A Woman Ahead of her Time: My Mother, Miriam Wasserman Wolf
by John Reimann
Every year around this time of year I think about my mother. Had she lived, she would
have been 95 this Christmas Eve. Her death (from breast cancer) in itself is part of the
story of her life – a life that deserves to be appreciated as well as understood.
Born with a series of health problems – mainly due to allergies – she was a constant
source of worry to my grandmother, who herself was given to worrying as well as
loving. As a young woman, my mother was intellectually precocious in a time when
women were supposed to be passive. She graduated from Barnard College and got
married at a young age in order to get out of the house, she told me. Then in the mid
1940s she met my father, conceived a baby with him (my older sister), divorced her first
husband and married my father – all in that order. As you can imagine, this was nowhere
near the norm for a woman at that time.
Single Mother
Her marriage to my father was a stormy affair, with regular shouting arguments, my
father storming out of the house and my mother lying weeping on her bed. I still
remember that scene. Around 1951 or '52, when I was around 5 or 6 they separated and
eventually divorced. Again, life was not easy for a single mother in those days, no matter what kind of money she might
have. In my mother's case, it was not very much. She worked as a copy editor for Harcourt Brace & co., and I still
remember her having to go to work on Saturdays. I also remember her saying that she did most of the work for the (male)
editors and received very little of the money.
But she did the very best she could with that little salary. Often – probably towards the end of the pay period I'd imagine – I
can now see in retrospect that she'd have difficulty scraping things together for our dinner, but we always had a hot, home
cooked meal... every night. Every single night. And my mother made sure that we sat down and ate it together. I know she
must have been tired and worn out after work – especially since my sister would often have to call her up at work to
complain that I was picking fights with her – but my mother still found energy for “sitting in lap time” as I called it after
dinner. I also remember her taking me out to buy a present, for no specific reason at all. I spotted a plastic model of a
battleship that I wanted but she said it was more than she could afford. “Well, then I don't want anything,” I said. I
remember her standing there agonizing, and then going in and getting that model for me.
Another incident stands out as far as who I was and our relationship: I was a mischievous little boy, and at one time I
enjoyed throwing things out my window into the back yard of our neighbors and then watching them look around, trying to
figure out where it had come from. One time I threw a child's top down there, but this time they saw me peeking out from
the window. A day or two later there was a knock on the door, which I answered. There stood a big cop. “Is this yours?” he
asked, holding out the top. Just a little kid, I didn't have the sense to lie, so I stammered “yes,” but then caught on and
reversed myself. I denied everything. My mom told the cop: “Look, I know my son, and if he says he didn't do it, then he
didn't do it. Now you can leave.”
After the cop left she turned to me. “Okay, Johnny,” she said. “I don't know if you did it or not, but don't do it again.”
We lived on the fourth floor of a walk-up (no elevator) building in a somewhat run-down neighborhood. Sometimes if we
came home at night there would be a wino sleeping under the stairs. Then my mother would rush up to him, yelling and
make him leave. I always thought that was mean, but she said that they peed there and made the place smell.
Then there were hot summer nights in New York. Sometimes it would be so hot and humid (“muggy” it was called) that we
couldn't sleep. I remember my mother coming into my bedroom and telling us, “OK, kids, get up.” It would be late at night
(for me – probably not after 9:00 p.m.) and we'd get on the subway and travel down to the Battery to go on nature's own air
conditioner – the Staten Island ferry. For my sister and me, those were great adventures!
She also made sure I did my share of work around the house, washing dishes, and cooking one meal every week when I got
a little older.
She introduced my sister and me to all sorts of cultural activities, including taking us to a performance of the musical
“Oklahoma!”, to Shakespeare plays, to symphonies and to blues performances. She always encouraged my interests. When I

developed an interest in carving, one Christmas she bought me a set of X-Acto knives and balsa wood. I went into my room
and carved it up and carved it up – and also carved up my fingers. She wasn't bothered by the blood. She just put band-aids
on the cuts and laughed at how I was carving up the wood and my fingers equally.
When taking care of us during summer vacation became too difficult, she went out and found a summer camp in Maine –
Blueberry Cove – for us to go to. (We went on scholarship.) That was one of the greatest experiences of my entire life,
including shaping my politics (concern for the environment), and I owe it to her. She described our leaving from the train
station the first time, walking off with the other kids (and the counselors), her with a lump in her throat. “Then you both (my
sister and me) turned around and waved at me with a happy smile on your face, and I knew everything was going to be
alright,” she later said. In other words, she didn't concede to her own nervousness about something we were doing; what
would benefit us came first.
My Teen Years
As a teenager I didn't make life any easier for her either. Caught in a nether world
between professional expectations and a instinctive repulsion for those
expectations that I didn't understand, I was a poor and also a rebellious student.
My mother didn't know how to handle that. I remember one time, when I came
home with some poor grades (again) she commented, “Well, if you want to be a
failure in life...” Of course, she shouldn't have said that. But she, too, was a
product of her upbringing and of the world around her. How could she have
understood what I was going through?
Those were the stormy years of the Civil Rights movement, and we received a lot
of literature in our home about what was happening in the South. She always
encouraged me to read it. She also, for some reason I don't know to this day,
decided that she was going to help me develop as a writer. She'd have me write a regular essay about some topic and then sit
down and discuss it with me. As part of that, she gave me the book “The Elements of Style” by Strunk and White – a book
that all writers should read and consider.
Me at Blueberry Cove

During those years my mother worked as a high school English teacher, and in retrospect I have the impression that she was
very popular with her (mainly black and Puerto Rican) students. At least I remember their coming to our home to visit and
discuss.
“The School Fix”
One consequence of the revolt of black people in this country was that academics suddenly discovered that black kids were
not doing well in school – or that is how they perceived it. A series of books were written by authors such as Jonathan
Kozol, etc. on “why Johnny can't read”. In the late '60s, my mother set out to write a book about her experiences in the New
York City school system and the conclusions she'd drawn from it. It was an important time, as the black revolt of the South
was reaching up into the Northern cities. In New York, the schools in the black and Puerto Rican neighborhoods were
failing the kids disastrously – or rather, they were channeling the kids into the station in life where capitalism wanted them and parents had decided to do something about it. At the same time, the United Federation of Teachers (New York's teachers'
union) was becoming increasingly assertive.
So my mother's book project just happened to be in the right place in the right time. Out of that project came her book, “The
School Fix – NYC USA.” In it, she explained that the problems in the schools had nothing to do with educational theory. It
was simply a matter of politics, which is to say power – who has it and who doesn't. This power is then played out in the
form of personal relationships – how administrators behave towards teachers, how teachers relate to students and parents,
etc. And there is a clear hierarchy, starting with the top administrators and filtering its way down to the teachers, who are on
the next-to-lowest rung. Below them, on the bottom rung, are the students and their parents, especially if those parents are
black or Puerto Rican in New York. Each layer treats those below them in a condescending and oppressive manner.
The other point is this: There is only just so much room at the “top”, even in good economic times. Within the system, for
some to succeed, then other must fail. For some to gain power, others must lose some. And in New York, it was the black
and Puerto Rican kids who were picked out for failure and powerlessness. (The fact that the movement around education in
N.Y. did not consider going beyond capitalism was therefore a weakness, but that doesn't mean that even with those
limitations basic “fairness” doesn't dictate that one shouldn't support it.)

But a layer of black and Puerto Rican parents were organizing,
determined to make a change, determined that their children
weren't going to be the victims any longer. The teachers and
their union (not exactly the same thing) had a choice to make:
They could side with the rebels, meaning they could become
rebels themselves, against those above them, or they could side
with the administrators to maintain their superior position over
the students and parents.
At first the union leadership, in the person of its president Al
Shanker, equivocated. For instance, when there was a student
boycott for integration of the schools in 1964, the union took a
position that it would defend any teacher who stayed out in the
boycott. But it never supported the student boycott itself. The
same when parents in Harlem started demanding more of a say
in the schooling of their children. In one district – the I.S. 201
district in Harlem – a semi-community control was conceded to
these parents. Shanker played a double game during this time,
enough so that when the union called a strike in 1967 many
parents in Harlem opposed this strike. The following year,
The 1964 student boycott of schools in NYC.
Shanker and the UFT leadership organized a strike in collusion
with the Board of Education and New York's “finest” - the police - as
well as racist, right wing anti-labor Republicans, in order to kill off the
“demonstration districts” where parents had slightly increased say and power. Interestingly, in one school in the IS 201
district where the 1967 strike had 100% teacher support, this same school had zero support for the 1968 strike.
All of this and much more is covered in my mother's book. I go into a bit of detail on this book because that strike was a
milestone for the teachers' union. It firmly placed into power the right
wing leadership (as embodied by Al Shanker) and helped along a divide
between itself and black parents that exists somewhat to this day. (As
things developed, that divide involved far more than just these issues.)
Also, many socialists of today I believe don't really understand what
happened at the ground level in that strike, and my mother's “The School
Fix” is one of the very few books to detail and explain that. Although the
book did show some of the shortcomings of the community control
movement, how it was used by some of the nationalist forces at one time
or another, it didn't really foresee the development of the privatization and
union busting that is now rampant in public education. Overshadowing
that is the fact that it starts from the point of view of sympathy and
support for the oppressed while at the same time being very factual and
giving one of the only, if not the only, ground level views of what
happened in that crisis.
Disappointments
Despite this, or maybe because of this, the book was not widely read or
noted. Not only that but then some years later her third marriage, to my
step father Jac (one of the kindest men I've ever known) fell apart.
This must have been a second huge disappointment to her. I don't know if
it was these two disappointments together or something else, but she
entered a downward spiral. Intellectually and professionally she wrote a
series of other books on education, but I never could
understand them; they always seemed to be abstract
The 1968 UFT racist strike. According to the union, black and
philosophizing to me.
Her personal life also took a strange turn. A dynamic and
outspoken woman, I think there was a whole layer of

Puerto Rican parent involvement in the schools was “mob rule”.
And when did the schools ever belong to “all” the people? These
slogans were consciously intended to stir up the deepest racial fears
among whites.

younger women who looked at her as a role model. She managed to pick bitter quarrels with all of them, resulting in their
breaking off relations with her. She did the same with both my sister and me. She traveled around the country and in fact
around the world. (I remember her describing to me hiking the hills of Israel/Palestine and having rocks thrown at her.) She
was broke and demanded money from all those around her who had it, including from her ex husband.
Cancer
Sometime around then it was discovered that she had a malignant lump in her breast – breast cancer. That would have been
in the mid '70s, and it would have been easy to treat this cancer, with an excellent chance of success. However, my mother
decided to deal with it “naturally”. But for her, this did not mean studying up on different natural cures for cancer; it simply
meant that if, for instance, one night she dreamed of grapes, then she'd spend the next week or so eating nothing but grapes.
So of course the cancer developed and spread and by the mid-'80s she was near her end and went to live with her mother in
New York for her dying days.
By that time I hadn't seen her for years, but I received a call from her doctor that she wasn't going to live for much longer,
so I left my job to travel back there. (I still remember telling my foreman I had to go back East to see my mother who was
dying. The normal human reaction would be to express some sympathy of some sort. My foreman, who was far from the
worst one I ever worked for, simply said, “when are you going and how long will you be gone?” I was so angry I took off
the job a small but key tool they needed to do the work, just to screw him.)
“I called you but you didn't come...”
When I arrived back at my grandmother's apartment my mother was asleep. When I heard her call, I came into her room.
But her voice was pretty weak and I hadn't come at her first call. “I called you and you didn't come,” she complained in a
child's voice. “But I'm here now, Mom,” I said. But sometimes I've thought about that exchange as symbolic of our
relationship of those last years. Did she, over the years in her own way, “call” me and I wasn't there? Then I remember that
nobody, including my sister, was able to get along with her, that she broke her ties with everybody. I did try, and she drove
me away too, but was there more I could have done? I will always wonder.
In any case, Miriam Wasserman Wolf deserves to be appreciated for the mother and the social activist that she was. I should
have written this a long time ago, and more important I should have told my mother this when she was still alive. I'll never
be able to make it up to her for that, which is probably why I never wrote this before. But it needs saying, even now.
She was there for me when I needed her most as a child.
And she contributed to the world far more than she took from it.
What more needs to be said about a mother and a person?

