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Interviewer: So let‟s start with your name. 

 

Lena Henry: My name is Lena Henry. 

 

Interviewer: And we‟re sitting here at the Stiffel Center.  It‟s – what‟s the date?  

Today‟s the twelfth of November. 

 

Lena Henry: Twelfth, right. 

 

Interviewer: Tell me, where were you born? 

 

Lena Henry: South Philly, at 4
th

 and Winton. 

 

Interviewer: And where is that in relation to here? 

 

Lena Henry: About ten blocks away. 

 

Interviewer: And how did your family get to that neighborhood?   

 

Lena Henry: God, I don‟t know. 

 

Interviewer: Who were your parents?  What were their names? 

 

Lena Henry: Jenny Latera, and Nunzio Latera was my father. 

 

Interviewer: That sounds like an Italian name. 

 

Lena Henry: Yeah. 

 

Interviewer: Well, was it an Italian neighborhood at the time? 

 

Lena Henry: No, it was Jewish.  Mostly all Jewish people, and a lot of them I 

met right here at Stiffel.  As I got older and joined here I 

recognized this one and that one and even met one of my old 

classmates because her mother comes here, and I came here as a 

teenager.   

 

 Downstairs where the lunchroom is was a ping-pong table, and it 

was called the Canteen.  We danced down there.  Upstairs was the 
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gym and they played ball, and I played basketball, and – what else 

did they have here – and they had, also, a Jewish school for the 

kids to learn Hebrew, so I‟ve been coming to this place for a long, 

long time. 

 

Interviewer: So when would you say that was when you started coming here? 

 

Lena Henry: I think back in the „50s. 

 

Interviewer: Do you mind my asking how –  

 

Lena Henry: Old I am?   

 

Interviewer: Yeah, when you were born. 

 

Lena Henry: I‟m 67.  I was born 1942. 

 

Interviewer: 1942.  And were you born in the house where you were raised, or 

were you born in a hospital? 

 

Lena Henry: No, I was born in Jefferson Hospital. 

 

Interviewer: And what kind of work did your father do? 

 

Lena Henry: My father ran – well, he worked three jobs when we were young.  

He was plumbing, and he did painting, and he was a tire mechanic 

for Avellino Brothers, and then later on in years as we got older he 

opened up his own business at 6
th

 and Morris, South Philly Tire.  

He run a tire business there with my two brothers. 

 

Interviewer: And you‟re an Italian family living in a Jewish neighborhood. 

 

Lena Henry: Yes, most of my friends are Jewish.  I hate to say this; I don‟t care 

for Italian people too much because I find them to be very jealous 

and very picky about everything.  Where as the Jewish people, 

most of my friends are Jewish, they‟re different.  They‟re not 

judgmental, and I always sort of lean toward that way. 

 

Interviewer: What about the home culture?  Was there an Italian component:  

food, celebrations, family gatherings? 

 

Lena Henry: Oh yeah, Christmas and Thanksgiving the family was always 

together, my sister and my brothers.  My mother was a good cook, 

but now my mother has Alzheimer‟s.  She‟s 88 years old. 
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Interviewer: Is she in the neighborhood still? 

 

Lena Henry: She lives in Packer Park with my sister who‟s taking care of her. 

 

Interviewer: What part of Italy were they from? 

 

Lena Henry: That I don‟t know, but I know that I‟m Sicilian and Calabrese, so 

I‟m not too sure where they were from. 

 

Interviewer: You don‟t know the towns, but you know they‟re from the south of 

Italy? 

 

Lena Henry: Well, my parents were born here.  My grandparents were born over 

in Italy.  As a matter of fact I just found out not too long ago that 

my name is not Latera, it‟s La Tierra.   

 

 When my aunt passed away we found all the documents to know 

that we‟re French-Italian.  Not Italian, French-Italian, so that was 

interesting to find out, but I don‟t know what part of Italy.  I got the 

papers, but it‟s all written in Italian about my grandfather, but I 

don‟t know what it says. 

 

Interviewer: Meaning papers when he came over here? 

 

Lena Henry: Yes, the only thing I do know is it says that he was a good soldier.  

Whatever that means I don‟t know.  If I can only get somebody to 

read them that knows Italian that would be great. 

 

Interviewer: And he had come to Philadelphia, and so your parents were born 

here –  

 

Lena Henry: Yes. 

 

Interviewer: – and their families, they were South Philly? 

 

Lena Henry: Yeah, born here, South Philly. 

 

Interviewer: It‟s interesting that you have an Italian heritage and yet, socially, a 

Jewish network and community that you‟re more involved with. 

 

Lena Henry: I was only involved because when we lived down there on 4
th

 and 

Snyder on Winton Street. Everything was Jewish, so I learned how 

to eat lox and bagels and gefilte fish, and the store on the corner 

was Jewish, Dave and Reba‟s, and I still like it today. 
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Interviewer: Did your mother cook any of that food? 

 

Lena Henry: No, but my mother-in-law did.  After I got married – she was 

Jewish, my mother-in-law, she taught me how to make [inaudible] 

because my husband was Jewish.  She also taught me how to make 

latkes, homemade.  A lot of different things, so I have cultures 

from both Italian and Jewish. 

 

Interviewer: So like your cooking, you can do Italian or you can do Jewish? 

 

Lena Henry: Oh yeah, they‟ll tell you here that I cook good.  They gave me 

some greens downstairs, and I brought some in that I made for 

Susan.  I don‟t know if she‟s Jewish or Italian, I didn‟t want to ask, 

but it was bok choy, that‟s a Chinese vegetable, and I did it the 

Italian way with garlic, olive oil, and hot pepper, and turkey bacon, 

and she said it was delicious.  She just told me.  So I try and cook 

whatever I feel like eating. 

 

Interviewer: So you did it like you would do escarole? 

 

Lena Henry: Yeah, right, escarole or broccoli rabe. 

 

Interviewer: So can you talk about the neighborhood a little bit? 

 

Lena Henry: Yes. 

 

Interviewer: What it was like then.  You were at 4
th

 and Snyder, roughly. 

 

Lena Henry: It was mostly all Jewish people, and most of the stores were 

Jewish.  They carried, like I said, lox and bagel, gefilte fish.  What 

do you – I can‟t think of what you call the gefilte fish today. 

 

 Well, anyway, my mother used to buy all that, and we learned how 

to eat that, but the neighbors were mostly all Jewish.  We sat 

outside, we opened doors, my father slept on the step but no locks.  

We all sat out.  We ate polly seeds, the radio was on, it was just 

different then.  People were friendly, not afraid to sit outside.  

What else could I say? 

 

Interviewer: When you say slept outside, got the lounge chair and stayed all 

night? 

 

Lena Henry: No, not all night, just like when everybody was out there, and all 

the neighbors sat out at night.  Today you sit out and you get shot 

with an Uzi.  You can‟t do that any more. 
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Interviewer: When you said – did you say polly seeds? 

 

Lena Henry: Yeah. 

 

Interviewer: What were they? 

 

Lena Henry: We used to have a big store on 7
th

 Street.  A Jewish family ran it, 

and they sold all kinds of nuts, and the polly seeds would be in a 

machine they turned and made them nice and hot and roasted, even 

the peanuts, and we used to go buy them.  They were cheap, a big 

bag.  I don‟t remember if they were a quarter or 50 cents, I‟m not 

sure, and then the pavement would be full of polly seeds after 

everybody got done eating. 

 

Interviewer: Because they‟d shell them? 

 

Lena Henry: Right. 

 

Interviewer: What about school?  Did you go to a school?  Was it a 

neighborhood, local, a neighborhood school? 

 

Lena Henry:  Yeah, I went to Furness Junior High School at 3
rd

 and McKean.  It 

was a good school.  You had a lot of friends, everybody got along 

there.  Most of my friends were black, and I didn‟t know anything 

about being prejudice, none of that because I used to invite them 

over, and we played together and did our homework together and 

everything has just fallen apart. 

 

Interviewer: So the neighborhood is becoming a little more complicated as you 

talk to these – African Americans.  Well, going back to when you 

were young: Jews mainly.  Your family were there.  Were there 

other Italians? 

 

Lena Henry: Oh yeah, yeah, sure. 

 

Interviewer: A sprinkling of Italian? 

 

Lena Henry: Yeah, it was a lot of different – there was Jewish and Italian, some 

blacks and never Chinese.  I don‟t remember seeing Chinese at all, 

like today.  So it‟s changing. 

 

Interviewer: And African Americans too? 

 

Lena Henry: Oh, yeah. 
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Interviewer: And you played together? 

 

Lena Henry: Right, most of my friends were Afri – I can remember their names.  

Hedy Robinson, Lizzie Trapp, Muriel Robinson, another one, 

Marlene White.  Some of them still live down in my neighborhood 

right off 7
th

 and Morris today. 

 

Interviewer: You live at 7
th

 and Morris? 

 

Lena Henry: It‟s very bad where I live.  Shootings, drugs, you don‟t go out after 

dark. 

 

Interviewer: Were there black churches, black public stores, businesses? 

 

Lena Henry: Yeah, a lot of synagogues, there were, in my neighborhood because 

there was a lot of Jewish people then.  Churches, yes.  You asked 

me black stores, no. 

 

Interviewer: Black owned businesses, stores? 

 

Lena Henry: No, no, not that I know of. 

 

Interviewer: So did African American – did blacks patronize the Jewish owned 

businesses?  Is that – did everyone shop there? 

 

Lena Henry: See, I don‟t know about that because my mother did a lot of the 

shopping, but the people, basically, all got along, black or white, or 

Jewish or Italian.  It‟s not like today, so much prejudice. 

 

 I have a black granddaughter, and where I live she‟s Italian and 

Jewish, and a lot of people snicker at me when I walk with her, but 

I don‟t care.  She‟s my blood. 

 

Interviewer: One of your kids married a black woman? 

 

Lena Henry: My daughter. 

 

Interviewer: You daughter married a black man? 

 

Lena Henry: Right. 

 

Interviewer: What about social life on the street, games and stuff, did you play 

any? 
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Lena Henry: Oh, yeah, we played potsy where you jump through the numbers.  

I‟m glad your asking me this because I – it‟s bringing back 

memories.  And we used to play something with beer tops.  We‟d 

flip the beer cap around in the street and have to get it in the box.  

We played stickball.  I call it halfball, they call it stickball today.   

 

Interviewer: Did they cut the ball in half? 

 

Lena Henry: Yeah, they cut the ball in half.  And Double Dutch rope, and I 

could really jump.  Today I can‟t do nothing.  What else did we 

play?  Buck buck, that was a game where one guy was up against a 

wall and everybody jumped on his back. 

 

 What else?  Well, the playgrounds were always open.  We went to 

the playgrounds too, but it was really, really hot back then.  

Temperatures were close to 100.  Today you can‟t do without air 

conditioning, but then you stood it.  You stood the heat. 

 

Interviewer: You could also go outside, as you said, to get the night air in the 

summer time. 

 

 Lena Henry: Right, there was no air conditioning.  We didn‟t have it.  We had 

fans. 

 

Interviewer: Potsy, I think of that as, the way you describe it as hop – what I 

would call –  

 

Lena Henry: Hopscotch, yeah, but we call it potsy.  I don‟t remember calling it 

hopscotch. 

 

Interviewer: And who played in those games?  Was it the black kids, the Jewish 

kids, the Italian kids, everybody played together? 

 

Lena Henry: Everyone who lived on our block played most of those games.  We 

usually didn‟t go out of the neighborhood.  We would stay close to 

home. 

 

Interviewer: And the blocks were mixed? 

 

Lena Henry: Yeah. 

 

Interviewer: Meaning mixed people.  Were there African Americans, blacks, 

living on your block growing up? 

 

Lena Henry: No, they lived close by but not on our block. 
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Interviewer: So you didn‟t go into their neighborhoods to play games with 

them? 

 

Lena Henry: No. 

 

Interviewer: They didn‟t come to your neighborhood? 

 

Lena Henry: No. 

 

Interviewer: You said they came to your house, though, sometimes. 

 

Lena Henry: Yes, some of my friends from school that were in my class, and 

they were all good kids.  No problems and even one boy used to 

call me all the time.  I guess he liked me.  His name was Sonny 

Mac, and I used to dance with him in the gym.  I had no prejudice.  

My mother didn‟t teach me that.   

 

 He‟s died since then.  I often think about him.  He was a good 

dancer.  He had a drug problem, I found out, in later years, but, 

basically, everybody was nice, everybody was nice.  We didn‟t 

think about those things that are going on today: evil, shooting, 

killing, drugs.  If there was drugs around I didn‟t know it  

 

Interviewer: What about holidays and celebrations?  Were they – you 

mentioned that family like you had they were Italian oriented.  

Were you raised – did you say you were raised a Catholic? 

 

Lena Henry: Yeah. 

 

Interviewer: Were you within the Catholic Church?  What church was that? 

 

Lena Henry: Our Lady of Mount Carmel, 3
rd

 and Wolf. 

 

Interviewer: And who went there?  Was it mainly Italian people who went to 

that church? 

 

Lena Henry: No. 

 

Interviewer: Were there Irish in that church? 

 

Lena Henry: Yeah, a lot of Irish because that‟s an Irish area. Irish, Ukrainian, 

Italians.  You‟ve got to ask me more questions. 

 



Journeys South  

A Project of the City of Philadelphia Mural Arts Program  

Interview with Lena Henry 

 
 

 

Interviewer: Yeah, well I‟m trying to give you a chance to talk too.  If I‟m 

talking it‟s not what we‟re here for.  So you went to 3
rd

 and Wolf, 

and you mentioned the Irish neighborhood, and that‟s a whole 

other community down around, let‟s say, Pennsport. 

 

Lena Henry: Yeah, kinda close to Pennsport. 

 

Interviewer: Did you go into that neighborhood at all?  Did anyone in your 

neighborhood? 

 

Lena Henry: Yeah, because we used to go – they got the parade down there on 

2
nd

 Street, the New Year‟s parade, and that was no problem down 

there, but they didn‟t like the blacks.  No blacks walked through 

there at that time. 

 

Interviewer: In Pennsport? 

 

Lena Henry: Yeah, back in those days, but today they do because you can‟t stop 

people from going where they‟re going.  What can you do? 

 

Interviewer: But at that time blacks were not – they got harassed if they went 

into that neighborhood? 

 

Lena Henry: Yeah. 

 

Interviewer: What about the Italians and the Irish, is it compatible at all? 

 

Lena Henry: They don‟t like Italians, the Irish.  They really don‟t like too many 

people.  As a matter of fact, at the bar at 3
rd

 and Snyder, if you‟re 

not Irish you ain‟t going in.  They ask, “What are you?” 

 

Interviewer: Even today? 

 

Lena Henry: Um-hum. 

 

Interviewer: That‟s, McDaniel‟s? 

 

Lena Henry: Yeah, McDaniel‟s, right.  Are you from South Philly? 

 

Interviewer: No, I‟m not, but I –  

 

Lena Henry: You know about South Philly, okay. 
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Interviewer: But that was in a place where – were bars a prominent feature in 

the neighborhood life?  Were people in and out of taverns having a 

beer or something? 

 

Lena Henry: I don‟t think so.  I don‟t surely remember that at all.  My father 

wasn‟t a drinker, so – neither was my mother, so I don‟t know too 

much about the alcohol thing. 

 

Interviewer: What about the local businesses?  You talked a little bit about 

going to buy the nuts and stuff.  

 

Lena Henry: 7
th

 Street, that was 7
th

 Street.  There was Simon‟s where you can 

buy all kinds of school supplies and everything.  He had 

everything.  Then there was another store where you bought house 

dresses and smocks, very reasonable and cheap, and the polly seed 

lady, the nut lady we used to call her, she was 500 pounds, she 

could barely walk, but she was sweet, Jewish. 

 

Interviewer: Where was – she had a store from? 

 

Lena Henry: She had her own store at 7
th

 and close to Ritner.  Between Wolf and 

Ritner on 7
th

 street.  There was a lot of lunch stores, there was a 

bridal store at 7
th

 and Mifflin.  I‟m trying to remember, it‟s so 

different now.  I used to go to 7
th

 Street every day.  There was 

John‟s Bargain Store there too, which is now some kind of 

construction company.  The Grand Movie was there, which is 

closed today. 

 

Interviewer: That was at 7
th

 and Snyder? 

 

Lena Henry: The Grand Movie was. 

 

Interviewer: It‟s probably near – right at Snyder. 

 

Lena Henry: Right, and the Jackson was on Jackson Street.  That now is 501 

Jackson for seniors.  That‟s a big building there, and they had the 

[inaudible] on Broad Street.  You would go, pay, and you would 

get a dish and see a movie.  You could make a whole set of dishes 

at the [inaudible].  That was around Broad and Federal I think 

because I remember my mother going there. 

 

Interviewer: Did you – did kids in the neighborhood work, do any kind of work, 

even informally, for the stores, the businesses? 
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Lena Henry: No, I don‟t think any of the kids worked at that time.  Everybody 

was like poor but happy. 

 

Interviewer: What about – I forgot what I was going to ask you.  Something to 

do with movies and performances.  Where did –  

 

Lena Henry: We used to go to the movies every Saturday. 

 

Interviewer: There was no live theater.  Was there a stage show a couple of –  

 

Lena Henry: No, a regular movie on the screen.  I don‟t remember stage shows 

and none of that because if there was we were too poor to go to 

that.  We didn‟t – we really didn‟t go to too many things.  I used to 

go to American Bandstand.  Cut my last class, get the subway and 

go to 46
th

 and Market. 

 

Interviewer: Yeah, American Bandstand was right on Market there. 

 

Lena Henry: Right, when Bob Horn was there I just started to go, and then Bob 

Horn was indicted for something having to do with Barbara 

Morrison and another girl, and then Dick Clark came, so I used to 

go there.  I used to get a lot of fan mail.  I had a lot of trophies for 

dancing.  Seen a lot of people, Mickey Rooney.  I can‟t even begin 

to tell you how many people I met there. 

 

Interviewer: At American Bandstand? 

 

Lena Henry: Oh, yeah. 

 

Interviewer: So were you on the televised thing, like when they had the dance 

contests? 

 

Lena Henry: I was there, but I never got into a contest, no.  I didn‟t think I was 

good enough for that. 

 

Interviewer: But you were one of the people dancing, then they showed people 

dancing to the music. 

 

Lena Henry: Yup, I know all those people.  I don‟t know where they‟re at today.  

I had a pretty good, decent life as a child. 

 

Interviewer: What about that issue of continuity, or change, in the 

neighborhood?  The neighborhood was obviously different than it 

used to be. 
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Lena Henry: Oh, yeah. 

 

Interviewer: How did – did you notice that developing as the change began to 

occur?  Were you aware of it? 

 

Lena Henry: Yeah, I was aware of it, but you know what, I don‟t care about it.  

I‟ll tell you why, because I do what I got to do right here.  I have a 

lot of friends here, I‟ve got the telephone here, I drive.  So I 

basically come here, go shopping, go to Delaware County on 

occasion.  I don‟t deal with the outside – I try and lock it out.  I 

know it‟s there, but what can you do?  We‟re not gonna change it. 

 

Interviewer: What was it like when the Jewish – this was such a heavily Jewish 

commercial area.  At a certain point did Jewish merchants begin 

dropping out or closing their businesses or selling them.  Was that 

a factor?  Did you notice that growing up? 

 

Lena Henry: I noticed it, but how can I explain?  The Chinese started to take 

over, and the Cambodians, and then we got the Mexicans, and 

pushed the people out. 

 

Interviewer: Meaning the old businesses? 

 

Lena Henry: Yeah, the old businesses. 

 

Interviewer: Pushed them out because there were more customers from those 

other communities? 

 

Lena Henry: I think a lot of people – a lot of them got old.  A lot of them passed 

away.  I guess their children sold the businesses.  I don‟t know, and 

they took over.  They moved in. 

 

Interviewer: And you stayed.  How do you make a decision like that, to stay? 

 

Lena Henry: Because I love South Philly.  We got everything.  It‟s convenient 

here.  Doctors, restaurants, you name it and we got it.  I just don‟t 

go out after it‟s dark. 

 

Interviewer: You say you have some friends who stayed?  Some people who 

you grew up with are still in the neighborhood? 

 

Lena Henry: They come right here, at Stiffel.  As a matter of fact, I met – an 

uncle of mine comes here from the Great Northeast.  How that 

happened was, me and my sister were downstairs having coffee 
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and this new man walks in, and you announce yourself, who you 

are, and you ask who he is.   

 

 He said, “My name is Lenny Bennett,” and I almost dropped dead 

on the floor.  I said, “Lenny Bennett?”  I said, “You got a brother 

named Harry Bennett?”  That‟s my father-in-law.  He said, “Yeah, 

that‟s my brother.”  Well, you never know who you‟re gonna meet.   

 

 He comes from the Great Northeast, and one of my sons looks just 

like him.  I made my son come here.  I said, “Go in here and look 

at Uncle Lenny.  That‟s what you‟re gonna look like when you get 

his age.”  He‟s a nice looking, handsome man.   

 

 As we got to talking he told me that his son committed suicide, and 

he was crying, and his wife just died, so I held him, and I said, 

“Look, Uncle,” he‟s only my uncle through marriage, but I said, 

“don‟t cry.  This is the place you‟ve got to come every day.  Forget 

your problems, talk to people,” and he does.  He‟s doing good, and 

I heard he‟s got a girlfriend.  So this is the place for him. 

 

Interviewer: What is it about this place?  This place is an institution in the 

neighborhood, I know. 

 

Lena Henry: Yeah, it‟s because people are friendly here.  Everybody – I could 

come here depressed, and by the end of the time I‟m ready to 

leave, I‟m happy.  You talk to this one, you talk to that one, 

everybody puts their problems together.   

 

 Now, some people don‟t want to hear problems.  Those are the 

people you stay away from.  For me it‟s therapy.  Better than going 

to a psychiatrist.  You talk your heart out.  That‟s what I do. 

 

Interviewer: Here?  So in other words you come here, there‟s a group of people 

you see? 

 

Lena Henry: The group of people that are here every day, sometimes it‟s 

different.  I even have a social worker here that I can talk to, two of 

them.  One is a psychologist, her name is Simone Rubins.  She 

grew up with my two sons.  When I went home I said to my son, 

“I‟ve – a social worker.”  He said, “Ma, what‟s her name?”  And I 

said, “Simone,” and he said, “Don‟t tell me it‟s Simone Rubins.”  I 

said, “Yeah.” 

 

 And then there‟s Ruth Sachs, who‟s very good.  She helped me out 

quite a lot with bills, things that got behind.  She sends me things 
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in the mail, we shop at Christmas time, Thanksgiving time.  So 

they help the people here.  They give us food twice a month.  They 

give us ShopRite cards, $5, each time they distribute the food.  We 

get food from [inaudible].  No other centers do that, no other 

centers do that.  So it‟s a helpful place.  What could I say?   

 

Interviewer: Plus, they have entertainment programs. 

 

Lena Henry: On Friday, we have the guys that come here, and they‟re in the 

band, they play music.  We have special Jewish meals and Jewish 

holidays like Yom Kippur and Hanukkah, things like that.  You 

learn from both cultures, and I like that. 

 

Interviewer: Well, I was interested to learn that there‟s a big group, at least, of 

Italians who come here. 

 

Lena Henry: Yeah, and Chinese. 

 

Interviewer: Yes, and I‟ve seen a couple of black people.  Some of whom grew 

up in the neighborhood, moved away, and have now come back.  

So did you meet anyone else, old friends who came back that you 

hadn‟t seen in a long time? 

 

Lena Henry: Well, I met one woman, her name was – they call her Leah, or Liz, 

and when she walked in I said to her, “Don‟t you have a daughter 

named Meryl?”  She said, “Yeah, who are you?”  I told her, “I‟m 

Lena Latera.”  I used my maiden name.   

 

 I said, “How is Meryl?”  That‟s her daughter.  I went to school with 

her daughter.  I hadn‟t seen her in 25, 30 years, and I think that she 

came to the center, or did she call me, the daughter, and she said, 

“Lena, I‟d like you to come over with your sister.  I haven‟t seen 

you in so many years.”  She said, “And by the way my sister‟s a 

buyer in New York,” buys clothes.  She‟s like, “I can [inaudible] 

big sweaters for you if you want them.”  I said, “Sure.”   

 

 Everything was brand new.  We went to pick them up at the 

mother‟s house.  Since then Liz has Alzheimer‟s.  She also fell.  

She still comes, but she‟s not right, and I told Meryl, “If you need 

anything, or if she needs anything, call me,” but they have their 

own family that helps out.   

 

 That‟s about the only person – who else did I meet here?  Oh, 

another lady, I asked her where she lived years ago, and she said, 

“4
th

 and Winton.”  So I said, “What‟s your address?”  So she told 
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me.  I said, “That‟s across the street from where I used to live.”  

She still comes here.   

 

 I said, “Well, do you know Lachtenstein?”  This is a lady that lived 

across the street from me, who used to make me something called 

gribenes, chicken fat, that she used to fry and make it crispy, and 

she knew I liked it.  That‟s why I‟ve got high cholesterol today, I 

think.  She said, “Sure, I know Lachtenstein,” and I said to her, 

“Do you know Mrs. Atland?”  These people are all dead.  She said, 

“Lena, I lived across the street from you,” but see, I don‟t 

remember her.  I was young.  But you do meet a lot of people here 

from the past. 

 

Interviewer: Do those relationships carry over into the neighborhood?  In other 

words, do you have – do you see people socially outside of this 

center? 

 

Lena Henry: Not really. 

 

Interviewer: Do you get together? 

 

Lena Henry: No. 

 

Interviewer: Go for lunch? 

 

Lena Henry: Yeah, a few people here I go out.  My friend Sarah Couture.  I met 

her here.  She‟s like – better than my mother.  Since then she‟s not 

here no more.  They put her in a senior living center, and I do talk 

to her every week on the phone.  And who else, my friend Mare.  

She went to Florida, and my friend Telly.  She‟s Filipino; she went 

back to the Philippines.   

 

 I get a little upset though because I miss them.  I miss them all.  It‟s 

like people come into your life that are so good, and then they‟re 

gone.  It‟s real hard for me to handle. 

 

Interviewer: It‟s good then, too, that you have the people here to support and to 

talk to.  Is your name Pascalina?  Is that your full name or is it just 

Lena? 

 

Lena Henry: No, my name is Lena Manuela Latera, maiden name. 

 

Interviewer: Because Pascalina, sometimes Lena is the shortened form. 
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Lena Henry: No, it‟s just Lena.  I‟m named after one of my aunts that passed 

away years ago. 

 

Interviewer: I think that R.A. may have a question or two.  Do you want to ask 

questions, or maybe it‟s not –  

 

R.A.: Yeah, I just had pretty much like one or two.  I was just curious if 

your parents, or your grandparents, sang to you or if there were 

songs that they had brought from the old country that you 

remember, if you remember any titles. 

 

Lena Henry: No, they spoke broken English, my grandparents.  My grandfather, 

he worked in a bakery, and he told me when he worked in that 

bakery he couldn‟t afford shoes.  He wore burlap bags on his feet, 

instead of shoes. 

 

Interviewer: What was his name? 

 

Lena Henry: George Latera. 

 

Interviewer: So he was your father‟s father.  Had he been a baker in Italy? 

 

Lena Henry: I don‟t know what he did when he was in Italy.  I don‟t know, but 

he worked hard in the bakery up here, and then he died of stomach 

cancer anyway. 

 

Interviewer: Was that South Philadelphia that he worked?  Where was the 

bakery? 

 

Lena Henry: I don‟t know.  I was young. 

 

Interviewer: You don‟t remember having memories of him. 

 

Lena Henry: I have memories of him, yeah, because he used to agitate me all 

the time, but I never knew where he worked or anything like that. 

 

Interviewer: And on the Italian side of your family, picking up on what R.A. 

was asking, did they make music when they got together for 

holidays?  Did anyone sing? 

 

Lena Henry: No, they weren‟t that kind of people.  They were very quiet.  My 

grandmother was very clean.  She always was cleaning and 

cooking, and they weren‟t happy or something.  I don‟t know if 

they got along, I don‟t know.  It was just like a Sunday visit for me.  

My father would take us there. 
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Interviewer: So it wasn‟t –  

 

Lena Henry: And I would jump on her feather bed.  She used to let me jump on 

the bed, my grandmother, and it was a feather bed.  That‟s the only 

thing that I can remember. 

 

Interviewer: So the family celebrations weren‟t big gatherings with lots of –  

 

Lena Henry: No, it was just me, my sister, my brother, my mother and my 

father.  Never outside – my mother didn‟t get along with nobody.  

Today she‟s more nuts than I [inaudible]. 

 

Interviewer: So we‟re probably coming, more or less, to the close.  Is there 

anything else you want to say or reflect on? 

 

Lena Henry: Even South Street‟s different.  I used to go all the time to South 

Street.  Now I‟m afraid to go because the blacks think they – they 

harass you when you go down there.  They say, this is our spot, we 

want to take it back, so [inaudible], which is good.  They set out 

the tables and coffee, and I live close to there, and it‟s a lot 

different over there than South Street, so I don‟t go to South Street 

no more. 

 

Interviewer: Because of that – because you think –  

 

Lena Henry: There‟s always fights down there, and trouble, and I can‟t just 

about walk, let alone run from trouble. 

 

Interviewer: You don‟t want to risk getting in the middle of something, anyway. 

 

Lena Henry: No, I don‟t go to no rallies or no protests and none of that stuff.  

You‟ve got to be able to move when you go to those places, you 

know what I mean? 

 

Interviewer: Right, did you ever do that stuff? 

 

Lena Henry: No, I have osteoarthritis, and I can just barely walk, plus diabetes. 

 

Interviewer: So do you go to Passyunk sometimes. 

 

Lena Henry: Yeah, I go to Passyunk Avenue.  I go to – it used to be called 

Colonial Village, it‟s a lunchmeat store where they make hoagies, 

and it‟s real nice, across the street from CVS.  That‟s the lower 
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part of Passyunk Avenue, and naturally, Geno‟s, I go there, and 

Pat‟s.  Everybody goes there. 

 

Interviewer: Is that something you did as a kid too, as a young person growing 

up? 

 

Lena Henry: No, I could never afford that.  My mother couldn‟t afford to buy us 

a steak sandwich.  We ate very healthy food: lentils and macaroni 

and meatballs.  What Italians eat. 

 

Interviewer: So greens? 

 

Lena Henry: Boiled greens, yeah. 

 

[Break in tape.] 

 

Interviewer: Anyway, speaking of clubs, were there – did you belong to clubs?  

Now, you belong to this center, but this isn‟t a club, really, it‟s an 

organization. 

 

Lena Henry: You talking about a bicycle club? 

 

Interviewer: Or any kind of a club or circle? 

 

Lena Henry: I didn‟t but my brother did.  He was a Hell‟s Angels.  He lived in 

California, and he got away from that.  He‟s here now in the city. 

 

Interviewer: Well, I was more thinking of what I notice in the city here, when 

you‟ve got the guys, the motorcycle clubs, not gangs, to put 

together –  

 

Lena Henry: There were a lot of guys that rode motorcycles, but it really wasn‟t 

a gang.  They hung up on the corner.  Mostly white guys.  They 

used to sing and harmonize. 

 

Interviewer: Kind of like acapella? 

 

Lena Henry: Yeah. 

 

Interviewer: Where were they?  Where would they do this? 

 

Lena Henry: On the corner of 6
th

 and Winton. 

 

Interviewer: 6
th

 and Winton?  And they would get together and just kind of 

sing? 
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Lena Henry: Yeah, I went to school with Fabian, and Ernest Evans, who‟s 

Chubby Checker. 

 

Interviewer: Yes, Ernest Evans, nobody –  

 

Lena Henry: He was a great guy, and I tell you, everybody loved him.  Fabian, I 

don‟t like him too much, and Eddie Fisher, I went to Taggart 

School, and he lived right down the little street.  We used to go to 

his house every day, and his mother – we used to knock on the 

door and say, “Where‟s Eddie?”   

 

 Naturally, he wasn‟t there.  She would give us pictures of him. 

And then there was Joey Bishop.  He lived around the corner from 

me.  His mother and father rented bikes, and she always made 

chicken soup, and you could smell it.  When you would go rent a 

bike, you had to bring your electric bill, or gas bill, something with 

your name on it, so that they knew where you where gonna rent the 

bike and take it back.  I had a good childhood, I can‟t tell you. 

 

Interviewer: It‟s interesting you mentioned Fabian and Eddie Fisher and –  

 

Lena Henry: And Bobby Rydell too. 

 

Interviewer: Bobby Rydell and Chubby Checkers, so that was in the era right.  

This was one of the neighborhoods that –  

 

Lena Henry: They were great guys. 

 

Interviewer: Did you hear a lot of singing on the street?  Were guys there 

because I never saw any acapella when I was a kid on the stoop 

with friends. 

 

Lena Henry: Not really.  I heard a little of that when I went to American 

Bandstand.  Not too much around in the neighborhood, and then 

who else?  Lee Bob, I went to school with him.  You know who he 

is? 

 

Interviewer: No. 

 

Lena Henry: He was a boxer, and he got involved in politics and not too good, 

they through him out.  He was a big bully. 

 

Interviewer: What school was this where you met all these people?  Was it high 

school? 
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Lena Henry: Some Taggart and some Furness. 

 

Interviewer: Junior high? 

 

Lena Henry: Junior high and elementary. 

 

Interviewer: And what about – you went to South Philly –  

 

Lena Henry: I went to Southern, too, for a short time, and then I dropped out to 

get married. 

 

Interviewer: So you didn‟t finish? 

 

Lena Henry: No, I got married when I was 16.  I had my first child when I was 

17.   

 

It‟s good to see you. 

 

Interviewer: Good to see you, thanks.  

 

[End of interview] 

 


