Regrets:

I regret to inform you that my mother, Phyllis Newman, passed away September 19, 2001 at 3 AM PDT.  I don’t know whether Email is the correct method of telling you this but it seems easiest for me.  I just talked to Aunt Ethel Golab on the telephone, and I am not sure that I can tolerate another phone call.  Email just seems like the right way to communicate these days as it can be read and forwarded to interested persons.

Mom had been slowing down in recent years but she was still active in the garden, around the house, and with deaf society.  I last saw her at 11 PM the night before and she said that she felt fine but was tired from playing cards with her deaf friends that day.   She awoke at 2 AM and told Dad that she had a pain in her chest and that she needed some help.  I showed up 10 minutes later and the ambulance and fire department rescue squad shortly after that, but she had a complete heart failure.  She had a heart attack about 8 years ago because of a weakness of heart valve but was able to treat it with medication.  

It has been her longstanding request that there be no funeral, flowers, or memorial service.  She has also refused all non-edible gifts in recent years.   I will provide any additional information that is requested.

Phyllis Newman – a son’s memory

I want my mother back!  If only for a year, she could attend Emily’s graduation from high school.  If only for a month, she could be at my dad’s 90th birthday.  Please just one more day and I would have shown her the pictures of her nephews and nieces in Winnipeg, Canada.  I did not even get the one more day, she was here for me at 11 PM and gone a couple of hours later.  I don’t know what to do about it.  I tried to go clothes shopping for myself, but all I ended up with were clothes that were orange.  I guess the best that I can do is write this little story.  Sometimes other people don’t really get to know someone until after they are gone.  Perhaps, this story can help others with their life; maybe it can help me with mine.  My mother was vivacious, full of ideas, lively, stubborn, and a great detective.  She was a very creative person who lived in her culture.  She had a lot of zest for life, but she also had three major disappointments in her life.

Phyllis Newman was born on February 18, 1915 in Thalberg, Manitoba, Canada.  She was the third of four girls born to Alexander and Ida Kurk.  They lived at the general store nearby in rural Beaconia, Manitoba.  Her destiny changed when she was two years old and fell off a swing.  She contracted scarlet fever and became deaf.  Her sisters went on to be somewhat religiously Jewish and live in the Winnipeg area.  Phyllis needed an education and was sent to the Manitoba School for the Deaf in Winnipeg, a residential school about 60 miles away from Beaconia.  She had fond memories of coming back to Beaconia and playing with her friends and sisters.  They made an effort to learn sign language, and talk with her.  She remained loyal to them for the rest of her life, but she needed to get out of Winnipeg and into warmer weather.  Occupations for deaf people were limited then and extensive education was not available.  She was smart in school and had a good memory.  She liked the friends she made at the Manitoba School for the Deaf and kept in touch with them throughout her life.

She left Winnipeg and headed south and got to Southern California in 1940 where she roomed with Olive Seeley and worked as a power sewing machine operator.  She always liked sewing and making things, and the noisy machines did not bother her.  She was not fortunate enough to be a union member, so the job was frequently piecework or at a low hourly salary.  She never learned to drive a car and had jobs that were close to home via bus or walking.  She made wonderful quilts, crocheted clothes, toilet paper holders, pot mats, and other beautiful things.  Many of her relatives and friends are fortunate enough to have something that she made.  I am lucky; I have a lot of Mom’s fabric artistry.

In 1944, she married Arthur Newman at the county courthouse.  He brought her home to his mother, Jennie Newman, where he was living at the time and said, “Meet the wife.”  They moved to a cute apartment over a little grocery/liquor store in Venice on Mildred Street near the canals.  Their son, Louis George (that’s me) was born on March 4, 1945.  He was named by his Aunt Gloria and Uncle Ed after his grandfather Louis (Jennie’s husband, who died in 1932) and his cousin George (a test pilot who died in 1944).  It was a difficult forceps birth; Louis was a nice, big, healthy baby but the birth led to her first major disappointment in life.  She eventually found out that she could not have any more children since her parts were not put back together correctly after the birth.  All of her sisters had three children and she really wanted a daughter to dress up nicely and make fancy clothes for.  She was a really enthusiastic mother but very worried about being deaf with a hearing child.  However, the child soon learned that crying out loud did not do any good.  He learned to cry without making a sound, and then to simply rip the covers off of mom if he wanted to be fed at night.  Mom then could sleep well at night.  She worked hard to teach him sign language, and pretty soon he could talk with his parents.  She was a good teacher, and taught him all the subjects very well until about 2nd grade, when he started learning on his own.

The family moved to a house in North Hollywood in 1953.   It had two bedrooms and one bathroom, and fancy woodwork doors.  Grandma Jennie soon moved across the street and then to the apartment next door.  Mom was the best cook; she made wonderful meals.  There was always something different and delicious on the table.  If I did not like what was being served, she always made me a substitute meal.  I eventually learned to like everything that she made.  We hardly ever went out to dinner, since I liked mom’s meals best of all.  She loved making meals for potluck dinners.  I remember several at the club and at Pilgrim Towers.  She was always decorating cakes for birthdays and other occasions.

Phyllis was very active in the deaf society.  She was a long time member of the Los Angeles Club for the Deaf.  I remember going with them to the old building on South Main Street in Los Angeles for various gatherings.  Mom was quite an actress and her participation in many deaf comic shows was an event.  She always had a spectacular costume and a creatively humorous way of acting.  She really liked being with and talking to her friends, sharing the week’s activities and discussing new ideas.  Back in the 60’s, it was a real change when PANTS for women (horrors) were first considered appropriate wear to go to the deaf club.  The deaf club mirrored the rest of society as they also voted to admit (Negroes, blacks, African-Americans) for the first time.  

My mom did not approve of mixed marriages (not what you are thinking).  A mixed marriage to her was a marriage between a hearing person and a deaf person.  She felt that hearing people lived in their world and deaf people lived in their world, and she saw too many mixed marriages that did not work or were unhappy.  She felt that the deaf should help themselves, and supported deaf organizations such as the California Home for the Deaf (CHAD) in Arcadia.  

Mother was always a somewhat nervous person who was always quite active.  She had a very loud scream, and yelled at me for my transgressions.  She used to shop at the A&P Market at the corner of Camarillo and Lankershim.  One day, she was really dressed up to go out and purchased some soda water in a spray seltzer bottle.  The box boy picked the bottle up by the handle and squirted her right in the décolletage of her dress.   Her scream stopped everyone in his or her tracks and brought the store manager running across the store.    Order was soon restored, but that box boy averted his eyes and could not look at her again.

Her work as a seamstress was getting more nerve-wracking to her and she felt that her heart rate was getting out of control as she tried to work as fast as possible.  In 1972, she got scared about this and went to the doctor.  The doctor decided that she should no longer work and should go on social security disability.  This was a great choice for her, and the wisdom of the doctor should be commended.  Mom could now avoid the huge stress of going to work and sewing as fast as she could.  She could now stay home and do what she wanted to do with her time during the day.   She also had the time to take several trips to various parts of the world with deaf tour groups.  She liked visiting with deaf people from other countries while learning about their sign language and culture. 

Louis had fulfilled her dreams and graduated from college in 1966.  He then decided to go to graduate school in Evanston, Illinois.  Mom needed an explanation of what graduate school was and what a Doctor of Philosophy was.  Afterwards, she was quite proud about that achievement for her son.  Louis was away from home for several months at a time and wrote several long letters back to his parents explaining what he had been doing there.  He came back from graduate school in December 1970 with a female!  Mom was delighted, as she had never seen her son show any interest in women or even have a date.  As far as she was concerned, if it could produce grandchildren, it was welcome.  Chris Geosling moved in with my parents and me but when winter came, there was a conflict over the house temperature and we moved into an apartment.  Mom was proud and supportive of her son even if it took him 15 months to find a job.

Louis and Chris eventually gave her four grandchildren: Katy (1980), Andy (1981), Emily (1984) and Jeremy (1987).  She now had the little boys and girls to dress up nicely.  She made them pretty Christmas outfits, and knitted them Easter sweaters, along with matching dresses.  She had us all over for dinner on Sunday nights and went to many of the grandchildren’s special events like graduations and birthdays.  She was a very proud grandma.  This led to the second major disappointment of her life.  The grandchildren were in the hearing world, and never learned sign language very well.  They could communicate basic needs, but did not know sign language well enough to tell her about their activities and plans.  Louis usually had to do the interpretation of what they were doing for her.  She would have liked to talk more directly with her grandchildren using sign language.  She was always delighted when hearing people took the effort to learn some sign language and talk to her.

In 1986, Arthur retired from his union job in the jewelry business in downtown Los Angeles.  This meant that Mom could move further out into the suburbs and get the house she always wanted.  She moved into a house in West Hills that had two bathrooms (one for Mom and one for Dad), a sewing room (she called it the mess room), and a large family room (suitable for holding large card parties).  The house had central air conditioning, and an attached garage for the car and the laundry area.  The backyard looked out over Shadow Ranch Park, where her grandchildren played soccer. Jeremy would have soccer practice at that park, and then climb through a hole in the fence and get milk and cookies from Mom while waiting to get picked up.   Mom finally had the space and the time to decorate the house with glass chickens everywhere.  She had mementos of her childhood years in Manitoba, and fancy ceramic plates.  They became much better attached to the cabinets and walls after the 1994 Northridge earthquake.  

The backyard was a mess when she first moved in, but her green thumb soon worked its magic and rows of flowers appeared along the fences.  Mom really had an understanding of plants.  There were plants in pots all around the house; the roses produced many large flowers; the garden grew nice tomatoes.   The neighbors and I would give her fruit that she would put into jars and then into the freezer in the garage.  There was always a container of yummy fruit of some kind available at her house.  

Mom had her once a month card playing group (they played the game 500), and regularly attended the activities of Temple Beth Solomon of the Deaf.  They had a lot of activities and events for the deaf nearby, and she made many friends there.  She was quite proud of her skill at playing cards, and always wanted to come home with some sort of prize award.  She really knew when to take chances, and when to go for the spectacular play.  She also liked to play games such as Skip-Bo with grandchildren.  (She usually won.)  

In 1993, Mom was playing cards with her friends and felt funny.  She was taken to the hospital where they said that she had a heart attack and that a valve in her heart was leaking.  The doctor suggested an operation, but Mom would not consider that as she hated medical procedures.  He decided to treat her problem with medication, and she recovered quite nicely.  There was still some blockage of the heart arteries, but it did not affect the quality of life. She continued onward with her normal activities, but needed some daily medication.  

My Dad really enjoyed her lively style and creative activities.  When at home, they would relax by watching TV with closed captioning.  They could not agree on which TV program to watch, so they got two large televisions, one for the living room and one for the family room.  I would frequently come over, to find one parent in front of each TV.   Closed captioning really made their life much better as they could now understand what was going on in the world and could get much more culture and knowledge from the TV programs.  The TDD telephone and California Relay Service gave them much more independence.  When I was growing up, I had to make all their phone calls for them, frequently to hearing children of other deaf parents.  The TDD gave them the ability to call their own friends, and the Relay Service allowed them to interact with the hearing world doctors and other businesses.  I really think the last 15 years were the best years of her life.  She moved into the house she wanted, had plenty of spare time for her activities, and got to see her grandchildren grow up.  

She had many ideas for redecorating her house and her garden; she also had many ideas on how I should improve my house and how I should dress.  I guess I was a disappointment to her in appearance.  She always felt that I should be neat and clean looking.  She was upset about my sometimes overly long hair and spots on my clothes.  She was constantly touching me to fix my hair or tuck in my shirt.  She would frequently take my clothes and repair them. Mom kept giving me ties that I never wore.  She still bought most of my pants, shirts, and socks.  I suppose that was my lifelong rebellion; I was never interested in dressing fancy or worried about appearance.  She was mostly proud of everything else that I did, but I just was not the perfect child.  She said that I never grew up; she was probably right, as usual.

Mom always wanted to live to be 100 years old just like Grandma Jennie.  She wanted to see her grandchildren have their children.  She wanted to visit with her friends.  She wanted to win that next card game.  Of course, that leads to her third major disappointment in life.  She did not get there.  She died on September 19, 2001 when she was 86 years old.  She really wanted to keep living: there was still so much to do, and so much to experience.  Her heart simply stopped working suddenly.   I had just talked to her at 11 PM and she said she felt fine.  At 1:30 AM the next morning, she awoke with a pain in the middle of her chest.  The rescue squad and an ambulance came, but she was gone within an hour. 

At the funeral of Phyllis’ mother, Ida Kurk, in 1959, Mom was upset at the number of people who came to the funeral, who her mother, Ida, had not seen for years.  She said that Ida would have loved to have seen and talked to her old friends before she died.  She wondered why they did not visit with Ida while she was still here but instead showed up at the funeral.  Mom felt strongly that people should make an effort to see their old friends while they are still alive.  She consistently went back to visit her deaf school chums every three years at the Western Canada Association of the Deaf convention. She only stopped going when she found few friends left to visit, as they were gone or unable to attend.  She went back to visit Winnipeg many times, and enjoyed the visits to California of her younger sister Ethel Golab.  She really liked seeing her relatives and friends when they came to Southern California.  She never went to another funeral service, and it was her request that she not have one either. 

 I had 56 years with my mother, and it was not long enough.   She would agree.

----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Postscript.  The question was asked: "Did Phyllis have a happy life?"  I asked Dad that question.  His response was "I think so".   Mom had fond memories of childhood in Beaconia and had fun with schoolmates at the Manitoba School for the Deaf.  Mom liked living in Los Angeles along with a great group of deaf people.  Mom was always mentally alert and very lively with mostly good health.  Dad said they had occasional disagreements but they got over them  quickly.  From 1955 to 1962, life was difficult.  My parents were not working steadily for a good income and there was not enough money.   From 1962 to 1972, there was more money, but Mom had a hard time due to too much pressure at work.  After Mom retired on disability, there was more time to engage in hobbies and travel everywhere.  There were no major disasters or tragedies in life.  Most of her wishes came true.  Mom generally had a good time and enjoyed life. 
