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THE HOME ON GORHAM STREE
and tite voices of its children

Howard Goldstein

1 must admit to having
had reservations about reading
a book about orphanages (or the
holocaust, or slavery). But be-
ing familiar with some of the
earlier works of Dr. Goldstein,
it seemed to me that I should
look at his entry into a new writ-
ing milieu. Most of his writings
are about social work practice,
and this book on the face of it,
seemed unusual. Why was he
looking at one orphanage? Why
not a history of orphanages, or
the dangers of orphanages, or
other things I thought he should
be writing about? By the mid-
dle of the first chapter, I was
absorbed, eager to read on, re-
alizing that the experience was
not to be missed. So, to put the
bottom line first: this is an in-
teresting, important, and well
written book that brings to life
a fundamental and much dis-
puted aspect in the history of
child care in America.

While many of us have
images of orphanages, general-
ly implanted from stories and
movies, we rarely get a close
glimpse of what these institu-
tions might have meant in shap-
ing the lives of those who board-
ed within, nor do we get a pic-
ture of the role played by the
institution's organizers and

communities. In an intense,
scholarly, and warm account of
the orphanage insfitution and its
context, Goldstein helps us
make the leap from uninformed
fantasy to empathetic reality.
He helps us to see that under
certain conditions an orphanage
can be a home.

Goldstein grew up across
the street from the home on
Gorham Street. He played with
many of the children and at-
tended programs, plays, and
shows that the home offered to
the general community. Sever-
al of his childhood friends re-
member "Howie" very well
when he interviews then\ de-
cades later, and they recall their
mutual adventures.

The Home on Gorham
Street is a depository of the his-
tory and narratives of the insti-
tution itself and of "the voices
of its children." Going back to
the old neighborhood to trace
the journeys of some of the
"children," now adults, and ex-
amining historical documents,
Goldstein brings back to life a
once dynamic community in
which the children of the home,
and the children of the commu-
nity, shared parties, games, cel-
ebrations, and their homes.
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While the history of how
this institution came to be and
to disappear is interesting, at
once both unique and familiar,
it is the children, now adult
voices, which help us to under-
stand how their lives were
shaped by the orphanage's phi-
losophy, its staff, and the com-
munity. All in all, the children's'
home comes through as a nur-
turing and helpful setting for
the childrens' growth. Though
the rules and regulations were
often strict, with the Jewish Or-
thodox setting requiring adher-
ence to regular worship times,
the children found ways to be-
have like children, bending the
rules and finding alternative
stories for themselves in the
community. The nurturing com-
munity, neighbors, and volun-
teers offered generous opportu-
nities for the children's growth.

Not all of the children
were orphans. Some had been
deserted by their parents and
others were left by fathers
whose wives had been institu-
tionalized. At times an aunt or
uncle could not manage to care
for the child of a collapsed mar-
riage, and the child eventually
was placed in the home by de-
fault.

The voices of the former
wards play out the duality of
achievement and abandon-
ment —the adult, proud to have
evolved into a productive citi-
zen, and the child, torn by the
loss of family. In what may be a
succinct commentary on their
lives, Goldstein notes, "Few of
these elders who joined me in
considering their lives did so

with great regret; pride and dig-
nity, in fact were common
themes. . . They did well be-
cause there was no other way to
do it, given what they asked of
themselves: 'I had to make
good, I had to be something;.
You have to be a mensch.'"

Within the context of the
children's voices, we are told the
history of some of the organiza-
tion's prime movers. We learn
of their dreams, actions, and
tributes bestowed upon them by
the commurüty and by the alum-
ni of the institution. These too
are moving descriptions, vivid
and sympathetic.

Building upon the read-
er's vivified concept of the chil-
dren's institution, its myths, its
challenges, its successes, and its
essential role in the develop-
ment of valuable lives fated with
early misfortune, Goldstein
closes The Home On Gorham
Street with a commentary about
the current state of affairs in
child development and group
care. Bringing the reader back
to the present, Goldstein seeks
immediately to activate the op-
timistic spirit of his story. By
debriefing the reader on the
needs and challenges of the
present, he seeks to redirect the
reader's sensitivities to a realm
that benefits from the fruits of
reflection.

The spirit in The Home on
Gorham Street is difficult to con-
vey without massive references
to the conversations with the
former wards and to the narra-
tives from the author's own ex-
periences with the lives of the

children in the home. It reflects
the human quality of the people
who dreamed of serving chil-
dren, of the staff and volunteers
who tried to make the "home" a
home, and of the aspirations of
the children themselves. It re-
flects the spirit of the author,
perhaps it is enough to say, the
spirit of a mensch—a person.Q
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