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I arrived into the West Philly slums from the small Central Washington 

agricultural town of Yakima. My father’s family was from New Oxford, 

Pennsylvania—he was the only one of eleven children who ended up on the 

West Coast because of the war—and I had the notion that attending Penn would 

bring me closer to the Gable family. Heading east to Penn was undoubtedly one 

of the best wrong-reason-decisions of my early life.  

 

Within fifteen minutes of this country girl’s arrival at the Philadelphia airport, I had my purse and an 

expensive watch stolen. I also remember being told in orientation that living in Philly for four years would 

shorten my lifespan by six years and would ruin my teeth. Something about the water. None of this 

dampened my excitement. When my traditional and ultra-conservative relatives, Aunty Nancy (Gable) and 

Uncle Bob Aldridge, caught a glimpse of my Penn “dorm,” Walnut Hall—a run-down old hotel on the corner 

of 49
th

 and Walnut, now demolished in favor of a parking lot—they barely wanted to let me out of the car, let 

alone drop me off for four years of schooling. Somehow I convinced them it would be all right, though they 

later told me they didn’t dare mention the aesthetic details to my parents. Nor did I breathe a word of the 

murder we had on the corner some months later. 

 

My first roommate was from Venus, while I was from Mars. She was a New Jerseyite with classy clothes, 

jewelry, big lipstick, flyaway hair and, it seemed, a new boyfriend every evening. I was a little coming out 

dyke—though I didn’t quite know it yet—and budding intellectual with horn-rimmed glasses. (We quickly 

reassigned ourselves to better matches.) My first purchase was a broken down pedal bike which I rode on 

weekends to the Philadelphia Art Museum on the Schuylkill. By rights I should never have survived—a little 

white-face riding through all black neighborhoods—but I was saved, I suppose, by my thoroughly genuine 

naiveté. Coming from Yakima, I didn’t even know I knew any Jews until reaching Penn! 

 

Our first adventure at Walnut Hall was acclimating to the cranky elevator we called “Otis” which seemed 

always on the brink of collapsing mid-floor. We had one phone in the hallway beside Otis and it was an 

extremely popular place. Once my roommate Trisha Dvorak got a call from someone named Maurice; they 

talked for hours. Then one day Maurice called up to say he was in front of Walnut Hall and wanted to meet 

us. Well, sure—we’re friendly Penn girls! Looking back now we assume he was a drug lord of some variety, 

but at the time he just seemed like a nice, enormous Black guy with a fancy car who liked gold jewelry. 

Maurice never took us anywhere—we’d just sit in his Cadillac and talk. One time he brought us a piece of 

home-cooked sweet potato pie. 

 

Us girls—Trish, me, Rosie Bigelow (now Bensen); Nancy Walzer (now Mitchell), Elaine Hirsch, Janet 

Marshall, Jill, and Elaine—lived on the eighth floor of Walnut Hall, the penthouse. This would never be 

possible now, but we had the advantage of having little “balconies” that were actually the tops of the bay 

windows of the floor below. There were, of course, no railings of any kind. But we’d lie out there on towels 

sunning, or even, when especially bored, dropping water on the folks below. 

 

My work study hours landed me in the dean’s office of the College for Men where I labored under the 

exacting and hilarious supervision of Eleanor Cantor.  I was completely incompetent at any secretarial job—

putting envelopes in the typewriter and getting addresses in the correct position was impossible—but we 

soon discovered I had a special talent for forgery. I signed all the honor roll letters for Dean Roger H. 

Walmsley during my two-year stint in the office, and I believe, to this day, I could still generate a reasonable 

facsimile of his signature. 



 

Another adventure was Hair—this was the seventies, remember. Most of the boys we hung around with had 

vast volumes of it, and one time I suggested I could cut it to save  them money. (This is my first public 

admission that I had never cut hair before—but I was sure of myself.) I can still remember Arthur Mitchell 

(whose sister is Andrea Mitchell, news personality and wife of Alan Greenspan) sitting on the toilet at the 

end room in Walnut Hall with a towel wrapped around his shoulders while I clipped his beautiful curly locks. 

I also cut Owen Fisher’s hair. (In a few years Owen would turn out to adore drugs; he went into 

pharmacology distribution and sales. Really.) 

 

One of our greatest evening activities, however, was the “Flaming Bungee.” Preparing for the Flaming 

Bungee took some planning as it required a large collection of cleaner bags, which I remember for some 

reason as being blue. These would get knotted up and woven together into one thick rope-like strand that we 

hung from the ceiling. Then a pot of water was placed below. After dark, we’d light the bungee and the 

plastic would catch fire, melt and drip into the water, making a whizzing whistling sound while falling and a 

zing when it hit the water. As the bungee got shorter, the Doppler Effect was involved. For some reason—

which is now difficult to fathom—Flaming Bungee evenings were filled with hilarity and great anticipation; 

and this was even before any of us discovered marijuana. 

 

 

In our senior year, five of us moved off campus to Buckingham Place, 

which was—fantastic!—closer to Koch’s deli (“More meat for less 

bread”—and still going strong: http://kochsdeli.com/). There we signed 

up for our own phone, but the rumour was that long distance taxes were 

going to support the Vietnam war. So we put the phone in the name of  

“Lois LaFarge”—therefore, none of us could be hauled off to jail—and 

stopped paying our phone taxes. Shortly, the phone company began 

calling for Lois, but, unfortunately, she was never home. (Lois was 

extremely busy. In our senior group photo, you may notice that my arm 

is curled and suspended in mid-air, as if around the shoulders of an 

imaginary character. Lois was unable to make the shoot.) 

 

 

 

Also in our senior year, somehow I got notice of the Ivy Stone competition and, with 

no prior design training whatsoever, became determined to win. I submitted six or 

seven different designs, each elaborately worked out to the specifications of the contest 

with detailed instructions to the stone mason, side views on dimensions, textures and 

cuts, etc.. I may have simply worn the review committee down. They did not like my 

dove holding an olive branch (we were in the middle of a war), but they did choose my 

understated 22 point scrabble arrangement—Ivy and Day sharing a “Y”—on either 

side of a modest ivy leaf. On the day of its installation across from the bookstore, and 

after the traditional planting of the ivy just beneath it, a stray dog came by and pissed 

on the whole thing. Seemed somehow a fitting blessing on our raucous and mind-

bending four years. 
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