
Journeys South  

A Project of the City of Philadelphia Mural Arts Program  

Interview with David Welsh 

 
 

 

David Welsh  

Interview Date: 11/13/09 

Location of interview: Stiffel Center, 6
th

 and Porter, Philadelphia 

Interview conducted by Thomas Carroll with RA Friedman 

 

Interviewer: Okay, let’s start with your name. 

 

David Welsh: I’m David Welsh. 

 

Interviewer: David Welsh. 

 

David Welsh: Yes.  I was born in St. Agnes Hospital on December 15, 1918.  

Next month I will be 91 years old.  I feel great.  

 

Interviewer: You look great. 

 

David Welsh: Thank you.   

 

Interviewer: Where were you born?   At St. Agnes, but where was your family 

living at the time? 

 

David Welsh: We were living on Sixth Street, 2200 South Sixth Street. 

 

Interviewer: Is that like around Ritner? 

 

David Welsh: No, that’s Wolf. 

 

Interviewer: Wolf? 

 

David Welsh: Yeah, Wolf is 2300 South. 

 

Interviewer: I see.  Tell me something about your family.  Was your family 

from – Were they born here, your parents? 

 

David Welsh: My parents were born here, yes.   

 

Interviewer: What were there names? 

 

David Welsh: My mother was Lillian, and my Dad was Morris.  I have one 

sibling, Rochelle.  She now lives in Arkansas. 

 

Interviewer: Rachelle or Rochelle?  What’s her name? 

 

David Welsh: Rosalie.  
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Interviewer: Rosalie. 

 

David Welsh: Yeah.  My daughter is Rochelle.  

 

Interviewer: Oh, okay.  How did your parents get to South Philadelphia?   

 

David Welsh: I have no idea.  I have no idea about their background at all.  I 

know my grandparents came from Russia.  That part I know, but 

where they came from originally, I think they were born in the 

United States, my mother and father.   

 

Interviewer: And as far as you know, they lived in Philadelphia. 

 

David Welsh: Oh yeah, all their lives. 

 

Interviewer: All their lives.  

 

David Welsh: Yes. 

 

Interviewer: Did you know your Russian grandparents? 

 

David Welsh: My grandfather passed away when I was a young person, and my 

grandmother did too, so I did not know them very well.  He was a 

very Orthodox Jewish person, very strict in his religious teachings.  

That part I remember.  I was afraid of him.  He was a very stern 

man. 

 

Interviewer: Not very talkative? 

 

David Welsh: He was not very talkative, and not very loving.   

 

Interviewer: Wow.  What was his name? 

 

David Welsh: Nathan. 

 

Interviewer: Was he your father’s father? 

 

David Welsh: My mother’s father.  

 

Interviewer: Your mother’s father.   

 

David Welsh: Yes. 

 

Interviewer: And how about your father’s parents? 
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David Welsh: I had no connection with them at all.  I do know that his father was 

a Catholic convert to Judaism.  That I do know. 

 

Interviewer: Your father’s father? 

 

David Welsh: My father’s father, yeah. 

 

Interviewer: But your mother’s parents are the ones you remember growing up, 

somewhat, and was the family all Orthodox? 

 

David Welsh:  Yes. 

 

Interviewer: So your parents were observant, and in an Orthodox synagogue? 

 

David Welsh: My mother and father were not as observant as the rest of the 

family.  I had four uncles, and they were all very religious.   

 

Interviewer: Harris.  All with the name of Harris? 

 

David Welsh: Yes.  Their name was [inaudible].  When they came to Ellis 

Island, nobody knew how to spell [inaudible], so they became 

Harris.  Subsequent relatives that came over had trouble finding 

them because of the name change. 

 

Interviewer: What synagogue did you attend? 

 

David Welsh: There were a lot of synagogues in South Philly at that time.  There 

was one that was very – The largest one was [inaudible].  That 

area now, I think six townhouses, where that synagogue was built.   

 

Interviewer: So that building is no longer standing? 

 

David Welsh: That building is no longer standing.  I attend a synagogue now at 

Franklin and Moyamensing.  

 

Interviewer: What’s the name of it? 

 

David Welsh: It’s Young People’s Congregation Shari Eli.  Shari Eli was the one 

at Eighth and Porter.  This one is Young People’s Congregation 

Shari Eli.  I go to services every Saturday night. 

 

Interviewer: I see, and you were bar mitzvahed? 

 

David Welsh: Yes. 
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Interviewer: At the original Shari Eli? 

 

David Welsh: No, I was bar mitzvahed at a neighborhood synagogue on Ninth 

Street near Porter.  There were many homes that were converted 

into synagogues, like they would take two homes, and do a 

breakthrough.  There’s a lot of that in South Philly.  As a matter of 

a fact, the oldest one is at Fourth and Mercy, and it’s still a 

functioning synagogue.  I think it was just declared a historical 

site. 

 

Interviewer: Is it Mercy or Emily? 

 

David Welsh: I think it’s right between the two, on Fourth Street. 

 

Interviewer: Right.  I think I know which one you mean.  It’s on the East side of 

the block by the Delaware River side. 

 

David Welsh: Yes.  It has a low façade. 

 

Interviewer: Right, and that was just declared a historic site.  Did you have any 

connection with that one? 

 

David Welsh: No, I did not.  

 

Interviewer: It’s interesting that you say people broke through the row house 

wall to make a synagogue.   

 

David Welsh: Right. 

 

Interviewer: Who would do that?  Would the members of that – 

 

David Welsh: I couldn’t answer that question.  I was married in the synagogue at 

Sixth and Wolf.  That was two homes that were made into one.  

1941.  I called my wife from Florida where I was stationed, and 

asked her to marry me.   I came up on a two-week furlough to get 

married, and took her back to Florida with me.  I was stationed in 

Orlando, Florida in an Air Force’s band for 3½ years.  At the 

Battle of the Bulge, they took the draftees out of the band, not the 

enlisted men, but the draftees, and sent them back for six weeks 

basic training after being in the Army for all that time.  They sent 

us overseas.  So I spent some time – By the time we got to the 

middle of the ocean, the European theatre war was over.  So by the 

time I got over there the war was over. 

 

Interviewer: And you were in the – Did you say that was the Army? 
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David Welsh: I was in the Army Air Force’s band.  

 

Interviewer: Right. 

 

David Welsh: Then they put me into the Army, into the infantry, and sent me 

over.  I got over there, and I would stand in the balcony of a city 

called [inaudible] with a bugle, and wake them all up in the 

morning.  They hated me for that.  I was also the mailman, so they 

liked me for that.   

 

Interviewer: So it kinda balanced. 

 

David Welsh: Yes.   

 

Interviewer: Going back to growing up, in your household, was Yiddish 

spoken.  Did you grow up speaking Yiddish? 

 

David Welsh: Not a lot, no.  My grandparents spoke Yiddish.  I can’t speak it 

fluently, but I understand it very well. 

 

Interviewer: Your grandfather Harris, he spoke Yiddish? 

 

David Welsh: Yes. 

 

Interviewer: In order to communicate with him, did you – 

 

David Welsh: He spoke English also.   

 

Interviewer: So it’s interesting.  There are so many Jewish people in this 

neighborhood, so many synagogues, Seventh Street Jewish 

merchants, I would have thought there would be much more 

Yiddish spoken, heard on the street, heard in households.  

 

David Welsh: There could have been.  I’m sure there was.  I’m sure there was a 

lot of that.  My mother and father did not speak much Yiddish to 

me.  That was mostly an English-speaking home.   

 

Interviewer: What kind of work did your father do? 

 

David Welsh: My father worked with the PRT – Philadelphia Rapids Transit, 

which is now SEPTA.  He worked for them for a long time.  He 

tended bar, and he also worked behind the counter at the restaurant 

on Seventh and Wolf, Gliders Restaurant.  Great home cooking.  
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Interviewer: Was that Jewish home cooking? 

 

David Welsh: Yes.  Yes that was. 

 

Interviewer: Seventh and Wolf.  Is that building still there? 

 

David Welsh: No.  The building is still there, but it’s not the same.  It’s been 

remodeled.  That was a building with a lot of glass windows.  It’s 

now a brick building.   

 

Interviewer: I see.  Seventh and Wolf.  Gliders. 

 

David Welsh: Yes.  [inaudible] Gliders. 

 

Interviewer: Were they local people?  Did they live in the neighborhood? 

 

David Welsh: Yes. 

 

Interviewer: And did they cook food like Jewish --- ? 

 

David Welsh: Yes, Jewish cuisine.  Down here there were very few places that 

were not Jewish.  As a matter of a fact, when I got out of the Army 

in January of 1946, my wife decided that people have to eat, so 

let’s buy a mom and pop grocery store, which were like on almost 

every corner.  Well there was a young Gentile couple that had this 

delicatessen, Beulah and Shunk.  They did not know how to cater 

to a Jewish neighborhood.  They were in bad shape, so I bought the 

building, and the property for $4200.00.  I ran that grocery store 

for two years, after which time I got into the ceramic tile business, 

ceramic tile, mosaics and marble.  From ’48 to ’94 I had Ace Tile 

Company, Inc.  We did a lot of tile work.   

 

Interviewer: They’re two very different kinds of things.  First of all, how did 

you go into do the grocery business?  Did you have knowledge? 

 

David Welsh: I had no knowledge of that, but I had a dear friend named 

Benjamin Polakoff, and he was a purveyor of all kinds of food.  He 

had a route all over South Jersey that he delivered food to, and I 

helped him for a while.  He taught me everything.  He taught me 

how to cut lox, how to price merchandise, how to cook corned 

beef.  At that time it was hard to get butter, and if you wanted a 

case of pineapple juice, you had to buy a case of orange juice to 

get the pineapple, and all that kind of stuff, so he helped me out a 

lot.   
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Interviewer: Was pineapple juice preferable in the Jewish community? 

 

David Welsh: Yes, definitely. 

 

Interviewer: Was that for Jews, or was that for anybody? 

 

David Welsh: Anybody.  That’s what I sold in my store. 

 

Interviewer: Pineapple juice. 

 

David Welsh: Pineapple juice.  All kind of stuff, but if you wanted to have 

pineapple juice, the distributor made you buy something else to get 

it because it was at a premium.   

 

Interviewer: And as you say, butter after the war, you couldn’t really get.  

 

David Welsh: Yeah, it was difficult.  

 

Interviewer: I guess that was ’46 to ’48? 

 

David Welsh: Yes. 

 

Interviewer: Did you do any home cooking in the stuff that you sold? 

 

David Welsh: No, I did not have that kind of a store.   

 

Interviewer: It was just strictly a grocery store? 

 

David Welsh: Grocery and delicatessen.  

 

Interviewer: Okay, maybe we can talk about that at some point too, but I am 

really curious about Gliders.  Why would a Jewish community – 

I’m sure that everybody cooked at home most of the time.  What 

could you get at Gliders that you couldn’t make at home.  Was it 

just going out, and eating in public.  What was the attraction? 

 

David Welsh: It was a restaurant.  Like you have home cooking at home with 

your wife, but you go to a restaurant.  That’s the kind of place it 

was.  It was a restaurant that cooked basically Jewish food.   

 

Interviewer: Shifting briefly to the ceramic business.  You had that for a 

number of years. 

 

David Welsh: Yes. 
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Interviewer: What motivated you to do that? 

 

David Welsh: I had a school chum who called me, and said “Dave, would you 

like to go into the tile business?” while I was in the grocery 

business.  It just so happened at the time that he was talking about 

it, they had opened up a store diagonally across where I lived, and 

I had put some of it in my mother in-law’s vestibule. 

 

Interviewer: You installed this? 

 

David Welsh: Yes.  I had done a little bit, so I said sure.  His relative bought in 

this tile.  It was called New Era steel tile.  It was metal.  We went 

to a seminar for three weeks, and we became expert tile setters.  So 

we started to do that, and he and I would go out together, and lay 

tile, and we decided that maybe we should each get a helper, and 

we could each make twice as much that day instead of just both of 

us, so we did that for a while, and it was not really very lucrative.  

We had trouble making a living at it.  He decided he did not want 

to do it anymore.  We were in debt, so he gave me his business.  

About six to seven weeks after we separated, I got a big contract 

for new housing to put tile in.  I hired him back as an employee 

and he worked for me for a while.  He didn’t like it too much, so 

he got a job with somebody that laid resilient flooring.  From 1960 

to 1994 it was all my own.  At one time I had twelve people 

working for me.  It was a very lucrative business then, and I stayed 

with it until 1994.  Things were not that great.  We decided to close 

the business, and retired in 1994.  That’s when I started to come 

here to this center. 

 

Interviewer: Who were your customers?  You say you started this business in 

1960. 

 

David Welsh: No.  The tile business?  1948. 

 

Interviewer: So that’s what I thought you said.  Two years in the grocery 

business, and then the tile business, but 1960 is when it became 

Ace Tile? 

 

David Welsh: No, Ace Tile was 1948, and we were partners.  We worked 

together until 1960. 

 

Interviewer: He stayed in it that long? 

 

David Welsh: Yes.  Then he didn’t like what was happening.  It was a difficult 

time for housing at that time, and so he decided to quit. 
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Interviewer: So who were your customers from 1948 to 1960?  Were they 

neighborhood people? 

 

David Welsh: Oh no, we did all new housing.  We did not do local stuff.  As a 

matter of a fact, we did no tile work in Philadelphia at all.  It was 

all builders.  We worked for builders. 

 

Interviewer: So you went over to Jersey? 

 

David Welsh: No, mostly in Main Line, Exton and out in that area. 

 

Interviewer: Oh, I see.    

 

David Welsh: I was self-taught actually.  This gentleman who was incapacitated 

got a contract to tile some houses at 20
th

, below Oregon.  There 

was a row of houses.  So he taught us how to lay ceramic tile, my 

partner and I.  After my partner left, I got this big contract, and I 

had quite a few men on it.  I had seven vans going out at one time.  

It was a very lucrative business, and then it just got a lot of trouble 

keeping it up, so we just walked away from it. 

 

Interviewer: Just staying on the theme of employment, and that sort of thing, 

growing up, what kind of work did you do?  Did you do any work 

locally, for local businesses or any local stores? 

 

David Welsh: I worked at a curtain factory, Louis Hand’s handmade curtains. 

 

Interviewer: Louis Hand’s?  How do you spell that? 

 

David Welsh: Hand.  H-a-n-d.  That was his name, and they called it Louis 

Hand’s handmade curtains.  It was on I and Ontario, and a friend 

that I knew got me a job there, six of us, and he would drive us up 

in his car, and we would pay him to go up, and back everyday, and 

he got rid of the job up there.  I was in the shipping department. 

 

Interviewer: This is North Philadelphia? 

 

David Welsh: Yes.  We used to ride up everyday, and back.    

 

Interviewer: How old were you then? 

 

David Welsh: I was young, about 18, I guess.  I was making $9.00 a week.  I told 

him I was going to ask for a raise, and they said if you ask for a 

raise you’ll get fired.  I got a $2.00 raise.  I didn’t get fired. 
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Interviewer: So you went up to $11.00 a week? 

 

David Welsh: Yeah.   

 

Interviewer: You know, you’re fortunate.  You had a job right in the midst of 

the Depression.   

 

David Welsh:  Yes. 

 

Interviewer:  This was ’36 or so you are talking about.  

 

David Welsh:  Yes. 

 

Interviewer:  Had you finished high school? 

 

David Welsh:  Yes.   

 

Interviewer:  You graduated Southern? 

 

David Welsh:  Yes. 

 

Interviewer:  Where did you go to grade school and junior high? 

 

David Welsh: I went to Key School at Eighth and Wolf, Thomas at Ninth and 

Oregon, and Southern High. 

 

Interviewer:  And you went straight through? 

 

David Welsh:  Yes. 

 

Interviewer: Was that encouraged in your household, that you stay through 

school? 

 

David Welsh: It’s a funny thing about that, you know, I had no counseling at all 

from my parents.  I mean, it wasn’t a household where we sat 

down, and talked about my future.  I don’t remember being hugged 

or kissed, although I know they loved me.  It was not that kind of a 

family.  When I got sent overseas, the United States set up a 

university in Biarritz.  I went there for two months.  I studied small 

business management and elementary accounting.  I had a great 

time at Biarritz.  We stayed at the best hotels they had.  

 

Interviewer: That’s great.  You know, you anticipated a question that I was 

going to ask you.  Where did the entrepreneurial spirit come in 
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because you got out of the Service, and went right into business for 

yourself? 

 

David Welsh: Yes. 

 

Interviewer: You didn’t look for a job.  You opened a business? 

 

David Welsh:  Yes. 

 

Interviewer: Is that something that grew out of the small business training that 

you had in Biarritz? 

 

David Welsh: I don’t think that helped me in a – The accounting part helped me 

partially, but I don’t think that had much to do with my small 

business education. 

 

Interviewer:  Where did that come from? 

 

David Welsh:  I have no idea. 

 

Interviewer: Sometimes people had an experience working in a factory, 

working heavy labor jobs, and they say this isn’t for me.  What 

was your experience like at the curtain factory? 

 

David Welsh: At the curtain factory, I was in the shipping department, and it was 

not a – It didn’t take much, you didn’t have to be a rocket scientist 

to do that job.  It was boring, but it was a job.  It was something to 

do.  It wasn’t something that I saw in my future, yet I had no way 

of planning anything for a future.  In July of 1941 I got drafted into 

the army, and I was sent down to Orlando.  My entire graduating 

class got drafted into the army at the same time.  We all went down 

to Orlando, Florida in a group, I was a radio operator for about six 

months, and they started a military band there, and I transferred 

into the band.  I called the woman who I was going to marry, asked 

her would she marry me, came up, got married, and we lived down 

there together for 3½ years. 

 

Interviewer: Was she from the neighborhood? 

 

David Welsh: Yes, she was. 

 

Interviewer: Let me ask you – I want to ask you a little bit more about the 

neighborhood, but just one final question about the curtain factory.  

Was that a Jewish-owned business? 
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David Welsh: Yes.   

 

Interviewer: So what were the connections between say, South Philly 

neighborhood, which was very strongly Jewish, and the Northeast 

neighborhood, which is now very strongly Jewish, or has been. 

 

David Welsh: Is it? 

 

Interviewer: I believe so.  Isn’t that area, the Northeast, up by – 

 

David Welsh: Oh no, I Street and Ontario is not the Northeast, no.  I couldn’t 

locate it for you.  I can’t tell you exactly where it was, but it was 

like halfway between here, and there, so it was not located in the 

Northeast, which was almost 90% Jewish at that time. 

 

Interviewer: Right. 

 

David Welsh: Yeah. 

 

Interviewer: Did you have family or friends in the Jewish neighborhood in the 

Northeast, or were you mainly focused here? 

 

David Welsh: No, we were mainly focused down here. 

 

Interviewer: When you worked, were you expected to contribute money to the 

household? 

 

David Welsh: Say it again. 

 

Interviewer: When you worked, like when you were growing up working, let’s 

say when you were 18, were you expected to contribute some 

money to the household? 

 

David Welsh: No, I was not. 

 

Interviewer: So that was your money, and you were still living in your parent’s 

house? 

 

David Welsh: Yes.   

 

Interviewer: Let’s talk a little bit about music because I think this is a strong 

thread too.  What was your first experience with it? 

 

David Welsh: In 1936, my dad took me up to Wurlitzer’s.  I think they were on 

Twelfth and Walnut, and didn’t ask me what I wanted to play.  He 
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just bought me a saxophone.  So I took some lessons on the 

saxophone.  Not great, fairly half – They called me a half ass 

musician.  I had a deaf ear.  You need a good ear for music.  I did 

not have a good ear for music, but I learned how to play.  I played 

a couple of jobs around with a couple other guys.  I got drafted into 

the Army, and got into the band there.  I got out of there, and I did 

not pick up my horn for about ten years.  I didn’t play at all, and 

then suddenly I got the urge to play.  I came here, standing at the 

top of the steps of the entrance, this guy walks in the door, and he 

said Dave, and I said Danny?  I had not seen him – That was 1999, 

and I had not seen him since 1938.  We played together in 1938.  

He was a drummer.  He was coming in to see if he wanted to stay, 

so we’ve been playing here every Friday ever since 1999.  

 

Interviewer: What’s his name, Danny? 

 

David Welsh: Danny Podolsky. 

 

Interviewer: Podolsky. Neighborhood guy? 

 

David Welsh: Yeah, neighborhood guy.  We lived two blocks away from each 

other and never bumped into each other in all that time.   

 

Interviewer: Wow.  What motivated your father to suddenly take you to 

Wurlitzer’s?                                                                                                                                                                                              

 

David Welsh: I have no idea. 

 

Interviewer: Did you know – Did he talk to you about it? 

 

David Welsh: No. 

 

Interviewer: Had you shown musical aptitude or information? 

 

David Welsh: No, nothing.  Just out of the blue.  I should have been a drummer, 

but I still play sax every Friday here.  I love it.  I tap dance. 

 

Interviewer: Oh you do?  Do you tap dance as part of the – 

 

David Welsh: No, just every once in a while I’ll put my shoes on, and tap dance 

for them.  

 

Interviewer: Oh, you have tap shoes? 

 

David Welsh: Yeah. 
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Interviewer: Where did you pick that up?  That’s a special skill. 

 

David Welsh: Oh, that’s another thing my dad did.  He took me up to a – There 

used to be a theatre at Broad and Lombard.  I forgot the name of it, 

but it had all black people playing there.  All the black musicians, 

and all black orchestras would play, Jimmy Lundsford, and all 

those guys.  Right across from there was a small studio where this 

black man taught dancing, so I was taught by him.   

 

Interviewer: What was his name? 

 

David Welsh: Charlie White, a great guy.  I never went to a school where they 

taught dancing, to learn all of the elementary things like they do 

today, you go to school with 10, 20 or 30 other people all learning 

the same thing.  This was individual training, so I learned three or 

four different routines from him, and that was it.  

 

Interviewer: Did you develop that?  Did you perform? 

 

David Welsh:  Oh yeah, I performed.  

 

Interviewer:  Where? 

 

David Welsh:  I performed at the old theatre with Sammy Kaye. 

 

Interviewer:  Which theatre? 

 

David Welsh:  Carl Theatre. 

 

Interviewer:  Where was that? 

 

David Welsh: That was up in Center City.  I did a lot of amateur shows tap 

dancing, and won a few.  I danced for Special Services when I was 

in the army, entertaining the troops.   

 

Interviewer: And you also played your sax in the army as well? 

 

David Welsh: Yes. 

 

Interviewer: As part of a bigger band, or a small band? 

 

David Welsh: Oh yeah, it was a big army band. 
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Interviewer: So you’re playing – Oh, the army band, so you’re not playing like 

big band music. 

 

David Welsh: No, I am not playing any old gigs.  This was like an army military 

band though.  I played the clarinet in the military marching band, 

and we also had a dance group.  We played for the enlisted men, 

we played enlisted men dances, and we also played for the officers.  

When we played for the officers we got paid for playing, but our 

job was to play for the enlisted men.  The army paid us.   

 

Interviewer: Your music that you booked was what, the big band music all the 

time? 

 

David Welsh: Yeah, all the time.  

 

Interviewer: Jazz – 

 

David Welsh: Yeah, of course. 

 

Interviewer: You played popular music? 

 

David Welsh: Yes.  

 

Interviewer: It’s so interesting that just out of the blue you developed this.  You 

played the saxophone.  Your father takes you to Wurlitzer’s, but 

the tap dancing, again.  How did you get to Broad and Lombard, 

and Mr. White’s studio? 

 

David Welsh: I don’t know how we got to him. 

 

Interviewer: Did your father suggest that to you? 

 

David Welsh: No, we had a local guy.  What the hell was his name?  I can’t 

remember his name.  One of the local people who my dad knew 

was a dancer, so he taught me a couple of routines, before I got to 

this other guy. 

 

Interviewer: I see.  So when you said the place at Broad and Lombard, where 

the bands came to play, that was just to mark the spot where this 

studio was.   

 

David Welsh: Yes. 

 

Interviewer: It was across the street.  There was no connection.  You didn’t play 

at this play at Broad and Lombard. 
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David Welsh: No, we used to go there a lot to listen to the music.   

 

Interviewer: Did you grow up in your household listening to music, even 

religious music? 

 

David Welsh: No. 

 

Interviewer: So there wasn’t any – 

 

David Welsh: There was no connection whatsoever.   

 

Interviewer: Have you ever thought about the mystery of this?  – 

 

David Welsh: I have, yes, and I always felt I should have been a drummer, and 

not a sax player.  I always felt that way. 

 

Interviewer: Why is that? 

 

David Welsh: I play some drums too.   

 

Interviewer: Did you ever sit in with a band, and play drums? 

 

David Welsh: Just here. 

 

Interviewer: So you play sax, and then switch off, and play drums a little bit? 

 

David Welsh: Well, I don’t get it.  When Danny’s here, I don’t interfere.  He 

plays drums, but every once in a while I will sit in, and play the 

drums.  I like it. 

 

Interviewer: So you just have the talent.  You have the talent, and an aptitude 

for this? 

 

David Welsh: There was a Post 98 Jewish War Veterans here, and I used to go 

with them on Memorial Day, and play taps over the graves, the 

different cemeteries, and we started to talk about a bugle and drum 

corp.  We had, I think, 35 people who I taught how to play the 

bugles and drums, tenor drums, cymbals, and how to march, and 

we marched up Broad Street with the graves that they had, and I 

was a drum major for that.  

 

Interviewer: Where was that VFW?   
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David Welsh: They had a post at Fifth and Morris.  They had a building that was 

their post, but they eventually sold it.  

 

Interviewer: So, what year was that roughly; it as after the war? 

 

David Welsh: No, it was before the war.  I was probably 18.  Let’s see, yeah, I 

was 18 years old, around 1936.   

 

Interviewer: So you were working in the curtain factory around that time, and 

that’s when you got involved in the post.  Why did you go around 

to that post to begin with, that VFW?   

 

David Welsh: I don’t know how I got to play taps for them, but one of the war 

veterans was a neighbor of mine, Izzy Goldstein.  I think he got me 

involved with going to the cemetery on Memorial Day                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                              

to play taps over the graves, and I think it was his idea to start the 

bugle and drum corps.  

 

Interviewer: And then you got right involved, but it’s so interesting how you 

can jump in with bugle, drums, cymbals, all the percussion. 

 

David Welsh: I have no idea how.  It just came to me naturally. 

 

Interviewer: It’s really amazing. 

 

David Welsh: I loved it all.  I loved it all. 

 

Interviewer: Do you want to ask a couple of questions now? 

 

RA: I just have one question.  I just want to kind of reaffirm.  So you 

said that you didn’t have much music in your actual house while 

you were growing up, like your parents play music? 

 

David Welsh: My mother sang.  She had a beautiful voice, but music was not part 

of my upbringing in the house. 

 

RA: Do you remember any of the songs that she sang, the titles?  Did 

she sing in Yiddish or was she singing primarily in Hebrew? 

 

David Welsh: She sang mostly in Yiddish. 

 

RA: Mostly in Yiddish.  Do you remember any of it at all? 

 

David Welsh: No. 
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Interviewer: It’s interesting.  We’re talking so much about music, but song, 

which I think of as part of music, but really they’re very distinct, 

aren’t they?  Your mother did sing, but you didn’t sing right? 

 

David Welsh: No, I didn’t sing. 

 

Interviewer: That wasn’t something that you felt. 

 

David Welsh: As a matter of a fact, I couldn’t sing.  I couldn’t stay on key when I 

would sing.  I can now.  I don’t know why it changed, but I 

couldn’t sing when I was younger.  I love to sing. 

 

Interviewer: Do you sing now? 

 

David Welsh: I sing now, yes. 

 

Interviewer: At the center? 

 

David Welsh: On Fridays here, yes. 

 

Interviewer: With the band you’re playing with? 

 

David Welsh: Yes. 

 

Interviewer: You can do a vocal? 

 

David Welsh: Yes. 

 

Interviewer: Okay.  Can we continue for a while?   

 

RA: Yes, you have 19 minutes of tape left.   

 

Interviewer: Can we sit for a little while longer? 

 

David Welsh: Sure.  

 

Interviewer: I don’t want to hold you up. 

 

David Welsh: I’m fine. 

 

Interviewer: There is one more person, Mr. Pepper, Nathan Pepper’s brother 

may be coming in. 

 

David Welsh: Joe, okay.   
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Interviewer: I don’t know.  [inaudible] checking, but I don’t see her, so we’ll 

talk for a bit. 

 

David Welsh: Anything you want, sir.  You can have me until 11:00. 

 

Interviewer: Oh, thank you.  All right.  Well, that’s about 19 minutes from now 

probably.  

 

David Welsh: Yes, that’s more than that. 

 

Interviewer: Let’s talk a little bit about the Stiffel Swingers.  And I say Stiffel. 

 

David Welsh: Stiffel. 

 

Interviewer: You say Stiffel.  

 

David Welsh: It is Stiffel.  It sounds unusual, but that’s how the family 

pronounces it, Stiffel Center.  

 

Interviewer: Did you know them? 

 

David Welsh: Well, I know some of them now.  Very gracious people.  Very 

loving people.  We are very fortunate here.  We have a group 

called Friends of Stiffel that raise money for us every year, and 

they usually have a dinner at one of the member’s homes, a 

different one each year.  They raise as much as 50-some thousand 

dollars at the dinner for the center from time to time.  We have a 

lot of people interested in this facility.   

 

Interviewer: Are you one of the Friends of Stiffel? 

 

David Welsh: No, I’m not.  That’s to support the family. 

 

Interviewer: Oh, I see.  So, this place has been here for how long? 

 

David Welsh: I think it was built in 1928 as a Jewish Educational Center. 

 

Interviewer: Do you remember it when you were growing up? 

 

David Welsh: Oh yeah, I came here then. 

 

Interviewer: In what way? 

 

David Welsh: Sunday School. 
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Interviewer: Sunday School, meaning a Hebrew school, or was it? 

 

David Welsh: All Hebrew stuff.  Jewish stuff. 

 

Interviewer: So is this in preparation for reaching bar mitzvah. 

 

David Welsh: No.  You went to a teacher to learn how to be bar mitzvahed.  That 

was not part of this.  There was a little group.  We had a group 

called Young Israel.  A bunch of us as young adults came here.  

We’d play basketball in the auditorium.  It was vandalized.  It was 

put on fire, and it lay foul for about seven years before the Stiffel 

family decided to reactivate it.   

 

Interviewer: When was that? 

 

David Welsh: When was that?   I have no idea time wise when it was. 

 

Interviewer: You were not living here? 

 

David Welsh: No.  Oh yeah, I was living here.  I don’t remember the timeframe, 

year wise when that happened. 

 

Interviewer: Meaning the closing due to the fire. 

 

David Welsh: Right.  I don’t remember when that was. 

 

Interviewer: But when you were young, and this was built, you came here for as 

you say, Sunday School, and social activity.  They were programs? 

 

David Welsh: 1938.  It was 35 cents admission.  I still have one of the tickets. 

 

Interviewer: And that was here? 

 

David Welsh: Yes. 

 

Interviewer: And you played? 

 

David Welsh: I played, yes.   

 

Interviewer: Your wife and you knew each other – 

 

David Welsh: My wife was 12 years old when she said to her sister, “I just saw 

the person I’m gonna marry,” and six years later we got married 

when she was 18.  We were married for 63 years.  I loved her 

deeply. 
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Interviewer: She communicated that to you, that you were gonna be her 

husband? 

 

David Welsh: No, I did not know that.  I found out about that afterwards. 

 

Interviewer: So life is full of mysteries. 

 

David Welsh: Yes.  She joined the bugle and drum corp, and became the teacher. 

 

[Phone rings] 

 

David Welsh: Good morning.  How are you, dear?  That’s wonderful.  Loves to 

sing. 

 

Interviewer: Friend? 

 

David Welsh: Friend.  Companion.  She’s 73, beautiful.  She goes crazy about 

singing.  She rather sing than eat. 

 

Interviewer: What does she sing?  What kind of songs? 

 

David Welsh: She sings all popular music, and oldies. 

 

Interviewer: Does she sing in public? 

 

David Welsh: Yes.  She sings here.  She sings in the choral group for another 

center.  [inaudible] There is another senior center there.   

 

Interviewer: It’s not a Jewish center? 

 

David Welsh: Not Jewish, no.  It’s a city center.   City centers don’t get what we 

get here.   This is sort of a private institution.  Everything here.   

The food here has to be kosher, so it’s much better.  We’ve got a 

lot of people from [inaudible] that have discovered the Stiffel 

Center, so a lot of them come over here.  

 

Interviewer: Yeah, so you get more of a mixed group now.  It’s not just the 

Jewish. 

 

David Welsh: I think the Jews are in a minority here now. 

 

Interviewer: Apart from your friend Danny who plays the drums, that you met 

here, do you see other people? 
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David Welsh: I would like to keep the guy that plays the electric keyboard.  He 

gets paid.  We volunteer.  He gets paid.   

 

Interviewer: Why is that? 

 

David Welsh: He wouldn’t play otherwise.   

 

Interviewer: So who pays him?  The center? 

 

David Welsh: Yeah, the center pays him. 

 

Interviewer: What’s his name? 

 

David Welsh: Ralph Caporal. 

 

Interviewer: So, you’ve got three guys. 

 

David Welsh: Yeah.  Drums, sax and keyboard. 

 

Interviewer: Plus, you sing. 

 

David Welsh: Plus I sing, Ralph sings, Danny sings.  I dance.  Everybody up gets 

a chance to sing that wants to sing.  Some good, some not so good, 

but we have a lot of fun. 

 

Interviewer: Meaning you let people come up, take the mic like an open mic 

type thing. 

 

David Welsh: Yes, from 11:00 to 12:00 on Friday, we have Sing and Swing.  

People come up, and sing, and then from 1:00 to 2:00, they dance, 

sing, they dance, and again we play a lot.  You gonna be here for a 

while today? 

 

Interviewer: Not today, but I will come back maybe next Friday. 

 

David Welsh: Okay. 

 

Interviewer: I want to come back, and listen.   

 

David Welsh: We’re pretty good.  

 

Interviewer: Yeah, so I gather, and you’re gonna play for the PhilaPlace launch 

which is terrific. 

 

David Welsh: Yes. 
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Interviewer: That will be at City Hall, Mayor Nutter will be there.  You never 

know what will happen. 

 

David Welsh: I think it’s a feather in our cap to be asked to play. 

 

Interviewer: Oh yeah, yeah, absolutely.  Really, so you think you are a good, I 

mean, you’re type band. 

 

David Welsh: The trio?  We’re very good.  We play everything.   

 

Interviewer: Do you play outside of the Stiffel Center or do you play – 

 

David Welsh: I don’t no.   Danny and I don’t like to travel around much.  It’s too 

hard.  He’s almost as old as I am, and it’s difficult for him to put 

the drums together, and package them up, take them, so we don’t 

normally travel around.  We went up to [inaudible] Branch a 

couple of weeks ago, and played up there for some celebration that 

they had up there, but normally we don’t do that.   

 

Interviewer: Right.  That’s a huge place.   

 

David Welsh: Yes, it is. 

 

Interviewer: Giant.  You stayed in the neighborhood all of your life?  After you 

got married, and settled down, did you come right back here?  

Your store was right here. 

 

David Welsh: I was here all of my life except for the 4½ years that I spent in the 

army.   

 

Interviewer: And yet, not everybody did that.  A lot of people moved out. 

 

David Welsh: Oh, a lot of people moved out, yes. 

 

Interviewer: The people who stay, it’s interesting.  Why did you stay? 

 

David Welsh: Why did I stay?  Well, I had the grocery store for one thing.  Then, 

I converted the grocery store into an office for the tile business.  I 

don’t now why.  I didn’t have a desire to move.  We still had 

friends down here, as we do now, also.  Some of my family moved 

away.  My grand kids all live away from here.  One is in Glenside 

and the other is in Delaware.  My daughter is in Delaware.  I don’t 

know why I stayed. 
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Interviewer: The neighborhood is – 

 

David Welsh: Oh yeah, the neighborhood.  Well I now live at [inaudible].  It’s a 

five-story apartment building.  I sold my house.  In 1960 I couldn’t 

get $5000.00 for my house.  In 2005 I sold it for $83,000.00.  I 

couldn’t get $5000.00 for it.   

 

Interviewer: Well, that’s not bad.  It could have been worse. 

 

David Welsh: Of course it’s not bad.  Of course, I had a little bit of a mortgage, 

but it worked out very well for me.           

 

Interviewer: Oh sure. 

 

David Welsh: Unfortunately, we moved into this apartment.  My wife died five 

months after we moved in.   

 

Interviewer: That was fairly recently, just in the last few years? 

 

David Welsh: Yes.  

 

Interviewer: Do you own that apartment, or is it a condo or do you just rent? 

 

David Welsh: It’s a low income apartment.   

 

Interviewer: What else can we talk about?  There are so many things to ask 

about growing up in the neighborhood, what the neighborhood was 

like, playing the stuff you did as a kid, like did you play ball?  

Talking with Nathan Pepper, he played a lot of baseball.  He loved 

baseball. 

 

David Welsh: Well, yeah, he’s a sports person.  

 

Interviewer: He’s a guy like you, but yet very different.   Let me tell you what I 

mean.  Maybe you can react.  Here’s a guy who could pick up a 

baseball and do stuff with it, really pitch very well.  Sports seemed 

to come to him.  He was a natural.   

 

David Welsh: Okay. 

 

Interviewer: You’re a guy, you pick up an instrument, you play it.  It’s a natural 

for you.  What am I asking?  I don’t know what I’m asking.  Could 

you just comment on this? 
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David Welsh: I wasn’t a sports person.  We used to play handball, down here, 

against the wall.  We played baseball in the street, but I was never 

involved in that.  I was never interested in that. 

 

Interviewer: So as a kid, your activity on the street was – 

 

David Welsh: I was a little skinny kid.  I had a little hair that stood up, so they 

called me Skeezic.  

 

Interviewer: Were you a little shy? 

 

David Welsh: I don’t know if I was shy or not.  I had a lot of friends.  I don’t 

think I was shy.  Most of the things I do now I did not do as a 

young person.  

 

Interviewer: Meaning the music and the singing? 

 

David Welsh: Yes, and the dancing, and all that stuff. 

 

Interviewer: So growing up that was not in the picture?  Really that came in 

after you were 18. 

 

David Welsh: Yes. 

 

Interviewer: Mr. Pepper also talked about the pool halls, and all that stuff that 

was going on.  Was that something that a lot of kids in the 

neighborhood did.  Did you do that? 

 

David Welsh: No.  My dad played pool.  At Darien and Porter was a pool house.   

 

Interviewer: Where and Porter? 

 

David Welsh: Darien and Porter.  Most people that played pool went there to play 

pool. 

 

Interviewer: But that didn’t ever interest you? 

 

David Welsh: No.  I played fairly decent pool.  I don’t know how I learned it, but 

I play pool here.   

 

Interviewer: It’s like everything else.  You try something, and it works pretty 

good. 

 

David Welsh: I’m a pretty handy guy. 
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Interviewer: Yeah, I would say so too.  Think about the variety.  The music, the 

dancing.  

 

David Welsh: Yes.  I take very little medication.  I have very minimal amount of 

pain.  My left knee bothers me when I wake up in the morning.  By 

the time I am through with my evolutions, and have breakfast, the 

pain is gone, so I’m pretty lucky in many respects.   

 

Interviewer: Anything else you want to say? 

 

David Welsh: No. 

 

Interviewer: Rather than open up a new line of questioning, I think maybe we 

should let you go, and see if the other Mr. Pepper is available to 

talk.  

 

David Welsh: I hope I’ve helped somewhat. 

 

Interviewer: Yeah, I may want to follow up with you at some point, would that 

be all right? 

 

David Welsh: Absolutely, anytime. 

 

Interviewer: It’s been a pleasure talking with you. 

 

David Welsh: My pleasure, too. 

 

Interviewer: Thank you. 

 

David Welsh: Take care. 

 

[End of interview] 

 


