stays Dry’.
The end result was not all negative, however, for the manure pile
served not only as a place to dispose of our chicken manure, it also
made a great fertilizer, as well as a backdrop for practice shooting.
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My brother Howie and I purchased a 0.22 caliber rifle to shoot the
rats that were on our farm. Although my father hated guns and
never shot the gun himself, he didn’t prevent us from buying one,
though he made sure we kept it safely in the closet. We used our
manure pile on Beaver Dam Road as a background for our practice
shooting with our rifle, the targets being anything we could find, like
tin cans, glass bulbs, or old vaccine bottles.
Later we had to stop using this area for dumping manure as they
started building fancy houses on Beaver Dam Road.
At some point I decided to try my luck on the farm shooting at birds.
I generally missed. Then one day I hit one. I remember walking
over to the bird on the lawn. It was a robin, dead, covered with
blood. I put the rifle back in the closet and didn’t shoot it again.

CHICKEN FEED
Baby chicks were fed finely ground corn, which they were able to
eat as soon at they arrived when one day old. Later they were
given some whole grain, composed of a mixture of corn, wheat,
oats and sometimes barley. This diet was supplemented with the
grass they would eat when let out of the brooder houses onto the
range.
The older chickens housed in the range were fed mostly a mixture
of grain, again which they supplemented with the grass from the
field.
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Once the chickens were laying eggs and moved into the chicken
coops, they were fed not only the usual grain mixture, but also, for
the first time, something called ‘mash’, which was a finely ground
combination of the usual grains (corn, wheat and oats), but which
also included supplemental ingredients that were useful for
increasing egg laying. At this point they were also given ‘shell’,
which was ground up oyster shells. This provided the extra calcium
for them to form the egg shells. If there was a shortage of shell in
their diet, the egg shells were often weak.
Sometimes my dad would supplement the feed with pure corn to
fatten them up. At other times, when they seemed underweight, he
would prepare a mixture of oats with cod liver oil. I remember him
rolling up the sleeves of his flannel shirt, digging his strong, bare
arms into five-gallon buckets filled with oats, into which he had
poured the oil, and mixing it until the composite was uniform.
Delivery of Chicken Feed
The feed for the chickens came in 100 pound bags which arrived in
a very large open-ended truck delivered to the farm by two big, burly
men. I always watched when they came, admiring their strength.
After backing up the truck to the feed house, one of the men
dragged the bags to the rear, open end of the truck and the other
man stood on the ground and put the bag on his back and carried it
into the feed house, stacking the bags up neatly in piles of about six
high.
The mash usually came in bags made of brown burlap, but
sometimes the oats, wheat or corn came in colorful bags, printed
with some kind of design. My mother, who had worked as a
seamstress in her younger days, used to make dresses out of these
bags. She would give these away to poor people.
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Some years later we modernized the farm by installing automatic
feeders. The feeders were low troughs with a chain link conveyer
belt that went the length of the chicken coops. The automatic
feeders were filled by having built large wooden bins in the feed
house. The bins had holes in the bottom that could be opened and
emptied into the conveyer-belted troughs.
The bins themselves were filled with large feed trucks that now
arrived, not with bags of feed but rather came filled with a bulk of
mash. The trucks were equipped with mechanically operated
conveyor belts and chutes that filled our bins. This system thereby
eliminated the hard tasks of my father having to carry the bags of
mash from the feed house to each coop and filling the troughs by
hand. It made the job easier for the men who delivered the feed, of
course.
Mr. Richardson
Mr. Richardson was our feed man. He would come every couple of
weeks or so to take our order for the chicken feed. The following
scene repeated itself on each visit.
He drove up in his fancy Buick and came into the kitchen. My
mother would treat him like he was a king. “Here, Mr. Richardson,
sit here. Would you like a cup of coffee or some cake, Mr.
Richardson.” Attired in a clean white shirt, jacket and tie, he would
sit his big, overweight body down at the place of honor opposite my
father, dressed in the plaid flannel shirt and pants he always wore,
and the negotiations and ordering of the feed would begin: 50 bags
of mash, 20 bags of corn, 10 bags of oats, etc., or later on it was so
many pounds of feed delivered in bulk.
It would always be: ‘Mr. Richardson’ for him and ‘Harry’ for my
father. I always resented that designation. Why was he given the
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courtesy of ‘Mr. Richardson’ and my father given the diminutive of
‘Harry’? It annoys me now, to this day, when I think of it.

“WORKERS” ON THE FARM
As time went on and my brothers and I were off to college, my father
had to start hiring people to help out on the farm. The ‘Workers’ (as
they were known) were a very varied bunch of men: ex-convicts,
alcoholics, vagrants, mental incompetents, runaways, fugitives,
illegal aliens (nowadays, ‘undocumented’ people),
juvenile
offenders, and just out-of-luck persons of all stripes — Black, White,
Hispanic, old, young, you name it. Some came as couples, men
arriving with wives or girlfriends, but most were single. Where they
came from, I’m not sure. They were usually sent by the AGENCY —
whatever that was. They stayed in our ‘bungalow’.
Our bungalow was a one-room, cinder block, stucco-covered
house, about 12 feet square, which we built near the feed house
(Figure 7). The bungalow had a bed, an old dresser, a stove, sink
and small refrigerator and a little walled-off area for a toilet.

Figure 7. Feed house (left) and Workers’ Bungalow (right)
The workers were paid a menial salary, maybe just a few dollars a
day, but were given free room and board. They ate with us in our
39

kitchen, my mother treating them like one of her own children.
Several of them I befriended. One of my favorites was George.
George: George was one of the many workers we had on the farm
over the years, whom my dad hired to help with the chores. He was
a middle-aged, stocky, rather good-looking, man with a ruddy
complexion. He was competent, reliable, and hard-working. And he
was a wonderful gardener. Each Spring he would dig up a large
patch of ground in the middle of the chicken field, where the
chickens had been spreading their droppings for years. The soil
was rich and fertile. The ground was soft, dark and sweet smelling
as he turned it over with his shovel. His garden in full productivity
was a delight to behold. I would love to go out there with him, to
watch and help if he would let me. George was so proud of his
garden. The rows were straight and long; the soil, free of weeds and
remarkably productive. In addition to doing his regular chores —
feeding the chickens, collecting the eggs, and doing general repairs
around the farm — George supplied us with an abundance of all
types of fresh vegetables for the whole season.
Like all the others, one day George picked himself up and
disappeared from my life forever, but not without leaving me with
one of my fondest memories and a priceless gift — a love for
gardening.

Other Workers on the Farm: Of the many other workers my father
hired on the farm, a few stand out. One was a Black man (‘colored’
in those days) who told me he once saved a Jew’s life. He said
someone was going to shoot a person for whom he was employed
— a man whom he identified as a Jew — and our worker jumped
in front of the assailant and was himself shot in the leg. He rolled up
his trousers and showed me the wound, which had never healed
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properly. He squeezed the wound and some horrible pus-like
material oozed out. That made quite an impression on me.
Another was a family of Hispanics, probably from Puerto Rico as
Puerto Ricans constituted a large portion of the minority population
of farm workers. The man apparently was living with someone else’s
wife. One day, the actual husband of the wife showed up in a car
with some friends. Before long, shots rang out as the group in the
car and our worker in the bungalow were shooting at each other. I
ran to the phone and called the local Toms River police. I told the
police what was happening and asked them to come quickly. They
told me to catch the people who were shooting, disarm them and call
the police back so they could come and arrest them.
Many workers were alcoholics. Sadly, their pattern of activity often
went something like this: They worked for the week and got paid on
Friday night. At that point they would go into town, find a bar and
drink until they ran out of money. On Sunday a taxi cab would drive
up into our driveway and the cab driver would push the worker out
of the cab and ask my father for the cab fare. My father would pay
the driver and help the worker into his bungalow.
One of the workers was a youngish man who seemed to come from
a fairly wealthy family. His family apparently wanted no part of him
so they sent him to the ‘agency’ and he ended up on our farm. Each
day a typical scene went something like this: after breakfast (he
would have all his meals with us, my mother cooking and serving as
she did with all the helpers) he retired to his bungalow. My father
would go into the bungalow to get him to help on the farm. He would
often get very annoyed and complained that my father was bothering
him. “Why do you keep coming into my bungalow. I’m not bothering
you, so why are you bothering me?” Needless to say, he didn’t last
long.
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Speaking of not lasting long, the shortest stay of any of our workers
was a couple, a young man and his girlfriend, who came to the farm
riding up on a motorcycle. He pulled his motorcycle up to our gas
tank, which we had on the farm, pumped his motorcycle full and
drove off, never to be seen again.

NEIGHBORS
In the rural area of Toms River where we lived, very many of the
chicken farmers were Jews. Christians seemed to live mostly in the
town of Toms River and had other businesses — plumbers,
carpenters, electricians, proprietors of small retail stores, selling
feed for the chickens, wholesaling eggs. Some of our immediate
neighbors are described below.

Ol’ Man Tilton: The Tiltons lived on Silverton Road up the street not
far from us. They owned several acres of land on the corner of
Silverton and White Oak Bottom Road. They lived in a large, old
two-story frame house, the wood darkened with age. Across the
house was a barn made of the same material. They were one of the
few residents who raised vegetables rather than chickens.
My most vivid recollection of Ol= Man Tilton, who seemed to me to
be at least 100 years old, was of him riding by our house in his old
wooden wagon pulled by an even older horse. Every day at dawn
he would go by, being pulled by this horse down Silverton Road. It
went so slowly that if you would be walking along the side of the
horse and wagon, you’d probably pass it. Ol Man Tilton=s head
would be slumped over, nodding in rhythm with the clump, clump,
clump of the horse=s hoofs. The horse itself, which also seemed to
be fast asleep, had no trouble finding the way — no great feat
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since the duo had been making this same journey for so many
years.
I always wondered where they were going. Every day I would watch
as they plodded along down the hill passed our house in the
morning and then go by again up the hill and pull back into their barn
in the evening. One day I decided to follow them.
As I didn’t want to be seen, I stayed some distance behind the
wagon, not that either would have noticed me even if I had been
sitting on the old man=s lap or on top of the horse, for that matter.
But nevertheless I was cautious not to be seen. They went passed
the Kelsey=s, passed the Hopkinson=s, passed the Lipitz=s toward the
big bend in Silverton Road which led to Beaver Dam Road. Then,
just as they reached the big bend, they veered left onto an old
sandy, rutted fire road that went directly into the woods. The horse
made the turn into this dirt road without any prompting from Ol= Man
Tilton, who, of course, was still fast asleep. I had never ventured
deep onto this road by myself before because it was far from my
house and completely deserted. But I had gone this far and I had to
know their destination. The horse was traveling even slower now as
it pulled the wagon and its old master through the sand.
Finally they arrived at a clearing in the woods that I had never seen
before. The trees had been cut down to make way for a large plot
of ground that could be farmed. Every day the two would come to
this secluded spot in the woods and farm the cleared land. The
horse would pull a plow to till and cultivate the soil, the old man
working his horse like the master he was. At the end of each long,
hard day they would trudge back home. What peace! What
paradise! I always wished that some day I would be able to be just
like Ol= Man Tilton, every day walking slowly to my secluded piece
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of fertile ground and farm the land. Now I can and do. It is
wonderful!

Mrs. Tilton: Mrs. Tilton was Ol' Man Tilton's daughter. She was a
sweet, proper, matronly, white-haired woman, who used to take
children into her home and give them room and board. These kids,
who ranged in age from about 10 to 14, as I remember, became my
most common playmates on the farm, for there were very few
children my age living anywhere near us. The children were mostly,
if not all, boys, and seemed to be orphans or children from broken
homes or reform school. They stayed with her for varying periods
of time, then would be gone. I think she got support to keep them
in her home from either public or religious, charitable organizations.
She seemed very kind to them but also quite strict.
One of my most vivid recollections of life with Mrs. Tilton took place
one day when I was over at their farm playing with one of her
charges. She called him in from playing outside in order to do his
daily religious education exercise. I went with him into his room. It
was a very small, dark, windowless room, sparsely and simply
furnished. His lesson that afternoon was from a comic book-type
bible with gaily colored figures and scenes on every page. The
particular story that he was to read that day told of how the Jews
killed Christ. That episode made a great impression on me. As I
saw it, the main theme of the story boiled down to this: Jesus was
the most wonderful and most important person ever to exist, and
the Jews killed him. My friend would read this story almost every
day that I was there. I always felt that sort of religious indoctrination
contributed greatly to the anti-Semitism that was so prevalent in our
community and perhaps throughout the world. It gave me an insight
into how anti-Semitic feelings could be perpetuated from one
generation to the next.
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The Kelseys: The Kelsey=s lived down the road from us, just before
the first bend on Silverton Road. They lived in a wooden farmhouse,
similar to that of the Tilton=s, except smaller. There was Mr. and
Mrs. Kelsey, three children, a daughter, son Charlie and I think a
younger son, and the kids= grandfather. The grandfather was an
incredible woodworker. He once made us a wheelbarrow entirely of
hand tools. I wish I still had that wheelbarrow. What a treasure that
would be!
Charlie was about Lester’s age. I don’t know what he did for a living
but once he showed up with a horse and wagon and took me for a
ride. That was great.

The Banachs: The Banachs came to Toms River a few years after
we had. They bought a small piece of property diagonally across
from us, adjacent to the Schuslers and across the street from the
Kelseys. They were refugees from Nazi Germany. They built a
modest sized chicken coop, but as they could not afford a house,
they lived in the chicken coop; they occupied the first room of the
building. I didn’t visit them often but I remember going into their room
once. It was smelly and dusty and very depressing. That one room
served as the kitchen, living quarters and bedroom. I don’t
remember a bathroom so they must have had an outhouse. I don’t
know where they washed. They had hung an old curtain to separate
the beds from the rest of the room. The furniture was second hand
and in tatters. Their clothes were also worn and tattered. They lived
there for several years, working from dawn to dusk and hardly
spending a penny until they had saved enough money to buy the
Kantor=s place, which was just up the road from us, adjacent to our
property.
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The Banachs had a young, red-haired daughter. She was the sole
surviving child of what had been a family of seven children. All the
others had been murdered by the Nazis. She had escaped because
the Banachs had been able to find a convent into which they could
put her until the war ended. The nuns were able to get away with
the deception because the little girl had red hair and therefore could
more readily pass as non-Jewish. The Banachs themselves
managed to survive somehow, and after the war, with the help of
agencies set up for that purpose, were able to find her and be
reunited with their little girl. It was the first time I experienced first
hand and personally what the Jews had gone through in Europe
during the war.
The Schuslers: The Schuslers lived directly across from us on
Silverton Road, in a large, lovely, two-story home standing stately
toward the top of a elegant sloping lawn.
We didn’t know much about the Schuslers. They were an older
couple, apparently retired — reclusive and somewhat aloof. My
parents, though separated from the Schuslers by just the width of
Silverton Road, never set foot in their house. Mr. and Mrs. Schusler
came to our house just once soon after we moved in, and never
again. The greetings were always polite but formal: “Good morning,
Mr. Schusler”, to be answered by “Good morning”. I don’t
remember ever hearing him mention my father by name, as if he
couldn’t decide what to call him or, as I sometimes felt, that he didn’t
want to give him that honor. As far as I could remember, the women
never spoke to each other.
I used to visit the Schuslers fairly often. I loved to walk up their
driveway and take in the exquisite grounds. As beautiful as the lawn
was, what I loved most was their backyard. Hidden away behind
and to the side of the house was a garden. It was a sight to behold;
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the first time I saw it I must have gasped. The rows were as straight
as could be with alternating patterns of flowers and vegetables.
Everything was done by hand, the digging with a shovel and the
cultivating with a hoe and rake. Both Mr and Mrs Schusler worked
in the garden, she paying more attention to the flowers. I always
thought it was such a shame that no one but them would see it, for
I don’t ever remember them having visitors.
My rare — one and only actually — visit to the inside of the house
was memorable. The rooms were dark, the windows being covered
with heavy drapes, and musty smelling. I always thought that the
two of them lived alone in that big house until I was invited inside.
As I stood in the living room, dimly I saw hobble into the room a
small figure. Somewhat startled, I was introduced to an old lady,
Mrs. Schusler’s mother, I believe. Frail and pale, she was dressed
all in black. She walked very slowly, bent over as old people do.
She weakly answered the frightened little boy’s quiet ‘Hello’. I
couldn’t wait to get out of there.
It saddens me to think about them sometimes as we were
geographically so close but culturally so distant.
The Versnels:The Versnels were one of the oldest farmers in Toms
River and owned a large piece of land. Unlike most of the farmers
in Toms River, they were not Jewish. I don’t remember them having
many chickens, if any, but they did own a tractor and did lots of
vegetable farming.
The Versnels were fairly rich, by chicken farmers’ standards at least,
and used to loan money to the farmers. My parents got a loan from
them when they bought their farm on Silverton Road. I suppose the
Versnels gave my parents a better rate than the banks did.
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The Versnels had three children, one, a girl named Bertha, who was
a lovely, mild mannered person, about two years older than I.The big
scandal in the Jewish farmers’ community was when Bertha married
Herbie Zwickel. Herbie was my brother Lester’s age and his parents
wanted him to be a rabbi. Imagine the shock when he married a
Gentile girl. I guess the Zwickels got over it because Bertha and
Herbie moved into the Zwickel’s house. I remember this vividly
because of this one particular experience. Herbie was one of the
members of the vaccinating crew. I, being the youngest on the
crew, had the job of going into the houses to wake up all the crew
members as we went around to pick them up. One morning, when
I went to wake up Herbie I came across Herbie and Bertha lying in
bed stark naked. It was a sight a fourteen-year-old does not easily
forget.

PETS ON THE FARM
During the time we lived on the chicken farm — for about 40 years,
between 1946 and 1986 — we always had pet dogs (usually one or
two at any time). We also had many cats, the number varying
between several to a few dozen. Although our dogs were considered
to be pets, the cats were just, well, cats.
We never bought dog food, and, of course, never bought cat food.
My parents would buy big bags of stale bread from the bakery for
about a quarter. They soaked the bread in warm water and a little
milk to soften it up and put it in a large pan from which the dogs and
cats would eat together. The rest of the diet for the dogs were eggs
that broke and fell on the cellar floor when my parents cleaned the
eggs. I suppose they also got leftovers that we couldn’t eat. I don’t
know what the cats ate besides the bread...perhaps they lived on
mice that they caught or maybe some leftovers too.
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The dogs were not allowed in the house; my mother would never
allow that. They lived outside, sometimes in a dog house that I built
or in the garage or feed house. I have no idea where the cats lived,
maybe in the feed house or chicken coop.
Dogs: I always felt that a kid must have a dog. I can’t imagine
growing up without one. Though I loved the dogs we had on the
farm, they still weren’t treated as part of the family as so many are
now. They were kept not only as a pet but also for their usefulness
on the farm.
We inherited Puppy when we bought the farm from Sid Troy in 1946.
I guess he was Sid’s dog. He just left the dog there so he was ours.
Puppy was a stocky, medium sized dog, with short brown fur. He
looked like part bull dog and part everything else...very ugly as I
recall. He must have been already quite old when we got him as he
walked VERY slowly, following my father wherever he went. I never
got very attached to Puppy but my father did. I remember the day
Puppy died. He was in the garage and he started walking down our
driveway, laid down on the gravel driveway and never got up. Puppy
was the only dog we had that lived long enough to die of old age.
The next dog we owned we got as a young puppy from one of the
farmers. He seemed to be part collie, black and white, so we called
him Spotty. It wasn’t much use on the farm because he didn’t do
much except run around and catch sticks and balls when we threw
them. In that way he was like a real pet, I guess. He did bark when
other animals would come around though.
We needed a dog that did something more useful than Spotty, so
shortly afterwards we got Spotty, another dog from one of the nearby
farmers. Dogs and cats just bred like crazy on the farm so there
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were always lots to choose from. The farmers were only too happy
to give them away...especially cats. But unlike dogs, cats were not
in demand at all.
Our new dog was a kind of smallish...brown and white with short fur,
something like a terrier but with lots of other breeds mixed in. We
named him Butch. Butch was very smart and played with Spotty,
trying desperately to teach him something. Butch was a ratter. He
would catch mice and rats all day long. There were more rats than
mice for Butch to catch as the many, many cats on the farm would
catch the mice.
My most vivid recollection of Butch was when he was still young and
he saw a big rat. Butch started chasing it around one of the large
chicken shelters. They both disappeared around the shelter. Then,
the next moment Butch came running back with the rat chasing him.
It was a very big rat. Spotty just watched.
We had Spotty and Butch for many years, but at some point both
were run over by cars that they used to chase, the fate of most of the
dogs on the farm. I never knew what my father did with them. We
really missed them.
The only other dog I remember was one our Uncle Irving got us. It
was a cocker spaniel, a pure bred no less...brown and white and just
beautiful. Uncle Irving bought it from someone in Brooklyn and
brought it to us on the farm. The little dog got sick while still fairly
young and died. That was so sad my parents never got another
dog.
I must relate one story that particularly stands out in my memory
about one of our neighbor’s treatment of dogs that today is hard to
believe. This farmer had a female dog that attracted many of the
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male dogs in the neighborhood. Tired of his dog always becoming
pregnant, the farmer would catch the male dogs when they came
courting and tar their penis. Though crude and difficult to retell or
even imagine in this day and age, such drastic measures did occur,
and it has to be appreciated that for this poor farmer, having his
female dog spayed was more than he felt he could afford.

Cats: We often had 20 or more cats on the farm. This rather large
number of cats were kept mainly to keep the mouse population
down.
Unlike the dogs, which in many ways were emotionally considered
part of the family, we never had much of an attachment for the cats.
As a matter of fact, we used to make fun of some of the newer
farmers that actually NAMED their cats. Could you believe it, giving
cats names?
Well anyway, as you can imagine, with more that 20 cats on the
farm, we were inundated with kittens. For each female cat could
have a few litters each year, with each litter consisting of as many as
10 kittens. So if left to their own devices they could increase
exponentially, and without doing something, we would soon have
more cats than chickens. So periodically we had to call upon one of
our neighbors for assistance. My father didn’t have the heart to kill
the kittens, and there were certainly no takers for them, as all the
farmers had their own problem with too many cats. This particular
neighbor had devised a simple solution to the problem — somewhat
cruel-sounding in this day, but simple. It was the two-pail system.
He would fill two pails with water and take the kittens and the pails
out into the woods. He would put all the kittens into one of the pails
of water and put the second pail into the first pail. After several

51

minutes, when all the kittens had drowned, he would dump them out
in the woods.

ENTERTAINMENT ON THE FARM
Not having any young neighbors living near us forced me to develop
games that I could engage in by myself. One of these was to throw
a tennis ball against the feed house door and catch it while it
bounced back along our gravel driveway. This I sometimes would
do for hours on end.
We also made a little sand box, putting it was near the small swing
set that we purchased. This was used mainly for younger children
to use when they visited. Figure 8 shows an image of Joyce’s and
my first born — our son Jeffrey when he was about 3 years old —
being pushed on the swing by my nephew Lee Schechter, the son
of my wife’s sister Perle and her husband Hy.
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Figure 8. Jeffrey Weiss and Lee Schechter on Swing, 1964

School Baseball: There were several organized sports in the Toms
River school system, baseball being one of them. Usually the best
two players by default were the two captains. They took turns
picking the players they wanted for the team. My biggest fear was to
be picked last. Fortunately there were some players picked after
me, but not many. The best player played shortstop, the worst one
right field, the tallest one first base. If there was a girl on the team,
she pitched. If no girl, then anyone who could get the ball over the
plate was the pitcher. If more than one girl, the one not pitching
became the catcher. If not, then the fattest guy was the catcher.
The batting order was best to worst; you got it right when you
guessed I was closer to last than first.
The Habonim: The Habonim or officially now, the Habonim Dror
North America, was a progressive Labor Zionist Youth Movement,
which, according to its website, had as its mission: “To build a
personal bond and commitment between North American Jewish
youth and the State of Israel and to create Jewish leaders who will
actualize the principles of social justice, equality, peace and
coexistence in Israel and North America.” Apparently it currently
runs an Israel Summer Program.
To us it was simply a social organization comprised of a group of
Jewish kids, mainly boys and girls of grade school and high school
age, the children of chicken farmers, who periodically got together
at one of our houses where we learned to sing Hebrew songs and
dance to Hebrew music. As part of our activity we sometimes visited
a nearby farm, inhabited with cows, chickens and horses, that was
organized in the form of a type of kibbutz. I really enjoyed this group
and its activities. This should not come as much of a surprise
53

because it was the only organization of any type to which I belonged
that was outside of school. As such, it was the sole source of
organized social, religious activity I had.
Goin’ Swimmin’: As our farm was not that far from a few bodies of
water, we went swimming whenever we had the chance. I already
mentioned taking a dip in the Creek and Pine Lake, but our favorite
place to really swim was in the Atlantic Ocean at Seaside Heights.
Getting there was almost as adventurous as being there. We drove
to Seaside Heights using back roads to avoid the heavy traffic on
Route 37 traveled by the summer tourists. The last stage of the trip
was a drive over a very, very long wooden bridge that went over
Barnegat Bay to Pelican Island, then over another much smaller
wooden bridge to the Seaside Heights beaches. These bridges
joined the mainland to the long, narrow stretch of land blessed with
beautiful sandy beaches that bordered the Atlantic Ocean.
The longer span of these bridges, which in parts was only a few feet
over the water, was made of wooden planks that bounced
menacingly as we drove over them. This part of the trip was at least
as exciting as going on the wild rides in Seaside Heights and would
have filled us with fear, had we had any sense at all.
Contests: To amuse ourselves on the farm, we conducted contests.
I can only remember three of them that had any great importance.
One contest was to see who could hold the most chickens in one
hand. With one hand we caught the chickens by their legs and
transferred and held them in our other hand with the chickens’ heads
hanging down. To qualify, we had to hold them for at least one
minute, and any that slipped out during that time would not count. As
I remember, the record was about 20 or so chickens.
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Another contest was to see how many eggs we could hold in both
hands. The eggs had to be graded either large or extra large. We
had to hold the eggs so that the palms of our had were down, so
gravity did not aid in any way. If any of the eggs broke, you were
disqualified. The record for the number of eggs held in both hands
was about 12 eggs total.
The last contest was to see how many flies you could catch in one
hand. The feed house where we kept the mash and grains that we
fed to the chickens were always loaded with large houseflies. They
usually alighted on top of the burlap feed bags, almost covering
them. We were allowed three tries, swiping our cupped hand over
the bags and catching as many flies as we could. The highest of the
three tries counted as our score, not the total of the three swipes.
After catching the flies, the trick was to release them one at a time
so we could count them accurately. We weren’t allowed to squish
them, so dead flies did not count. A witness had to agree with the
count of the catcher. We were able to catch 40 or more with our best
swipe.
We practiced a lot as, naturally, these contests determined one’s
status in our farm-boys’ community hierarchy. It probably doesn’t
come as much of a surprise that only boys were mindless enough to
compete in these activities.

THE SHULE
The Shule (Toms River Jewish Farmers’ Community Hall) was an
old stone and clapboard building, situated on Old Freehold Road in
the midst of the chicken farms and about five miles north of the town
of Toms River. It was a multipurpose building, serving as the
meeting place for the Community of Jewish Farmers and their Shule
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(Synagogue). It was not far from the Jewish Cemetery on Whitty
Road where my parents are buried, forever resting, still journeying
together in death as they did in life, side by side.
The Shule had one story with a basement where parties and other
such events were held. It was in the basement of the Shule where
I had my Bar Mitzvah, a rather modest affair consisting mainly of the
immediate family, the food made in large part by my mother. As I
had never gone to Hebrew school and could barely read Hebrew,
the short Hebrew recitation I gave was spoken from memory as
kindly taught to me by one of the nearby farmers from whom I took
enough lessons to get by.
Ascend the few stone steps from the front lawn and one would reach
the main floor which housed the single, large room that served as its
place of worship and meeting room. During services the wooden
folding chairs, maybe a couple of hundred or so of them, were neatly
arranged in rows facing the center of the room. At the front center,
behind a lectern and a few larger chairs reserved for the Rabbi and
other officials, were housed the ornate Torahs, kept behind curtains,
to be ceremoniously removed for viewing only during special times
during the services. To one side of the room was a stage on which
was held secular events, such as piano recitals for the children,
plays, talent shows and beauty contests. It was at one such beauty
contest where my lovely bride-to-be beat out several other
contestants for the coveted crown of Miss Tomco. But I get ahead
of myself.
During what Jews call the High Holy Days (Rosh Hashanah, the
Jewish New Year, through Yom Kipper, the Day of Atonement), it
was customary go to shule, even if one hadn’t gone for the rest of
the year. My parents went sometimes when we first moved to the
farm, then less and less frequently as the years went by. This was
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in part because it was not permitted to drive during this period, and
the Shule was about five miles from the farm — quite a walk —
particularly as they got older. Though I sensed my father would have
liked to go to Shule, it never appeared to be a driving force for either
of them. We kids, on the other hand, were young and strong and
looked forward to the holidays. Not only did we not have to go to
school, it was our chance to get dressed up, take a nice long walk
in the cool air of early autumn along the farm-lined country road
leading to the Shule, and most of all, to see the pretty girls who
would also show up dressed in their finery.
Once at the Shule the youths divided themselves into two groups:
the boys and the girls. Each stayed on the front lawn outside,
standing in small circular clumps, rarely entering the Shule or
otherwise engaging in the services being held inside, just a few feet
from us. And we ogled each other, the boys doing their silly boy
things and the girls standing apart, infinitely more mature and trying
demurely not to notice us, but stealing furtive glances in our
direction, or at least that is what we hoped.
As little use as I have now for organized religion in general, I am
forever indebted to these occasions, for it was here, on one fine fall
day at the Shule, when I was about 15 years old, that I saw for the
first time the love of my life, my companion, my lover and my best
and dearest friend, Joyce. Seeing her as I did then is one of the
fondest memories of my youth, so I will relate it here.
I was in our pack of guys and she among her gang of girls when I
chanced, as casually as possible, to glance over at them, standing
several feet from us. As if my magic, suitable for the religious
venue, what I saw was not a group of girls, but a blur, the only thing
in focus being a lovely, young sweet face, wearing a pretty dress,
staring at nothing in particular, as in reverie. Everything else was
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blotted out. Time stopped. From that moment on, my fate was
sealed. Who was this angelic being, I asked my friends? Oh, that is
Joyce Zelnick. She is a freshman. Seven years later Joyce and I
were wed.
Sorry I didn’t do this story the justice it deserves, but no words could
capture the emotion of the moment nor the love and magic I still feel
for my lovely bride even after more than 60 years of marriage.

SCHOOL DAYS
The School Bus: Bill Farrington was our bus driver. He was a
delightful person, and I always marveled at how he was able to cope
with a busload of screaming kids every day.
One of the many stops on our route along Bay Avenue was at the
end of a long side road, Dugans Lane. The bus would stop there to
pick up the kids who lived on this road. Well, this particular stop was
one of our treasured events, for it was the site of the daily race of
kids running to catch the bus. For some reason, even though the
bus came to pick them up at the same time each day, they never
were ready. They would be seen running down the street toward our
bus, arms and legs flying in every direction. While waiting for them,
the kids on the bus would jeer and bet on which would get to the bus
first. Kids sure can be cruel.

Moses: On nice days I would ask our school bus driver to let me off
a few miles before we got to my house so I could take a short cut
through the woods by walking down Beaver Dam Road (now an
extension of Todd Road) to Silverton Road. This was a narrow,
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beautiful road, filled with scrub oak trees and wild blueberry bushes,
and, at that time, completely uninhabited, except for Moses. Moses
was a hermit who lived in a little one-room shack, about 8 foot
square that he built from scrap wood and corrugated aluminum. In
the shack was an old wooden desk, a broken chair and a torn,
smelly mattress on the dirt floor. The shack was next to a small
swamp from which he got his drinking water. There was no gas or
electricity and, except for the stream feeding the swamp, no running
water. Most of the kids were afraid of Moses since he seemed so
strange. But I used to love to go visit him there in the middle of the
woods on my way home from school.
The story Moses told me was that he used to own much of the land
on Beaver Dam Road. His relatives wanted the property so they
declared him insane and took it. I used to love to talk to Moses
because he was actually very bright. He loved to talk about math
and science. He taught me that you don't need much to live.
The story of Moses and Beaver Dam Road reminds me of how some
of the residents who had advance knowledge of road construction
made a fast buck.
When we moved to the farm, Silverton Road went straight through
from Route 9 to the little town of Silverton. Later, when they decided
to build the Garden State Parkway, they had to cut off several roads
in the area. One of these was Silverton Road just beyond Beaver
Dam Road. Some people apparently got wind of the path that the
Parkway was going to take so they bought up, at bargain prices, the
land that the parkway was to occupy. When the final plans for the
route of the parkway was publically revealed, these people must
have made a large profit by selling the land to the state.
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The Quitter: When I was in seventh grade I tried out for the Junior
High School baseball team. The practices were held after school,
and as the school buses left promptly after school let out, I had to
find my own way to get home. Sometimes my father would come to
pick me up, but most of the time I would hitchhike home. After a
couple of weeks of practice, my parents told me that they needed
me to help out on the farm after school so I would have to quit the
team. I remember vividly the scene when I went to see the baseball
coach. I told him that I wouldn’t be able to make baseball practice
anymore. I don’t remember if I told him that the reason why I couldn’t
make it anymore was because I was needed to help out on the farm,
but I do remember what he told me. “You are a quitter” he scolded,
“and quitters never amount to anything”. Well, you can imagine how
awful I felt after that and how much it must have hurt me since I still
remember the incident even after more than 70 years have gone by.
What a terrible thing to tell a child!
Drink Up, You’re Behind: It was New Year’s Eve on a snowy wintry
night and my brother Howie was going to a party. He was a senior
and I a sophomore in high school. As usual I wanted to go with him,
and as usual he didn’t want me to. So some time after he left I got
a ride and was dropped off at the house where the party was being
held. As I walked into the house, someone greeted me with a drink
in his hand saying, “Drink up; you’re behind”. I don’t remember too
much after that except that I did as I was told and drank and drank.
Apparently I became quite a general nuisance, picking up the girls’
skirts and otherwise being, to say the least, unruly. My brother,
annoyed and embarrassed, hustled me off and dragged me into the
pick-up truck he came in. I remember vaguely that he drove me
back home and when we got back to the farm, opened the door to
the truck and threw me out into the deep snow that was falling. My
parents must have found me lying in the snow and somehow
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managed to get me inside and into bed. I awoke the next morning
with a splitting headache and vomited most of the morning. My
mother’s message was clear: she didn’t reprimand me but showed
me NO sympathy. Lesson received! I’m not sure what she said to
Howie.
Fiesta: About the only major social activity I had in Toms River High
School was my participation in the annual Fiesta. This was a show
featuring dance performances, usually with a Spanish theme; it was
organized by Mr. Albini, our Spanish and English teacher, who
designed the costumes and choreographed all the dances. One of
these is depicted in Figure 9, which shows me dancing between
Elaine Tucker on the left and Marlene Hecker on the right.

Figure 9. Fiesta in Toms River High School, 1954

RELIGIOUS AND RACIAL BIGOTRY
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Blacks Not Welcome: As I mentioned earlier, Seaside Heights was
a favorite swimming place for us. It had beautiful sandy beaches on
the Atlantic Ocean. Although they had strict rules, such as no one
was permitted to walk on the boardwalk without a shirt, everyone
enjoyed themselves there — well, almost everyone.
One day while we were swimming, a voice come over the loud
speaker. This speaker was routinely used to announce things like,
AAnyone, looking for a little boy, about 4 years old, wearing green
shorts, report to the lifeguard on Pennsylvania Avenue and the
Boardwalk.@ However, this particular announcement was different.
It demanded that the group who came on a bus from Philadelphia
should return to their bus immediately. There was a small
commotion down the beach, so I went over to see what was going
on. What I saw was a few lifeguards herding a group of people out
of the water off the beach. These people had one distinguishing
characteristic. They were all Black. I had never thought much about
it before, but I now realized that this public beach in New Jersey in
the 1950s practiced blatant, racial discrimination, and not I nor
anyone else on the beach objected. I knew that this area of the
state was bigoted — there was a very large billboard leading to
Seaside proclaiming AA RESTRICTED FAMILY COMMUNITY”,
which everyone knew translated as, ANo Jews or Black People
Allowed”, but I had never before seen first hand what that meant to
the everyday lives of real people.

Across the Tracks: The commercial section of the town of Toms
River was bordered on the south by an old set of railroad tracks with
grass growing between the rails, as they hadn’t been used for years.
I don’t remember ever being explicitly told not to go there, but it was
the general understanding that ‘You don’t cross the tracks’ to South
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Toms River.
One day a few of my friends and I decided to see what was on the
other side of the tracks. We were probably about 13 years old or so.
What we saw was certainly different from what we expected. There,
scattered along a lonely dirt road were small, dilapidated one-room
houses, not so different from the brooder houses in which we kept
the baby chicks until they were old enough to go out on the range.
Clothes lines were strung outside the shacks with old, torn clothes
hanging haphazardly along them. This is where many of the African
Americans in the Toms River area lived.
Moving a little further into the community we realized that these
shacks housed the more well-off Black population. Across the way
from these hovels was the Toms River garbage dump, a vast area
stretching as far as our eyes could see, with a stench that made us
hold our noses. Strewn among the garbage were cardboard boxes
and little lean-to’s with corrugated sheets of old pieces of aluminum
that acted as roofs. Peeking inside we saw that there were people
living in them. Torn mattresses, some with people sitting or lying on
them, covered the dirt floor. Several people, many of them
barefooted children, were wandering along the dump, picking up
anything they could use: wood for burning, metal for building, some
old uneaten food. Many emaciated, straggly stray dogs wandered
about, competing with the humans looking for something to eat.
I always wondered where the few Black people who attended school
with us in Toms River Grade School and High School lived. Now I
knew. What was more surprising was how many children we saw in
South Toms River. In our high school of about 500 students, I
remember only two Black children, the Harvey brothers. Midge was
two years ahead of me in school and was the star running back on
our football team. Butch Harvey was one year ahead of me. He
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was the quarterback. Where, or even if, the other Black children in
the Toms River area went to school is still a mystery.
It should be kept in mind that this scene took place, not in some
small town in the deep South in the seventeenth to nineteenth
centuries, but in the early 1950s in Toms River, New Jersey, a fairly
prosperous community, with clean, tree-lined broad boulevards with
large well-kept homes running through the center of town, in centraleastern New Jersey, the county seat of Ocean County. Surrounding
the town at the time were the chicken farms, one of which I lived on.
It was an all White community. No Black people lived either in town
or on the farms. They were hired to clean the homes of the White
town folks or hired as farmhands to help on the chicken farms,
shoveling manure and doing other manual tasks. They were the
lucky ones who had employment.
In the evening they would return to their own homes in South Toms
River.
Anti-Semitism in Toms River: There wasn’t much overt antiSemitism in Toms River High School, although one incident does
stand out and provides an example of what may be called its
‘subtlety’. I was sitting in the grandstands of our football field
watching practice. With me were one of my friends from Beachwood
and another boy from Forked River, as I recall. Someone on the
field missed a pass and the Forked River kid said, “Oh, the Jew”.
My friend, who knew that I was Jewish, looked embarrassed and
said, referring to the boy who missed the pass, “Oh, I don’t think he
is Jewish”. The Forked River boy shot back, “Oh, you know what I
mean!” Obviously, to him the word ‘Jew’ was an insulting word.
In that area where I grew up certain towns were known to be antiSemitic and others not. Silverton and Forked River were considered
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to have anti-Semitic reputations while Beachwood did not. The town
of Toms River itself was mixed. In the outlying areas where I lived,
most of the chicken farmers were Jewish. The other farmers in
these rural areas were what I would describe as ‘closet antiSemites’, though perhaps this is an unfair characterization.

HOME LIFE

The Pick-up Truck
In the early days on the farm the only means of transportation was
our old Chevy, half-ton pick-up truck that came with the farm (See
figure 10 for image of truck parked next to our home) .

Figure 10. Pick-up Truck. ca.1947

I learned to drive it around the farm when I was about 11 years old.
One day when my uncle was visiting I drove by on the driveway
passed our kitchen window. As I was too short to reach the pedals
on the truck, I was standing as I drove. My uncle saw me drive by
and shouted, “Oi! Bengy is driving the truck!”. My mom calmly said,
“Don’t worry, he knows how to drive”.
Several years later I finally got my license to drive legally. Since it
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was important for children of farmers to drive on the roads to help
out their parents, the state made a special provision that enabled
children to get a special ‘Farmers Licence’ when they were only 16
years old...but it was stipulated that they had to be on farm-related
business to legally drive. To make sure I complied with this part of
the law, I always threw a few shovels full of chicken manure into the
back of the truck.
And so it came to pass that the first time I took out Joyce on a date
I picked her up in my manure-laden pick-up truck. I was 16 years
old and she 14. We went to a party and had pizza with the gang
afterwards. We got back to Joyce’s home late at night, far later than
her parents had allowed. As I drove up her driveway I saw that all
the outside lights were on and standing in front of the door were her
father and mother, clearly not at all pleased. I stopped the truck,
reached over Joyce, opened up her door from the inside and gently
shoved her out. I then escaped by dragging out down the gravel
driveway spinning my wheels as I went.
Joyce was not permitted to go out with me for more than a year
afterwards.

The License Plate
Almost every chicken farmer I knew had a license plate outside the
door to their house. It was embedded in the cement sidewalk just
outside the door that was most often used to enter the house. The
plate was stuck in the cement on the long side of the plate, standing
up so about two inches were exposed. It was used to scrap off the
chicken manure and other dirt from the shoes before entering the
house. The more advanced versions had one of the ends bent over
to remove the hard-to-get-at chicken droppings that always seemed
to get lodged in the crack between the heel and sole of the shoes.
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The Half-a-Dictionary: My parents had a sacred cabinet. It was a
mahogany-stained, two-shelf bookcase, about two and a half feet tall
and two feet wide, with two glass doors. The doors were invariably
kept locked, though the key was always left in the lock. I never quite
figured out the logic of the key-in-the-lock, but I got the impression
that the locked doors signified that something special was in there,
and the key in the lock meant that if you wanted to see what was in
there, you could readily do so. The cabinet was placed in the hall
leading to the living room so I passed it by every day, but though I
could see what was inside through the glass doors, I rarely ventured
inside the cabinet.
One day I decided to examine this locked treasure. I turned the key
and opened up the cabinet. Inside was a gigantic, water-stained,
faded, gray-green book. It must have been more than 14 inches tall,
ten inches wide and five inches thick. I could hardly lift it. It was the
second half of an old Webster=s Dictionary-–section M through Z. I
never found out what happened to the first half of the dictionary. My
parents might have gotten it at a garage sale or, more likely, since
I never remember them EVER buying a book, it was left over from
some books that my uncle Irving had no longer any use for and had
given to them.
Carefully I opened the book and read the definitions of words
beginning with R. Then I gingerly skipped to some of the W’s. I was
very impressed with how much information was in this book and how
one word could have so many meanings. But the thing that
impressed me most of all was that my parents, who rarely read
anything other than the Readers Digest, old copies of which were
kept in the bathroom magazine rack, or free papers which were
sometimes placed in their mailbox, honored books so highly that
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when they had one with a hard cover and small print they kept it as
a treasure.

The Book Worm: As much as my parents revered books, the only
books I remember reading in Toms River were comics. We had
hundreds of them.
For serious reading I used to read the classic comics in high school
and turn them in for book reports. I remember one time I was
supposed to read a non-fiction book for one of my two reports for
that year (11th grade). I found a book in the attic where we used to
store books in a big cardboard box that my Uncle Irving gave us
when he finished reading them (he was the READER in the family).
Anyway, I found this hard-covered book in the attic, skimmed
through it, and gave it as a book report to the English teacher. He
said that the book was not a non-fiction. I argued that since it had
large words in it he should give me credit for a non-fiction. What
words? Well, instead of FIRE, they wrote CONFLAGRATION. I
don't remember what his response was but I graduated.
The Shochet: My parents kept Kosher, so when my mother wanted
to make chicken for dinner we had to take the chickens to Lakewood
to the Shochet. I went along sometimes.
As I understood it, the Shochet was a kind of religious man — he
had a scraggly beard, wore a long black outfit and yarmulka. The
tools of his trade were a long single-bladed razor — something like
a professional barber would use — and a small barrel filled with
sawdust. He took each chicken, held it upside down, and pulled the
head back by holding the comb so the front of the neck was
exposed. He then plucked a few feather from the neck, muttered
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some Hebrew prayer, sliced through the neck, and quickly threw it
into the barrel, covering it with what looked like a kind of garbage
can lid. The chicken fluttered around for a few seconds, the sawdust
absorbing the blood. He then pulled out the chicken from the barrel
and gave it to my father to take home.
My father plucked the blood-covered feathers from the chicken and
my mother then seared off all the small remaining feathers by
holding the chicken over a small stove, which we kept in the cellar
to keep the smell of burning feathers out of the house.
After cutting it open and taking out the insides — keeping the liver,
gizzard and whatever small undeveloped eggs there were — the
chicken was ready to cook. It was delicious.

Retail Business on the Farm: My parents sometimes sold chickens
and eggs retail to customers who came to the farm from the city.
They were charged a few cents more per dozen than we got when
we sold the eggs to the wholesale dealer who bought the eggs by
the case.
Even though the retail customers were accustomed to eating storebought eggs, which were likely a month or so old, the customers
who bought our eggs, which were rarely more than one day old,
invariably asked us if the eggs were fresh.
Sometimes they also bought freshly-killed chickens. These chickens
were not kosher-killed. Rather, my father killed them himself by
chopping off their heads with a small hatchet. I helped, by holding
the legs while he stretched out the neck and swung. I invariably let
go of the chicken and watched as it literally ran around the driveway
‘like a chicken without a head’, the blood spurting in every direction.
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We didn’t do this very often as my dad hated killing anything.

The Party Line: The telephone on our chicken farm in Toms River
was a party line, lines in which there were multiple families on the
same line. Our telephone number, as I remember it, was 0325 M2.
On the same line was an M1 and an M3. When the phone rang it
rang either one, two or three at a time to indicate which party on the
line the call was for.
Periodically, when we were talking to someone, we’d hear breathing
on the line. Then we knew that one of the neighbors was listening
in. We’d say something like “Ethel, get off the line!” We’d then
usually hear a click, indicating that they hung up. Sometimes, if we
had nothing else to do, we would pick up the phone when it was for
M1 or M3, or sometimes when we picked up the receiver to make a
call, there would be someone else on the line. The polite thing to do
was to hang up, but sometimes we’d listen in for a while. They
would say the same thing: “Benjy, get off the line!” I always
wondered how they knew it was me. In any case, my mother
reprimanded me for doing that.
The Cesspool: There was no municipal waste water disposal
system on the farm, so each farmer had to provide for their own
sewage removal. Hence, the cesspool.
Our cesspool consisted of two large round holes dug into the ground
in the lawn outside, just behind the bathroom. The holes were about
six feet in diameter and about eight feet or so deep. Both were lined
with cinder blocks to allow liquid waste to penetrate the soil beyond.
When the first hole got full, the overflow would be led into the
second one. Both were enclosed with a cement cover, that, in turn,
was concealed by covering them with dirt and grass. Every few
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years we would hire someone to open the cesspool and pump the
sewage out. What a smelly job!
I was always panicked that somehow I would fall through the cement
cover and fall into the cesspool. So I assiduously avoided walking
over that area of the lawn.
Because my parents didn’t want to go through the costly process of
emptying the cesspool, we were encouraged not to use too much
water. The rules of the household were that we didn’t shower too
often and didn’t flush the toilet when we only pished. (I told my wife
Joyce about that and she said they did the same thing; she was also
the daughter of a chicken farmer.) This not only saved water so the
water pump didn’t have to work too hard, it also delayed the time
when our cesspools had to be emptied.
Just beyond the cesspool, near the range, we built a shower house.
The Shower House: The shower house was built on a nice grassy
area situated to be not far from the water line in the cellar. It was a
small wooden building, painted white, maybe three feet by seven
feet and was divided into two sections: one part having a small,
built-in bench for taking off our clothes and the other with an area
for showering. There were no doors... just a curtain at the entrance.
The building was set on cinder blocks to provide a space
underneath.
On top of the shower house was a water tank exposed to the sun.
Since the supply line was only cold water, we used the shower only
in the summertime. The water was nice and warm, even too hot
sometimes.
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The shower house was made of tongue and groove wooden slats
except for the floor, where the slats were separated to let the water
drain out into the space underneath the building. The dogs used to
lie there sometimes in the summertime to cool off.

MY FATHER WASHED THE POTS
In my youth there was a strict division of labor on the farm. My
mother did all the cooking and most of the cleaning in the house.
My father worked the farm: feeding the chickens and collecting the
eggs and doing all the general work necessary to run the farm. He
did do one thing in the house that was an exception, however.
When it came to cleaning up after a meal, my mother did the dishes
but my father washed the pots. I was always struck by this. He
scrubbed them with kosher soap, being careful to use the correct
dairy or meat (milchicks or fleishicks) soap, and steel wool until they
shined. Although he NEVER cooked, not even an egg, he did clean
the pots, something that was unheard of at that time. Now, while my
wife still does the dishes, I do the pots.
I get great pleasure in scrubbing the pots until they gleam, just as
my father did, thinking happily of him working together at the sink
with my mom. And now I do much of the cooking, as does my
son...and my daughters have jobs that women rarely had in those
days. Times sure have changed...for the better.

Chametz: Every year before Passover, my grandfather (Zayde),
shown here with my cousin Leonore Schneider (Figure 11),
performed the ritual search for chametz. Chametz , of course, is any
food product that is not Kosher for Passover, meaning any product
that was not certified by the Board of Rabbis as being Kosher for
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Passover. In order to make sure the house was properly prepared
for Passover one must get rid of all the chametz that was in the
house.

Figure 11. Scharja Feinberg (Zayde) and Leonore. ca. 1943

Keeping kosher in a rural area was not always so simple. One day
I remember going to get a bottle of milk at the Ceders, a country
general store not far from our farm in Toms River. My Uncle Jack,
who regularly visited us with his family during Passover,
accompanied me to the store. The owner put a bottle of milk on the
counter, but when Uncle Jack, who was very religious, inspected it
he saw there was no >Kosher for Passover= label on it. So he asked
for milk that was Kosher for Passover. AOh, why didn=t you say you
wanted Passover milk@, the owner said, and promptly reached into
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a drawer where he had a bunch of Kosher for Passover stickers and
stuck one on the bottle.
My mother had two complete sets of dishes — one for regular use
and another fancier one used just for the eight days of Passover.
Actually, there were four sets of dishes; the regular and Passover
dishes each had their corresponding meat and milk sets. Also there
were four sets of eating utensils, four sets of pots, etc. In the case
of eating utensils, if one didn’t have enough that were used just for
Passover, one could make them Kosher by burying them in soil for
a few days (I suspect each family had their own ‘correct’ number of
days.) I remember my mother sticking a knife that was to be made
Kosher by sticking it into the ground outside the house. One could
re-Kosher a meat knife that was inadvertently used for dairy using
the same method. For all glass dishes and drinking glasses, one
had only to wash them thoroughly in very hot water or soak them in
the bathtub to make them Kosher.
My mother=s job was to assure the house was properly and
completely made Kosher for Passover. My mother and father
worked for days, cleaning and scrubbing the house to make sure
everything was spotless and all the chametz was gone. This difficult
chore was made even more arduous because my Zayde lived with
us. He >davened= (prayed) three times a day and was very strict (
but that is another story, related below). In order to be sure that all
the chametz was removed from the house, Zayde went around with
a feather, sweeping areas around the house, searching for any
remnants of chametz that might have been overlooked. In order to
be sure he did a good job, the practice was to leave a few crumbs
of bread in a conspicuous spot for Zayde to find. I suspect my
mother made sure he knew where this pile of crumbs was. So he
would go around the house with his feather until suddenly he would
find the crumbs and exclaim in Yiddish AAh ha! I found some
74

chumutz!@. My mother, properly reprimanded, promptly removed
the offending chametz, and Zayde was smugly satisfied that NOW
all was Kosher for Passover.

Zayde Davening: When my grandfather, Zayde, lived with us in
Toms River, apparently I was a bad little boy.
Zayde used to ‘Daven Tefillin’ (pray with phylacteries) each
morning, as was (and is) the custom for religious Jews. Tefillin or
phylacteries, are a set of two small, black cubical leather boxes
containing scrolls of parchment inscribed with verses from the
Torah. These boxes are connected to long leather straps. An
image of Zayde’s Tefillin are shown in figure 12.

Figure 12. Zayde’s Tefillin

Putting on the tefillin is performed in a very specific, ritualist
manner. One of the boxes was placed on the forehead, suggesting
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their nearness to the brain, and the other on the left arm, where the
pulse suggests their passage to the heart. The leather straps
attached to these boxes are wrapped in a designated pattern, one
set around the head, and the other around the left arm, hand and
middle finger. With the phylacteries in place, the morning prayers
could then been said.
Zayde always davened in the kitchen while sitting at our small metal
kitchen table. Naturally he always wore a tallis (tallit) and yarmulka
(kippah; skullcap). Anyone who was in the room with him while he
prayed was also supposed to have their head covered.
I, being a bad little boy, not yet even in my teens, would sometimes
hide under the table while he davened. In the middle of his
davening I would suddenly jump out and reveal that I was present
without a yarmulka. He would get very annoyed and shout
something like, Doo Ingatch Einer, which I interpreted as
something like, “You naughty little boy, you”.
We didn’t have a very good relationship.

The Night Zayde Died
We were still living in The Bronx when Zayde got hit by a car and
broke his leg. He was in a cast from his ankles to his hip. After the
surgery, he was moved from the hospital to our apartment in the
Bronx so my mother could take care of him.
My Zayde was treated with great deference while in Europe.
Whenever he came home from work, his boots would be polished
and waiting for him by the door to put on. My mother said the
children tsittered (i.e. shook in fear) when he arrived. But he now
was even more difficult. While bed ridden he became imperious,
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demanding, and complaining. My mother waited on his every need,
doing all the work herself, lifting the heavy cast to move him in bed,
bathing him, cleaning the bedpan, etc.
When we moved from The Bronx to Toms River, Zayde came with
us. I shared a small bedroom with him downstairs. He slept on his
back in a double bed, using two big feather pillows to support him.
I slept in a small single bed, almost like a junior bed. The only other
piece of furniture in the room was a small old table that was like a
night table, but was at the foot of his bed against the wall.
Zayde had a long, white beard and very short hair that he combed
every day with a very fine-toothed comb. He took very good care of
himself. He wore a yarmulka at all times when he was awake. The
only time he took it off was when he combed his head and just
before he went to sleep. He might have even worn it to bed; I don’t
remember.
My parents slept in another bedroom, also downstairs. My brothers
Howie and Lester shared the bedroom upstairs in the converted
attic. To turn on the light in the attic, we had a string that was rigged
to be pulled at the bottom of the stairs. If you pulled it, sometimes
the light would go on at the top of the stairs. If not, we had to grope
our way in the dark up the stairs to the attic. It was kind of scary as
there was no railing to separate the attic from the stairwell. I always
thought I would fall into the hole as I walked around in the attic. At
the top of the stairs was a door leading to the bedroom that was
insulated somewhat from the attic. When Lester went to college, I
moved upstairs with Howie.
I was eleven years old when one morning I came downstairs to have
breakfast and noticed everything was very quiet. Something terrible
had happened. My mother was in the kitchen sobbing, and my father
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was standing by her side trying to console her. I walked by the
kitchen, down the hallway to the bathroom and passed by my old
bedroom. Inside, lying on his back, as if asleep, lay my Zayde. He
had died in his sleep overnight. There was a candle burning on the
small table, as was the custom when someone had died. I went back
into the kitchen and my mother told me that Zayde had died and I
shouldn’t go in the room. Around that time there was a small
commotion. The candle had burned down and caught fire to the
table in the bedroom. My father quickly extinguished it, but not
without great anguish, as you can imagine.
The thing that went through my young head at the time was why my
mother was so upset. In my view, Zayde had given her nothing but
grief, always demanding that she do more and more for him. It was
never enough. I thought she would be happy that he was finally
dead. But she was not.
The Seder
Like most Jewish families, every year at Pesach we would have a
Seder. When Zayde was alive, it was held in the kitchen. Our
metal kitchen table could barely seat six people, but it had a couple
of extensions, so it would be opened up to accommodate our family,
which at that time just consisted of my mother, father and their three
sons, and Zayde, of course, who presided...with an iron hand I
might add. He would sit leaning against two large feather pillows,
as is the custom for religious Jews during the Seder.
To us kids, the Seder seemed like it would never end as not a word
in the Haggadah was omitted. The best part was stealing the
Afikoman and hiding it for Zayde to find; he always acted very
annoyed by this — we weren’t sure if he was acting or was
genuinely riled. But, in either case, he refused to gave us anything
to retrieve it, so my parents gave us a little something to return it.
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I also enjoyed the songs at the end of the Seder, both for the
music— certainly off-key but fun nevertheless — and for the fact
that the Seder was finally coming to the end.
After Zayde died, and the three boys were all married and had
children of their own — now numbering six in all — the venue for
the Seder was moved from the kitchen to the living room, which was
a little larger. In the morning, I helped my dad carry into our house
a few long wooden boards. These were placed on saw horses to
make a table. The boards were then covered with a few fancy table
clothes, which my mother kept just for this special occasion —
overlapping to fit over all the boards.
My father sat at the head of the table and my brothers and I on
either side, the women and children occupying the rest of the table.
My mother rarely sat still as she was so occupied in the kitchen
making the dinner feast.
Figure 13 shows an image of one of our Seders with my father
seated, and standing, right to left, Howard, Lester and myself.
Seen in the background, hanging on the wall between me and
Lester, is one of the crewel pieces Joyce had made for them.
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Figure 13. Harry Weiss and His Three Sons at Passover Seder,
ca. 1973
My Aunt Esther and Uncle Paul would join us after dinner, timing
their arrival to share desert with us and stay for the finale.
It is difficult for me to think back on these times now as so many of
the principals, including my parents and two brothers, are long
gone.

BAD TIMES A’COMIN
During the Second World War, the chicken/egg business was fairly
good. The egg prices were relatively high and the price of grain,
which was the major expense on the farm, was reasonable. But my
parents bought the farm in 1946, soon after the war had ended, and
while times were fine for a while, in the late 1940s and into the
1950s, the government started subsidizing the grain farmers out in
the mid-west. They didn’t subsidize the egg price, however. So
while the price of grain was kept artificially high, the egg prices were
not.
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The price my parents got for the eggs, the main income on the farm,
was determined by supply and demand, the price set in New York
every day at auction. People like the wholesalers, who bought the
eggs and sold them to the retail stores, would come to the market in
New York and bid on the eggs. The price of eggs decided at these
auctions was published daily in the local paper. My parents would
look up the price every day, as that would determine how well they
would do. New Jersey eggs usually went at a premium price
compared to that from the mid-West or South. I think it was because
we were closer to the major population centers of the country, and
the eggs, not having to travel that far, were fresher. Anyway, things
started to get pretty bad in the late 40s and still worse into the 50s.
Sometime during the late 1950s who should arrive in town but the
Savior of Labor, Jimmy Hoffa.
Jimmy Hoffa: As you may know, farmers are notoriously
independent. They don’t want anyone telling them how to run their
business. I suppose most business people feel that way...and
everybody else as well, now that I think of it. So riding into town
came Jimmy Hoffa, the head of the Teamsters Union. His idea was
to unionize the chicken farmers in South Jersey. Band together in
order to raise the price of eggs. We should withhold the eggs until
we got our demands met...that is, have the price of eggs also
subsidized or at least raise the price at the auction markets. The
problem, of course, was that eggs are perishable. We could not hold
back selling our eggs for long. They would spoil. I remember my
father going to the big meeting between Hoffa and all the chicken
farmers in the area. The upshot of it was that they would have no
part of him. No one was going to tell them what to do and certainly
not someone who hadn’t the slightest idea about farming. So the
farmers flatly rejected his proposals; soon afterwards the chicken
farmers in the whole area around Toms River and all of South
Jersey went bankrupt.
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The take-home lesson I got from this incident was government
should not micro manage businesses. By choosing to subsidize the
grain industry but not the egg industry, it ultimately resulted in the
collapse of the entire small-chicken-farming business in New Jersey.
Eggs would now be controlled by the huge conglomerates springing
up in the South and mid-West.
Of course, the other side of the coin is that now that eggs and
chickens are produced in huge, efficient farms, the price of chickens
and eggs are still relatively inexpensive. What we currently pay for
chickens and eggs, unlike practically everything else, is still about
what we paid for them in the 1940s. But is that because the grain
prices are kept artificially high or because large industries can more
readily produce products at lower costs? In any case, the end result
was that the cost of the chickens and eggs to the consumer was
kept low but the cost to the farmers like my parents was incalculable.

OTHER SUMMER JOBS
Working in a Supermarket: During this period, when farmers
started going out of business — in the late 1940s and early 1950s
— the vaccinating jobs waned as well. So I had to look for additional
means of employment over the summer months.
One of the jobs I got was working in a supermarket; it was on Route
37, the highway which led to Seaside Heights. My duties included
sweeping the floor, stocking shelves and, mainly, bagging the food
after the customers’ goods were recorded by the checkers.
In this particular supermarket, the different types of food, i.e., meat,
vegetables, dairy, bakery products, etc., were consigned to a
different sub-owner. The problem for me was that each of these
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consigners insisted that their particular products had to be packed
at the top layer of the bags of food so their products would not get
crushed...an impossible task. This job did not last long as I never
seemed to please all the consigners. Much to my parents’ chagrin,
one day, no longer able to take all these complaints, I quit.
So I went to Lakewood and got a different job, this one as a busboy.
Ben, the Busboy: Lakewood was at that period a relatively
fashionable resort. As it was only about six miles from our chicken
farm, I applied for a job as a busboy. Now, as you probably know,
the busboy (and girl) is the person who takes away the dirty dishes
after the customers finish eating. This is not to be confused with the
waiters; these were more senior people with more experience, who
serve the food. Waiters not only make a higher salary, but more
importantly, they also receive more on tips, which for both waiters
and busboys account for the bulk of their income; indeed, both
groups of employees then as now work mostly for their tips. As I
recall, at that time the standard tip was $2 for a waiter for each
person he served over the whole weekend. The busboys got $1 per
person per weekend.
In Lakewood, most of the people who came for weekend vacations
were from New York. They were old folks who couldn’t afford to go
to Florida. I remember many of them would ask for ‘prume’ (sic)
juice. The juice never seemed to be in the right kind of cup...some
of the lips of the cups were too thin, some too thick...“It dribbles
down my chin”. It seems like I got nothing but complaints.
Being a busboy meant that you were low in the pecking order, to use
a chicken analogy. Besides, I was not the greatest busboy in the
world. As I said, we had to remove the dirty dishes. Piling them up
and down our arms was quite a feat, one which I still watch with
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amazement when I see busboys (and girls) do that now. We also
had to serve the tea after the meals. That was the scary part. I
inevitably would pour some of the hot tea on the patrons. They got
to know me, and when I approached the table, I would see them
duck and hear them whisper in their scratchy voices, "Watch out,
here he comes".
Anyway, when I applied for the job, they asked if I had a workers’
card. Now, I never had a workers’ card or social security card as I
always just did vaccinating on a crew and neither the crew bosses
nor the farmers worried about such niceties. But here were fancy
hotels with real employees and they had to obey the rules. I needed
a workers’ card.
Unfortunately, I was not old enough to get this card, but my brother
Howie had just turned 18 and had a draft card. I decided to use his
draft card as evidence that I was 18 and get a Social Security card.
And so it came to pass that I was registered on my Social Security
card as Benjamin Howard Weiss, a name I just made up and
seemed would work. I got the job.
When friends would come visit me, they would ask for Ben the
Busboy. The owners said there was a Howard, but no Ben. Oh, they
would remember, yes, Howie Benjy.
Years later, when at 65 I applied for my Social Security benefits, I
still had the same card as I had gotten as a teenager. When I called
the Social Security Department, the government woman on the
phone in charge of setting up social security benefits said she didn’t
have anybody named Benjamin Weiss with that number. (The
number on the card said Benjamin Howard Weiss or Howard
Benjamin Weiss... I don’t remember). When I began to explain the
story of what had happened about 50 years earlier, she very nicely
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interrupted me and said, “Oh that’s all right, these things happen all
the time. I’ll just change you records to read Benjamin Weiss, using
your same Social Security number”. That was the end of that. What
a nice, understanding woman she was!
Flea Market: Another job I had for a short time during this period,
when I was going from job to job, involved working in a Flea Market.
A young chicken farmer acquaintance of mine, somewhat older than
I, was trying to make ends meet. So, as a part time business he
rented a small stall in one of those markets that seemed to spring
up now and then. I was hired as a sort of salesman to help him out.
The incident I still remember after all these years is the time a
customer came to our booth and picked up one of the items we
were selling. It was a set of steel drills, packed in a metal case,
quite nice as I recall. As he was examining it, he noticed the
inscription listed as its place of origin and suddenly and angrily
threw it at us, furiously shouting, “MADE IN JAPAN, HUH?!!” I
assumed he was a veteran from the Second World War, and he
was greatly incensed that we were selling products made by our
former enemy.
That was another one of the important lessons I learned as an
adolescent. You can never predict what will set a person off. It
often is something that may have happened years before that has
nothing to do with the incident at hand.

THE TERRIBLE TIMES
When the egg business in Toms River and the surrounding areas
started to severely decline during the 1950s, many of the farmers
could no longer make a living. One by one, they were forced out of
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business. Some of the farmers sold their farms at much reduced
prices to developers, a number of whom used the land to begin what
would become a burgeoning new enterprise in the area: Senior
Citizen Developments. Others tried to get different jobs to provide
for their families, as did Joyce’s father who got a position making
clocks in a small factory in Lakewood. Still others took much more
drastic actions as they began to go bankrupt; some farmers would
burn down their chicken coops to collect the insurance money. Or
worse, in complete desperation they would commit suicide. Once,
when we went to vaccinate his chickens, we found a farmer hanging
from the rafters in his chicken coop.
Rape of the Land: Our own farm was not immune from this
devastating plight. My parents were good managers and were able
to hang on for longer than most, but they did so only at a terrible
financial and emotional price.
One of my most vivid recollections of that time involved a decision
my father made to try to keep his business afloat; he decided to sell
the topsoil from a few acres of our property in order to get some
extra income. The people told him that they would take just a couple
inches of soil from the top of his field and convinced him that in a
few short years the soil would return and everything would be back
to normal. I remember the day that they showed up with their plows
and large trucks. I watched as they scraped the topsoil from the rich
fields. Down and down they went until there was nothing left but
gravel. For years later I remember going back to that area, walking
slowly, sadly kicking at the barren gravel, waiting for the soil to
return. It never did.
It was during this time that the economic situation on the chicken
farms went from bad to worse; my parents realized that despite all
their best efforts they were losing more money with each passing
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day. So finally they were forced to give up the farm. It must have
been devastating for my father, who had been in business for
himself for so many years. Essentially every farm in South Jersey
went bankrupt.
Having given up the farm, my father went from job to job, doing
anything that would bring in some money: being a janitor, cutting
grass, anything. One day he came home and told us he was turned
down for a job pumping gasoline at a gas station. I can only imagine
how bad he must have felt because he never complained. He just
looked so sad. Those were terrible times.

OPTIMISM FADES
Well, Not So Good: Our telephone was kept in the dining room on
a small wooden table. When the phone rang my mother was always
the one to answer it; for some reason my father rarely did. Since
she didn’t hear well, my father would call her attention to the phone
saying: “Mom (he always called her “Mom”), the telephone.” She
would then run from the living room, where they were watching
television, to the phone to answer it, with her familiar lilting “Hello”.
When I was in college or after I married, whenever I called them, my
mother, as I said, would always be the one to answer the phone,
eagerly anticipating a call from one of her children. After we’d talk
a while I’d ask how was Dad. Her answer was always the same:
“He’s fine. He is just sitting here listening”. Sometimes I would ask
to speak to him. Even though he seemed not to like talking on the
phone, whenever I asked to speak to him, he seemed to appreciate
that I asked to speak to him.
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His first question was always the same: “What’s the good word”. As
I reflect back on that I realized that that question is such an
optimistic one. He could have asked the negative, “Is everything all
right?” or the neutral, “How is everything?”. But it was always the
positive, “What’s the good word?” His response to my question,
“How you doing, Pop?” was likewise always the same: “I’m doing
just fine!”. He would say this even in his last months when he was
dying from cancer, but it just didn’t have the same conviction....until
finally the response became, “Well, not so good”.

The Last Good-bye: The last time I saw my father he was lying in
bed in a deep stupor, probably from the cancer and the large doses
of morphine he was being given. I gave his cold and limp cheek a
kiss, said "good bye papa," and went into the living room, where I
started crying my heart out. I guess I realized somehow that that
would be the last time I would see him. My mother came in and,
seeing me crying, came over, gave me a hug and said. "Oh, you DO
love your father." I thought at the time that was a strange thing to
say, as if she now was sure I loved him. I suppose that parents, like
children, sometimes need reassurances of their mutual love.

EPILOGUE
In the early 1980s my parents decided to sell the farm to my brother
Howard, with the agreement that, in addition to a cash sum, my
parents could live there as long as they liked, free of charge, and
that Howard would pay all the expenses (repairs, taxes, etc.) that
might incur on the property.
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When my dad was in his early eighties he developed prostate
cancer and, after a protracted illness, died at home in 1987 at the
age of 86, my mother by his side. After my father died, my mother
moved to Philadelphia to live with me and Joyce. She later lived in
an assisted living facility, and a few years later in 1992, severely
demented, she died in a nursing home at the age of 89.
In 1999 my brother sold the old vacant farm with all its property to a
private family, who razed our home and all the buildings on it: the
chicken coops, feed house, shelters, brooder houses, worker’s
house, etc. etc. were bulldozed to the ground and the land plowed
under and graded, leaving not a trace of what once was. The new
owners build a beautiful home on the property, complete with a
moat, swimming pool and lovely landscaping. A large portion of the
land, where our chickens used to roam and sleep in their shelters,
was converted into a small, private golf course.
Nowadays, whenever I pass by what used to be my old chicken farm
on Silverton Road, or even now, as I write these words and reflect
back on the wonderful days I spent there growing up, I weep.
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