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PREFACE 
On August 25, 1931, Augusta and Herman Sternberg welcomed their second child, Gerd (aka 
Gary), into the world of Cuxhaven, Germany. Augusta was a devout Christian of Polish ancestry 
who had fled Russian persecution.  Herman was a German-born Jew salesman and inventor. The 
couple fell in love and had two children, Gary and Ruth who was a year and half older. By 1938, 
German politics were targeting Jews and Herman was ripped away from his Christian wife and 
children and sent to a concentration camp. Fate and friendship rescued Herman with the option to 
go to China. And so begins the history of the Sternberg family and how they all would eventually 
live together during World War II in the confines of a Jewish ghetto in Hongkew, China from 
May 1939 to July 1948. 
 
In this oral history, Gary explains how the family came to live in the United States—Cleveland 
and Los Angeles. In 1957, he married Noreen and they eventually came to live in Las Vegas 
where Gary worked for Sears selling washing machines, had a repair business and an importing 
business with Noreen. Gary was an entrepreneurial soul and inventive much like his father. He 
owns three patents. 
 
He had an extraordinary career as a dealer. He was not the stereotypical young dealer-to-be: he 
was in his 40s when he signed up for the Michael Gaughn Dealing School in the mid-1970s. 
Gary’s charming wit and ease of making friends soon gained him a position at El Cortez and 
then Caesars Palace. It was the same personality that would sustain his stellar thirty-one year 
career at Caesars. He was employed there from April 1974 until his retirement May 8, 2005.  
  
Though Jewish tradition would identify Gary as Christian, he self-identified as Jewish, officially 
converted and has been an active member of the Jewish community.  Among his anecdotes—and 
he has many—is one about securing a $30,000 donation from Frank Sinatra and Jilly Rizzo for 
Congregation Ner Tamid. 
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SESSION 1 

Today is February 12th, 2015.  I’m sitting with Gary Sternberg in his Henderson home.  

Where shall we begin?  We’ve started chatting here.  There are so many things to talk to 

you about.   

Well, we might get so confused that nobody’s going to be able to make heads or tails out of this.   

Well, that’s where the editing and the table of contents and the indexing that we’ll do later 

will help people go through all of this.   

Let’s start with where you were born.  You were looking at a map.   

Okay, we’re looking at a map of Germany.  And this is Hamburg here.  There’s a river that goes 

from Hamburg to the North Sea, which this is the North Sea here, and it’s called the Elbe River.  

It goes right down to the North Sea and Cuxhaven is right at the mouth of the Elbe River, what 

flows into the North Sea.  It is a small resort town.  It’s a resort town and a fishing community, 

beautiful, beautiful place.  We lived right behind a dike and the ocean, just a short block up to the 

dike. 

So you were born in what year?   

1931.   

So what was it like as a child in Germany in 1931?   

Well, we’re talking about cold and northern Germany gets extremely cold.  It gets so cold that 

the saltwater freezes and you have big ice shoals floating around and icebreakers and stuff.  It 

gets very, very cold.  And the summer is just beautiful temperatures.  It’s just very nice.  Went to 

school.  And then, of course, Hitler started with his persecution and the whole thing changed.  

Air raids and bombardments.   

But not to get ahead of myself.  As a child, just fun, just a kid’s dream.   
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Did you have siblings?  

I have a sister.  She lives in St. Joseph, Michigan.  She’s a year and a half older than I am.  She’s 

freezing her tush off right now.  And every time I call her she says, “I don’t want to know; I 

don’t want to know [about the weather in Las Vegas].”   

And here we are having record warmth, right?   

Yeah, and you go outside and you’ve got to take your jacket off it’s so nice.  The temperature 

right now is seventy something degrees.   

We can’t complain, right.   

No.  By the way, if we would have done this like a couple of months ago—my voice has been 

kind of harassing me. We wouldn’t have been able to do this. For a whole year I had a voice that 

was so bad. Just croaky and raspy.  They couldn’t figure that out—anyway, I wouldn’t have been 

able to talk into the microphone.   

So if you get too tired, let me know because we can always come back and pick up from 

where we leave off.   

Sure.  Of course.   

Well, take me through your family.  Your parents were both German-born?   

No.  My mother [Augusta Sternberg] was born in Poland.  My mother was Christian and she 

raised us Christian, both my sister and me.  We’re kind of a different situation than most Jewish 

families because we’re like half and a half.  My father [Herman Sternberg] was Jewish; my 

mother was Christian.  She raised my sister Ruth and myself in the Christian faith.   

She came from Poland, a place called Lengoven, a very poverty stricken area.  Most of 

Poland was.  They’re rural areas and very poverty stricken area…She used to tell us about the 

atrocities and the Russians and political strife and the Cossacks and rapes and murders and 
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killings.  It goes on and on.  She relocated to Germany.  She worked as a housekeeper for an 

Orthodox Jewish family and she learned all the Jewish customs and all the Yiddish expressions.  

She had more Yiddish expressions than any Jew you know, ever, ever.  And then she met my 

father in Cuxhaven and they got married.   

Do you know the story of how they met?   

No, I really don’t.  My father at that time—he was like a traveling salesman.  He used to sell 

medical equipment and supplies to hospitals and doctors’ offices.  He used to go around on a 

motorcycle, traveling all over in the area around northern Germany and that’s what he would do 

and this is how they met.  A lot of times he’d take my mother along.  She’d ride along on the 

motorcycle and they’d go all over the place.  They had a lot of fun.   

My dad, he had a practice in Cuxhaven and he did a lot of foot work, like callouses and 

bunions and all kinds of different things.  He used to have people coming in from all over 

Germany...Cuxhaven was a resort town.  So a lot of times these people would be on vacation and 

just come to see him special.  He made artificial limbs.  He made arms.  He made corsets, arch 

supports, hernia trusses, all kinds of stuff.  I used to love to watch him.  He did all these things, 

very, very talented.   

Then when we came to the United States, he couldn’t continue that because he needed a 

medical license to do that and he would have had to go for a doctorate.  Of course, he was in his 

fifties and it wasn’t feasible [because of language barrier].   

So he was self-trained?   

Yes.  Self-trained, but he learned a lot of that in hospitals on the job, kind of OJT.   

OTJ, on the job. 

That’ll work for me.  But he did continue when we—I’m getting ahead of myself.  Well, actually 
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not because he continued a lot of this stuff in Shanghai, also.  He worked for the Jewish Hospital 

in Shanghai.  Wherever we went, even in a one-room flat, he’d have a workshop and he’d do 

things, not as extensively, needless to say, what he did in Germany, but he always did things, 

worked for the hospital, just made a few dollars when it wasn’t possible to make a living over 

there.   

So he had a trade that he could use—  

Oh, yeah.   

—no matter where in the world you ended up.   

Right, yeah.   

[Pause in recording]   

So now that we have our coffee and our coffee cake that was made by...?   

Aunt Bess’.   

Aunt Bess.  It’s great, delicious.   

I’m sure if you like it, Mary Lou can give you the recipe for it.   

Yes, I love it.  So we were talking about your dad and your dad and mom...we’re still in 

Germany.   

We’re still in Germany in Cuxhaven.   

And so how did it come about that you left?   

My father was in a concentration camp.  He got in a concentration camp in 1938.  They picked 

him up, yanked him out of the house.  We didn’t know where he was or anything about it.  They 

put him in a concentration camp; it was 1938, and he was in there for about a year.  Through 

friends of his—he had a lot of good friends politically connected friends—they got him out with 

a condition that if he didn’t leave right away, they would put him back in and forget it; they’d 
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murder him.  So when he came back out, he said right away, “We can’t stay here; we’re going to 

have to leave Germany.”  Of course that was a real...I was about seven, eight years old at the 

time.  “We have to leave Germany and we can’t stay here because...”  I mean he read the writing; 

the constitution tells you everything, right?   

But at the time me and my sister and my mother [Augusta Sternberg] were Christian; we 

weren’t Jewish, but my father was.  So his was the immediate urgency that he had to get out.  So 

now we’re trying to make arrangements to leave the country and it turned out that there was only 

one passage left and China was the only place to go because nobody would have Jews.  They 

tried Cuba, South America, all different places.  You couldn’t get a visa to any of these places.  

So the only place left was China and a lot of German Jews had already gone to China to escape 

Germany sensing the imminent danger of what’s happening.   

So the way I hear it is they went to the ship lines and the only way to get out was by ship.  

They went to the ship lines and there was only one passage left and it was on an Italian luxury 

liner, just the one passage.  They could not accommodate the three of us.  So my father wasn’t 

going to go, but my mother insisted.  She said, “They say they’re going to murder you; they’re 

going to kill you.”  By that time we already knew what was happening in concentration camps 

and everything.  Of course, my mother won the argument and my father left and he left on this 

luxury liner.  I mean really gorgeous ship, right?  High style and stuff.  And went to China.  Then 

we started making arrangements for us to get out.  That passage, by the way, was the last passage 

on a ship and the last ship to go to Shanghai, and that was out of Genoa, Italy.   

So my mother, my sister and I, we left there, no income, our finances are dwindling down 

and stuff.  Then finally my mother found a waitress job in an upscale restaurant by the ocean.   

So had you all gone to Italy, then, together?   
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Oh, I’m sorry, no.  Let me go back.  We couldn’t go; we had to stay behind.  My mother, my 

sister and I stayed behind.  My father left because they would have killed him right away.  But 

we were in no imminent danger at the time because we were Christians.   

So you stayed in Germany.   

We stayed in Germany, right.  Okay, yeah.   

I wanted to make sure because he left from Genoa.   

Right.  So that was about a year and a half that was really, really tough.  We had no income and 

had a hard time paying the rent.  The house we were living in, we were in a whole section of the 

house, but it was rented.  We had no income and people helped us out.  Those people we thought 

that would be able to help us out, they had...well, my parents had some good friends and the man 

was a ship building engineer.  They were very wealthy, had a big villa-like home.  My mother 

thought they could help us.  But they had their money confiscated and they were on a budget.  

The government had them on a budget, like an allowance kind of thing, and they couldn’t help.   

Then my father had a good patient and she was a widow, a single woman.  I don’t know.  

But she was very, very wealthy and had a lot of—she was the one that got him out of the 

concentration camp.  She helped out and she got my—I mean nobody would talk to my mother 

because knowing she was married to a Jew nobody would help her, right?   

And you were living in a Christian neighborhood?   

Yes.  There’s very few Jews in Cuxhaven.  So she finally got her a job and we assumed it was 

one of her restaurants that she got the job because she was just hired, no questions asked.  She 

had no background and never worked on the outside except in housekeeping and stuff.  So she 

found a waitress job and that kept us going for a while.   

Then we made arrangements.  But in the meantime—so now, in 1940 the war starts.  So 
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now the war is going on and Germany had invaded Poland and the war starts.  So the war starts 

with England; Poland was invaded and stuff.  So now they start the whole thing.  Germans are all 

elated, oh, wow, we’re going to rule the world.  They’re going to be the dictators of the world 

and everybody’s elated the fact that Germany overran Poland in such a short time that, wow, 

we’re the world might now.   

So now air raids start.  So now we’re getting bombed by British bombers.  Most of the 

nights we were in a little bomb shelter in a basement with bombs falling all around.  For little 

kids...it’s scarier than hell.   

Oh, it has to be.   

I don’t know how my mother did it, but while she was working she made arrangements.  Finally 

we got the passage arranged, but we couldn’t go by ship; we had to go by land.  We had to go 

from Cuxhaven. And it was very difficult to make arrangements in Cuxhaven because agencies 

and travel and stuff like that was very difficult to arrange.   

My mother had a sister in Berlin.  She never got along well with her.  She wrote her a 

letter, the situation we’re in, blah, blah, blah, and she didn’t expect a lot of results from her.  A 

few days later she gets a letter back saying that she’d love to have us, we can stay with her and 

she’d help us make arrangements.  It was great.   

So after we packed up—oh, there’s a little incident I should mention.  While all this is 

going on, the air raids and the war and the fear of war and stuff being rationed, you couldn’t 

hardly buy anything anymore like bread, butter, meat; it was very, very scarce.  Like I wrote in 

my book, when I was a little kid just playing outside, I used to get hungry and the only reason I 

would come into the house is because I was hungry.  Then I was hungry and there was nothing to 

eat.  It was a different kind of hunger.   
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My mother made arrangements.  The only way we could go is by—so the Jewish Joint 

and a lot of Jewish organizations helped, also the same organizations that helped my father with 

money because we had hardly any money.  So she made arrangements and we went to Berlin 

with my aunt and she put us up in her apartment.  She had a big apartment and she put us up.  

She did all the groundwork already, where the organizations were that she had to contact and 

everything.  It was great.  And we had a wonderful time there.  My aunt’s husband, Uncle Kurt, 

later on he was drafted into the German Army and he was killed in combat.   

So the only way to get out of Germany to China was over land and we had to go from 

Cuxhaven to Berlin, from Berlin to Moscow, Russia, through all of Russia, Siberia, to a place 

called Harbin, which is on the other end of Russia, which is almost on the Pacific Coast, via the 

Trans-Siberian Railroad.  The whole trip took, I think, about maybe eight or nine days on one 

train.  But it wasn’t bad.  It was a luxury train.  It was great.  We had good food and nice 

company.  We had Russians soldiers on there, officers.  They played with us.  As kids it was 

really good.   

We went to Harbin.  This is where things change.  On the train when we went from 

Berlin to Moscow, we stayed at the Metropol Hotel, which at that time was Russia’s crown jewel 

hotel.  It wasn’t just a flea bag.  It was a gorgeous high-line hotel.  We stayed there for three 

days.  While in Moscow we went sightseeing, the Red Square, Saint Basil’s Cathedral, Lenin’s 

Tomb and we found out where Lenin was buried.  That’s a joke...We had sightseeing.  And in 

the hotel we ate in this incredible dining room with music.  I’ve got pictures of all that stuff.   

Oh, you do?   

Yeah.  I got online and I downloaded—  

Oh, not ones that you took.   
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No, I didn’t have a camera…even today it’s still a very high-class hotel.  And from there—the 

railroad station was right in this same area, like three railroad stations near Red Square.  Just 

about everything was within walking distance.   

From there we went on the train.  And the uncertainties of food and how we would be 

treated, a young woman with two little kids, can you imagine?   

And so this train, it ends in Russia?   

It goes to Harbin, which is a city in Manchuria.  We went through Manchuria, also.  I’ve got to 

add Manchuria to this whole thing.  Went through Manchuria.  Manchuria was occupied by the 

Japanese.  So when we left Russia and we went across the border into Manchuria, Manchuria 

was occupied by the Japanese.  We get to the railroad station and the train, of course, stops.  

You’ve got all these Japanese soldiers with fixed bayonets yelling commands and stuff like this.  

Scared the shit out of us.  This train stops and an officer shouts commands and all these soldiers, 

they scurry on to different cars in the train and they stand at attention in each car with fixed 

bayonets.  They come around to all the windows.  They rip the shades down, pull the shades 

down.  An announcement was made...you better not look out the shades.  And who was going to 

argue with these guys with the fixed bayonets, right?  So obviously, the Japanese had a lot of 

military installations that they didn’t want anybody to see.  So that was the secrecy and the 

guard; so nobody would look out.  So now we couldn’t move around as readily as we did on the 

train.  So things weren’t so much fun anymore.   

We wind up in Harbin.  In Harbin we stayed in some kind of hotel for a day or so.  I can’t 

remember exactly there.  Then we went on a train, which was a typical Oriental train.  It was 

packed with stinking Chinese, coolies, fleas, human waste.  Coming from where we came 

from...my mother was a neat freak.  Everything had to be just right.  Well, this was total disaster 
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to her on this train we go into a port city on the Yellow Sea and I can’t remember the name of the 

city it was.  But the train trip took about a day and a half, maybe two days.  It was terrible.  The 

train was terrible.   

So now we get on the ship, which was a Japanese ship.  And the only thing I can 

remember, the last name was Maru because all Japanese warships are named Maru.  When we 

went to the pier, the taxi took us to the ship and we looked at the ship and it was a rust bucket.  It 

was one of these, like a tramp steamer and the worst you can imagine.  Here again, now, this ship 

was worse than the train and we had to cross the Yellow Sea to Shanghai.  While we’re in port 

we’re watching these coolies load up the ship with rice, with bags of rice.  Everything was 

manpower.  Everything is manpower.  And they were loading these ships and I’m watching.  I’m 

standing on the ship looking down on the dock.  The one coolie drops a bag of rice and the rice 

spills all over the dock and a supervisor comes along and he kicks him and he hits him.  I’m nine 

years old at the time.  Oh, my god, he kicks him and makes the guy unconscious.  They drag him 

away.  Probably threw him in the ocean.  I don’t know.  And these coolies were loading rice bags 

on to the ship.  They were working like ants carrying these bags up the ramp, around, come back 

out the other side and then get more rice bags.  They were loading these one bag at a time.   

Well, we wound up in Shanghai.  They were low class—the people that travel, they’re 

real poverty stricken.  I mean they don’t have money to travel.  But these guys were just a little 

bit above the people on that ship.  They were going back and forth, I guess, to jobs or whatever.  

But they were just low-class Chinese.   

Were there other people other than Chinese people, I guess other people like yourself on 

this voyage?   

No.  We were the only ones.   
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Just your mom and you two kids.   

Yeah.  Because keep in mind that in 1940, the German Jews didn’t leave Germany because they 

were either stuck in Germany or in concentration camps already.   

So now we finally wind up in Shanghai.  I can’t remember what we ate, but it was just 

like canned crap that we ate on the ship because everything is contaminated.  The water is 

contaminated.  Everything stinks.  China stinks.  Wherever you go in China, it stinks.  But that’s 

not saying that China didn’t save our lives.   

Well, it was culturally a shock.   

Yeah.   

So we get to Shanghai.  My father meets us on the dock and we’re all happy and stuff.  

So we take either rickshaws—Hongkew [also spelled Hongkou] where we lived in Shanghai, 

Hongkew is a suburb of Shanghai.  It’s called something else now I’m sure and it’s a suburb of 

Shanghai.   

Now, Shanghai for the most part is filthy and Hongkew is the ultimate of filth.  This is a 

real bad suburb in all respects.  This is where all the Jews wound up at because the rent and stuff 

like that was too expensive in the better parts of Shanghai.  There was some very, very luxurious 

settlements in Shanghai.  There was the French Quarter, the English settlement and different 

things where all these established people in Shanghai, the traders, lived in these areas.  But we 

lived in Hongkew.   

So was Hongkew created just to house the Jews?   

No.  Hongkew was actually a suburb, but this is where all the Jews happened to congregate.   

So you create your own conclave or ghetto or however you want to describe it.   

Exactly.  But even then Hongkew—well, so we went to this street, which was called like little 
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Israel; it was Chusan Road, which was like little Israel.  They had Jewish delis there.  They even 

had a fur store there.  One of the Russian Jews had a fur store there.  Oh, yeah.  But don’t forget 

this was before the war now and there’s still some commerce going on in Shanghai.  And it 

doesn’t make any difference where you put Jews, they’re always going to find something to do.  

In other words, they’re not going to sit there and die; they’re going to do something and try and 

better themselves.  And even in Shanghai where everything is just negative, everything is bad, 

they found places to eat and worship, have restaurants and theaters and schools, everything.   

So now we run into a problem.  We’re in this deli in this restaurant and all my father’s 

friends crowded around us.  They want to know about Germany, about Hitler, about 

concentration camps, and everybody is shooting questions at my mother.  We’re dead tired from 

this awful trip, right?  We’re just dead tired and they’re all with questions.  And I can tell my 

mother is getting really, really...my mother had some real expressions.  She didn’t have to say 

anything; she expressed herself.  And she’s getting mad about the men that my father is gloating 

over; his family is here now.  He’s happy because his family is here.  But these people are 

shooting questions at us.   

I’ll never forget this one guy comes up to me and he says, “You want candy, little boy?”  

In English.  And I said, [German]; what does it mean?  And this guy was crazy, right?  But this is 

one of the experiences I remember.  And he’s laughing at me because I didn’t know what candy 

was and he’s laughing at me.  My mother’s expression is going from bad to rotten and she’s 

getting so mad.  She’s tired.  We’re all tired.  And now he’s pointing his finger at me.  “The little 

boy doesn’t know what candy’s like.”  This guy must have loved candy; that’s the only English 

word he knew.  And my mother points her finger in his face and she says, “Get the hell out of 

here and leave my son alone, you idiot.”   
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My father gets upset because she mistreated his friends.  So this didn’t sit very good.  

That was one of our first...where things didn’t go the way they should have.  So then my mother 

is saying, “Okay, where are we going to live?”  She says, “You have set us up with a place to 

live, right?”  He says, “No, I was going to do that right now.”  Well, this is where their first big 

argument started.   

So they put us up in some friend’s house or something, some apartment for a couple of 

days because I remember sleeping on like little army cots and stuff.  So then we found a place in 

Hongkew, which was on the second floor in a building and it was like a one-room flat.  To 

conserve space we had like double-tiered bunks, like bunk beds.  My sister and I slept on the 

upper beds and my parents on the lower beds.  And we even had a balcony.  By Shanghai, 

Hongkew standards, this was luxury.  This was good stuff.  And we had something that very few 

people other people had; we had a WC.  You know what that stands for?   

Water closet.   

Right.  We had that.  Now, it wasn’t a private one because the whole building used it, but 

nevertheless, we didn’t have to use the—  

There was plumbing.   

There was plumbing, if you want to call it that because if you can imagine our plumbing...you go 

to the bathroom, the plumbing and all the waste goes into the sewer and it winds up in some 

treatment plant, right?  In Shanghai, the plumbing all goes down a pipe on the outside of the 

building and then it goes down into a trough, which is open, and all the waste flows down for 

quite a length and then it goes into a sewer.  That’s why everything in China stinks.   

But we had a water closet; this was a real luxury.  We had a balcony and the balcony 

overlooked the Japanese garrison.  And it was kind of fun because we used to watch the soldiers 
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do their exercises.  There was like an empty lot next to it where they used to do their exercises.  

They used to fight with bamboo swords, like simulated swords with bamboo body armor.  They 

used body armor for bamboo.  Even the Egyptians used steel, right?  But anyway, it was pretty 

effective, later on I found out.  They would have these drills with the sword fighting…   

So by Shanghai standards it was luxury living.  My mother was just...And then to cook 

there was a separate room in this building where each family or each woman would have her 

own stove, which was coal fired in a charcoal or coal briquettes.  In my book I’m at this stage 

where I’m describing the coal briquettes because if you bought the cheap ones that we thought 

we were getting a bargain—they were all handmade by different vendors, like street vendors and 

stuff.  And you would only buy enough briquettes for one or two meals because they were heavy 

to carry and you had to place to put them and, also, economy-wise you didn’t have the money to 

outlay, say, a whole bunch of coal.  So it took a lot of talent just to go shopping, among other 

things, just for briquettes; that was a whole deal because if you wound up with bad ones they 

wouldn’t light because they would cheat you and put too much sand in with the coal and they 

wouldn’t fire up.   

So you had to learn the lay of the land.   

You had to learn the whole thing.  In Germany a lot of us just turned on the gas stove.   

Right, I get it.   

So your dad was making money—was he doing a similar career?   

He did.  Even in this little flat, he had a little workshop and he made stuff.  He had a sewing 

machine that certain things had to be sewn.  And he had a workshop and he had like a little forge, 

I remember, on the balcony where he forged certain steel items and metal items.  He found out 

places to buy things.  But commerce is completely different.  You don’t go online and call up 
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Amazon.  It didn’t work that way.  And he made things and he worked for the Jewish Hospital.  

They had a Jewish Hospital in Hongkew, a small hospital.  And he made just a meager living, 

just enough to get by.   

So you get settled in there.   

We got settled in there.  We’re up on the second floor.   

How many years were you there?   

In Shanghai?  Eight years.  And we lived there from October 1940 to July 1948...[father arrived 

in May 1939].   

So now the Germans start working their way into this thing and the Japanese considered 

us German nationals, citizens, for which they had very, very high respect and very high 

admiration.  And when they were talking about European Jews, they thought they were the 

ultimate because Jews were so smart.  They had Einstein.  They had all the intelligence, the 

medical, the inventions, all these different things.  They really thought very highly of us.   

Rumors had it—we didn’t find out until later on—that the Germans were already 

building gas chambers on the other side of the Yellow River.  They had plans for us already, but 

the Japanese wouldn’t let them go ahead with this thing because they just opposed them over 

there and they didn’t have the kind of power like they had in Poland or in Italy or wherever you 

want to go.  Nothing ever happened with that.   

So now war starts with the United States. Pearl Harbor [Dec. 7, 1941, attack].  One day 

we weren’t that far from the river—the river and harbor is a huge complex in Shanghai because 

Shanghai was a huge international trading port—and we heard gunshots.  What it was is the 

Japanese sank an American gun boat in the harbor.  They tried to get out of the harbor and they 

sunk the gun boat.  This was December seventh and a few days after that.  I think it was around 
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December tenth when they sunk the gun boat.  So now this thing starts with Pearl Harbor.  The 

Americans get into the war and the Japanese start whatever it was.   

To backtrack a little bit, the Japanese invaded China in 1937, but only certain parts of 

China; Shanghai was one of them where which they totally conquered and they occupied it and 

they had the garrisons, they had guards, they had Japanese soldiers patrolling the streets and 

stuff.   

But now with the war starting, the whole thing intensified.  Soon afterwards, they came 

around and they talked to the leaders of the Jewish community that all the Jews have to move 

into a certain part of Hongkew, a ghetto.  It’s going to be a zoned off area.  It wasn’t walled off 

or anything.  Not like the ghetto here, like the blacks say they have ghettos and they can’t get out 

because the poor kids can’t get out of ghetto.  Our ghetto was different and we knew it.  If you 

left our ghetto, you got shot; it was that simple and everybody knew it.  So you followed orders.   

So you weren’t barb wired in.   

No, it wasn’t really, no.  There was a boundary and on the streets they had Japanese guards and 

you just didn’t go past that area.  Because you didn’t want to get shot.   

Would you like some more cake, Barbara?   

No, I’m fine.   

So you had to move out of the apartment?   

So now we had to move out of the apartment.  Well, all the Jews from Hongkew and are put 

them in a very highly concentrated area.  There was no place to live, no places to live.  You 

couldn’t rent.  You couldn’t do anything.  All the commerce that was then—all the limited 

commerce that the Jews had then was further limited to nothing.  So now there was no place to 

go.  So they established homes.  They were called heims.  Heim actually means home.  But they 
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were homes.  The one that we lived in was an old Chinese university.  It was walled in.  It was a 

big complex with buildings and houses and large dormitories and stuff like that.  I don’t know 

how they acquired that, but it was called the Chusan (now Zhoushan Road) Road Heim.  It was a 

huge camp.  It was a lot of buildings in it.  That was the only place that we could live.  We first 

got there and it was...I can’t imagine.  By comparison to people in concentration camp and a 

thousand people lived in this small area, it wasn’t that bad, but it was bad enough to be bad.   

When we first got there, Barbara, I’m nine years old then.  They put us in a huge room, 

like a huge dormitory kind of room with double bunk beds stacked almost on top of each other, 

right next to each other.  Men and boys would live in the same room and women and girls would 

live in the same room, the kids and their mothers, fathers and their sons would live in the same 

room.  It was ridden with bedbugs and lice.  Not to be discriminating, but the Polish Jews, their 

personal sanitary was not very good.  They brought in a lot of lice and bedbugs.  My mother was 

out of her mind.   

I remember my father was sleeping on the bottom; I was sleeping in the top bunk bed.  

The only place to put anything was under the bottom bed.  I had brought with me from Germany 

my prized possession, my erector set.  I put it under the bed and my biggest worry was that 

somebody was going to steal it because there was no place to put anything.  Clothes were in 

boxes and stuff.  There was no place to put anything.   

And this is how we lived for a while.  It was absolutely...the bedbugs and the stench and 

the bathrooms were a big mess.   

So finally my parents put up a big enough stink and we were able to move into the 

hospital.  Now, the hospital was a concrete building.  It was the nicest building in the whole 

complex, which was an ex-hospital.  It used to be a hospital when it was the university.  It was a 
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really nice building and it had bathrooms on each floor, communal bathrooms.   

So it wasn’t a functioning hospital; it was just a building?   

They called it the hospital because it used to be a hospital.  There actually was like a first aid 

thing on the ground floor that they used for first aid and medical services for the inhabitants of 

the camp.  We lived on the third floor.  There were three floors.  We lived in one big room with 

five families.  Everybody had a little bitty section in the room.  Again, double-tiered beds.  

Everybody’s section was kind of closed off with drapes or sheets and stuff like that and that was 

the only privacy you had.  We lived there for a number of years, until after the end of the war.   

Unbelievable.   

Here again, we had our soccer team.  Matter of fact, there was a soccer field right in back 

because there was a soccer field there from when it was the university.  We had the soccer field.  

We played Ping-Pong.  We’d take old weathered junkie picnic tables and push them together and 

we used bricks instead of nets.  And the balls that we used were like cannon balls; they were 

really crappy balls.  And then just a piece of wood was the paddle.  And we played Ping-Pong.   

We had entertainment.  They had like a big assembly hall that had a stage in it.  They put 

on concerts.  They had people that brought their musical instruments with them.  We had some 

very, very talented musicians.  We had some very, very talented soccer players, football players 

that organized Little Leagues, like the picture I showed you.   

I’ve got to get some water.  Excuse me.   

 

[Pause in recording] 

Caesars Palace in the casino—I’m on a dead game.   

You were working as a dealer there.   
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As a dealer, right.  I’m a dealer.  I’m in the casino.  I’m standing by the table, but there’s no 

players on the table.  And this is the section of the casino that’s closest to the Forum Shops.  I 

don’t know if you’re familiar with the layout.  And I’m standing by that game, minding my own 

business.  I was just watching people go by like I always do.  “Gary, Gary.”  I look around.  Who 

is it?  It’s...oh, what’s his name, Weissbart.  They’re friends of ours, Dick and Cherrie Weissbart.   

He’s a lawyer and she’s a kleptomaniac.   

 “Gary, Gary.”  [She calls out.] And when she talks to you, she spits, so you’ve got to 

back up.  Nicest people.  But Dick was never really successful.  He was kind of involved in 

questionable deals.  “Gary, Gary.”  I says, “What are you doing here?”  She says, “We’re living 

here.”  I says, “You’re living at Caesars?”  She says, “Yeah.”  I says, “Why?”  She says, 

“They’re remodeling our house.”  I says, “Okay; that’s nice.”  She says, “Yeah, but we’re not 

doing it; the movie company is doing it.”  I says, “What movie company?”  “Oh, they’re making 

a movie called Casino.”  I says, “Oh, that’s nice.”  She says, “Yeah, and they threw us out of the 

house.”  I says, “Why?”  Because it took them several months to rebuild that house.  And I knew 

the house; I was in it a number of times.  The house is off the old Stardust Golf Course and the 

streets up there are called like Chiefs and—I don’t know if you’re familiar.  It’s almost behind 

the Boulevard Mall; that area up there.  They had a house right in a cul-de-sac.  And they chose 

that house.  That was the house that she ran the cars into in “Casino.”  It’s a two-story house.  It 

has a spiral staircase going up the second floor.  And she says, “Yeah, and they’re paying us so 

much for it.  They’re remolding the house.”  She says, “I’m so excited.”   

So I’ve got to back up.  And she’s going on and on and on, on how they chose the house 

and everything.  So that was the house, the Weissbart’s house.  I’ll think of her name.  Yeah, that 

was the Weissbart’s house that they chose.  Talking about the movie Casino...I’ll tell you, you 
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can’t start on anything in the city or anything that I don’t have a story for.  Yeah, so that was one 

of the stories.   

 

So let’s get you from Shanghai to Vegas.   

Then we’ll get into the movie “Casino.”  Your editor is going to have a hell of a time with that.   

Well, this is okay.  This is fine.  But we don’t want to stay on—  

Cherrie Weissbart.   

You don’t want to stay on the casino career.  You want to go back to Shanghai.   

Yeah, we’re going back to Shanghai.     

 

Okay.  So now we’re aware that the Germans are trying to influence the Japanese.  So 

now they put us, you might call corralling the Jews, into a small area, which will be highly 

concentrated with mostly Jews.  But Chinese live in this area, also, in Hongkew.  It’s like a 

suburb would be, like Henderson to Las Vegas.  That would be Hongkew; it was a good-size 

section of town.  So within Hongkew they establish a perimeter of a ghetto for the Jews to live 

and you had to have a special permission and a special pass to get out of it.  And the only one 

that could issue that pass would be the king of the Jews.  Now, the king of the Jews is a little 

bitty Japanese guy.  He was a colonel or something in the Japanese military.  And there is a 

picture of him in there with a crown and a cape.   

In this book about Hongkew, [The Jews in Shanghai] okay.   

And his name is...I have two different names on this guy.  It’s actually Goya, G-O-Y-A or 

something like that, but we also used to call him Goria, which is close, just interpretation.  If you 

went to his office and you required a special pass for medical services out of the ghetto or stuff 
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like that or for whatever reason you needed to get out of the ghetto, you had to get a special pass 

and he was the only one that could issue that.  And if he didn’t like you or if you were tall, say, 

for example, he would climb up on his desk and he’d pick up his ruler and he would hit you over 

the head with a ruler because he was the king of the Jews, and the only reason he did that is 

because he could.  That was the king of the Jews.  He was Japanese and he was in control of the 

ghetto.  Even though everybody hated him during this whole episode from, say, 1941 until 1945 

at the end of the war, it turns out that he was kind of a hero after the war; that he admired the 

Jews.  But that was kind of a put-on thing he did.  It was also thought that he was instrumental in 

not allowing the Germans to do what they wanted to do or give them the free reign.   

So he protected you.   

There were all kinds of rumors going around, but the rumor going on—and when you’re in a 

situation like that, Barbara, rumors are always going around rampant and they’re never any good.  

They’re always bad rumors.  And the rumor was that they were going to corral us into a small 

section, put all the Jews in small sections so the Germans would have better control over us if 

they wanted to nab us and put us in concentration camps.  That was the rumor then.   

So now we move into the Chaoufoong Camp.  We lived in, like I explained, this awful 

room.  It stunk.  It was totally overcrowded.  The summers in Shanghai got super humid; it’s 

kind of like Florida.  The winters got very cold and the summers were extremely hot, but it’s the 

humidity that’s awful.  When you add corpses in the street, you add human manure, you add 

degrading and rotting vegetables in the streets, sewer in the streets, floods that overflowed the 

sewers that bring the sewers out of the sewers on to the streets, it’s not a good situation and this 

is why disease was running rampant.  But one thing that the Japanese did do when they invaded 

Shanghai—the diseases in Shanghai, in China in general but especially in Shanghai were so 



 
 

22 
 

rampant and they had this place occupied and they had to protect themselves.  They had 

vaccination stations all over the place.   

Like now we’re running into this problem where some mothers say, “I don’t want my 

child vaccinated because”...blah, blah, right?  In Shanghai that was a different deal.  You didn’t 

go from one place to another without your pass and you didn’t go from one place to another 

without your vaccination card.  They had guards posted on various areas in the city.  If your 

vaccination card wasn’t up to date, you had to get vaccinated right then and there or you just 

didn’t go any further; that was it.  And you weren’t go to argue with these guys because they had 

the rifles with the bayonets.  So it was as simple as that.  But the Japanese are extremely clean.  

They’re very...sanitation, very clean there.  So that’s one thing.   

So now we moved into Chaoufoong Road Hiem.  We were living in this horrible situation 

there with the bedbugs and the filth.  Like I said, Shanghai in the summer gets extremely hot, 

gets very, very humid, and the winters get cold; there’s no heat in these rooms.  So now my 

parents were in on a deal because...it had something to do with the stuff that he was doing for the 

hospital.  This has nothing to do with the building we were in; it’s just the name of the building 

right now.  But he was doing a lot of stuff for the hospital, which was in a remote place from 

where we were living.  He said, “If I’m living in these conditions, I can’t do all the stuff that I 

want to do for the hospital.”  So they put us into the hospital building; there were five families in 

one room and the room probably wasn’t much bigger than this area right here, the kitchen, living 

room and all this stuff, and they were sectioned off into five families.  Then they gave him a little 

space where the cooking area was for a workshop and he set up his workshop and he had his 

tools and he did his stuff.  Under the most adverse conditions he was able to make stuff.   

He was amazing.   
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Just primitive.  But my father was very...I inherited my father’s mechanical abilities.  I can prove 

it because I have three U.S. patents.  That’s a whole other story.   

Whenever possible I’m in his little workshop that he had sectioned off where the cooking 

area was.  I’m in there and I’m collecting all the tin cans I can.  At this point I’m maybe ten, 

eleven years old or something.  I’m collecting all the tin cans I have because I cut them up and I 

make toys for the girls, like little woks—I would hammer them out of tin cans—and frying pans 

and little cooking utensils that the girls would play, toys for the girls.  And they would pay me a 

little for it and I had enough for maybe candy once in a while or something.  And everybody 

says, “Oh, Gerd (Gary’s German name), you’re going to be an inventor when you grow up; 

you’re going to be an inventor.”  Oh, sure.  It turns out I am.  So we did all those things.   

The women had a whole kitchen area in there, which was one large room.  If you can 

imagine one room and all the women cook in this one room.  This is where the food preparation 

is and everybody has their own stove.  Like the stove I mentioned, it’s either fired by coal 

briquettes or charcoal.  But charcoal is expensive, so the choice of fuel was coal briquettes.  And 

you see all the women fanning the stove to get the fire going and it stunk from carbon monoxide 

and coal fumes and food preparation while my father is working in this room sectioned off for 

his little workshop in there.  But it worked.  We survived all this.  It’s really amazing, human 

nature, when you do what you’ve got to do.   

And so you were going to school and you were playing sports.   

I’m going to school and I’m playing Ping-Pong on warped, weathered tables.  I’m playing 

soccer.  As I get a little older, I’m a soccer player and I wasn’t really that good.  I thought I was, 

but I wasn’t really that good.  The team I played for was Barcelona and Barcelona was ranked 

the lowest team in the league.  I couldn’t handle that.  The number one team was (A Ha Fow), 
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A-H-V, translating into—abbreviations was Alta Herren Verein, meaning old gentlemen’s club 

or old gentlemen’s association.  That was the top team.  Like the men’s, they had three divisions.   

This is within that—  

First, second and third division.  Within Chaoufoong Road Heim, yeah, the camp.  But all the 

Jews in Hongkew would be playing on this field, which was at the Chaoufoong Road Heim.  It 

was a real organized league.   

So now I’m trying to get on the A Ha Fow team.  They finally accepted me.  Boy, I’ll tell 

you my head wasn’t big enough to get through the door.  I was the hotshot.  But now the problem 

comes in; I couldn’t play on tennis shoes or just junkie shoes because half the time we didn’t 

have shoes; the soles were falling off or something.  And you couldn’t play on that team unless 

you had football shoes or soccer shoes, cleated shoes.  I didn’t have any.  So now what am I 

going to do?  My father scrounged me up a pair of shoes that somebody gave him.  I put them 

on, but they were too small.  But I can’t admit they were too small because that was my only 

shot.  So if I admit they were too small, I wouldn’t be able to play.  So I had to wear those shoes.  

But playing with those shoes, I couldn’t play worth a damn.  I could barely run in those shoes let 

alone kick the ball.  So I wound up as first replacement on the team, but still that was a great 

honor.  That’s where I was at.  On that picture...I’m not on that picture.  I thought I was, but I’m 

not on that picture because I had amoebic dysentery and I was really, really sick when they took 

that picture.  But that was my team.   

What language were you speaking?   

German.  Oh, that’s another thing, language—talk about language.  That’s a whole other thing.  

Among our parents most everybody spoke German, but among the kids we spoke English.   

You learned English? 
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Yes, you learned English.  It’s not like people come across the border and they’re here for twenty 

years and they can’t speak a word of English or read or write.  When we went to school, the 

language in the school was English and if you didn’t learn it, you didn’t learn.  You’d be 

surprised how fast you learn the language and how fast you’re able to talk.   

So you didn’t have to learn Chinese or Japanese?   

Yes, Japanese, we did.  That’s another thing.  It became compulsive to learn Japanese, which 

was really hard.  I was a good student, anyway.  And the Japanese teacher we had by the name of 

Posner was a German Jew.  His name was Posner; I’ll never forget.  This guy was just as brutal 

as the Japanese.  Any slight infraction, wham, you get it across the back of your hands with a 

ruler.  That was our Japanese teacher, yeah.  Yeah, Japanese was compulsive until the end of the 

Japanese reign and then it was taken off.   

So now, I’ve got to digress: When we first came to Shanghai, where we were living, in 

this apartment or this flat, SJYO School was quite a distance.  SJYO; that stands for Shanghai 

Jewish Youth Organization is what it stands for and that was the name of the school, also, SJYO 

School.  There was also another school by the name of Kadoorie School and the Kadoories were 

Sephardic Jews that were long established since the beginning of the 1900’s, long established 

Jews like some other Jewish families.  They were usually, oh, from Iran or even some Russian 

countries.  They were very, very wealthy and they were all in the import-export business.  If it 

weren’t for them, a lot of the Jews in Shanghai wouldn’t have survived.  It’s just that way.  And 

that was named after one of the Sephardic Jewish families, Kadoorie.  I’m running back and 

forth here.   

But since we were Christian, my father found out that we qualified to go to a Christian 

missionary school, which was within reasonable walking distance from where we lived.  So we 
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got enrolled into this missionary school.  And the reason they had a missionary school there is 

besides the German Jews there were also a lot of other German and Austrian families that 

escaped Germany for different reasons; number one was persecution because they were 

communists, because they might have been gay, there might have been criminal activities or 

something like that and they escaped Germany and Shanghai was a pretty good place to go to.  

So there were also a lot of non-Jewish families living in that area.  So they had this missionary 

school there.  It was a small school.   

We learned a lot about God and Jesus.  We didn’t learn a lot about reading, writing and 

arithmetic.  But the other advantage was also that we got fed in the school.  We had dinners and 

we used to get fed in the school.  They had a nice kitchen in there and we used to have our 

regular meals in the school, which was a big thing.   

Tell me about leaving Shanghai.  What do you remember about learning that the war is 

over and you can—I mean get me to United States.  How did that happen?   

After the war the ghetto lifted and we were not restricted.  We could go anyplace we wanted to 

go.  Also, we’re living in Chaoufoong Road Camp and the living conditions were terrible, five 

families in a room.  So now, towards the end of the war, we’re getting bombed by American 

bombers and they made a mistake and they bombed the Jewish section and we had like 

thirty-something Jews die from the air raids because it was a mistake.  They were supposed to 

bomb a Japanese factory and they bombed part of the ghetto.  Also, they used to drop bombs 

near our school because there was a Japanese uniform factory there close to the school.  All these 

scary things.  But we used to sit in this most solid building in the camp, in the Chaoufoong Road 

Camp was our building because it was a concrete building.  We used to huddle on the bottom 

floor.  There was no air raid shelters or anything.  Then towards the end of the war we used to 
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have a lot of raids and you’ve got these bombs dropping all over the place and stuff.   

Then after the war a place we used to go to for swimming, we called it Leprosy Lake 

because from the bombings from the air raids...the Chinese just bury their dead all over the place 

and a lot of these graves were unearthed from the bombs.  So they had skeletons and human 

remains scattered all over the place.   

But that was a great place to swim.  It was like a little inlet lake.  So we called it Leprosy 

Lake and that’s what we used to swim in.  But we had a good time there.  It was muddy and we 

used to slip into the water and we had a good time there.   

You could still be a kid.   

I could still be a kid.  Then after the war then my father started making some money because he 

was able to do his work and stuff.  We moved into another place on Tongshan Road, Lane 818.  

And the way a lot of these places are laid out is there are lanes and then there are buildings.  So 

you have a lane number, which was 818, and then the building number, which I don’t remember, 

and you had the buildings inside of these lanes and they’re all sectioned off.  It’s a weird 

construction.  It’s a weird way.  And then walled around it and the walls would have broken 

glass cemented on top of it to keep people off the walls, so they wouldn’t climb over the walls.  

We lived there until we left Shanghai.   

Then we finally—and we had applied.  Right after the war my father got really active.  

And the United States was, of course, the best place to go to.  A lot of the Jews went back to 

Germany.  Later on we learned that a lot of them came to the United States because they couldn’t 

handle Germany because of the misery that they caused and the people and the confrontation.  

The whole thing became an impossible thing.  They came to United States.  Later on we had 

some friends that went to Santo Domingo.  Some people went to South America, Australia.  But 
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we decided to come to the United States, which most everybody went to.   

So there was a period of time where the war is over and you’re making a decision about 

where you might go.   

Right.  But now you had to apply for the visa.  You had to apply for the documentation to get 

into the United States.  And we couldn’t just swim across the Rio Grande.  We had to apply for it 

and it took time.  And like all these people now that feel they’re entitled to live in this country, 

they’re not because anybody else who has to come to this country has to come through the 

channels, legal channels, not illegal ones.   

And so finally we got the news that—so now by the time we got out of Shanghai—I was 

there for quite a while, longer than some people did.   

How long did it take?   

Three years.  We didn’t get out until 1948.   

So you’re still living… 

We’re still living there.  But we’re not living in the camp anymore.  Now we’re living in a more 

civilized place.   

Oh, okay.  You could choose to move somewhere else.   

Right.  Now you could live anyplace you want if you could afford it.  All this time we’re still 

going to school and stuff.  We finally got the word the visas were finalized and we’re going to 

immigrate to the United States.  That was it.  That was the best news we could have.   

Did you have family living in the United States?   

No.   

Did you have to get sponsors or something like that?   

You did, but the Jewish Joint did all of that.  Yeah, they did one hell of a job.  They brought 
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everybody over and they sponsored everybody.  To show that we were not destitute, because you 

couldn’t come to this country like the Mexicans and the South Americans do now with just being 

totally dependent on welfare; you had to show income and you had to show money, so the 

Jewish Joint gave everybody some money that came here. 

The Jewish what?  [Jewish Joint Distribution Committee] 

Jewish Joint organization.  They were the ones that were the instrumental part.  It’s a worldwide 

organization.  This organization is like UNRRA, different names, and they’re international 

organizations that help Jews especially during the Nazi era where everybody was going in all 

different directions.  We finally got the okay to leave Shanghai.  What was I going to say?   

We were talking about documentation, sponsors.   

Oh, yeah.  So the Jewish Joint, when we came to the United States, gave everybody three 

hundred dollars because we had to show some monetary worth.  They set us up in apartments in 

a certain section of Cleveland.  We lived in Cleveland, a certain section of Cleveland where half 

of the European Jews lived.  It was like a little Germany.  But the Italians had the same thing in 

Cleveland.  We had Little Italy.  We had Little Shanghai.  Later on we were called Shanghainese.   

Oh, really…   

Yes, that was the nickname: Shanghainese.  We lived on Edmond Street and it was a two-story 

apartment block, all red brick apartments.  But we had to show some worth.  They set us up in 

that.  We went to the Salvation Army and picked out furniture and stuff and we furnished the 

place.  We were living like kings.  We had furniture.  We had a place to cook.  We could turn on 

a gas stove.  I mean it was incredible.  These were old apartments.  They were big, spacious 

apartments, a dining room and everything.  We lived there for a number of years.   

Then I got drafted into the service.  Took basic training for antiaircraft artillery, radar.   
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What year were you drafted?   

In ‘51 in antiaircraft artillery.  So now the Korean War is raging.  I’ve got it made because 

antiaircraft...I’ll tell you, the North Koreans don’t have much aircraft.  So they don’t need any 

antiaircraft people in Korea, right?  So I complete my second eight weeks of basic training.  I’m 

getting ahead of things, though.   

I complete my second eight weeks of training as a radar operator.  Got my orders to go to 

Korea.  Now, why in the hell would I go to Korea for antiaircraft radar?  Because the geniuses 

figured out to use the radar for counter-mortar radar, for artillery observation.  Now, this is 

where you’re not sitting in back of the lines and waiting for airplanes to come along.  This is 

where you’re sitting on the front of the lines with a big ass radar set where you’re everybody’s 

target, detecting where the mortar shells and artillery shells are coming from.  This is what I did 

for a year up on the front line.   

Out of all this stuff I’ve been through, Barb, under a lot of artillery fire, mortar fire—I 

wasn’t subjected too much to small arms fire because I wasn’t quite that close to the front.  With 

all that radar equipment, the worst I ever got out of the whole thing besides illnesses in Shanghai 

like amoebic dysentery, which almost killed me, the worst I ever got out of it was a cut on my 

leg trying to dodge mortar shells trying to get through some barb wire.  That’s the worse I ever 

got out of the whole damn thing.  So figure it.   

You were lucky.  So you were in the service, Korean War vet.  You get out of the service 

what year?   

In ‘52.  I was in it for twenty-one months.  They knocked off three months.  I was supposed to be 

in for two years, but they knocked off three months because I wasn’t a citizen then.  And with all 

the rumors going on in the military—you talk about rumors, rumors are always abound in the 
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military—with all the rumors going around in the military—I didn’t hear this until the day I was 

discharged that they were going to—until I got back from Korea and I was at Camp Atterbury in 

Indiana.  They were going to discharge me three months early because I wasn’t a citizen yet.  I 

was only in the country for three, four years.  They knocked three months off from my military 

service and I didn’t have to do any reserve time.  What else can you ask for, right?  Because the 

military and I, we didn’t get along real good with all the stuff going on.  And just having come 

from the bombings in Germany and China and so on, going back from the frying pan into the fire 

that wasn’t fun, anyway.   

You went back to Cleveland after the discharge?   

Yes, because my parents were living in Cleveland.  My sister [Ruth Sternberg Watts] had already 

gotten married to some guy who she met in Shanghai, a navy guy.  When they came to United 

States, they got married right away and they lived in St. Joseph, Michigan.  It’s near South Bend, 

in that area.   

It’s on Lake Michigan.  Now she lives in St. Joseph, Michigan, which is right on the lake.  This 

is twin cities, Benton Harbor and St. Joseph.  Anyway, that’s where she lives now.  My sister is a 

year and a half older than I am.  She’s a widow, too, now.  Her husband died, but that was for the 

better, anyway, because this guy was worthless.  He was not my favorite person.   

We won’t put him in this story.   

He doesn’t deserve to be in any story.   

Well, tell me how you eventually got to Las Vegas.   

Well, from Cleveland...my in-laws moved to Los Angeles because they got tired—of the winters.  

You got married when?   

Ooh, yeah.  
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We’ve got to get you married.   

Oh, let’s get me married first.  So I met my wife, Noreen, on a blind date.  My best friend fixed 

us up.  I met her on a blind date and the rest is history.  We hit it off really, really well.  So we 

decided to get married in ‘57.  We had a big, big wedding at the Tudor Arms Hotel in Cleveland, 

which is now part of the Western Reserve University complex.  We got married.  In Cleveland I 

worked in a factory.  I was a shop foreman and I worked for them for about ten-something years.  

Then in Cleveland I went in my own business servicing washers and dryers, repair.  We also had 

new machines.  We used to handle Maytag and Speed Queen washing machines and dryers, me 

and a partner.  But I was in this for a couple of years and the partnership didn’t really work out 

well.  So I sold it out to the partner and went back to work in the factory as the foreman, which 

was a good job, dangerous, but it was a good job.   

Did that and then we decided to...my in-laws moved to Los Angeles because they 

couldn’t handle the winters anymore.  So soon after we sold our house and we moved to Los 

Angeles, also.  We lived in North Hollywood to begin with in an apartment.  Later on we moved 

to Canoga Park in an apartment.  Are you familiar with Los Angeles? [Lived in LA from 1964 – 

1969]  

A little bit.   

In the valley, in San Fernando Valley.  Did that and we’re always trying to be entrepreneurial.  

So we started a business like a decorator store.  My wife’s always putzing around and decorates 

something.  So we had an idea of starting a business of taking on consignment, different art 

objects and stuff.  We had driftwood tables.  The name of the business was called Driftwood 

Decor and Other Delights.  We had wall sconces, driftwood tables, big, heavy tables, and we 

took in all kinds of art objects because every other person in the valley is an artist and everybody 
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either paints, they make crafts, they do all kinds of stuff.  So we took in that.  The store where we 

were at didn’t get a lot of traffic and it was a real struggle.  So we finally gave that up.  While I 

was doing that I was working for Sears.   

We moved to Los Angeles with my daughter [Pammi Blackmon].  Packed our belongings 

and shipped the rest by moving van and went to Los Angeles.  I didn’t have a job, nothing.  It 

was just cold turkey.  Found a job right away at Sears, Sears and Roebuck, the Hollywood store.  

You talk about a fun place, the Hollywood store.   

What made it a fun place?  Why do you say that?   

Because all the people used to meet there.  We were down in the basement, major appliances, 

and I sold major appliances.  That was a good job.  It was a commission job and I was a hotshot 

salesman.  I used to win all these different sales contests.  One of the sales contest I won, which 

was through the Los Angeles Gas Company, was an all-expense week vacation to Mexico City.  

That was the kind of vacation that you couldn’t pay for.  It was just incredible, the best of 

everything and the most of everything.  We were gone from early morning until late at night.  By 

the time we got done with our vacation, we needed another vacation.  They flew us to Mexico 

City, my wife and I.  All the Mariachis and the hors d’oeuvres and the margaritas.  We stayed at 

a brand-new hotel, the Camino Real Hotel.  Just before we stayed there, the President of Mexico 

stayed there.  One thing in the hotel that I remember...in the lobby they had an ocean in there, 

which was one of the first manmade oceans that would spill over like waves.  It was really neat.  

A beautiful, beautiful hotel, real luxury, brand-new hotel.  But I used to win most of the sales 

contests.   

So I worked for Sears for a while and I did good with it.  I sold washers and dryers, 

stoves.  And then I transferred out—so I worked at the Hollywood store.  You’d be surprised, 
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even Sears, a lot of movie stars used to shop there.   

I’d get phone calls like: “This is Mrs. Paul Newman.  Gary, what kind of washer would 

you recommend?”  Oh, Mrs. Newman.  I go home.  “I just talked to Mrs. Newman.”  “Oh, you 

talked to Joanne Woodward.”  No.  She calls up and she says, “Joanne Woodward;” that’s right.  

I said, “Who’s Joanne Woodward?”  Oh, Paul Newman’s wife.  Or Vincent Price or Liberace 

used to stop by all the time.  I got one of Liberace’s autographs on my business card and he 

draws out a piano with this real neat autograph.  I used to get autographs from all these different 

people and they used to stop by and we used to chitchat.  Like [Dan Blocker] from Bonanza, who 

played Hoss; he comes up, “Gary, Gary, I can buy that washer now.”  I says, “Hey, what 

happened?”  He says, “Oh, I just landed a job; I’m going to be in a TV series called ‘Bonanza.’”  

He says, “That washer I was looking at I couldn’t afford?  Now I can afford it.”  All different 

people like that used to come off the movie set to the store.   

That would be fun.   

All dirty and crummy because there used to be like a sand lot in the Hollywood area where 

Universal Studios is.  They used to shoot a lot of movies up in the mountains, in the Hollywood 

Hills.  They used to come right off the lot all crabby and full of dust.  It was, “Hi, Gary, how you 

doing?”  They came down the escalator and greet them.  And some of these movie stars surprised 

me; I sold them stuff and couldn’t get their credit approved because they never paid their bills.  

They were always someplace else except where they were supposed to be and they wouldn’t pay 

their bills and they didn’t have any credit and they couldn’t buy this stuff.  Again, surprising as it 

is, some of these people didn’t have any money.  They were making movies; they were doing 

shows; they were doing interviews   they didn’t have any money.   

We don’t think of them that way, do we?   



 
 

35 
 

No, we don’t.  Oh, I can’t think of all the people I used to talk to down there.  It was a fun job 

and I did good with it.   

So then Noreen got scared with the earthquakes in L.A.  The place used to shake in the 

valley, a place called Northridge where a lot of earthquakes were coming from.  Canoga Park is 

right up there.   

So we used to come to Las Vegas maybe two, three times a year.  In those times you 

jump on the airplane, it took a half an hour, forty-five minutes to come down here.  It was 

thirty-eight dollars for a roundtrip airplane ticket.  We used to come down here all the time.   

What was your favorite place to stay?   

My favorite place was the Sahara because I liked the casino.  It was black, it was dark, it had a 

low ceiling and they had the slot machines I liked.  In those days you had nickel machines where 

a few quarter machines were unheard of.  Nickel machines were the most predominate slot 

machines.  Yeah, we used to stay at the Sahara, the Hacienda.  Hacienda was nice.  We used to 

go to the Hacienda.  Do you remember the Hacienda?   

I remember the Hacienda.   

Yeah, it was way out on the Strip then.   

Yeah, it was one of the first ones that they imploded, yeah.   

Where else did we stay?  Nothing real expensive.  The Sahara was a really good price and I liked 

the place.  They had a nice pool, nice building and stuff.  Yes, we stayed at the Sahara a lot.   

Were you a gambler at that time?  

I love the slot machines.  I never liked the table games that much because, first of all, it was too 

much money involved.  In those days you didn’t put a hundred nickels in a machine; you put one 

nickel in at a time and the big jackpot was two dollars and fifty cents—no, that was the regular 
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jackpot was two fifty.  And the whole thing would drop into the tray out of a little thing in the 

machine that was covered by a window and all the nickels would drop out into a tray when you 

hit a jackpot.  And the big jackpot, I mean the really, really big one, was ten dollars.   

But anyway, Noreen got petrified every time—we had a lot of earthquakes out there.  

They were little ones, but you never know how big they’re going to get.  So now I’m the hotshot 

salesman at the Hollywood store.  So I’m talking to my boss and transfers are really, really hard 

to get at Sears.  I don’t know why that was.  My boss was Tom Keeler.  I says, “Tom, do you 

know my wife is getting kind of edgy with the earthquakes.”  And he said, “Eh, I can’t blame 

her.”  I said, “I checked into something.  Last time we were there, I talked to some people.  They 

just opened up a whole new Sears store at the Boulevard Mall.”  And before that Sears was on 

Fremont Street.  JCPenney was on Fremont Street.  Sears was on Fremont Street.  And the Sears 

warehouse used to be on Bonanza, which is now the combat area.  I says, “And I talked to the 

department manager out there.  He says they’re looking for good salesmen and they were 

interested in me.  Do you think I could get a transfer out there?”  He wouldn’t let me go.  He 

says, “You’ve got a good job here.  Why do you want to go?  I like you.  You like me.  We’ve 

got a good relationship.”  Blah, blah.  He says, “You’re making money.”  I says, “Yeah, but, 

Tom, the earthquakes.”   

So finally...it took her a long time; I had to talk to a store manager and he didn’t want to 

let me go.  Finally, I wrangled it to where I got a transfer to Sears Boulevard store.  It was 

brand-new.  The Boulevard Mall was brand-new; the mall was brand-new.  So I went back to 

Sears.   

Later, what happened at Sears is they started phasing out the profit sharing.  And when 

you work for Sears—and people say, “Who do you work for?”  I work for Sears.  “Oh, you got 
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profit sharing.  Oh, you’re going to have it made when you retire.  You’re going to have a lot of 

money.  You’re going to have a great retirement and so on.”  Well, that was the big thing about 

Sears; you didn’t get rich working there, but you had a nice retirement and the job was good.  

But now they’re starting to talk about phasing out the profit sharing because for whatever you 

put in the company, they used to match certain amounts of money and it cost them money.  So 

now you’ve got all these...I call them intellectual idiots, all the Harvard graduates come in there 

and they’re trying to shave pennies here and save dimes there and nickels here.  Profit sharing 

was one of the big obstacles and they cut that out.  And then they were talking about putting us 

on straight salary.  Well, I was on commission and I made money that way.  On salary we 

wouldn’t have made a lot of money because on commission you had the incentive of selling and 

you worked hard.  On salary, nothing.   

So I quit Sears and I went into my own business, washers and dryers service, but I didn’t 

sell new machines.  I started a shop on Main Street, 1040 South Main.  It was just north of 

Charleston.   

What was the name of it?   

It was Appliance Outlet, 1040 South Main.  I still have an old telephone that was in that store 

when I moved in, one of those real old ones.  And Noreen says, “Throw that junk out.”  I says, 

“That’s a beautiful telephone.  I want to keep it.”   

Dial up?   

Oh, yeah.   

Yeah, rotary.   

And the company that was in there before was an exterminator, Truly Nolen.  It was an old 

established company here in Las Vegas.  He had those little trucks going around with the Mickey 
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Mouse ears on it and stuff, bugs.  Truly Nolen was the owner.  And I had this shop and I was 

doing service, only on washers and dryers, which I was really good at.  I was a good service 

man, washers and dryers.  Once in a while I would do a dishwasher, but that wasn’t my favorite 

because they’re hard to service.  And I did good.   

So now it’s becoming really, really hard because I’m doing everything myself.  My wife 

helps out in the office once in a while, but just sitting there on Main Street wasn’t her favorite 

thing to do.  She’d rather play bingo or something like that.  So I’m doing everything myself and 

it was hard to make a living with it.  I was making a living, but it was tough.  So now I try to hire 

different guys, different servicemen, and you couldn’t.  In those days mechanical people were 

impossible.  Everybody was a dealer, carhop, restaurant waiters, cocktail waitresses; stuff like 

that.  It was really hard.  Good service for anybody was really hard to find.   

Sounds like you’re describing people who were working for tips and making a lot of 

money.   

People who work for tips make a lot of money in hotels, those were the kind of people.  So even 

people like mechanics would come to Las Vegas, they soon look at the gambling business and 

they’d drop their stuff and become dealers or whatever in the hotel business.  I hired one guy at 

one time when I was just about fed up.  I just threw my hands up.  I had a guy who was a good 

mechanic, but he was a drunk.  I had a good account—I had several laundromat accounts—I had 

a good account with a laundry mat.  The owner from the laundromat calls, “Gary, your guy’s 

over here again and he’s sitting in the corner in a puddle of water.”  He says, “He’s just sitting in 

here drunk and he’s chasing out the customers.”  He says, “I can’t have that.”  So I lost that 

account and I had to fire the guy.  I tried to hire other servicemen.  I’m very picky, anyway.  I’m 

very fussy, anyway.  Just couldn’t handle the business.  I mean I just couldn’t get anybody 
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decent and I couldn’t afford to pay a ton of money, either, because the business didn’t warrant it.   

So now I get pretty sick.  I was in the hospital for two weeks and I had a pulmonary 

embolism.  I was on my back flat when Desert Springs Hospital first opened up.  Matter of fact, 

the top floor was totally empty because they didn’t have enough business.  They only had a few 

beds at Desert Springs Hospital.  I was in there for two weeks flat on my back.  They wouldn’t 

let me move because I had an embolism.  If it dislodges, you’ll die.  Don’t want that to happen.   

Well, once I came back I had lost all the business I had established, machines I was in the 

process of fixing and so on; people called other companies.  So I talked to Noreen and we’re 

talking it, the toughness, the hardness of the business and machines are heavy.  But I weighed 

like a hundred and thirty-five pounds and had the energy of a five-hundred pounder.  I was 

strong as a bull and nothing would faze me, right?  So she says, “Why don’t you go to dealing 

school?”  And I says, “Yeah, that sounds like a good idea.”   

So while I’m doing the business, at night I close-up the shop and I go to dealer school in 

Ogden downtown, Michael Gaughan’s Dealing School.  That was Jackie Gaughan’s son, 

Michael.  He and Frank Toti had a dealing school downtown.  I started there.  In the dealing 

business when you’re an upstart, you’re treated like a coolie, like a low life.  This holds true 

when you start in the casino and you just get mistreated and you have to overcome that.  But I 

went to Michael Gaughan’s Dealing School, who partnered with a guy by the name of Frank 

Toti.  Frank Toti didn’t have anything except...he was good friends with Michael Gaughan, but 

he had nothing, but he was good in the gambling business and he’s been friends with—one of 

these days I always keep saying I’ve got to go back and say hi to Michael because he doesn’t 

remember me from the dealing school.   

And he was also a pit boss on graveyard shift at the El Cortez where I worked later.  So I 
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go to dealing school.  So now I start dealing school.  I close up the shop at night I go on Ogden 

to dealing school, come home, get up the next morning, back to the shop, do service work and go 

to dealing school.   

How long is a dealing school class?   

At dealing school it depends on your ability and how much time and effort you want to put into 

it.  There’s no set time.  Like you take a course in English, you start in January and you’re done 

in June or something like that with a particular credit course.  Dealer school doesn’t work like 

that.  I always used to say, “I’m a dealer school dropout.”  I used to tell that to my players.  

Where did you learn to deal?  “Oh, I’m a dealer school dropout.”  It was funny.  Is that why 

you’re at Caesars Palace?  Yeah.   

But I took to it pretty good.  I’m forty-four years old at this time.  Well, they say 

forty-two, right?  And you don’t start that job at that age; you’re too old for that.   

Oh, really? 

You’re like a has-been.  You’re in that business because you’ve been in it, not because you want 

to go in it.   

One example, I’d be standing on a game dealing cards at Caesars and I’d get a player.  

“Oh, what are you doing?”  “Oh, I’m going to be retiring from the police force pretty soon.”  

“Oh, that’s nice,” I says, “Where?”  “Oh, Los Angeles.”  Blah, blah, blah.  He says, “This 

dealing looks so easy.”  He says, “When I retire I want to go to dealer school and learn how to 

deal.”  “Oh, yeah.  Well, you’re going to retire.  How old are you?”  “Fifty-five.”  I says, “No, I 

don’t think so.”  “Why not?  Well, it looks so easy.”  I said, “Because everybody you see at 

Caesars Palace is an accomplished dealer and like anything else, it’s like police work, it’s easy 

because we’re good at it.”  That used to be my answer and people used to think it’s so easy to 
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deal card at fifty-five or learn the game at fifty-five, which is next to impossible.  You can’t do it.   

So you go to dealing school.  Is that a six-month course, a year course?   

Well, I went to dealing school.  So now I’m getting pretty good, Barb.  I feel like I’m a real 

hotshot.  I’m not really because you don’t know a damn thing about dealing until you actually 

get into live action.  So now, to break in, in dealing—are you familiar with the sequence it takes 

to get a dealer job?   

No.   

Okay, here’s your education.  If you ever want to do it, this is what you’ve got to do.   

I think I’m past that.   

By the time I get through telling you about this, you’re going to say, “No, I’m going to stick to 

education.”  So now I’m going to dealing school.  Michael Gaughan is Jackie Gaughan’s son.  

Jackie Gaughan just passed away, one of the idols, one of the statues, the pillar of the 

community, Jackie Gaughan.  I don’t know if you ever met him.   

Never met him, but I’ve heard people speak highly of him.   

He was an incredible guy, incredible guy.  And Michael was a fun guy, but he was a character.  

He was a big guy.  He was a character.  To explain this character thing, he was a pit boss at the 

El Cortez on graveyard shift and later on I got the job there.  They have restaurants all over the 

El Cortez.  He’d order and pick up boxes pizza, then spread them out on an empty crap table and 

they all hang around a crap table and chomp away on pizzas.  That was Michael.   

Real casual.   

He owned the place, or his father did.   

So now I’m a pretty hotshot dealer.  You don’t go to downtown to casinos.  They just 

laugh at you.  Think you’re crazy if you apply for a job as a break-in dealer, since you are a 
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break-in dealer; you’ve never dealt to live action.   

Why did they laugh at you there?   

Because you don’t qualify to get that job.  You just don’t qualify.   

Because you don’t have experience.   

You don’t have the experience.  But you break in downtown.  In those days downtown you had 

dollar action.  A higher limit table was a five-dollar table.  Once in a while you might deal on a 

quarter game, which is twenty-five dollars.  But the usual is a dollar and five dollars. It’s a dollar.  

Even though they come down on you if you screw up.  I mean you’re always under tense 

scrutiny.  Because you are only a break-in. 

So now I’m trying to get a job.  Now, this a whole thing here.  I’m trying to get a job.  

I’m going to Michael Gaughan’s Dealing School, which was the best.  There were maybe two 

dealer schools in town in those days because it was only a few casinos.  I’m going to Michael 

Gaughan’s.  So now I’m hounding; day and night, Barbara.  I can’t remember—when I think 

back now, I wonder how I did it.  I did the repair work during the day and then in between I’d go 

to casinos.  The Carousel Club downtown, the Mint, the Fremont, the Golden Gate—all those 

joints downtown—the Pioneer Club—I’d go to all those places.  And you didn’t go to personnel 

to apply for a dealing job.  That just wasn’t done.  You’d go to the pit boss to apply for a job.  

You go on.  “Who’s the pit boss?”  “He’s over there.”  Go to the pit boss.  “Hi, my name is Gary 

Sternberg.”  I says, “I’m looking for a dealing job.”  “Where are you working now?”   “Oh, I’m 

just breaking in now; I’m going to dealer school.”   “Can’t use you, but maybe Joe on graveyard 

shift can use you.  Talk to Joe Smith on graveyard.”   

Go back at two o’clock in the morning on graveyard.  “I’d like to talk to Joe Smith.”  

“What do you want?”  “I want to talk to him about a job.”  “He’s over there.”  “Mr. Smith, I’m 
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looking for a dealing job.”  “I can’t use anybody right now.”   

And this goes on and on and on.  And Barbara, I’m getting so discouraged.  I go to all the 

break-in joints.  And I’m still going to dealing school, I’m dealing the cards, I’m learning, I’m 

getting pretty good.  Michael thinks I’m doing pretty good.  But Michael used to put some of the 

dealers on at the El Cortez, but there was a big demand for that.  All the dealers in the dealer 

school wanted to break in at the El Cortez because that was one of the best places to break in 

because the people that worked there were all experts.  The people on the floor were all experts.  

You had Jackie Gaughan.  It had a reputation.  It wasn’t like breaking in at the Carousel Club or 

at the Golden Gate Club or other low end casinos.   

I’m going around.  Finally I talked to somebody who was a friend of a friend who was a 

floor man at the Golden Gate.  The Golden Gate was owned by a bunch of Jewish guys, 

superstitious as hell.  If you wore something red, they’d kick you right out.  They were crazy.  So 

I can’t remember his name; he says, “Why did you come down? I can’t promise you a dealing 

job or a break-in job.”  And a break-in job would normally constitute that you might work the 

games.  They’d put you on a game if you were lucky enough and you’re dealing to live action, 

which was whoa.  Then if you got good enough—and that was without any pay, without tokes, 

nothing.  They just allowed you to do it.  The rules were completely different then.  The 

government would never let you do this now to where you work for nothing.  You worked for 

nothing.  He says, “But they might put you on as a shill.  And then if you’re a shill and got your 

foot if the door”—you know what a shill is?   

Yes.   

Okay.  “You work as a shill”—and this is where they really treat you not like...not an underdog, 

they treat you like a dog.  He says, “You will be a shill and then you get your foot in the door 
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and then maybe they’ll let you deal live action.”  He says, “They’re not going to pay you for it, 

but they might let you deal some live action so you can get some experience under belt.”   

Sounds great.  I go apply at the Golden Gate Club, which is right on the corner of Main 

Street and Fremont Street, owned by these Jewish guys, a bunch of brothers.  “Yeah, what do 

you want?”  I says, “I’m looking for a dealing job.  If you need a shill, I’ll try that until I can get 

to deal.”  I says, “I’m working at my shop during the day.  Do you have anything at night?”  

“Yeah, come in at two o’clock on graveyard.”   

I come in.  So they tell me what a shill is.  You sit down and play cards.  You can’t hit a 

soft seventeen because—never mind; that’s technical stuff.   

Go ahead.   

You have to do a certain procedure when you’re a shill.  So you’re sitting at a table and they give 

you a few dollars, which they keep track of because you’re actually betting money.  You act like 

a customer to get a table started.  And then as players sit down, then you leave.  You either take a 

break or they send you to another game that needs a shill.  It might only have one player on it, so 

they put a shill on that game.  “Hey, go over there.  Sternberg, go over to that game.”  You don’t 

get any breaks; you just go in between to get a cup of coffee and a sandwich.  “Get yourself over 

to game two; they need somebody on game two.”  So you leave your sandwich and your coffee; I 

mean that kind of stuff.  And you’re treated like an enemy because you’re the low life.  Shill is a 

low life.  So I did that for a while.   

I’m just itching to get on a game.  I’m pretty good.  I deal single deck and I’m pretty 

good.  I’m just itching to get on the game.  So after a few weeks over there I’m getting pretty 

disgusted with not only the way I’m being treated, but the whole situation is not my thing.  I’m 

above that.   
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So I’m talking to this guy who recommended me for this job.  He’s a floor man.  And I 

said, “Any chance I can get on a game and deal?”  I said, “I’ve been shilling here for about three, 

four weeks.”  He says, “Come on, Gary, I’ve got a dollar game over here.  Why don’t you get on 

this game and start dealing?”  I says, “Really?”  I get on the game and I start dealing away.  And 

he says, “Hey, you’re doing pretty good.”  I says, “Yeah, I know.  I’ve been practicing long 

enough.  I practice at home.  I practice at school.”  I even made a blackjack table from an old 

layout from the Sands.  I made a chip rack, which I still have today, a chip rack and I have chips 

and I’m dealing at home.  Don’t give up.   

He says, “Yeah, come on.”  And he says, “Hey, you’re doing all right.”  I’m dealing 

away a little bit.  One of the Jewish bosses comes by.  “What the hell is that shill doing on the 

game?”  He says, “What are you doing on the game?”  I says, “Whatchamacallit just put me on 

the game.”  He chews the guy out up and down.  I thought he was going to fire him on the spot.   

Who was that?   

The floor man, the floor man that put me on the game.  I thought he was going to fire him he got 

so damn mad.  The owner was fuming because he didn’t authorize me being on that game.  I felt 

so bad for the guy because he was doing me a favor.  He made such a fuss that I took my apron 

off and I walked off, just walked right out of the place.   

Same scenario, I’m trying to get a job.  I hit all the joints at all different hours.  If 

somebody tells me Joe Schmo is the pit boss in that casino and he’s going to be at seven o’clock 

in the morning, I’d be there at seven o’clock in the morning hounding him down.  Forget it; just I 

couldn’t get any place, Barb, not even a lousy break-in job for eighteen dollars a day and ten 

dollars in tokes.  Couldn’t get a job.  I’m getting very frustrated and I’m trying to get out of the 

service business.   
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In those days the whole thing was favors.  Everything you did in this town was favors.  

You were paid back for something, for a favor that somebody did; that was the whole thing.  One 

of my customers by the name of Dick Nee, who later on we became friends, one of my 

customers Dick Nee, Dick Nee had a real nice house on Shirley, which was off Tropicana, which 

was right across the street from Liberace’s property.  Dick worked at Caesars Palace.  I was out 

at Dick’s house and fixing his washing machine.  He appreciated it so much because I came right 

out, I did a nice job on it and he’s happy his washing machine is fixed.  He says, “Gary, you’re 

so good with all this stuff.”  He says, “Two or three people out on my hot water heater.  They 

tried to fix it and it’s not working.  I can’t get any hot water.  It works; it doesn’t work.”  He 

says, “Can you take a look at it?”  I says, “Dick, water heaters are not my thing.”  I says, “But 

I’ll take a look at it.”  I took a look at it .  I said, “It’s simple.  Your thermocouple is shot.”  

What’s that?  I says, “I’m going to run over to...”  Oh, who was it?  Corbes Hardware or 

somebody who was in town, one of the hardware stores.  You didn’t have Lowe’s or Home 

Depot.  You didn’t have anything.  I says, “I’ll go pick up a thermocouple and I’ll put it in.”  I 

put in a thermocouple and the thing worked fine.  I says, “You know, Dick, you’re in the 

gambling business.  I’m so damn frustrated.  I’m trying to get into the gambling business.”  I 

says, “I’m just spinning my wheels.”  He says, “Where have you tired?”  I says, “You name it, 

I’ve tried there.”  He says, “Let me have your telephone number.  I’m going to talk to a friend of 

mine.”  I says, “Who is that?”  He says, “Oh, a fellow by a name of Marv Valone. Marv is a floor 

man at the Bonanza.”   

Remember the Bonanza Club?  You know where Bally’s is now?  Used to be the MGM?  

That used to be the Bonanza Club.  Bonanza Club was on the corner of Flamingo and the Strip 

and it had sawdust on the floor.  They had wood floors with sawdust on the floor.  And they were 
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the only ones that had three movie theaters.  That was the first casino that had movies in the 

casino, Bonanza.   

It was like an old western joint.  He says, “He works at the Bonanza.”  He says, “They’re 

going to tear the Bonanza down.”  He was giving me the whole story.  “They’re going to tear the 

Bonanza down and they’re going to build the MGM on that property.”  He says, “Let me talk to 

him and see what I can do.”   

The next day I get a call.  “This is Marv Valone.”  He says, “Gary, I understand you’re 

having a problem getting a break-in job.”  I says, “Yeah, Marv.  Can you help me?”  He says, 

“Meet me at a gas station on the corner of Tropicana,” and whatever.  He says, “At two o’clock 

and I’ll see what I can do for you.”   

Okay.  At one thirty I’m at the corner at the gas station at Tropicana, wherever it was.  

“Marv?”   “Yeah, I’m Marv.”  “I’m Gary Sternberg.  Nice to meet you.”  He says, “Get in my 

car.”   

I get in the car and we drive downtown.  He takes me to the El Cortez and he talks to one 

of the guys, who is a part owner in the El Cortez.  In those days a lot of these pit bosses weren’t 

just pit bosses; many were part owners.  A lot of these guys had like a half a point in a casino, a 

quarter of a point.  That sounds insignificant, but it was a lot of money because they started these 

places or they get a half a point because they assassinated somebody for the mob and stuff like 

that.  This was all this was.   

He goes into the pit and he talks to a friend of his by the name of Stalker, a Jewish guy.  

He says, “Al, I’ve got Gary here.  He’s a nice Jewish boy.”  He says, “I want you to give him a 

chance.  I want you to give him an audition.”  And you didn’t just walk in and get a job.  You 

had to get an audition first… It’s like doing a movie audition.  You get on a live game and you 
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deal cards for a certain length of time.  The pit boss and the floor men and everybody in the 

casino watches you and you’re nervous as hell and you do an audition.  This is SOP; this is 

normal [standard] operating procedure in a casino.  You audition to see what you can do.   

And he put me on a game.  Put an apron on, put me on a game and I start dealing away.  

And the pit boss comes over and says, “That guy’s pretty good.”  He says, “So what do you 

want?”  He says, “He’s looking for a job.”  “He’s got a job.”  Just like that, Barb.  I’m knocking 

myself out trying to find a job and in an instant I have one at the El Cortez of all places.   

Because somebody referred you.   

Because I did a favor for Dick Nee.  He has a friend Marv Valone who knows somebody in the 

business.  He takes me in there.  It’s just like that, just like instant employment.  “He’s got a 

job.”  Okay.  “Report in the morning at two o’clock on graveyard.”  He says, “You’re going to 

get eighteen dollars a day, but you’re not going to get any tokes for the first two weeks until we 

find out what you can do.  No guarantee.  If we feel you’re not qualified to do the job, you’re 

going to get fired.”  That’s how that worked in those days.   

And what’s a toke?  Just define it.   

Oh, tips.  Tips, yeah.  That’s professional terminology.  He says: “You don’t get any tokes for 

the first two weeks and you’ll get eighteen dollars a day”—or fifteen dollars a day, whatever it 

was.  Wow.  I came in the next day.  They put me on the game.  I’m nervous as hell, Barb.  

Everything is at stake now.  If I don’t qualify, if I do a lousy job, if I screw up, miscount or 

something like that, I’m out on my ass.  I start dealing and the boss comes over.  He says, “When 

you come in tomorrow, you’re going to be on full pay and you’re going to be on full tokes.”  

Wow.   

Just in one day?   
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Just like that.  I mean he just seen me deal and right away they put me—well, normally—  

What game were you dealing?   

Twenty-one, blackjack.  And in those days all single decks.  There were no shoes or anything 

like that, all single decks.  And that takes a lot of practice.  It takes a lot of talent to deal that 

game.  I got a job in dealing at the place I wanted to get in the first place, the El Cortez.  But you 

walk in there and they don’t even talk to you.  Like, “No.”  I come in the next day and I start 

dealing and he puts me on full tokes.  I mean my head was so big I didn’t think I could get out 

the door.  I come home.  I was so excited.  “Honey, honey, you know this thing where they’re 

not going to give me any tokes for two weeks?”  She says, “Yeah.”  I said, “They’re going to put 

me on tokes right away.”  So the total amount you were getting—I’m guessing now, if I 

remember right—like fifteen dollars a day and the tokes might have been ten or fifty dollars a 

day, so you’re doing thirty, maybe forty dollars a day.  How one thing works into the other…   

So now I’m dealing at the El Cortez.  I’m not making any money.  I’m making like thirty, 

maybe thirty-five dollars a day.  But I’m happy.  So what I’m doing now is I’m working at the El 

Cortez, but to supplement I put ads in the Nifty Nickel, which used to be a newspaper here for 

ads, all kinds.  If you want to sell a kitchen table, you put an ad in the Nifty Nickel.  So I put ads 

in the Nifty Nickel and I work out of the apartment fixing washers to supplement that because 

thirty dollars wasn’t enough.  So I do that.  So now I’ve got two jobs again; I’m fixing washers 

and I’m dealing at night and everything is fine.  These are break-in jobs and they’re not enough 

to make a living, but if you get good enough then you can go audition in other casinos because 

now you got your foot in the door and now you can talk to people in higher paying casinos and 

you work your way up the ladder.   

So I’m at the El Cortez and I’m dealing away. Everything is fine and I’m there several 
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months.  While playing Ping-Pong—now, I have to get into this right now and then we’ll get 

back to that.  When I first came here, a bunch of UNLV students put an ad in the paper to 

organize a table tennis club and I saw the ad and I contacted them.  They were a couple of Asian 

guys and some other guys from the university, students at the university.  They were organizing 

and looking for table tennis players.  So I called them up and I went down to the student union 

and played table tennis.  They loved the way I played.  I was good at it.  So we started organizing 

a table tennis club.   

So we just started that and then I get a phone call from somebody and he says, “Gary, my 

name is Neil Smyth.  He says, “I just came to town and I understand you’re involved in a table 

tennis club and so on.  I’d like to talk to you.”  So he came over to the apartment and then we 

start playing at the club.  So Neil was not that good of a player.  Like tennis and other sports, if 

you’re not real sharp, a lot of people don’t want to play with you.  So Neil had a funny style and 

we’re playing at the (Phil Maribella Teen Center), which is by Alta up there on the west side—

north side.  And I took him there and Neil and I became good friends.  I says, “Neil, you’ve got 

to do this and that.”  And he really, really appreciated it because other players didn’t want to play 

with him and he really, really appreciated it.   

And one day we’re sitting there and I says, “Neil, what do you do?”  He says, “I work at 

Caesars Palace.”  I says, “Really?”  I says, “What do you do?”  He says, “I’m the comptroller.”  

No kidding.  I says, “You know, Neil, I’m a dealer right now and I’m trying to break in; I’m 

trying to get into a better casino.  I’m pretty good at it.  Do you think they’ll give me an 

audition?”  He says, “Gary, when you think you’re good enough, you’re going to get the job.”   

Now, listen to this.  I’m at the El Cortez.  Okay, Gary, you’re working at the—now, this 

is among my peers, right?  I’m dealing away.  “So where are you going to go from here, Gary?  
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Are you going to try to get an audition?”  I says, “No, I’ve got a job at Caesars.”  Oh, sure; oh, 

yeah; yeah, right.  You’re going from the bottom on to Caesars Palace...there’s no place to go 

from see Caesars Palace because you are at the top.  That’s it.  Guys are making a ton of money.  

And I says, “I’m going to Caesars.”  Oh, sure; oh, yeah, yeah; give us another story; this kind of 

thing.   

So Caesars has no opening, can’t use anybody because it’s a small casino.  But to make a 

long story short, Neil gets me an audition and I get the job right away.  Normally they wouldn’t 

hire anybody with less than three, four years’ experience.  You have to be like a master dealer 

over there.  I auditioned for them.  The guy that auditioned me was one of the old-school guys by 

the name of Mike Velardo.  Him and like all the other executives at Caesars, they were 

wonderful, wonderful people.  They weren’t like these jokers at these downtown bust out joints.  

These were sophisticated people.  And I auditioned on a quarter game in the front line.  For some 

odd reason, I expected to be nervous as hell; I’m going to drop the cards and they’re going to be 

all over place.  And I came in there—and before I had the audition I would practice at home 

because instead of single deck, a lot of the games at Caesars were also shoe games now; the shoe 

where you take the cards out.  But I dealt single deck mostly.  This is a lost art now.  Single deck 

dealing is almost like a lost art.  I practiced at home.  I bought a shoe, a plastic shoe, and I dealt 

out of the shoe and I’d practice and practice and practice.   

Then I introduced myself to Mike Velardo, who was the twenty-one casino boss.  He’s in 

charge of all the twenty-one games.  He says, “So what do you deal?  You deal single deck?  

You deal shoe?”  I says, “Well, Mr. Velardo, I can deal shoe; I practiced with it, but I’ve never 

dealt shoe in live action because they didn’t have it at the El Cortez.  I never dealt shoe on a live 

game, only single deck.”  “Oh, then we’ll put you on a single deck.”  I couldn’t believe it 
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because I figured if you couldn’t deal a shoe that was one of those things you wouldn’t even get 

an audition.  He says, “Come on, I’ll put you on a single deck.”  So he puts me on a front line 

game, a quarter game, twenty five-dollar game, full of people.  I’m dealing away.  I thought I 

would be petrified and I’m feeling so good.  I was so happy with myself, right?  Then later when 

Neil is talking to him, he said, “How did my friend Gary do on the game?”  He said, “He’s a 

good little dealer.”  He told Neil that.   

So now I’m qualified to get the job at Caesars.  So now I’m still working at the El Cortez, 

but I didn’t get the job yet because they didn’t have any openings.  So it wasn’t until about two 

or three months later that they finally had an opening and I got hired.  This is how I got into 

Caesars Palace.   

And that’s where we’ll pick up next time.  Does that sound good?   

So Neil Smyth and I, we did a whole bunch of stuff for Las Vegas.  We started Las Vegas Table 

Tennis Association.  We brought the U.S. tournaments from New York to Las Vegas.  We 

brought the Communist Chinese team over for an exhibition.  Yeah, we brought the 

championships over to Las Vegas.  After that they were always played here.  Now they’re back 

someplace else; they took them.  But for many, many years the United States Table Tennis 

Championships were always held in Las Vegas at the convention center.   

I didn’t realize that.   

That was the U.S. Closed and then they started to have the U.S. Open, which U.S. Closed is only 

for American players, but the U.S. Open is international.  We used to have people from all over 

the world coming here to play table tennis.  And then we had the U.S. Open here usually in July 

and the U.S. Close was usually in December when it was slow.   

And Neil...I got to tell you about this guy.  This guy is one of those incredible people.   
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So do you want to pick up with that when we get together next time?  With Neil, table 

tennis and Caesars.   

Yeah, this is a whole new era.  

[End Session I] 

 

SESSION 2 

Today is February the 15th.   

Fifteenth already?  Half the month is shot.   

Twenty fifteen.  Once again, I’m with Gary Sternberg in his home in Henderson, Nevada.  

Gary, we were going to set aside talking about your career at Caesars.   

At Caesars Palace.   

That’s a big chunk of your life.  Maybe if you can incorporate any other work; kind of your 

work resume—let’s look at it that way because you said you had import-export business 

[from 1988 – 1997].  You had a lot of things going on.   

My wife always tried to be entrepreneurial.  I usually wound up doing most of the schlepping, 

most of the work.   

Smart woman.   

Right, yeah.  She used to say, “Well, my business this and my business that.”  And people used 

to remind her, “Doesn’t Gary do most of that?”  Well, yeah, okay.   

We tried all different things and then we wound up with one that was really good and that 

was the import business that really went well.  I set it up and a friend of mine helped me with it 

who was already importing stuff from China.  But we’re getting mixed up with Caesars Palace 

now.   
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But let’s talk a little bit about the import business because you said you’re importing 

mostly from China.  What kind of things were you importing?   

Give me a minute.  I’ll show you.   

So this was your first catalog?   

The first catalog and it was terrible.  They were going to reprint it except we already had a trade 

show, the ASD [Associated Surplus Dealers] Show, which is the—are you familiar with the ASD 

Show?   

No.   

It’s the associated merchandise dealers and associated surplus dealers.  It’s a big show in Las 

Vegas for consumer goods.  They started real, real small.  A couple of Jewish people started it at 

the Dunes and they expanded to where when they come in they draw like forty, fifty thousand 

people to that show.   

Does that show still exist?   

Oh, yeah.  But they sold it in the meantime.  I think they sold it to Freeman Exhibition or 

something.   

The printer screwed it [the catalog] up.  It was supposed to have a light blue background 

and it’s dark blue and all this stuff was discolored and bad.  We had like sixty-eight items to 

start, I think, in the whole thing.   

And these are sequined appliqués that you sold.  [looking at the catalog] 

And these are some of the other ones.   

And these are more—  

Professional.  We had a lot of gaming motifs.  We did really good with that.  We had the UNLV 

license.  We had scarfs and all kinds of stuff.   
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Very nice.   

We started out and we did the trade show in Reno and we had just one booth, a ten-by-ten booth.  

We started out and didn’t know what to expect.  Before you know it people couldn’t get close to 

our booth there was such a crowd around it and we did like a hundred times our best expectation.  

It was amazing.  We came back and we were just...  

Was there no competition selling similar items?   

No, no, there was no competition.  There was competition in the business at the Reno ASD 

Show, it’s generally known as the ASD Show, Associated Surplus Dealers, and there was no 

competition.   

We didn’t have an office; we just worked out of the house.  I had the garage set up.  I had 

tables and boards and stuff and we had all this stuff laid out.  We only had a hundred pieces of 

each item because that was the minimum we could order.  But for importing, a hundred pieces is 

nothing because normally you need ten thousand, you need a hundred gross, you need a zillion 

gross of things.  But this is all handmade stuff.  The whole thing just worked out perfect because 

we didn’t have that kind of money and we were able to buy just a hundred of each, of each style, 

of each color and so on.  This is in the winter, like just before Christmas.  It’s cold in the garage 

and there was a little heater and I had these tables and board and we had all the appliqués laid out 

on that.  We had all the style numbers on it.  We’re filling orders, filling orders as fast as we 

could.  We worked until two o’clock at night and I still need to go to work the next day.   

You’re working at Caesars at the same time.   

I’m working at Caesars, yeah.  It went so well...we had that for about three or four years, but 

then the trend changed and the appliqués weren’t that popular anymore.  So we phased out the 

business and sold whatever.  But let me say this, though.  These items, we sold them to stores in 
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town here, different craft stores.  The Williams Costume—I don’t know if you’re familiar with 

Williams Costume.   

Williams Costume is an old, old established costume shop.  They have anything from 

different sewing things to appliqués to.  They used to be down on Second Street downtown or on 

Casino Center or something, one of those streets there.  I don’t know if they still exist or not, but 

we used to sell to them.  We had that Bonanza Gift Shop on the corner of Sahara and the Strip.  

They sold the hell out of our stuff.  But most of it we sold to people that did flea markets and 

they did really well with it.   

Interesting, yes.   

Yes, we did really, really well with it.  We sold everything either COD or on credit cards and we 

never had think bad debts, because flea market people are usually not too reliable as far as 

money is concerned.  Many of them in one day and out the next.  Yeah, we did that.   

And then we phase out the business and I had a lot of trouble.  We were over on Polaris 

near Desert Inn in the light industrial area up there.  We had a big warehouse.  I had set up the 

warehouse.  Everything was numbered and everything was computerized.  Even a kid could fill 

orders the way I had it set up.  It was really, really nice.  We had a warehouse, we had a couple 

of offices and we had three girls working for us and Noreen, my wife, was working in there.   

So did she do something more after you phased that business out?   

No, because this is where I had an invention that there’s no way that thing could do wrong, right?  

It was going to be an absolute success and make a ton of money.  I’ll show you what it is in a 

minute.  It was geared for cosmetics industry.  It could have gone a different direction, also, but 

it was geared toward cosmetic.   

They were called PEEPS: Personal Eyeglass Earpiece Protector Sleeves.  
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And what is it: You have glasses.  When you have your hair colored; that was the primary 

aim.  Like you take your glasses off because it’s going to mess up your glasses with hair color.  

We went to a very, very expensive trade show in Long Beach, a cosmetics trade show.  The first 

thing I saw in that trade show—and I saw the kind of people; I mean they were all freaks…But 

you should have seen the freaks that worked at that show and owned a lot of these businesses.  

And that show was very, very expensive and we went into that.  To make a long story short, by 

the time I got through with that project, I invested close to a hundred thousand dollars in it and 

I’m talking about travel expenses and hotels and everything else, design.  But what I did with 

this project is something that people seldom do; I invented it, I cultivated the product to where it 

was usable, to where it was marketable, I designed the boxes, I designed the brochures, and I had 

it made in China.  And the same people that used to export the appliqués to us were also 

instrumental in working this project.   

We went into a trade show.  First of all, we had a booth in a horrible location; no traffic.  

We were in back of a great big stage thing.  It was horrible.  We couldn’t get any customers back 

there.  But what we did sell, I had to refund most of the money because the product was made 

bad.   

But this particular project—if you can imagine something that you start from scratch to 

finish and every part of the way it was like somebody would throw a monkey wrench into it.  I 

called it “The Project from Hell.”  Everything, including the printing.  We designed a box and 

one was a letter “S” on the box that we didn’t notice right away this and when I sent the artwork 

to China, they sent it back and said, “Gary, that “S” doesn’t match the rest of the...”  I looked at 

it.  I said, “Oh, my god, it doesn’t.”  And then I had to get bar codes for it and I had all these 

different things.   
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Anyway, so what I did sell...the way it was supposed to be sold is I was going to sell the 

stuff to distributors and the distributors would have their reps sell it to beauty shops and all 

different whoever they sell to.  Something you would never believe could happen; that it 

wouldn’t sell—number one is, first of all, I had to take the product back because it was made 

bad.  Oh, the distributors and the reps for distributors would go on selling it.  They would order 

some and a box of a gross I think sold like for thirty-seven dollars wholesale.  I called these 

people up and I said, “You ordered...”  I’m trying to find out why they’re not selling.  He says, 

“Gary, my reps won’t sell the stuff.”  I said, “Well, why not?”  They said, “Because they have to 

make out a special purchase for thirty-seven dollars and fifty cents and they won’t do it.”  I 

couldn’t get the stuff sold.  And that was the only way.  I mean I wasn’t going to retail it.  You 

couldn’t retail it.   

Oh, my.  So what did you do?  

I wound up dumping it.  I had fifty thousand boxes of PEEPS.  And the item cost me—I had it 

broken down...I’ve got to show you.  The artwork isn’t very good on it.  We were going to have 

it refined real professional after we started with it.   

So you just abandoned this product and moved on to something new.   

Well, what happened is eventually I sold the patent to a company in Denmark.  That’s another 

story…[demonstrating] Most of the sleeves won’t separate the way they were designed.   

So then you put it on your glasses?   

Right.  But what makes it unique...it’s just a little sleeve like that, which is okay.  But when you 

take your glasses off you can’t see well, right?   

So now to thread your glasses into this, into a little sleeve is almost impossible.  So 

what’s unique about this, this has like a little turnover here, like a little return, like a little pocket, 
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and that’s what made it patentable; otherwise, it wouldn’t have been patentable.   

Oh, okay. 

So all you have to do is look at the red tab, put it on top of that and it slides right in.  So now 

when you’re painting, you’re working on a greasy car, you’re a mechanic and you want to take 

your glasses on and off, this keeps the dirt off your glasses’ ear piece.  And we thought this was 

terrific.  See, like this one didn’t do it; it’s supposed to separate.   

Yeah, I can see you had manufacturing issues.   

See, it’s supposed to go like this.   

So you move on from this product, then.  What was one of your most successful inventions, 

then?   

None of them, really.  I didn’t make any money with any of them.  I’ve got many inventions.  I 

got three patents.  I got dozens of inventions.  You’re looking at one right there.   

What is this?   

It’s my invention.   

The napkin holder?   

Right.   

I like it.  It’s a good shape.   

Yeah, and it’s really, really simple.  But I’ll get into that later.   

So you had this passion for creating and all of that.   

Love to do it.   

So you’re doing all this at the same time you’re working at Caesars.   

Right.   

So let’s move onto Caesars.   
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Okay, fine.   

I think you talked a little bit the other day about getting your first job at Caesars and how 

that happened.   

Well, the first job was at the El Cortez.   

Yeah, but how you moved from El Cortez to Caesars.   

Right.  I moved from the low end all the way up to the top, Caesars.  That’s as far as you go.  

That’s the end of line.  A funny story was a few days after I started—and we had a house up at 

Spring Valley on the other side of Rainbow and Flamingo.  Pardee Homes opened up that area 

up there and we bought one of the first houses up there.  We’re living up there and there was no 

shopping except one Vons store.  Well, on the way home I was picking up some stuff and I’ve 

got my uniform on.  I’m standing at the check outline and a lady turns around and goes, “Oh, you 

work at Caesars.”  I thought I was a big shot, right?  You work at Caesars; you’re a big shot.  

“Oh, you work at Caesars.  Oh, you’re in the casino?”  Yes, the casino.  She says, “Oh, they just 

hired a new dealer at Caesars.”  And I says, “Yeah, me.”   

They know, oh, wow. 

That’s how word got around that they hired a dealer at Caesars Palace, honest to God.  So that 

was one of my favorite stories.   

What was your uniform like?   

Would you like to see it?   

Sure.  Is it going to be the real uniform?  

Yeah.   

Oh, you still have it. That’s great.  So you’re wearing this white shirt with the black pants.  

[Showing uniform shirt and medallion]  Black pants.  And they used to have a Caesars logo on 
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here, but later on they didn’t put it on anymore.  Of course, all dealers wear an apron like this.  

But I don’t want to spend the time looking for it.  Like this.  Of course, I had a smaller waist 

then.  But we had leather aprons, actually.  These were really nice, a nice material and these 

things lasted for—get all dirty.  But then later on we had leather aprons.   

So that’s to protect you from...?   

It protects your pants from rubbing against the table, but mostly it covers your pockets so you 

can’t steal chips.  That’s the uniform.  And then this medallion we’d wear over the shirt like this 

and that was the uniform.   

So you’ve got your Caesars medallion.  You’ve got your shirt.  That’s so awesome.  So you 

were at Caesars how many years again?   

Thirty-years, thirty-one years and month.  And the reason the extra month is because I needed 

that because we had this idiot girl in human resources; of course, it was personnel, and she had 

my insurance screwed up.  So my medical insurance, because of the transition from my regular 

commercial insurance into Medicare and Social Security, I wasn’t sure if it was going to be 

transferable.  So I went up to my boss and said, “I can’t leave,” blah, blah, blah.  “Why not?”  

“Because my insurance may not transfer correctly”—and that was important, right?   

Right.  

“Whatever you want, Gary.  Whatever you want.  If you want to work another month, okay, 

Gary.  If you want to come back part-time, come on back part-time.”  The only problem was 

part-time, of course I wouldn’t accept because I would’ve had to go on the floor and I didn’t care 

for that.   

So describe your job, what time you went; how did all that work?   

Everybody that started at Caesars was going to be working graveyard shift or swing shift.  Me, I 
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started day shift.  Day shift was the shift that everybody wanted.  I started day shift.  I didn’t 

really care.  They could’ve put me in between, whatever.  That didn’t matter.  But I started day 

shift and day shift then was from twelve to eight.  And then later on as the casino expanded and 

we had more and more games, some of the day shifts were like from ten to six, eleven to seven 

and one to nine and we had all different kinds of shifts.  Most of the time I worked from twelve 

to eight.  So I was able to sleep in late, which is my kind of thing.   

And I lived up in Spring Valley and Flamingo didn’t go through then because it stopped 

at Decatur.  So most of the time I had to go down Spring Mountain.  But the problem with Spring 

Mountain is if you hit it wrong, you’ll wind up because of the railroad crossing—were you here 

when they had the railroad crossing?   

Yes.  It still crosses Eastern.  I don’t know if it’s the same railroad, but, yeah.   

Anyway, now they’ve got a bridge over it.  They got the bridge over it.  So if you got stuck by 

the train, you didn’t make it to work on time.  No cell phones to call in late.  And sometimes a 

train would just sit there because they were changing cars and you were sitting on pins and 

needles and there’s no way you’re going to make it to work on time.  It happened to a lot of 

people that lived on the west side.   

So you had to build in extra time sometimes to get to work.   

Right.  You had to make sure.  Or the other way around would have been Tropicana, but that was 

a long way around because it was real difficult to get around to Caesars.  You didn’t have Frank 

Sinatra Drive and those streets didn’t work.  But from up there [Spring Valley], the way it was if 

you didn’t hit the train. Seven minutes. Boom. Zip right across.   

So when you arrived at work, what was the first thing you had to do?   

The first thing you do, you go into the dealers’ room, which is like a lounge, dealers’ room, and 
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you sign in.  We didn’t punch time cards or anything like that, but we signed in.  We picked up 

our tokes from the previous day and they were all cash then.  Later on, of course, the IRS got on 

our case and that’s a whole other story.  But we got cash and for tax purposes we used to declare 

like 25 percent of the tokes and nobody cared.  IRS didn’t care.  Nobody cared.  This place tax-

wise, the town was totally different than any other kind of business, and the reason being the 

racketeers would go into the cage, in the count room.  They come out with suitcases of money 

before the counting was done.  They would then take it to Chicago, New York, wherever their 

home base was.  In other words, they steal the money out of the corporation before taxes.  IRS 

didn’t know.  They didn’t even want to get involved.   

Another thing that people can’t believe is on the game we’d have a big player and the 

cocktail waitress would serve him a drink.  “Gary, give her a nickel.”  You take a nickel—this is 

five bucks, five-dollar chip—take it out of the rack and give it to the cocktail waitress.  This was 

very common.  The bigger players, they were a quarter, twenty-five bucks.  Take a quarter out.  

But you had to get it approved by the pit boss or the floor man.  “Oh, Gary, a quarter for the 

girl.”  And you’d take a quarter out of the rack and give it to the girl and that was before taxes.  

There was no accounting for this stuff.   

In the pit we had these islands…Most of the pits are arranged where you have all the 

paperwork, the pit clerks work in there and they used to do the markers and all this stuff.  We 

had drawers in there with packs of cigarettes and underneath we had cartons of cigarettes.  It was 

like a cigarette shop under there.  And then for the pit bosses and the floor men they had a 

drawer that was full of gum and peppermint and Life Savers and snacks to nibble on in the pit.  

And the way it got there is you’d give the cocktail waitress five bucks or ten bucks and she’d go 

to the gift shop and buy peppermints for you.  But you just take it right out of the rack and you 
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give it to the cocktail waitress and she’d come back.  Or we used to give a carton of cigarettes or 

two cartons of cigarettes—I mean I didn’t, but they did—and she goes to the gift shop and trade 

it for candy and stuff.  In the pit there was a whole drawer full of this gum, anything, candy bars, 

anything like that, a whole drawer full of stuff.   

The amazing part of that is this went on for a long time where they just took money out 

of the rack.  A funny story is I’m on a game and I think it’s like a five- or ten-dollar game, a 

low-end game, but I’ve got one big player on the game, a regular player with a high credit line.  

And the guy gets a drink and he says, “Gary, give her a quarter for me, will you?”  I say, “Sure.”  

So I call out, “A quarter for Joanne,” or something like that.  “Go ahead, Gary.”  So I take out a 

quarter and give it to the cocktail waitress.  And the guy is sitting on the other end playing 

nickels, playing only five bucks, he says, “Oh, give her a quarter for me, too.”   

Oh, my.   

Yeah.  And the whole table just burst out laughing because most of the players knew the 

procedure and what was going on. Everybody on the table burst out laughing.  I said, “No, sir, it 

doesn’t work that way.”  And this high roller guy is playing maybe five hundred or a thousand 

bucks a hand.  So that was one of the things.   

Everybody is saying how Las Vegas has changed.  And I would say, yeah, it’s changed, 

but not necessarily worse.  It expanded.  It got bigger, more people lived here.  But it was a 

different kind of atmosphere then.  It was still different.  You traded services for shows and 

dinners and stuff like that.   

Now, was that a decision that the dealer could make?  Who made those decisions about 

comping people?   

Oh, that was the power of the pen.  The floor men who watched the games, the floor men had 
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some power of the pen.  They could write you up for a buffet or coffee shop or something like 

that.  But for a show or a fancy dinner in a fancy restaurant that had to be done by the pit boss.  

And if it was something for a group of people or something like that then it had to go to 

management up to the third floor and they had to arrange that.  But for the most part, most 

people in the pit had the power of the pen.  Joe Schmo had something wrong; he called me up 

like when I had the washer business called me up, “Gary, I need my washer fixed.”  “Oh, you 

work at the Flamingo?”  “Yeah.”  I says, “Oh, I’ll fix it for nothing.  Fix me up with a dinner.”  

“Sure, no problem.”  And there are thousands or millions of dollars, I bet, over a period of time 

were done in trades like a barter system.  You do something for the pit boss and he’ll fix you up 

with a dinner.  It wasn’t his; it belonged to the hotel, right?   

And the shows belonged to the hotel, but he would trade for personal use, and that was a 

common practice.   

So what were some of your favorite shows that you saw?   

Oh, god, Barbara, I can’t tell.  After a while I wouldn’t even go to a show anymore because 

we’ve seen—one of my favorites was the Lido de Paris.  That was at the Stardust.  That was a 

beautiful, beautiful show then.  The scenery, very extravagant.  And the Stardust was run by all 

racketeers.  Yeah, all the big shows.   

At Caesars we used to have family night.  This is when they couldn’t sell all the tickets.  

We’d have the Bolshoi Ballet.  We had Mexican Folkloric.  You know what that is?  We had 

Mexican Folkloric that they brought into Caesars.  Those shows did not sell well.  We had 

musicals they couldn’t sell.  Everybody wanted to see the big extravaganza.  Now they have 

“Mamma Mia!”  They have “Chicago” and all these different things and they film it.  But then 

everybody wanted to see the topless shows; they wanted to see the boobs, and those were the 
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shows that were very popular and the shows were incredible.   

I did a favor when I was doing the service work—I did a lot of favors for people and a 

guy by the name of Jimmy White.  And Jimmy White was the maître d’ at the lounge at the 

Riviera.  The lounge at the Riviera, if you didn’t know somebody, you couldn’t even get close to 

it let alone get in it.  Jimmy White was the head man at the lounge.  And these rooms are small.  

Normally the lounges, they were like open lounges and you could even just stand on the outside 

and watch the show.  But this lounge was a closed lounge.  And all you could do is have drinks, 

little bitty tables, like nightclub tables, and you get drinks and that’s all you could do, no food.  

And the entertainers in there was like Totie Fields, Jack Carter, most of the Borscht Belt people, 

the comedians and so on, and Louis Prima and Keely Smith.  I can’t think of all the names that 

used to be in there, all the top headliners, Shecky Greene.  They all appeared at the Riviera 

lounge.   

People come into town—at first when we bought the house it was the Sternbergs’ 

Hotel—“Gary, we’re coming down Tuesday.  Would you put us up, please?”  Because we had an 

extra room.  We cut that out after—and people got like we owe it to them because, oh, I know 

somebody that lives in Las Vegas; they’re going to put us up.  At first we did it, but then we cut 

that out.  But even later on they found out that I know somebody in the Riviera lounge.  And the 

average gambler or the people that I knew didn’t have the capacity to get into those high roller 

places or what took a lot of juice to get into.  “Gary, can you get us into the Riviera lounge?”  

“I’ll see what I can do.”   

I would call Jimmy and say: “I got a couple of people coming in Sunday.  Can you get 

them in?”  “Sure, Gary, just send them down.”  That’s how things were done here.  It was 

amazing.   
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What about the restaurants at Caesars?  Did you have a favorite one there that was good?   

Then they were all good.  The coffee shop was called Nashorium.  Yiddish for nashing; meaning 

to snack.  You know that expression?   

Yes, I do.   

Nashorium.  All these things were designed by Jay Sarno.  The guy was crazy, but he was a 

genius.  He was one of the ones that designed and built Caesars Palace, Jay Sarno.  A lot of these 

things...the cocktail waitresses’ uniforms that were absolutely unique were designed by Jay 

Sarno.   

The coffee shop was the Nashorium.  The Japanese restaurant was Ah-So, which was also 

a gourmet restaurant.  I think it’s still there.  Later on we got the Nero’s—no.  It was the Spanish 

Steps and then later on it changed to Nero’s.  It was steak and seafood.   

We had a really, really nice, one of the top places was the Bacchanal Room.  And the 

Bacchanal Room...that wasn’t a dinner; it was an experience.  There was a limited menu.  You 

might have three, maybe four different items on the menu to choose from.  They’d start out and 

they had wine girls in there.  They were like elite cocktail waitresses and they were going around 

with what looked like bags, like leather bags like they had in the old Roman days.  Everything 

was geared towards the Roman era.  And we had wine girls going around the Bacchanal Room 

and you had for different dinners, your white wine, red wine, depending what you’re eating, 

lobster tail.  Most everybody is eating lobster tails.  And they had a way of pouring; I mean these 

girls were really trained.  They had these wine bags and they would hold it way up and then that 

stream of wine would go right into your glass.  And then you had other girls that would come 

around and they would peel the grapes, then put them on your forehead, and they massage your 

forehead and they had their boobs in back of your head.  They massage your foreheads with 
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grape juice and they peeled grapes, just for the guys.  The women didn’t get those treatments.  

The grape girls.   

Now, did you know Nat Hart?   

I did, yes.  Now, Nat, I was going to get to that.  Now, Nat Hart was an institution.  Nat Hart was 

vice president of food and beverage.  Later on he started cooking lessons.  Now, Nat Hart was 

brought up—I don’t know what kind of credentials he had or where he learned it, but Nat Hart 

knew everything about serving dishes, food, wine.  The guy was a genius.  He was an institution 

in town, Nat Hart.  He was Jewish.   

Noreen kept bugging me all the time, Gary, Gary, you’ve got to get me into Nat Hart’s 

cooking school.  I says, “Honey, he only gets ten people in there for each class.”  I mean he used 

to have a regular program.  It might last a couple of months or so and have classes every other 

week or something.  I said, “He’s got ten people in there.”  I says, “You know what you have to 

do to get in.”  “Well, why don’t you talk to Neil Smyth about it?  Maybe he can get us in.”  I 

says, “Forget it, I’m not going to even ask him.”  Because it was impossible.  Only the top 

people in town or the wives of the executives in town would go to Nat Hart’s cooking school and 

that was that.  Yeah, Nat Hart.  He was in charge of all the restaurants.  He was the food and 

beverage director.  Yeah.  You’ve heard about Nat Hart, huh?   

Actually, I had the chance to interview his son.   

Really?   

Yes, which was interesting.  And then Nat gave the library, Special Collections—or Steven 

did—his father’s brochures and photographs and things that we’ve started a Nat Hart 

Collection.  So it was interesting to hear people talk about him.   

What I’m saying now, does that...? 
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Yeah, I hear that.  Those are some great stories about him.  Did you know Jay Sarno 

personally?   

No.  I know of him.  I’ve seen him in the casino.  But Jay Sarno built Caesars Palace with other 

people.  You know what the original cost was to build Caesars Palace?   

No, I don’t.   

Eighteen million dollars.  Later on when they remodeled the swimming pool, it cost like fifty 

million dollars…There were bungalows around the pool and then it was just one tower and that 

wasn’t even very high and then it just had the bungalows around the pool.  Then they kept 

adding and adding and adding.   

So when you worked there was he working there at that time or had he left?   

I’ve seen him this the casino, but I can’t really remember if he was working there or not because 

he went on to Circus Circus.  He designed Circus Circus in the same manner that he did Caesars 

Palace.  Everything—the cocktail waitress’ uniforms, the motive—everything was genius, just 

genius.   

The concrete blocks that were kind of unique on the outside of Caesars and in back of the 

concrete blocks they were like transparent.  I don’t think you’ve ever seen it before it was 

changed.  They were called Sarno Blocks.  I should’ve taken one when they tore them all down 

and they rebuilt Caesars on the outside.  It was a façade, like on the outside.  And in back of the 

Sarno Blocks they were backlit with turquoise fluorescent lights.  So the whole front of Caesars 

Palace and on either sides with the Sarno Blocks had that turquoise fluorescent light and the 

whole place looked gorgeous.  And the front entrance was black marble with all the fountains 

and all the marble statues and all.  It was an incredible place, very classy.  

Then they put on a new front; they built a new entryway.  Whoever’s design that was...it 
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had to be cantilevered; in other words, it couldn’t have any support from the outside.  They had 

that front torn up for I don’t know how long only for the purpose because they didn’t want any 

pillars holding up that ceiling in front of Caesars; it had to be cantilevered.  It cost a fortune and 

overruns on cost because they ran into a lot of problems with it.  But I remember it took them 

forever to build the front and it was inconvenient.  They had to bring guests around the side, the 

north entrance.   

People used to say, “Gary, every time we come down here, they’re banging away, they’re 

doing this, they’re doing that, you can’t go through there because it’s under construction and 

stuff.”  My favorite saying used to be, “Caesars is never not under construction.”  And it wasn’t.   

They would tear out floors and put in beautiful marble.  And they had these experts 

brought in from Los Angeles to install these marble floors and walls.  They’d tear out one section 

and put suites in it.  When they built the north tower, they had two penthouses up there, two or 

three penthouses, and one was like eleven thousand square feet with its own swimming pool.  

This is up on the roof, now.  They all had their own swimming pool, Jacuzzi.  They had living 

rooms.  Before that we had the “Sinatra Suite,” which was just for high rollers.  You couldn’t 

pay for that; it was only for comps.  One time I guess from a lit cigarette, the bedspread in the 

Sinatra Suite caught on fire and it burned part of it.  They put it out.  And to replace it was like 

thirty-five thousand dollars.  It was like mink or chinchilla or something like that that was the 

bedspread.   

Now, how about your clientele?  Were there people who would always want to gamble at 

your table?   

Oh, yeah, a lot.  I had a very good following.  Talking about following, Telly Savalas was one of 

my [players].  A couple of times he had me taken off my blackjack game and moved me to mini 
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baccarat.  Baccarat is played in a special pit.  Guys wear tuxedos and all this stuff and it’s a real 

high roller game.  Later they came out with mini baccarat, where the layout is like a blackjack 

game.  Have you seen it, mini baccarat?   

No, I haven’t.  I don’t know much about that game at all.   

Mini baccarat, it’s been around for a while now.  Mini baccarat is like a big blackjack table and 

just one dealer deals it and he does everything.  He does the cards.  He does the money.  He does 

the vigs.  Telly Savalas used to love to play mini baccarat and he loved when I dealt to him. 

When he played he was real loud and a lot of the dealers really didn’t care to deal to him because 

it attracted a big crowd, noisy and distracting and stuff like that and you really had to concentrate 

on what you were doing.  Telly used to sit down and he had this whole gang of cronies around 

him.  And one of his cronies was Nick Rosetta.  He used to be an actor on “The Untouchables” 

with Elliot Ness and he used to act in that, a good-looking Italian guy.  He’d sit right next to 

Telly and Telly would never stop smoking.  He had one cigarette after the other.  And Nick was 

right there lighting his cigarette like he was his slave.  And I often wondered about it; jeez, these 

guys are really kissing his ass.   

A funny story I’ll tell you.  I’m dealing mini baccarat.  And Telly would bet like five 

hundred, sometimes a thousand dollars, but he wouldn’t bet it in those denomination of chips.  

And he says, “Don’t give me society chips, Gary.  Don’t give me those society chips.”  He’d get 

real nervous.  Society chips to him were a hundred-dollar chips or bigger.  I had to pay him off in 

quarters.  And a thousand dollars’ worth of the quarters is forty chips.  That’s about this high.  

I’m dealing to him and Telly has taken down a thousand-dollar marker and he’s got a stack this 

high, one stack.   

I mean it was my screw-up.  I’m trying to be a wise guy because I’m a big shot and I’ve 
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got this big crowd around.  So I grabbed the whole stack on the very bottom chip and just slide it 

over and you can do that without the stack falling over.  So the way we used to do it when you 

take a marker down, you would take the chips and put it on the right side of the chip rack and it 

would stay there until it was signed off by the pit boss or the floor man, until he took the markers 

down and then you had to sign for it that the markers were taken down, all procedure.  But the 

money would stay there until it was all taken care of and then you would take the chips and put it 

in your chip rack, until it was all done.   

I slide this big stack of quarters on the right side of the chip rack and I started dealing.  

But out of the corner of my eye, the whole stack is going like this; it’s leaning over.  Just leaning 

over.  Out of impulse I’m trying to grab it, but my hand isn’t big enough because it was a big 

stack.  Chips scatter all over the place.  You talk about embarrassment.  I couldn’t find a place to 

hide or I would’ve hid.  Now, chips are all over the place.  On the front, I’ve got this big crowd 

around.  I thought, oh, shit.  This pit boss comes over.  He’s laughing.  He thinks it’s funnier than 

hell.  Chips are on my side.  All the people that are standing around and all these cronies, 

everybody’s helping picking up the chips.  I says, “Shit, we’re going to be three or four hundred 

dollars short.”  But I got every one of them back, every one of them back.  I couldn’t believe it.  

Counted them down.  But then Telly Savalas was acting in “Kojak,” right?  So then later on we 

laughed, “Yeah, yeah, Telly, this Kojak is instilled in these people.  They wouldn’t fool around 

with him.”   

Yeah, I used to have a lot of people used to look for me.  “Where’s Gary?  Where’s 

Gary?”  “Oh, Gary works day shift; he isn’t here tonight.”  Next day I’d hear about, “Oh, Gary, 

so-and-so was looking for you.”  I mean that happens a lot because I had a lot of personal rapport 

with a lot of the players.  I enjoyed that.  I really enjoyed that.   
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I used to go home and I’d say, “Who is such-and-such?”  To Noreen.  And Noreen would 

say, “Uh, you dealt to her.”  I’d say, “Who is that?”  “Don’t you know what that is?”  I used to 

deal to some of these people and I knew they were actors or they were personalities.   

Next to me one time I had...oh, a basketball player, Jordan, Gordon, Jordan.   

Michael Jordan?   

Michael Jordan was playing and he’s playing five or ten thousand dollars a hand.  He’s playing 

big time, a reserved game.  It was right next to my game.  I’m watching him.  I’m on a dead 

game.  One of his friends that’s with him.  I can’t think of his name right now.  He always hangs 

around with him.  And Jordan is a stiff.  He won like a couple million dollars and didn’t give us a 

dime.  Nobody wanted to deal to him because he was a stiff, just like Evander Holyfield, the 

fighter, a stiff, never comes up with anything.  Oh, it was Barkley.   

Oh, Charles Barkley.  

Charles Barkley.  He was with Jordan.  Jordan picks up his money and he’s off to the cage.  A 

few minutes later Barkley comes by and throws a five-thousand-dollar chip on the table and he 

says, “Here, this is for my stiff friend.”   

That sounds like Sir Charles, yeah.  So when they give you those tips, you get those the next 

day or are those split up between...?  

Okay.  Let me explain how the tips work.  Later on it became a different procedure because then 

we had to run it through payroll.   

Let’s talk about before that.   

Okay, the way it worked before then.  A player would give you a tip and you’d put it in your 

pocket and you had to tap it on the side of the chip rack that it was a tip; that it was not the 

company’s money.  You tap it on the side of the chip rack and you put it in your pocket.   
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Your shirt pocket.   

Your shirt pocket, right.  A customer gives you tips.  Some players prefer to just give you the tip 

and they put it on the table.  You’re not allowed to take anything from a player’s hand; they have 

to put it down and you pick it up, for security reasons so you don’t exchange money or steal 

money.  Because wherever there’s money, Barbara, somebody is there to steal it or figure out 

how to steal it.  And the casino was a prime place for doing that.  You would put it in your 

pocket, your shirt pocket.  And then when you get off the game, we had toke boxes in the pit that 

were next to the podium, where all the business transactions, like an island in the middle.  We 

had the toke boxes there and then you just emptied your pocket and cleared your hands to show 

somebody your pockets were empty, cleared your hands and you went out of the pit.   

Then we had a special committee that was elected by the dealers of people—most people 

didn’t want to do it.  But we had a special committee that would at a certain time, like say, 

twelve o’clock at noon, they would go around to all the pits with a hand cart and they would pick 

up all the toke boxes from all the pits.  They had a special room next to the dealers’ room that 

was locked and everything and they would open up the boxes, which were locked with padlocks 

on them, they would open up the boxes and they’d dump all the chips on the table.  First they 

would sort them out and put them in racks, like nickels and quarters was categorized in racks.  

Then they count the racks, count up all the money and get the amount of all the chips that were 

there.  Then they would take the sorted chips in these chip racks.  They used to be wooden racks; 

now they’re aluminum or plastic.  They’d take them to cage, to the count room.  The cage would 

verify the amount that’s in there.  Then they would give them cash for those chips.  The count 

person or the toke person would then take the cash, take it back to that counting room. They 

divided the cash into envelopes had to divide—like say, for example, there was, say, a hundred 



 
 

75 
 

and ten—we didn’t do cents or anything like that, just even amount.  Say it was like a hundred 

and fifteen dollars.  So they knew how many dealers were on that shift.  So they had to get so 

many hundreds, so many tens, so many fives or whatever.  So they had to get that.  It was pretty 

involved.  It took a little bit of organization. 

And then they would take the money back and we had little brown envelopes and they’d 

put out the money in stacks and then fill the envelopes with that money.  Then by that time 

somebody had already all the names off the roster of all the people that worked the previous day 

and they would have the name on the envelope.  And then when you came into work, one of the 

toke guys would be sitting there with a tray full of these envelopes and pull it out and give it to 

Sternberg and give it to Joe Schmo and whoever was working that day as we came into the 

dealers’ room.  You take your money, take it out and put it in your wallet.   

The IRS would get about 25 percent of that declared for income.  We used to insist that 

tips are not income; they were gifts.  Some people thought they were going to get away with that 

but, of course, they didn’t.  Some people lost their houses, everything they ever worked for and 

owned, and future income. They lost everything. They weren’t going to declare tips.   

So you talk about like people stealing and theft and all of that.  So what are some episodes 

that you can—were you ever accused of stealing?   

No, never, never.  We had cheaters—for example, card cheaters.  They used to need the 

cooperation of a number of people including a pit boss or floor man and a dealer and stuff like 

that except for counting cards, but that’s a different thing.  But actual cheating is like if you 

have...what do you call it, a shoe that’s rigged?  There’s a name for it—called a cooler.  A shoe 

is—I’m sure you’ve seen it—is like a plastic box.  You deal the cards out of it.   

Originally we used to deal out of the hand, which was a real art.  That’s what I used to do 
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real good.  But then we dealt out a shoe.  A shoe can be anywhere from a four-decks, six-deck or 

eight-deck shoe.  And the way they worked that scam is they would have a group of people that 

would take up every seat on the table.  Say there’s six pots.  A lot of blackjack tables have seven 

spots, but we had six spots on our table.  You would have six people sitting down at a table.  

They somehow got Caesars Palace current cards because they used to change the logo on the 

cards all the time, periodically.  And they would take a prearranged shoe, say six decks in a shoe, 

which was a common shoe, and they would prearrange that.  The dealer, when he shuffled the 

cards, would take—say they sit down and the dealer first takes the cards and shuffles it for a new 

deal.  When the dealer shuffled the cards, he would transfer—and this had to be done in a real sly 

way; this is where a lot of them got caught—they would transfer the cards to one of the cheaters 

at the table and transfer it for a prearranged shoe.  The prearranged cards would go into the 

prearranged shoe and then as the cards came out, everybody is happy and everybody is a winner.  

Also, so it wouldn’t be so obvious, they knew after a certain set of cards would come out that it 

was a loser.  So that person would bet just, say, five dollars and some of the other people who 

were going to get winning hands would bet a hundred or a thousand or whatever.  Do you know 

what the eye in the sky is?   

Yes.  Explain, though, what the eye in the sky is.   

Eye in the sky: Originally when I started, the ceiling in all casinos—this is downtown, us, 

everybody else—they had one-way windows in them and over the ceiling would be like 

catwalks.  You would have security people, specialized people who knew counting, who knew 

cheating.  They were well versed in that and they were well paid.  And they were secret to 

everybody in the casino; you didn’t know who was up there watching you.  Even a lot of the pit 

bosses didn’t know who was up there.  So if they ran across them in the casino, they didn’t know 
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the guy is an eye in the sky; that was a secret.  And they would be standing up there and they 

would be watching the games.  And if they suspected cheating on a game or something phony, 

and they knew the phony games opposed to the legitimate games, they would stand up there with 

binoculars and watch the game.  And then to prove it if they later on would have to take it to 

court—they didn’t have video then; I mean video was too expensive—they had actual 

sixteen-millimeter film cameras up there.  Then they would bring a camera over a game and 

focus the camera on the game and the camera would collect the evidence.  In the dealers’ room, 

they had a whole section in there with cabinets and cabinets of film they were keeping for 

evidence from cheating operations.  Yeah, sixteen-millimeter film they used to use on that.   

What would happen in an episode if somebody got caught or suspected of cheating?   

Security would come in and arrest them and then the police would come in and take them to jail.  

Then the film would be evidence if there was a court case.  But somehow they didn’t prosecute.  

The mob didn’t feel to prosecute these people.  A lot of them weren’t prosecuted that were 

cheating.  They might break their hands or something like that, but that was enough.  They 

wouldn’t do it again then.  They had their ways of doing it.  They had their own justice 

And was everybody aware of their ways of doing it?   

Yes.  One time we had a floor man, a wheel dealer and a pit boss...there were about three or four 

people involved.  They were actually stealing checks; checks is chips.  They were actually 

stealing checks and five-hundred-dollar checks.  And the way they would work it is they had a 

scam going.  A lot of the times the floor men would just pick up roulette checks, you know how 

the roulette works?   

Well, in roulette everybody has their own color chips.  So say you buy in for a hundred 

dollars.  You would get, say, a stack of purple chips.  I would get a stack of white chips.  So you 
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have all these different—I forget how many different color chips; I think around eight sets or 

colors.  There was quite a few, enough for everybody on the table, say like eight people on the 

table.  And dealers would take those and play with them; they would shuffle them, shuffle them 

and they go in between each other.  They’d play with those.  Sometimes the floor men would just 

come along and pick up a stack of them because they were worthless until they were bought.  

Like if you buy a hundred dollars’ worth, it would be twenty nickels.  If you bought quarters or 

whatever...so each chip might have a different denomination.  And then for the eye in the sky 

and the pit bosses to see what chip was worth how much, they would put them on the rim of the 

wheel and they would put a marker on top to show the amount per stack, say twenty or a 

thousand or whatever.  They would put a marker on top showing that the green chips are worth 

twenty-five dollars apiece or five dollars or a dollar apiece or whatever.   

What they would do is the dealer would come along and he would have some white chips 

in his hand.  White chips were five-hundred-dollar chips.  He would take a stack of colored 

chips.  But the five-hundred-dollar chips, those were actually worth five hundred.  They weren’t 

roulette chips; they were regular casino chips.  But they had a lot of those because they had to 

cash out people.  So you had the color chips, but then you also had regular money chips, 

anything from a dollar, five dollars, twenty-five dollars and so on up.  And they would take a 

white $500 chip and they shuffle a stack of roulette chips and work it into the stack.  The eye in 

the sky couldn’t see it from the top; you could only see it from the side.  So the floor man had to 

be in on that because he’s looking at the stack or what’s going on, but you can see the white 

chips now in between the regular chips, say red chips.  So the [dealer] would ignore that and they 

would take that and shuffle them and they have three, four white chips in there.  Then the floor 

man would come along and the dealer would put the chips aside and then the floor man would 
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come along and play with those and take out the white chips and put them in his pocket.   

We had—what the hell was his name?—excellent wheel dealer.  To deal roulette takes a 

lot of talent, to move those chips.  It doesn’t look like it when it’s done by an expert.  It looks 

like it’s real easy, but it’s not.  You have to handle the chips and pay the winning bets.  It’s a 

whole process.  It takes a lot of experience.  One of the guys was the brother of one of the big 

doctors in town. And he was always bitching about how they don’t pay him enough; we handle 

millions of dollars a day for the casino, but they only pay us blah, blah.  Idiot.  For your 

qualifications you probably have a third grade education and you’re making sixty, seventy 

thousand in those days a year, but it wasn’t enough for him.  And he was one of the ones in on 

that.   

He felt entitled to more money.   

He felt, yeah, he was entitled to more money, yeah.   

So what are some of the nuisances of being a dealer or working at Caesars?   

I usually worked the front line or main pit, which is the pit when you first come in the front door, 

and the front line was all the big money or high limits.  Ten the back of it was reserved games.  

A bunch of people sit down on my game—it’s a quarter game—real nice, very congenial and and 

the one girl. I says, “Oh, you’ve got a sexy voice.”  “Oh,” she says, “Thank you.”  “Oh, where 

are you guys from?”  “Cleveland.”  “Really, you’re from Cleveland, huh?”  And I says, “Where 

in Cleveland?”  “Cleveland Heights.”  “I used to live in Cleveland Heights.”  Right away we got 

a real nice rapport going, talk, talk, talk.  And she goes, “Oh, this is my mother.”  She had the 

whole family.  There were about six or seven people at the table and a couple are standing 

behind.  She introduced us all.  I says, “Where do you live now?”   “Oh, we live in Los Angeles.”  

“Oh, yeah.  I used to live in Los Angeles.  Where, in the valley?”  “No, Malibu.”  Malibu, okay.    
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I says, “I suppose you live right on the ocean, right?”  She says, “Yeah.”  And I says, “What do 

you do?”  She says, “I’m an actress.”  I says, “Really?  I’m sorry, pardon my ignorance, but I 

don’t know who you are.  What do you do?”  She says, “I just got done with a movie called 

‘Officer and a Gentleman.’”  I says, “Yeah, what did you play?”  She says, “I play the bitchy 

broad.”   

I come home and I said, “Honey, who’s Debbie Winger?”  “Huh, you dealt to Debra 

Winger?  You got me an autograph?”  I says, “No.”  “You didn’t get me an autograph?”  That 

was one of these instances.  I had a lot of those encounters.   

Was it better to be not star struck than to know who they were?   

Well, I wasn’t star struck per se because doing that it probably would have interfered with what 

I’m doing because you’ve got to concentrate on what you’re doing.  But I enjoyed that.  I can’t 

tell you how many people I dealt to, sports people.  Oh, I should’ve kept—at that time it wasn’t 

that important to keep a list, but now I look back and I dealt to all these different or important 

people.  Like all the different fighters, the boxers.  Evander Holyfield, for example, he was the 

one that got his ear bitten off by  Mike Tyson.  Larry Holmes.  You know Larry Holmes?  A big 

heavyweight.  And Larry Holmes had one of his first big-name fights and I forgot who he fought 

that time.  He’d see me and he’d make a beeline for my game.  He was always playing nickels, 

before he got big.  So he was training for this big fight, for this big event.  I’m kidding around.  

We had a real nice rapport going.  He said, “Come on up to the suite”—him and his whole 

entourage, a little ways down from the dealers’ room, off the building off to the side of the 

casino, they had a whole part of the wing up there.  He says, “Come up after work.  Meet some 

of my friends.”  And I did a couple of times.  All the promoters and the managers and everybody 

there and a whole bathtub full of cans of beer and ice.  Everybody’s sopping away beer, 



 
 

81 
 

including me.  I’m talking to all these people.  I don’t know who the hell they are and I’m talking 

to all these people up there.  Then one time I said, “Larry, when you win that fight, I’m going to 

call you Mr. Holmes.  I’m not going to call you Larry.”  “Oh, Gary, you can call me anything 

you want any time.”  We had a real nice rapport going.  He wins the fight; he wouldn’t even 

know me anymore.   

So how about management?  Who were some of the key management in all of that?  Talk 

about management.   

Okay, let’s talk about management.  When I started there management was Billy Weinberger – 

also from Cleveland.  And, Barbara, a lot of these people they didn’t have college educations, but 

they were so smart.  They were just geniuses and they knew gambling, they knew courtesy, they 

knew how to take care of customers.  It was a whole different ball game.  They didn’t make a lot 

of stupid decisions.   

Billy Weinberger goes back to Cleveland and Billy Weinberger had a restaurant in 

Cleveland on Short Vincent.  Short Vincent was a real short street, obviously, because it’s Short 

Vincent.  He had this real high class restaurant.  A lot of the mob used to hang out there.  I 

wouldn’t swear to it, but, needless to say, anybody that was in command in those days was part 

of the mob or at least controlled by the mob.   

We weren’t employees; we were his family.  We were the Caesars Palace family; we 

weren’t employees.  Billy Weinberger used to come down in the casino.  And we had some 

players, some regular players of reasonable stature or movie stars or sports, and he’d come down 

and he’d sit down at the table while they were playing and he’d talk to them, kibitz with them 

and stuff like that, very nonchalant, very casual and stuff like that.  He’d just sit there.  Mike 

Velardo, the twenty-one boss, would do that.  Mokey, the casino manager, would come down 
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and do that and he’d sit with the customers.  Remind me to tell you the first day I started Caesars.  

And to come down and sit with the customers and kibitz.  “Oh, what do you need?  You want to 

go to the Bacchanal?”  Get the pit boss to write him up a ticket for the Bacchanal.  But for the 

Bacchanal, they didn’t really write up tickets like they would for the coffee shop; that reservation 

was called in to the maître d’ and when you came up to the Bacchanal, to the front door, the 

maître d’ would greet you with a big card in his hand.  It had all the names listed on it.  “I’m 

Gary Sternberg.”  “Oh, yes, Mr. Sternberg, I have you right here.”  Checks him off and they 

guide you to a table and pull out the chairs and cocktail waitresses come around.  It was high 

class.  It was top of the line.   

High class it sounds like.   

And this is what made Caesars Palace Caesars Palace.  That’s why a lot of the big ones, like the 

Tropicana, the Desert Inn, the Sands, they eventually went down the tubes. And Caesars Palace 

became bigger and bigger and bigger and this is what did it.  That tradition was kind of carried 

over because now it’s nothing because Harrah’s took it over.   

Yeah, it’s a whole different entity.   

It’s a whole different ball game.   

So Billy Weinberger was a good leader?   

Billy Weinberger had a son.  Billy Junior was a real piece of shit, disrespectful, nasty; I mean to 

his father.  And Billy Weinberger was absolutely the nicest guy.  Then when Billy Weinberger 

quit, he went to Atlantic City or something and he got a big job with one of the other casinos in 

Atlantic City.  A number of times he’d come back and play on the big reserve game, which was 

usually five hundred thousand dollars minimum for reserved.  A couple of times I dealt to him 

and he was betting like five thousand bucks a hand.  His son, every two seconds he comes 
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around, he’s looking and watching: is he winning, is he losing.  He makes comments, “You 

know, Dad, you’re going to blow your brains out.  You’re going to lose all that money and 

you’re going to blow your...”  And stuff like that.  I was going to slap him.  I mean nasty to the 

nicest guy in the world.  Billy Weinberger was a very, very important man in town.  All these 

guys were.  And he’s talking down to him like a dumb kid.  That really bothered me.   

And then Billy Junior was also charged with the responsibility of the Grand Prix.  In the 

‘80s we had—do you know about the Grand Prix?   

 [Pause in recording] 

The Grand Prix was the big race cars, the big cars that race in Monte Carlo or something.  In 

Europe—here it’s not such a big deal.  Here you’ve got the Indianapolis 500, which are other big 

cars.  But other than that—  

It goes on the streets, regular streets, right?   

In Monte Carlo they do, but at Caesars it was different.  But let me say first that Billy 

Weinberger, Jr., was in charge of this project.  It ran way over budget.  The Grand Prix budget 

ran way over and he screwed the whole thing up.  Even though he had a big mouth, he had 

nothing to back it with.  But he was in charge of the Grand Prix and we had two of those.  It was 

‘86—I got the poster in my office.  It was ‘82 or ‘83; something like that.  But it wasn’t done—

like in Monte Carlo they block off the streets and they race through Monte Carlo.  In France they 

race around the streets and all this stuff and curves.  At Caesars Palace they built their own 

Monte Carlo track.  [Laughing]  We built everything.  They built Monte Carlo tracks in the 

parking lot.  I mean we had all kinds of space next to Caesars Palace.  There used to be a gas 

station back there and a convenience store and like a liquor store and stuff up on the street.  Now 

it’s all casino, but then it was empty space.  Then further down there were some apartments.  If I 
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remember right, they bought those apartments and then knocked them down.  They were part of 

that lot.  It was a huge dirt lot back there.  And the track...they had to build bleachers for the 

people to watch.  The track was done with giant cement blocks.  They were individually cast and 

then locked together and then they made the track or the border or if you want to call it the 

perimeter of the track, they were bordered in these giant cement blocks.  Later on they used them 

for parking lot and to zone off different things, but it looked tackier than hell because the cement 

blocks didn’t look so good, right?  But they were about the height of a three or four feet wall 

behind you.  They were great big heavy blocks so if a car would crash into them, they wouldn’t 

wind up in the spectators.  This is how they built the track back there.  It was funny.  They had 

this whole parking lot back there and they built this track right in the parking lot.  I mean it 

wasn’t a parking lot; it was a parking lot and an empty dirt lot.  Then they had to pave all the 

streets where the cars would race.  They can’t race them on the dirt.  They would race all those 

cars in there.   

I went out there a couple of times.  The admission was pretty high, but you could just 

walk out there, anyway.  People didn’t know nothing.  I say, “Jeez, these damn things are noisier 

than hell and who can watch this stuff?  They’re going around in circles.  Forget it.”  I didn’t 

even want to watch it for nothing.   

And then we had half of France was here and the French are stiffs.  They’re not much 

gamblers and the ones that do gamble are stiffs.  They don’t come up with a dime.  That was 

another joke about the Grand Prix.  Oh, the Grand Prix, yeah, yeah, we made a lot of money in 

those days, yeah. But not from the Grand Prix. We went home...not too much money.  That was 

the Grand Prix.   

We had Mokey—matter of fact, I was just talking to my neighbor.  He’s very 
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knowledgeable.  He’s been in Las Vegas for a lot of years and he used to work for Delta Airlines 

and he knew a lot of these people.  He was just talking to his son.  Mokey is Al Ficento and Al 

Ficento was the casino manager.   

I’m pretty sure—have you ever heard of Steubenville, Ohio?  Okay, another story.  

Steubenville, Ohio, is on the border of Ohio and Pennsylvania.  Steubenville was a wide open 

town.  Everybody was bought off; all the politicians were bought off.  And prostitution and 

gambling was the mainstay.  It was small town.  It was the mainstay.  A lot of these real savvy 

casino people came from Steubenville.  They were Steubenville graduates.  If you graduated 

from Steubenville that’s like the Harvard in the gambling business.  A lot of these people were 

from Steubenville.  Many of them were also from Cuba because Cuba had regular gambling 

especially the wheel dealers.  They were good wheel dealers; most of them came from Cuba.  

They didn’t speak any English, but they were good dealers.   

And then Billy Weinberger, he quit and then the General took it over, Harry Wald.  Now, 

Harry Wald was kind of a stocky guy.  He wasn’t very tall, but a stocky guy.  He was always 

dressed to the nines.  I mean there wouldn’t be any lint on him.  His suit was perfectly fit by 

tailors.  Everything was tailored.  And he had this big white head of hair.  I’m still going to the 

barber that used to take care of the General.  Harry Wald was Jewish although he never talked 

about it and he never got involved in any of the Jewish things in town, but Harry Wald was 

Jewish.  He was either a Holocaust survivor or he was of German descent, but I know he spoke 

German.  He was a general in the army reserves, the army reserves or National Guard, one or the 

other.  He was a general in that.  He became president of Caesars.  Harry was very 

knowledgeable.   

Then Neil Smyth, my friend Neil, was directly responsible to Billy Weinberger and then 
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he was just under Harry Wald.  He was like vice president, operations vice president.  And every 

morning before he’d go to the office, Harry Wald would walk to the barbershop, which was up in 

the north tower where Joe Trujillo, my barber who is still my barber now.  That’s another story.  

And I need some really intensive haircut, right?   

[Laughing]  You look good.   

Yeah, right.  And Joe Trujillo used to cut hair—you ought to talk to this guy—he used to cut hair 

for everybody including the Lambs.  He still does for one of the Lamb boys that used to be 

sheriff and those guys, everybody.   

Everybody loves their barber, when you find the right barber, right?   

Yeah.  Toni, his wife, used to do nails.  I used to get my nails done all the time up there.  I used 

to go up to the barbershop.  But Harry Wald would be up there every morning and Joe would 

comb his hair out and it had to be just perfect.  I mean this guy, as far as personal appearance, he 

walked straight as an arrow and he walked through that casino.   

And the funny part is, Barb, they used to make a lot of movies at Caesars.  Every time 

they would film a movie—in those days they would page people, “Gary Sternberg, please pick 

up the telephone.  Call for Gary Sternberg.”  Or, “Call for Barbara”—  

Tabach.   

—”Tabach.”  Excuse me.  Tabach.  Then the house phone, you picked it up.  “Oh, your wife is 

calling you; your wife wants to talk to you,” blah, blah.  When they were doing movies at 

Caesars, the telephone operators had a standing order that when they were doing movies, 

“Paging Harry Wald, paging Harry Wald.”  So during a movie a lot of times, movie sets were 

filmed at Caesars Palace, you would hear in the movie, “Paging Harry Wald, paging Harry 

Wald.”  We used to crack up about that.   
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That’s great.  [Laughing] 

“Paging Harry Wald.”  Yeah, he did that.   

Oh, what an interesting cast of characters you worked for.  And most of these were Jewish 

men.   

Yeah, Jewish or Italian.   

Yeah.  So were they connected with the Jewish community?  Were you aware of that?   

A lot of them were from the Jewish Mafia in Cleveland and Chicago and New York.   

So that’s the Jewish connection that you perceived.   

Yeah, right.  Like one of the pit bosses, Bob Wilkinson—I get along with anybody, but I got 

along with Bob Wilkinson half the time.  Most of the time I chewed him out for something.  But 

he got pleasure out of making women cry; making the dealers cry, saying something nasty to 

them.  And Bob Wilkinson was the illegitimate son of a Cleveland mobster, who owned the 

Alhambra Theater and the Alhambra Bowling Alley and a night club.  So he knew about 

gambling, but he never dealt a card in his life.  But he was on the floor because of the gangster 

connection.  Many other people, too, like at the Stardust you might see—you know what the Big 

6 is?   

Tell me.   

Big 6 is the Wheel of Fortune.  And it’s got that name, the Wheel of Fortune.  But any third 

grade flunky can deal the Big 6.  I mean in five minutes I can train you to deal a Big 6, this 

Wheel of Fortune.  The Big 6 dealers traditionally were those that couldn’t deal cards or were too 

stupid to deal cards.  They put them on the Big 6 because they usually had some kind of 

connection and they’d get the same tokes as the blackjack dealers would and stuff like that.   

So that would irritate people?   
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No.  That was part of the thing.  Nah.  That was part of the business.  Nobody complained about 

that.   

One of the stories you wanted me to remind you tell was about your first day.   

Oh, the first day.  The first day I start at Caesars.   

They screwed up the schedule and didn’t have me on the schedule.  So right away, I’m 

like, shit, they didn’t have me scheduled; somebody might have changed their mind about hiring 

me.  I walk into the pit and the floor man who was doing the scheduling.  This is the games; they 

schedule you on all the different games and stuff when you come in.  Then I found out later 

when you come into the dealers’ room, the first thing you do is look on the schedule to see what 

game you’re on.  But I didn’t know that.  I walk into the pit and I says, “Well, where do I go?”  

And the floor man says, “Oh, you’re the new guy.” Blah, blah, blah.  He looks down and says, 

“We don’t have you on the schedule.”  Oh, my god, this is a disaster. I don’t have the job, right? 

So he says, “We’ll find a game for you.”  So he says, “Go over to game eleven.”  Game eleven is 

the big game, big, big game.  It’s either reserved or it’s five hundred dollars minimum bet.  He 

puts me on the big game and says, “But don’t worry about it, Gary, we don’t expect any action 

on that game today.” Not true.  I stand on the game.  Not two minutes, a guy sits down.  I’ll 

never forget this.  A guy from Canada.  Personal friend of Mike Velardo’s.  “Let me have a 

three-thousand-dollar marker.”  In those days that was a lot of money.  “Let me have a 

three-thousand-dollar marker.”  I’ll never forget, a three-thousand-dollar marker.  Okay.  So how 

do you do markers?  You want it in hundred-dollar chips.  I cut out three thousand dollars.   

Mike Velardo comes over and sits next to him.  And I couldn’t believe he said this.  This 

was a shoe game and Mike knew I was dealing single deck.  He says, “Gary, if you can’t handle 

that game, we’ll put somebody else on it.”  I couldn’t believe he said that because if you can’t 
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handle the game at the El Cortez, you’re out on your ass.  At Caesars Palace, the top joint in the 

world, he’s asking me if I can’t handle the game, he’ll take me off and put somebody else.  I 

couldn’t believe he said that.  “No,” I says, “I’m cool with this, Mike.  I can do it.  I’ve been 

practicing at home with a shoe and stuff.”  And I dealt the game.  I did real fine.  And Mike 

Velardo, the boss, the twenty-one boss, the important man in the casino, he’s sitting right next to 

this friend of his while I’m dealing cards, a break-in dealer, an inexperienced dealer, dealing 

cards to this guy who just bought a three-thousand-dollar marker, playing black checks, which 

are hundred-dollar checks, playing black checks with the casino boss sitting next to him.  So 

what else can go wrong?  Everything went fine.   

That’s awesome.  And that would have been during Weinberger’s era?   

Yeah, that was Weinberger.   

So this is when it’s very family oriented.   

They’re really family.  We only had a few dealers then.  We only had a few games then.  After a 

while the casino expanded and expanded.   

How many dealers were there would you guess?   

Oh, at that time?   

Yeah.   

I would say maybe—well, baccarat, craps, everything else, we might have had maybe a hundred 

and fifty dealers there. Maybe 200.  

Covering twenty-four seven.   

Right.  It was craps and all.  Each crap game used to have three dealers on it and a box man.  

Yeah, and then baccarat and everything else.  But baccarat was separate.  We didn’t split tokes 

with baccarat.  Baccarat was separate.   
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What was your favorite game to deal?  

I dealt mostly twenty-one.  I tried the wheel, roulette, but I just didn’t take to it.  But I dealt all 

the other games.  We had like three-card poker.  We had Caribbean Stud, later on.  And then they 

came out with a million different varieties of different blackjack games and some of them were 

so ridiculous and stupid even the dealers couldn’t figure it out.   

All right.  Well, I think we’ll wind it up for today.  But this was great.  Thank you so very 

much again.  You’re a great storyteller and great hospitality.  Thank you.   

Hey, my pleasure.  This is fun, Barb.   

Good, good.  It should be.   

It’s fun.   

So tell me this story about—what’s the person’s name?   

Marty.   

Marty.  And what’s his last name?   

Bucheri, but don’t ask me to spell it.   

Okay, I won’t ask you to spell it.   

Yeah, it’s Italian, Bucheri.   

I’ll figure it out.   

Marty Bucheri, I think, came from the Chicago mob, but he was on the floor.  He never dealt.  

He never dealt cards.  His son worked in the baccarat pit, which was an excellent job, and he was 

a baccarat dealer.  Marty is the nicest guy, gets along with everybody.  He’s maybe in his middle 

fifties, sixties; somewhere around there.  I wasn’t busy.  I was on a dead game, which means I 

didn’t have any players.  We’re just talking about all different things about his experiences and 

the old times.  They used to call them the bust out joints or the cigar store joints.  Cigar store 
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joints was a cigar store in the front and gambling in the back.  This like especially in Chicago 

they used to have a lot of those.  One day I come into the pit at twelve o’clock and Marty is 

already in there.  I says, “Marty, what’s going on?”  He wouldn’t even answer me.  He’s nervous 

as a Cheshire cat.  He’s just running around and he’s nervous.  He’s picking up stuff, moving 

ashtrays around and all kinds of stuff.  God almighty, I’ve never seen Marty like that.   

So now he was telling me a story.  I says, “I missed you the last couple of days.  Where 

you been?”  He says, “Oh, I went and had to go to Miami.”  “Oh, yeah, for vacation?”  “No, on 

business.”  He came back from Miami and he’s nervous and he wouldn’t talk.  The guy is just 

wound up.  That night he got assassinated in his own car.  They knocked him off in his car.  Shot 

him in the back of his head with a twenty-two caliber pistol.   

Wow.   

When he got into his car, there was already somebody in the who shot him.   

So did you ever know the rest of the story?   

Something went wrong somewhere.  No, nobody knew the rest of the story, but it was within the 

mob.  He was one of the guys.   

In those days you had couriers and you had different people.  The mob had overseers in 

the casinos about the money and stuff like that.  And they had couriers that used to be able to go 

into the counting room and just load up suitcases of money and just walk out.  A lot of times 

maybe the money didn’t go where it was supposed to.  I’m not sure on that.  But a lot of these 

things happened.   

I went to Marty’s funeral, a big funeral.  All the mobsters in town were there.  Then a few 

days later, Marty’s son got promoted to pit boss in baccarat.  That’s how they paid back.   

Wow.  So was there gossip a after that or just life went on?   
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No, nobody knew.  But even if there was gossip, there never came any gossip about that because 

you didn’t second guess those kinds of things.  It was just an acceptable thing.  It’s weird.  And 

I’m not one of these guys like some of these people that worshiped these gangsters like the 

celebrity status.  No, nothing ever became of it.  No conviction. 

Let me ask you one more thing, which I didn’t ask you before.  You were here and you 

were working on the Strip when Ralph Engelstad had the birthday celebrations for Hitler?   

Yeah.  Oh, yeah.  At the—  

Imperial Palace.   

—Imperial Palace.  Right.   

What do you recall about that and how you felt about that?   

Well, first of all, a lot of write-ups in the paper about it.  Then they came up with these stupid 

excuses as far as, oh, he collects Nazi and Hitler memorabilia and that wasn’t too commemorate 

Hitler; it was just a theme for a birthday party.  Right.  Yeah, it was a big, big thing in town, oh, 

yeah.   

Well, it helped lead to the formation of the governor’s council and Holocaust education and 

all of that.   

I’m not sure about that. Or if it had anything to do with that.  

Well, it seems to me Edythe Katz got behind that.   

Oh, Edythe Katz; that’s another story.  I know Edythe from way back.   

Yeah?   

Yeah.   

Do you have a short story about Edythe?   

No, except Edythe and I used to work on the Holocaust survivor thing and she was also on the 
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governor’s council.  I went to her house a number of times.  Have you ever been to her house?   

No.   

She had a beautiful house.  I don’t know if she does now, but she had a beautiful home at Rancho 

Circle.  Her husband was a judge.  She had a beautiful house on Rancho Circle.  This is where all 

the really wealthy people lived, Rancho Circle.  That was the address in those days, not anymore.   

It’s kind of a neighborhood that’s coming back.   

Is it?   

Yeah.  We did a whole project on that general area.   

Oh, Rancho Circle?   

Yeah, that general area of Rancho Circle.  There’s some really beautiful homes in there.   

They are, yeah.   

And a whole new generation of people living there.   

Is that right?   

Yeah, it’s cool.   

Yeah, the McGuire Sisters lived there since way back.   

I think she still owns her home there, yeah.   

She does?   

Yeah.  Well, thank you, Gary. 

[End of recorded interview]  



 
 

94 
 

SESSION 3 

Today is April seventh, 2015.  This is Barbara Tabach and I'm sitting in the home of Gary 

Sternberg for another session to go down memory lane a little bit.   

Yeah, we're going through all kinds of stuff here.  We've got tons of it and we don't know where 

to start, where to begin and where to end.   

You have had a very full life.  I want to fill in a little bit on some of the things we've talked 

about before today, Gary.  Let's just take the table tennis because that's sort of story in and 

of itself.  You mentioned it before, but I want you to expand on how did your interest in 

table tennis even begin?   

In China, in Shanghai.  Now, table tennis in China for years and years and years was always a 

major sport.  I started playing in the Chaoufoong Road Camp.  This is the camp that we were in.  

Now, sometimes I might lose track of what I've told you and what—  

Feel free to go ahead and repeat things.  Don't worry about that.   

Okay.  The camp we lived in in Shanghai—because we had to move into this camp because we 

were outside the ghetto where we lived.  So the camp was inside the ghetto and we had to move 

into this camp.  Of course, it was very, very congested.  But staying on the theme of the table 

tennis, the camp was an old Chinese university.  It was all walled in.  It had a lot of big buildings 

in it.  We lived in a building, which was called the hospital building because it used to be a 

hospital when it was the university.  The hospital building was one of the nicer buildings on the 

whole campus and we lived with five families in one room.  But still, we had it much better than 

most of the other people.   

But getting back to table tennis, we used to start playing Ping-Pong with just pieces of 

wood.  And the balls they had—the balls in this game are very important and now they're 
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becoming very expensive.  The cheapest balls, they were like cannon balls.  But we used to play 

nevertheless.  We used to take picnic tables and put them together.  They had like big lunch 

tables, right?  We'd put them together and they were all weathered and warped.  Of course, we 

couldn't afford a net, so we used bricks across the table for a net.  And we used to play on that 

and we had fun doing that.   

Was that something you played as a child in Germany or you took it up because in China it 

was popular?   

In China, yeah.  I started playing that in China, yeah, because in Germany I was only nine years 

old.  And nobody there played table tennis.  

But we started playing that.  Then at the Jewish school I went to, SJYA School, which 

was the Shanghai Jewish Youth Organization—Association, we had a table there if you could 

ever get to it, one table there.  So I started getting pretty good.  When I came to the United 

States, like in Cleveland and Los Angeles, I always found table tennis clubs and I got pretty good 

at the sport.  I wasn't terrific at it, but I was very active in it.  And a pretty fair tournament player. 

Then how did it evolve when you got to Las Vegas?   

So when I came to Las Vegas, a couple of students at the university, at UNLV, they had a little 

ad in the paper, "Anybody who wants to organize and get together, table tennis players," a 

couple of (Asian) guys, they were students at the university.  I called them up and we got 

together at my apartment where we were living.  We got together and we decided that we're 

going to form a club and we're playing at the student union at UNLV.   

So then shortly after that Neil Smyth came to town.  Neil is such an organizer.  He's an 

amazing person.  He passed away about four or five years ago.   

And he came to town to work at Caesars?   
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At Caesars Palace, right.  He was drafted by Caesars to be their comptroller and he had worked 

in the financial part in the casino business in Puerto Rico and his family and everybody lived in 

Puerto Rico.  When he came to Las Vegas, he didn't know anybody, but he loved playing the 

game.  He also wasn't a terrific player, but he loved to play.  And I can't remember how we got 

together on this, but I remember Neil coming over to my apartment.  We used to live right by the 

Boulevard Mall.  He came over and we talked about it.  He says, "Yeah, we should organize a 

club."  And some of the guys that originally started it, we all got together and we organized a 

club.   

Then another person got into it, Murray Hertz.  Murray Hertz was also president of the 

club at one time.  Now, Murray Hertz used to own a Honda motorcycle agency on Boulder 

Highway and that's before Honda cars became popular.  He started out with motorcycles, to go 

back into that a little bit.  A funny thing with Murray Hertz was Murray Hertz was a wonderful 

guy, but he had eyesight problems.  But he also loved to play and he was also an organizer, great 

organizer, and he owned this motorcycle agency on Boulder Highway.  One time I asked him, I 

said, "How did you get such a"—after a while when I knew him, he had this big motorcycle 

agency that was the place in town.  So he told me this story of how they shipped him double or 

triple the amount that he ordered from Honda and when he was going to send them back, they 

wouldn't take them back.  So he put on a great big sale of motorcycles and he sold them all.  He 

reduced the price and he sold them all because he had no place to put him.  He wasn't geared up 

for that kind of volume, right?  And from that he just blossomed into this huge motorcycle 

agency.  And then from motorcycles when Honda cars came out, he was the first one in line for 

Honda automobiles.  That was Murray Hertz's Honda.  It was a big name in town.   

Okay, Murray Hertz, a good friend of mine.  We organized  all different tournaments.  
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Then we were all playing at the Phil Mirabelli Teen Center on Alta and someplace up in North 

Las Vegas.  It's a recreation center, parks and recreation center.  We played up there and they let 

us use one of the rooms up there; it wasn't very big and it wasn't good facilities, but we didn't 

need good facilities.  We just had a good time no matter where we played.  We had different 

tournaments in there and I got all those trophies up there from all these different tournaments that 

we did and stuff and medals and we had a good old time.  Murray Hertz phased out and then we 

got different people into it.   

Then Neil came into the thing, right?  I didn't know what Neil did; I didn't ask what he 

did.  One time I'm sitting next to him and I said, "Neil, I've got to change your game."  I said, 

"You're going to stagnant.  You have a weird style.  You love to play.  And you're not mad."  I 

said, "But you can improve a lot if you change your style."  So I tried to change his style; it 

wouldn't work.  But he really, really appreciated it and we became good friends.  And I said, 

"Neil, what do you do?"  He says, "Oh, I work at Caesars Palace."  I says, "Really?  What do you 

do?"  He says, "I'm the comptroller."  I said, "No shit."  I said, "You know, Neil..."  And we 

talked about it a bit.  At that time I was in the appliance business.   

Now, this is before you had come to work at Caesars, you're talking about here.   

Oh, yeah.  Yeah, this is how I got into Caesars.   

Right.   

I says, "No kidding."  I said, "You know, Neil, I've had some physical problems and I've got to 

get out of the business I am in, which is too hard on me.  I can't find proper employees."  

Because in those days, mechanical service was very bad here in Las Vegas and good servicemen 

were very hard to find.  I had one that I had to fire him because he was a drunk and I lost some 

major accounts that I had, laundry mat accounts.  We used to service their machines.  Lost those 
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accounts. Then I had a pulmonary embolism.  I was in the hospital at Desert Springs for two 

weeks on my back.  So when I came back and I was trying to keep the business going.   

But in the meantime, I was also going to dealer school.  I wanted to become a dealer.  I 

figured doing washing machines is too hard for one person.  It's too difficult business, physically.  

So I went to dealer school and I went to Michael Gaughan's dealer school.   

Right.  And you told me about that previously.  Let's stay on the table tennis.   

Oh, okay.  All right.  Stay on table tennis.  Well, we're actually on the table tennis right now.   

All right.  Because he—  

Yeah.  So I'm talking to Neil.  I'm telling what I do and he's telling me what he does.  And I says, 

"You know, Neil, I'm going to dealer school and I know it's very hard to break into one of the 

Strip joints."  I says, "Can you do anything for me at Caesars Palace?"  He says, "Gary, you keep 

to dealer's school.  You find a place downtown to break in and if you're good enough there, I'll 

get you a job at Caesars."  That was it.  You know what that meant?  That was like impossible.  

There were only a few games, only a few dealers at Caesars.  It wasn't huge like it is now.   

So to make this long story short, I went finished dealing school.  I got good enough.  And 

then I had problems getting a place to break in.  That was the most frustrating part because I had 

the best job in town all lined up, but I couldn't get to the next step because I couldn't find a place 

to break in.   

Were you able to play table tennis even though your back was hurting?   

No.  What I had was...You know what a pulmonary embolism is?  It's a blood clot that goes up to 

your lungs…Well, I got it taken care of.  I was playing all the time.   

So that didn't affect your table tennis?   

No, it didn't affect my table tennis.   
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I’d like to know is if table tennis became important enough at Caesars that they held these 

tournaments.   

Okay, yes.  So now we got the club going and everything else.  Neil and I were very instrumental 

in it.  So Neil got into the university and we played in the gym at the university.  They let us have 

it twice a week for like three hours at a time, but we had to pay them.  We had to pay him like 

twenty-five or fifty dollars (per night); because I was the treasurer, I used to pay them all, just for 

the lights and stuff and the facilities.  We had a really nice setup.  Then they canceled it.   

So Neil was also an officer at St. Viator's Church and he talked them into letting us use 

the gym at the St. Viator's, which was a beautiful facility.  We had six tables set up over there 

and the club expanded and expanded.  Before you knew it we got all the top players in the 

country playing in our club.  They all came to Las Vegas because Neil found them jobs all over 

the place.  In a loading dock, and a lot of dealers, too, a lot of dealing jobs he gave up.  He was 

just the nicest guy.   

So this was—I don't mean to interrupt your thought there, but I'm trying to understand.  

Neil used these people that he met through table tennis as his network for finding good 

employees?   

And good players. It kind of evolved, actually.  Neil wasn't that involved in table tennis until I 

got him going through my club and Neil then made the club into a huge success and then it 

became the Las Vegas Table Tennis Association and it drew in and people found out about us, 

Las Vegas, and everybody wanted to come to Las Vegas and we wound up with some of the best 

players in the country.   

Living here?   

Living here.   
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And working at Caesars?   

Right.   

Well, now, were any of those people that we know?   

Yeah.  You wouldn't hear about it because table tennis is not...in reality table tennis is not a good 

spectator sport like tennis is.   

How long did they run those tournaments there?   

The tournaments, well, this one ran from... 

It shows for a couple of days in December of '77.  So for how many years...?   

Well, it was more than that because we had U.S. team trials and stuff that actually lasted about 

four or five days, but the actual tournament lasted for a three days.   

Does it still go on, these tournaments here?   

No.  Well, yes and no.  I'll have to—hold a minute.   

[Pause in recording]   

We started the club.  We played at the university in the gym and then we played at St. Viator's 

and this is where it got really big.  We had a lot of members and I can't remember exactly how 

many, but we had a lot of members.  But somehow Neil got with the U.S. Table Tennis 

Association in New York, a guy by the name of Sol Schiff, who was the president at the time, 

Jewish guy.  Sol was the nicest guy.  He ran the table tennis and the tournaments were always 

held in New York.  But now we're getting all the big players in Las Vegas.  So Neil is telling 

him, "Look, I'll make you a deal.  We're real slow at Caesars around Christmastime."  He says, 

"If you can arrange it, to get these people out here, I'll give you real good deals on the rooms and 

the food is cheap.  You can have a ninety-nine cent breakfast.  And kids and everybody can come 

out here just as long as the kids don't run around the casino."  And so he made a deal with Sol 
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Schiff and they moved the whole...In December we started the first tournament here, the U.S. 

Table Tennis Tournament.   

That's pretty cool.   

Oh, it was fun.  So like I said, we were promised the tennis pavilion and the tennis pavilion at 

Caesars used to have four tennis courts in a metal building in back of Caesars and we're 

supposed to get that because they were supposed to have like eighty tables set up.  So instead we 

couldn't get it because they had some other things; something got screwed up.  So we had it in 

the convention room and it was terrible conditions.  Everybody complained about it, but 

everybody loved being there.   

So was the first one in '76?   

Seventy-six, yeah.   

And like in this program that I'm looking at, the 1977 one, there was this thing called 

Caesars Palace Parade of Champions featuring Pancho Gonzales, boxer Joe Louis, Al 

Rosen.   

Al Rosen, the baseball player, uh-huh.   

Paddy DeMarco, he was a lightweight champion it says, 1954.  Ralph Dupas, he was a 

middleweight champion.  So who were these guys?  Why were they in this program for 

table tennis?   

Because these were the goodwill, the ambassadors of Caesars Palace.  Whenever they had an 

event and stuff like this, a lot of these guys were always put in the programs and stuff for 

prestige.   

Ah, okay. 

People used to come into Caesars—well, we're getting sidetracked.  And these were all the big 
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names, all the sports people; these were all employees of Caesars Palace.  Joe Louis used to...It 

used to be embarrassing sometimes.  I'll deal a big game and Joe would just sit down on the 

game and he says, "Put me up a quarter."  People didn't mind and they put him up twenty-five 

bucks.  Play a hand, play a few hands and leave.  And they loved it.  But I thought it was 

embarrassing for somebody of Joe Louis' stature to beg for money like that.  But they didn't 

mind.  Nobody cared.   

Because they liked saying that they played... 

Yeah, "I played with Joe Louis; Joe Louis played on my game."   

So to kind of layer this in, you started working yourself in 1974 at Caesars.   

Right.   

So working at Caesars, you've got lots of sports figures that are kind of coming and going.   

They're greeters.  Like Al Rosen was a host; he was a casino host.  But like Pancho Gonzales, he 

was the tennis pro at Caesars.  Matter of fact, his wife worked as a twenty-one dealer; I think her 

name was Cheryl, a really nice lady, but they got divorced because he was screwing everything.   

Oh.  The temptations.   

With skirts on.  Yeah, women went nuts over him.   

He was a pretty famous guy.  I remember him.  And so we talked before we started 

recording, also on the floor dealers—you worked there.  Blacks had already become 

dealers.   

Yes. 

That had changed in Las Vegas by then.  But women...what about were there women 

dealers?   

I couldn't tell you the year when we started with women dealers.  Women?  That was out of the 
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question.  How can women be dealers?  It just doesn't exist.  And you have to keep in mind in 

those days the only gambling there was was Las Vegas.  There used to be Cuba.  There used to 

be some of the islands, the Caribbean Islands.  Then, of course, there was gambling in 

Steubenville, Ohio.  You know about Steubenville?  … 

I’d like to get to understanding what it must have been like when women came to be 

dealers in the 1970s.  What's your recollection on that?   

Women first came in and they were all juiced in.  Some of these were like girlfriends of 

racketeers.   

I can't remember her name.  She was a really nice lady.  She wasn't very tall, big boobs, 

nice figure, gorgeous figure, very pretty.  But she was already in her late forties.  And to get into 

the dealing business in the late forties is very, very tough.  It's like becoming a doctor in your 

forties, right?  Nicest lady.  In the dealers' room she used to tell us all these harebrained stories 

about, oh, the mobster this and how they come out of the counting room with suitcases full of 

money, and she knows all these guys that carried the money back to Chicago and carried the 

money back to New York and all these racketeers.  She used to pride herself and brag about it.  

One day I said, whatever her name is, I said, "If all this stuff is true, you're blabbing it around.  

Somebody's going to knock you off."  Sure enough, sometime later she drowned in her 

swimming pool in the backyard and she was a good swimmer.   

So she was one of the first women dealers that you recall.   

And she was one of the first ones, but I cannot remember her name, nice lady.   

Were you a member of a union?  Talk about the union.   

Where my experience with unions is that...unions, first of all, shouldn't exist because—black 

people say, "Oh, yeah, they were wonderful in the '20s.  People had the rights to work and they 
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weren't oppressed by the employer."  But the way the unions are like the employer is the enemy 

and the unions are their friends when, in fact, it's the other way around.   

I had several experiences.  One of my experiences is when I was assistant store manager 

in Los Angeles for a discount operation and I was in the appliances and hard lines and they went 

on strike.  According to the unions, the owners—now, this is a private company, right?  They 

made a big deal because the owners came in trying to talk to the employers.  That wasn't 

allowed.  Their own company.  They weren't allowed to talk to their employees.  And the unions 

got the employees.  I was in management then, right?  And the employees, they were so hyped 

up and so misguided that in the sporting goods department they exchanged ammunition in the 

ammunition boxes so all the stuff was out of sync.  They had one caliber in the wrong box and 

bad stuff.  They did that just before they went on strike just to sabotage the company and they 

did all kinds of stuff.  But that was okay.  But the owner of the company wasn't allowed to come 

in.  And then all of a sudden you have all these friends that turn into your enemies.  It's like the 

enemy camp all of a sudden.  I thought that was the worst—I couldn't understand this in this 

country with the freedom that we have that these unions can proliferate like they do.  It's just 

unbelievable to me.   

Well, how did the unions affect the workers on the Strip?   

I'm glad you asked that.  Shortly after I started, I think it was the first month, we went on a 

culinary strike and all the culinary members walked out and other unions walked out as well.  So 

they think that Caesars Palace is going to go down the tubes now because they blackmailed them 

into whatever they wanted, but they couldn't get it.  So they all walked out.  So right away 

management organized the hotel and dealers became room maids.  I was the casino porter for a 

while and I cleaned ashtrays and everything else.  We didn't do a lot of business, but we had a 
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hell of a lot of fun.  I was cleaning ashtrays and then later on I was vacuuming rooms and 

making beds.  We didn't know anything about that.  It was a sloppy job.  People didn't mind.  

They loved it.  "Hey, you guys are doing a great job," and stuff like that.  They knew that 

inexperienced people are doing all the work.  The only food available was the buffet; there were 

no restaurants open, nothing but just one buffet.  So whatever you wanted, you had a choice; it 

was either the buffet or the buffet.  We wound up cleaning up some of the places.  I couldn't 

believe it.  The kitchen facilities and stuff, they were filthy dirty.  The kitchens were never so 

clean.  Now, when the dealers and the executives and everybody got in there and started cleaning 

the place up, they were never so clean as they were when the union people ran it whose job it's 

supposed to be to keep it nice.   

They went on strike and I can't remember how long they were on strike, at least two or 

three weeks I think.  Like I said, I was cleaning ashtrays in the casino, sweeping the floor with a 

little dust pan and stuff like that.  But we were all having a good time.  And you couldn't keep the 

customers out.  They said, "You guys are doing such..."  They're complimenting us all over the 

place, right?   

So the tourists didn't seem to mind?   

No.  No.   

Was there a picket line in front of Caesars?   

Oh, yeah, there was a picket, yeah, big, boisterous.  Everybody's yelling and screaming how bad 

the employer is and don't go into Caesars and stuff like that.  Of course, they can do that but the 

employer can't do that.   

So did you feel intimidated when you'd cross that picket line?   

Not at all because I was just waiting for somebody to dare me because I was...And our friends, 
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now, on the picket line—and they're people we used to work with—on the picket line yelling at 

us and screaming at us, "Stay the hell out, you scab."  Or whatever, all the usual crap.  It was 

unbelievable.  A lot of Union people got fired as a result of it because these people went 

overboard.  All of a sudden they're put in a position of power.  They can tell the executives not to 

work.  It was crazy, absolutely insane.   

But the whole concept of union activities to me is insanity and they shouldn't be because 

it's not right.  Union people are so indoctrinated, brainwashed, and they become so hateful.  One 

minute you're their friends and the next minute you're their enemy.  They become so hateful and 

even physically abusive—I mean verbally abusive and physically abusive even in some cases.  

Yeah, the unions are great, unions are great, yeah, in the '20s.  Well, we're not in the '20s.   

So between the unions and women dealers, how did you deal with those changes?  What did 

you think about...?   

Just go with the flow.  People will bitch about everything.  Like now, in 2015,  when I talk to a 

dealer, they're complaining because they don't have bananas in the dealers' room anymore.   

Bananas?   

Bananas.  They used to have mountains of fruit and pastries.  That's a whole other story, the 

dealers' room.   

Really?  What was the dealers' room like?  Describe it.   

Well, it was in different places; they moved around as the hotel changed.  One of the dealers' 

room was...I was standing at the window when Evel Knievel made his jump that overlooked the 

front of the hotel and Evel Knievel made his jump.  "Aren't you going to watch him?  He's going 

to jump right now."  I said, "Give me a break.  I don't go for this stupid crap.  He's going to kill 

himself."  Which he did, almost; got all broken up.  He jumped over the fountains with his 
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motorcycle.  Then what happened was at the end of the jump there was the parking garage for 

the valet, was like an open area.  And he tried to get through that and when he hit the straw bales 

or something that were set for protection.  He hit those and he tumbled over and broke himself 

all up and stuff.  All these things that people thought was the most fantastic thing in 

entertainment...not for me.  [Laughing]  Give me a tennis or table tennis match or something like 

that; that's my kind of thing.   

So over your career what were the biggest changes, do you think, besides fruit?  

I mean that's what dealers complain about.  And my the next question is, are you still making 

good money?  "Yeah, we're still making good money."  So why are you worried about the damn 

fruit for?   

Did the tips go up and down with the economy?   

As a matter of fact, at Caesars Palace they didn't.  Even when the economy went down...Was it in 

the '70s?  No.   

In the '80s.   

In the '80s?  Eighties, middle '80s, '88, yeah.  No, as a matter of fact, we did really good.  They 

didn't improve a lot because we did lose some trade because they brought in people...they 

reduced the room rates to bring in more people, which was an incentive to bring in more people.  

But the people that took advantage of the reduced room rates were not big gamblers.  But still, 

we worked very hard and we kept everybody happy.  Then they closed up some games and they 

find out no because they thought it was going to get slow, but it didn't get slow, and then they 

were scrambling for dealers to open more games.  It was a constant cycle like that.  It was funny.  

But, no, people used to come in, "How's the economy affecting you?"  And we don't know if 

we're in a recession right now.  It's still great.   
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Yeah.  So there were a couple of recessions in the '80s that may not have affected you.   

No.  The last one we had, I wasn't in it anymore, but it did affect it a bit.  Yeah, they went down 

quite a bit.  But Caesars Palace is always Caesars Palace.  Now it's going down the tubes because 

Harrah's owns it now and these guys are just stealing in the form of bonuses out of the company 

like crazy, the executives.  Did you see the article in the paper where—they're getting  millions 

of dollars out of the company?  I mean one of the greatest organizations in the world.  And 

Caesars Palace has, behind Coca-Cola, the most recognizable name in business, right, and they're 

going to change it to Harrah's Entertainment or something like that.  They're crazy.  They're nuts.  

To take a name like that and just throw it away?  I'm talking about the corporate, the whole 

corporation.  Nuts.   

Anyway, going back to table tennis...You want to go back to table tennis?   

We'll go back to table tennis in a minute.  I want to ask you.  You pulled out one article 

here.  Some of the more...I don't know how to describe them, interesting characters in U.S. 

history.  You pulled out this article that you dealt to one of the 9/11/2001 hijackers.   

Yeah.  Nine-Eleven my son calls me up in the morning and says, "Dad, Dad, we're being 

invaded; we're being attacked."  I said, "What the hell are you talking about?"  "Yeah," he says, 

"They bombed the buildings in New York."  It had just come on the news and they just found out 

that the planes didn't run into by accident; that they were deliberately run into the buildings.  And 

I turn on the TV.  My wife, she was still alive, and we were sitting there watching the TV.  And I 

couldn't believe it, airplanes running into buildings.   

So now they flash the terrorists on the screen.  I almost fell out of my chair.  I said, "I 

know those sons of a bitches."  She says, "What do you know them from?"  I said, "I dealt to 

them."  I said, "I dealt to them last month, as a matter of fact."  And I says, "This guy over here, 
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this Atta guy, he was the ringleader."  And this other guy they were showing was Jarroh or 

Jarrah; something like that.  He was playing on my game.   

When you were talking about...It was Ziad Jarrah, J-A-R-R-A-H.   

Yeah, Jarrah, right.  I says, "I dealt to those guys."  This Atta guy never played.  Only the other 

guy used to play.   

Atta didn't play, but Jarrah did.   

Atta didn't play, right.  He'd come on my game and I was wearing my Star of David on the job.  

There was no discussion about Jews or stuff like that.  He was very polite and I dealt to him and I 

greeted him a couple of times because he played a couple of times before.  I says, "Oh, how you 

doing?  I haven't seen you in a couple of weeks," or something.  He drew five-hundred- dollar 

markers.  Now, if you draw a marker, that doesn't necessarily mean you have a credit line 

because you can make a cash deposit.  So I have no idea whether that was on a credit line or 

whether it was on a cash deposit.  He'd draw five-hundred-dollar markers and he'd play quarters 

and he was quiet, twenty-five, fifty bucks a hand.   

And then Atta used to come over.  He was real nervous and he'd sit down and talk to him 

in Arabic.  Then he'd stop the game for a while and he'd talk to...Later on I find out that he was 

trying to get him away from all the decadent, evil stuff that we have, like women and stuff that 

the Arabs kill us for, right?  And gambling, of course, is horrible.  That doesn't go with Allah.  

Allah isn't going to allow that.   

So a couple of days later I says, "This is ridiculous.  These guys were playing on my 

game."  So I didn't think anything further about it until I thought about these guys were actually 

drawing markers; that might have been a way to transfer money from one deposit to drawing 

money for their expenses and stuff, using it like a bank account.  So I called the FBI and I finally 
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got a hold of an agent.  I said, "Look, my name is Gary Sternberg.  I'm a blackjack dealer at 

Caesars Palace."  And I said, "I dealt to one of those terrorists."  I said, "And the other one was at 

the game, too."  "Yeah, yeah, we know all about it.  We're not interested."   

They didn't know much about them so I did some research on Google; there was nothing 

mentioned about them being at Caesars—you can Google it or something—and see step by step 

by step, the motel and where they drew money out of ATMs and all this stuff, but nothing about 

being at Caesars Palace.   

Then a few days after that and it was just a few days before Nine-Eleven, it was in 

August sometime, about the middle of August, maybe, and I'm dealing on a different game that 

was a five- or ten-dollar game.  It was a low-end game.  I get this whole group of Arabs around 

my game.  Two of them sit down and play.  "You Jewish, Gary?"  "Yeah, I'm Jewish."  "Oh, 

yeah, you're Jewish.  Pretty soon we're going to go [making machine gun sound]."  They went 

like this, right?  They're all elated like in a euphoric state.  It was a weird situation.  "We're going 

to [making machine gun sound]," real loud like that.  I says, "Yeah."  And they're playing and 

gibberish all over the place and they're yelling and something else goes on.  I didn't pay much 

attention to them and especially since they asked me if I'm Jewish or not.  That didn't set...What's 

it your business, right?   

Right.  

So I come off.  I turn around.  I come off the game.  And the floor man says, "Gary, what's all 

that racket on your table?"  I says, "Yeah, I've got a bunch of fucking terrorists on my game."  

You can cross that, but that's what I said.  I said, "Yeah, I've got a bunch of terrorists."  And I 

just said it off the top of my head.  Then later on when I thought about it that might have been 

the rest of the bunch with the 9-11 thing or people that were associated with it.   
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So then I went back and I talked to our security.  And this was sometime later.  I says, 

"You guys still have the tape?"  Because they tape all the games.  All the games are on tape.   

On surveillance tapes.   

Surveillance tapes.  I says, "You guys still have it?"  He says, "No, we delete that because we 

only keep it for..."  "Unless it's some court case involved or something like that, we keep it; but, 

otherwise, as a matter of routine, we don't keep them."  Because I was curious to see who those 

people actually were on the tape.  That was my experience on that.  Yeah, the FBI didn't care.  

That's very weird.  I mean that's close to be touched by that story in a personal way.   

Yeah.  I know.  It's weird.  It's how things go around.  And these people spend a lot of time in 

Las Vegas.   

I've heard that.  I did get a sense of that.  So going back—we'll take a deep breath here—so 

going back to table tennis.  We keep diverging from there.  What else do we need to know 

about the table tennis, what it did for Caesars, for the community?   

So now the word gets around that we're having a club here and Neil has gotten a job for a couple 

of the guys, for a couple of the players including Bill Hodge, the guy that just passed away.  He 

got him a job.   

So now we got the top, top players like D.J. Lee, who's a Korea, but he's an American 

citizen, D.J. Lee.  He was five times U.S. champion.  His wife, He-Ja, was seven times women's 

champion.  We had Fred Berchon.  I forget the first name.  Berchon was one of the guys.  He 

was kind of nutty.  Most Ping-Pong players are kind of nutty.   

One time I'm talking to a player who had just joined the club .  He says, "Oh, I just came 

down here from Michigan."  He says, "Yeah, my wife and the kids just came down here."  He 

says, "We just packed up, hooked the trailer up to the car, and we came to Las Vegas."  I says, 
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"Jeez, well, why you coming down here?"  He says, "I'm a professional poker player."  I says, 

"Wow, there's a lot of competition here."  He says, "Yeah, I know.  I'm good at it."  Then they 

had the Binion's World Championship of Poker.  He won the damn thing; the 1983 WSOP 

Championship.   

What was his name again?   

His name was Tom McEvoy.  And he belonged to the club and he played.  He was a pretty fair 

player.  But he found us.  So now we have all these top players.  So now we've become the 

center for table tennis.  We've got the tournaments here and we had all the tournaments until just 

maybe five years ago and then they went back to New York.  Then I see when I looked on the 

website that the U.S. Open is coming back in July and the U.S. Open is—everybody from all 

around the world come here to play because we used to have that here for many years, also, and 

that it went someplace else.  But I haven't been involved in it that much that I keep track of it 

except for what I read in the table tennis news.   

Sports is like that.  Any kind of sporting event that brings people here is good.   

We used to have all these sporting events.  We used to have people come in the casino, "Where's 

the stadium where Holmes and Ali fought?"  I says, "Well, it's not here anymore."  "Well, they 

fought at Caesars Palace, didn't they?"  I says, "Yeah."  "Well, where's the stadium they fought 

in?"  I says, "That was just put up for the one fight."  "You did what?  You mean just for one 

fight they built a whole stadium?"  "Yeah, they build it for a fight and then tear it down."  

Sixteen-thousand-seat stadium they built.   

Just temporary.   

I mean just amazing stuff like that, right?  They can't do it now anymore because there's no room 

back there.  But then we had a whole bunch of tennis courts because the owners of Caesars 
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Palace, the Perlman brothers, Stuart and Clifford, they were tennis nuts.  They were excellent 

players, too.  They had a whole bunch of tennis courts back there and then they built a tennis 

pavilion for indoor tennis in case it gets too hot outside.  It was air-conditioned and everything 

else.  They had four tennis courts.  And this is where we played table tennis later on, too, and this 

is later on when we had all the table tennis tournaments.  It was an ideal situation.  It was a 

beautiful setup in there.  We'd have like eighty tables set up in there.   

Wow.   

Yeah, we had a big, big turnout.  Jeez, we used to have all these different events back there.  We 

used to have the Circus of the Stars.  Does that ring a bell?   

Well, they used to get movie stars or entertainment people and train them into circus 

acrobats from trapeze to horse riding.  Yeah.  We used to have all that in the tennis pavilion.  We 

used to have gymnastics, all the gymnastics champions on exhibitions in there.  We used to have 

some amazing stuff at Caesars Palace.  All these events were televised. 

Everybody was very creative in how they would entertain people.   

Caesars Palace used to be "the" place and we were the only ones that used to have all the big 

fights.  Now, of course, they're at the MGM and they're not at Caesars Palace anymore because 

the whole regime changed.   

So switching gears—are we done with table tennis?   

Yeah.  So, well, in the meantime, myself, I haven't played in about five years.  We had a table 

tennis club here in the association in our clubhouse.   

Oh, here at Sun City.   

At Sun City, right.  I was teaching people to play, a lot of hackers, of course, not the kind of 

players I was used to.  Then finally I went out of it because some of these women would screech 
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and scream and you can't play a game under those conditions.  And they were just giving me 

such a hard time because they were having fun, so that entitles them to screech and scream.  I 

says, "Guys, when you're playing this game, this is not a screaming game."  "Yeah, but, Gary, 

we're having fun.  If you don't like it, get out."  This kind of attitude stuff.  Eventually it wasn't 

worth my aggravation.  But then I started with different health issues and stuff like that.  So I 

kind of dropped out of it.  So I haven't played in about four years.   

I could lose very quickly to you no matter what.   

Well, yeah.   

Let's change gears a little bit.  I wanted to fill in a little bit on your relationship with 

Congregation Ner Tamid.   

Okay.  Congregation Ner Tamid started in the early '70s, I think.  Are you going to talk to them?   

Yes. 1974. 

Originally my wife, Noreen, and I got into it…My wife and I got into it.  Our son was getting of 

religious school age.  Seventy-six.  But we came in just after it was organized; we weren't one of 

the original organizers but right afterwards.  Noreen and I became very active; matter of fact, my 

son [Adam Sternberg] became active in it, too, with the Itty Bitty Nitty.  Nitty was the youth 

group's name.  But he was little then and he belonged to it Itty Bitty Nitty.  I love that name, Itty 

Bitty Nitty.   

That's good.   

He's still in touch with some of the people that he went to religious school with.  Anyway, my 

wife and I got into it just a short while after it was started.   

Where was it first located? 

We have quite a history there.  We're going back quite a ways.  We started with services at a 
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Salvation Army Church on Palomino.  It was Palomino or in that area.  It's off Rancho Circle up 

there.  Palomino Lane or something like that.  This is where we had services, in a Salvation 

Army Church.  From the Salvation Army Church we moved to a church on Maryland Parkway 

right near where Sunrise Hospital is, Maryland Parkway and Desert Inn or Twain.  Yeah, Desert 

Inn.  Then we moved to a Korean Presbyterian church on Maryland Parkway right across the 

university.  When you go to the university, you go right by this Korean church.  We used to have 

services.  Matter of fact, my son was the last to be bar mitzvahed in that church before we moved 

to the new temple.  And from there on we built this temple right here.   

The one on Emerson.   

On Emerson, right.   

Before the one where they're located at now.   

Right.  Now, the Emerson one was built in two stages.   

And when that was being built, you were on the board during that time?   

Yeah, right.  It was built in two stages.  We didn't have a sanctuary to begin with, but we had like 

ten schoolrooms.  We had a library, offices, and we had a social hall.  And the social hall was 

also used for...the social hall was used for services mainly but also for social hall.  We just had 

bridge chairs in there for services.   

One of our volunteers in there by the name of Al Rostoff, he and his wife, they really did 

everything.  They devoted their lives to it.  They cleaned the place.  They fixed it because we 

didn't have money then, right?  At one time, one thing I keep laughing about, Al ordered a whole 

bunch of new folding chairs because the ones we had were bridge chairs and they were real hard 

on your tush, right?  So Al told me one time, he says, "You know we've got a whole bunch of 

nice cushiony bridge chairs."  Because they had to be folding chairs so we could use the hall for 
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other activities.  He says, "I ordered them and they're cushioned. And one thing about them, even 

though they're cushioned, they're fart-proof."  I always laughed about that.  Al was just that kind, 

both he and his wife.   

One time I remember Noreen and I put on a Hawaiian luau.  Noreen was really good at 

organizing stuff like that.  It was good.  And I built palm trees because we couldn't afford 

decorations.  So I went all over town looking for cardboard tubes to make palm trees out of it.  I 

was looking for the carpet rolls.  You know the rolls that a carpet is rolled on? 

And I went into garbage cans in all the back of carpet businesses and I got cardboard 

tubes and so on.  I used those tubes and I bought a spray painter.  In the back of my house I had a 

lot of palm trees.  So I dried the palm leaves and then sprayed them green and made palm trees.  

And then Al's wife—and I remember that because they both passed away pretty close to each 

other—she helped me wrap up the paper tubes, the trunks with brown crepe paper and make it 

look like palm trees.They came out gorgeous.  They came out really, really nice.  They were real 

tall, like six foot.   

You used your creative inventor skills there.  Your fabricating skills.   

And made 14 trees, yeah.  I make a lot of stuff.   

Those are good memories of things that you do when you don't have anything.   

I know, but I have fun doing it.   

Yeah, yeah.   

Yeah, I was just telling Marylou, also.  And this is kind of off the subject here.   

But I'm just making greeting cards.  We have two birthdays coming up, two seventieth 

birthdays.  One is for a good friend of mine David Mendleson.  He and his wife, Rona—Rona 

used to be a teacher and David was an elementary school principal, and they were also very, very 
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active in Ner Tamid.  There's like a group of us that are still together.  Then another friend of 

ours by the name of Ron Ostroff, who is an OB/GYN, he's retired and he's seventy and they're 

going to have a party.  So I'm making up greeting cards.  The reason I'm going into this is 

because I was just telling Marylou, I says, "I'm spending too much time on some of these 

greeting cards."  She says, "Gary, that's okay; don't worry about it.  That's all you have."  I says, 

"But I have a good time making it."   

How special that is.  People don't have time to do that.   

Yeah.  Like we make holiday cards and you're going to go on my mailing list.  We make holiday 

cards that are legendary.   

Well, that's very cool.  I'm looking at the list of people who are on the building committee.  

So that must have been—did you guys have monumental discussions that you had to...? 

Well, talking about discussions...board meetings.  Originally the rabbi we had by the name of 

Weisberg—I can't remember his first name—he was kind of controversial.  You want me to talk 

about some of the rabbis?   

Sure, sure.   

Okay.  That's a whole different story.  To begin with we had Rabbi Weisberg or Weisman.  He 

was kind of controversial.  Then he got fired.  I wasn't involved with the decision-making part.  

We had Rabbi Weisman—Weisman, Weisberg, whatever.  He got fired.  Then we got Rabbi 

Hecht.   

He was the person there when you were doing your building campaign?   

Yeah.  He's on there, right, as [Mel] Hecht?   

Yes.   

He is Hecht, okay.  Right.  Rabbi Hecht.  We couldn't get anything accomplished at the board 
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meeting.  We used to have board meetings at the Jewish Federation, which was then located on 

Twain by Maryland Parkway up on the second floor over some stores.  We used to have the 

board meetings up there.  Then when we had the temple, of course, we had the board meetings in 

the library at the temple.  But we couldn't get anything accomplished because it was just about 

the problems of the rabbi.   

He got divorced from his wife [and was ousted from the temple].   

Did I tell you this thing about Adam's bar mitzvah class?   

No.   

"How was your bar mitzvah class today, Adam?"  He said, "We had a great time."  I says, "Yeah, 

what did you learn?"  He says, "Well, we didn't learn anything today; we were at Caesars Palace 

playing the arcade machines."  I said, "Say that again."  He says, "Yeah, we were at Caesars 

Palace."  Where the Omnimax Theater was, there were video machines up there, not poker, not 

gambling machines.   

Games that the kids could play.   

Games.  I says, "Explain that."  He says, "Well, the rabbi had a wedding at Caesars Palace.  So 

he took me and two other guys.  He gave us each a role of quarters and told us to play the 

machines while he was doing the wedding."  So that became a whole big stink on how he would 

take the kids up there, leave them loose, nine-, ten-, eleven-year-old kids, thirteen years maybe.  

Well, he was close to thirteen.  Leave the kids alone up there in the casino and take them there 

instead of learning.  Stuff like that.   

He made a ton of money off the weddings alone he did.  Plus he's getting salary from the 

temple.  He's doing weddings.  He's doing funerals.  He's doing bar mitzvahs and everything else, 

right?  Getting paid for that.  So then we had Rabbi Maline.  Rabbi Maline came down from 
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Miami, Florida.  He was a famous rabbi from Miami, Florida.  When he was asked, how do you 

relate to God?..."Oh, I don't think God exists."  This is a rabbi.  I can say that but he can't.   

His wife one time comes up to me...She comes up to me and she was always dressed to 

the nines, really expensive stuff, right?  She comes up to me and she says, "Gary, Caesars Palace, 

they have all this money.  They have millions and millions and billions of dollars."  She says, 

"Do you think you could talk to somebody and let me have some of it?"  I thought she was 

joking.  I says, "Yeah, that's funny."  And then another conversation comes up.  It turns out she 

was serious.  I talked this around and I told this to some of my friends that knew her and stuff 

like that.  They said, "Yeah, that's something that she would say."  [Laughing]  Those are the 

kind of people that we had.   

You've had some interesting characters over the years.  So eventually it settled down, 

though.  Rabbi Akselrad has been there for a number of years.   

My wife, Noreen, she was on the board of directors.  She was membership chairman.  She was 

on the selection committee that selected Rabbi Akselrad.  Since then the rest is history.  Since 

then, since there was rabbi, we got enough money together to add to the sanctuary—not to add to 

it, but to build an actual sanctuary, which was later on added.  It wouldn't show on there.   

So it relocated to Valle Verde.   

No.  At that time we were still on Emerson.   

You were still on Emerson, okay. 

But we didn't have a sanctuary.  We built a beautiful sanctuary, which was decorated by the 

interior decorator that decorated the Mirage and all the big hotels on the Strip, a lady.  She was 

an interior decorator.  She decorated beautiful, beautiful sanctuary.  Now we're getting really 

classy.  But we're landlocked over there because we couldn't expand.  It was difficult to park.  
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High Holy Days, it was impossible to park.  I wasn't involved in the new part anymore.   

And the new part meaning the expansion on Emerson or the new location?   

No, the one on Emerson; the new temple came later.   

But you did say that the windows...Did you donate the stained glass windows?   

Yes.  These were actually donated to the Emerson temple.  The windows are now in the lobby 

and front desk in the new temple on Valley Verde…But anyway, that's one of the windows. 

There are two round windows.  One was on the inside lobby that looked into the offices and this 

one was on the outside going into temple.  There were these big windows.  And my wife and I, 

we were in the import business.  They just added the sanctuary and we said, "Let's put something 

nice in there."  I was always into stained glass because I made that window.   

That's in your home entry.   

In the entry, right.  So I was always into stained glass.  I did all kinds of stuff with stained glass.  

And we had our office—we had GAN Enterprises; it stood for Gary, Adam and Noreen.  We 

were importers.  In the same complex where we had the office and the warehouse, we had a 

stained glass company, a very renowned stained glass company for the whole area.  We went in 

there one time and said, "What can you come up with?"  They had this gal.  She was great.  She 

knew exactly the Hebrew letters and everything.  She made the drawings.  I had the original 

drawings from it for years and I finally framed it and donated it to temple.  I think it's still in one 

of the offices, the original drawings from the windows.   

Oh, good.   

We had the windows made.  I think our cost on that was right around five thousand dollars for 

the two windows.  They came out beautiful.  Then we had two burglaries and they broke this one 

and they also broke the Star of David one.  It was fixed, but it wasn't restored the way it should 
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have been.  Because if I don't get involved with it, it doesn't get done right.  So that's the 

windows, yeah, and they were beautiful.   

They're beautiful, yeah.   

So now we have them in this temple here and the famous decorator, she puts a maroon drape in 

back of it.  I says, "You can't have a colored thing in back of a colored window."  "Yeah, but the 

famous decorator...are you going to tell the famous decorator she's doing it wrong?"  I says, 

"Yeah, she's doing it wrong."  I says, "It has to be a neutral color."  So then we tried all different 

things.  So I wound up crawling into this area in the back of the windows, which is like a box 

back there.  Marylou and I, we went in there with rollers and we painted the backdrop for it so 

it's white.  So now it's properly done.   

I'm going to ask one last question.  Kind of bring us full circle because as you said you were 

the child of an intermarriage.   

Right.   

And your mother was not Jewish; your dad was Jewish.   

Right.   

We know that from the other story.   

Right.   

So how did you choose to follow and become a Jew as opposed to the Christian world?   

Yeah, okay.  When we left Germany, first of all—I don't know if it came out in the story 

before—my mother was given a choice.  Since she was Christian and the kids were raised 

Christian, she was given a choice.  And everybody is telling her wherever she went, different 

agencies and stuff, "Why don't you divorce your husband?  He's over there now; he's in China 

and you're over here.  Why don't you divorce him and you can stay in Germany and no one's 
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going to bother you?"  Later on they would have murdered us, anyway.  And every time 

somebody would say that she got terribly upset.  She says, "No, I'm not going to do that."  She 

wasn't going to divorce her husband.  They had a good relationship going.   

And she was more of a Jew than my father was, I think.  My mother, she was born in 

Poland under very bad conditions, poverty in Poland.  But when she came to Germany, she 

worked for an Orthodox Jewish family like as a housekeeper.  She worked for them a number of 

years.  My mother had more Yiddish expressions than anyone you know or I know.  I mean 

everything she had a Yiddish expression for everything.   

When I went to China, I went to a Jewish school.  I grew up with all Jews.  In the camp 

they were all Jews.  When we lived in the ghetto, in the camp they were all Jews.  And all my 

friends were Jews.  When I came to Cleveland, we lived in an area they were all German Jews 

from Shanghai and Germany that migrated to the United States and were all Jews.  That's all I... 

My wife's grandmother, Bobbi Friedman, she was Orthodox.  And let me tell you, she 

was Orthodox.  She was a mean lady.  She didn't like me because I was a goy. She told Noreen,  

"You're not going to marry a goy; you're not going to marry a goy."  I was a goy until...She was 

long divorced.  Her husband divorced her a long time ago.  She was all by herself.  She was 

trying to watch her favorite television program and her television set broke and I fixed it.  Now 

I'm a big hero.  Now I'm in her graces.  So whatever happens I can't go wrong.  So to please her I 

actually converted.  I was more a Jew than most Jews I knew, anyway.  So I actually converted 

in Cleveland, so before I was married.  We were married in a Jewish wedding, the whole bit, the 

rabbi the whole thing.   

So that was when you formalized your Jewishness.   

Right.  Yeah, yeah, yeah.   
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Wonderful.  Any other—  

That's where the name Gary comes from.  "Gaaaa-ry."  Bobbi Friedman.  "Gaaaa-ry."  Her 

English was very poor and she used to go, "Gaaaa-ry."  "Oh, yeah, yeah, I'm coming, I'm 

coming."  [Laughing]  But my wife, Noreen, and I had a real, real close relationship with her.   

Well, that's pretty cool.   

That was in Cleveland.  Yeah.   

All right.  Well, I thank you very much.  Is there anything else you want to share with me 

before we...?   

I got more stories than you've got time for, Barb.   

But that really fills in the parts that I felt like we needed to talk about, I think.  Oh, one 

more thing.  I'm just looking at my notes here.  The Frank Sinatra donation, the letter you 

gave us where he gave third thousand to the building fund.  Was it for Ner Tamid?   

Right.   

How did that happen and why that amount?  Give me some context to it.   

After Sinatra was banned from Caesars Palace—you know he was banned from Caesars Palace?   

I think you mentioned that before, yeah.   

He was thrown out at gunpoint.  So now they have a reconciliation and he's back at Caesars 

Palace and they had a big, big event.  The front of the building at Caesars, they had a banner, 

"He's back; Sinatra's back."  They had a banner from the top of the building all the way down to 

above the marquee where the entryway in the front, "Sinatra is back."  It was a big, big event, all 

invited guests.  And Caesars Palace had two chariots; one was the East Coast chariot and the 

other was the West Coast chariot.  And both of them were big four-engine jet airplanes that were 

outfitted for just a few people, like maybe fifty people or so, maybe less, with living rooms and 
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bars and all the facilities.  They were completely converted.  This is how they used to bring the 

big rollers in from New York, Boston, Cleveland, Chicago.  Then they had another one that used 

to ferry them back and forth from the Los Angeles/San Francisco area, San Diego area, and so 

on.  The chariots were busy bringing in all the high rollers and everything else.   

So anyway, we're building the temple and I was telling my wife, I says, "Honey, boy, it 

would sure be a kick if...Sinatra is giving all this money to hospitals in Israel and stuff like this."  

He's very pro-Jewish.  Half of his friend are Jews.  I says, "Wouldn't it be a trip if I could get a 

donation from him?"  She says, "Nah, you're not going to do it."  I says, "Don't tell me that."   

So Jilly Rizzo—there's a book; I don't know if you looked at it or not—Jilly Rizzo was 

his right-hand man.  Jilly had a bar in New York called Jilly's.  It was a very famous place and 

Sinatra used to hang out in there.  But Jilly became his right-hand man, also kind of like his 

bodyguard.  Jilly's brother Joe was a pit boss in the casino and his son Willy was a dealer, but 

later on they made Willy a floor man because he was not a good dealer.  So when you're not a 

good dealer, they make you a floor man.  It works out.   

So I talked to Joe one time.  I says, "Joe, how can I get ahold of Jilly?"  He says, "What 

do you want with Jilly?"  I says, "I'm trying to get a donation from Sinatra."  He says, "Oh, next 

time he comes down..."   

So Sinatra is appearing at Caesars.  So he says, "There's Jilly."  He says, "Go talk to 

him."  I says, "Jilly, we're building a temple and we're in desperate need of money. We need 

some help. I wonder if Frank...do you think he might come up with something?"  He says, "He 

might."  He says, "Let me have something that I can show him and let's see what happens."   

And the next day I'm dealing away.  He says, "Gary, the old man's going to give you guys 

thirty thousand dollars."  "Wow.  Fantastic."  Because all the prices for the lobby.  And then he 
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says, "He wants the lobby named after him?"  I says, "Yeah."   

Because a donation of thirty thousand is what you were looking for to...They can put their 

name on the lobby? 

Right.  Because we had all different amounts on here, the brochure.  Oh, okay.  See, the lobby 

was thirty thousand.   

So some time goes by and Sinatra is performing in New York and Palm Springs.  He's 

here, he's there, he's Florida, he's all over the place.  And I didn't hear anything from it.  I can't 

remember how it went.  But all of a sudden, they forgot about it.  And I panicked because I'm 

bragging to everybody, "I got a thirty-thousand-dollar donation from Sinatra for the temple."  

"Wow, Gary, when's it coming?"  Here I'm stuck; I look like an idiot.   

So we wound up writing letters and then calling.  I called his...Oh, what's his name?  His 

accountant.  I called his manager.  I made all kinds of phone calls.  I was busy with this thing, 

believe me, because I panicked now.  And then finally I get Jilly on the phone.  He says, "Frank 

don't remember anything about"—no.  He says, "I remember that."  He says, "But I think Frank 

forgot about it.  I think the old man forgot about it."  I says, "Can you remind him?"  We're going 

back and forth, back and forth.  Finally he comes back and says, "Yeah, he remembered."   

So now I get a letter from his accountant.  There's a letter in there about it that yes, 

indeed, there was a pledge made and the donation will be forthcoming and that they're going to 

pay ten thousand out front and five thousand for the next four years.   

And the first check I got—because it went to the temple and we had a temporary office 

on the grounds we were building the temple; it was like a trailer.  Lorraine was our temple 

secretary.  I says, "Lorraine, I want the stub from that check.  I want to make a copy of the check 

and I want the stub."  Well, the stub disappeared.  Nobody knew where it went.  All of a sudden 
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I'm losing control here, right?  But we got the first check and then we got the...yeah.  This is how 

the donation came about.  Then we wrote him letters inviting him to the inaugural when we 

opened the temple and stuff, but he didn't show up.   

Yeah, so there's quite a few people involved.  It wasn't that easy.  There were quite a few 

people involved.  There was Willy involved.  There was Jilly.  There was Joe.  All the Rizzos 

were involved.   

But you're tenaciously going to make sure... 

I don't give up.   

That's good.  That's a good story.   

Yeah, yeah, yeah.   

And he lived up to his commitment.   

And he lived up to his commitment.  That was really quite an elation to get a donation like that 

not only from a Jew, but from a Catholic, a good Catholic and for a Jewish organization in Las 

Vegas.  I thought that was...Yeah, that's how that donation came about.   

That's substantial.  That's great.  All right.   

Then later on I dealt to...he came down with his wife Barbara—he was married to Barbara 

then—and I think it was Nancy Olso.  Yeah, Nancy.  He sat down on my game and he started 

playing.  And they clear the game.  It was a dead game.  It was a big game, high-limit game.  

Barbara sat down and they took the high-limit sign off because it was like a private game.  

Barbara sat down.  So Frank came down and he says, "Take good care of them."  Yeah, like I'm 

not going to, right?  And I was just going to thank him for the donation or something, but he 

didn't remember what I was talking about.   

So you actually dealt to him, too, then afterwards.   
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Well, I dealt to him at different times and that was not one of our favorite things to do because he 

was not easy to deal to.  When he was losing he got very...downright nasty.  He had a real 

temperament.  But a very generous guy.  Look at all the stuff...you know how much stuff he did 

for Israel.  All these hospital wings and all different things he did for Israel, yeah.  So that's how 

that Sinatra donation came about.   

That's great.  That's a great story.   

Oh, and I've got to tell you: so now we built the temple and the inside lobby is like broken cinder 

block, kind of like that wall outside but darker.  So we had bronze plaques made up for all the 

big donors—for the stage, the social hall, the classrooms, offices—all these different entities 

where people got recognition for donations.  So we had a bronze plaque made up for Sinatra.  

We put them fixed in the lobby.  It was nothing but a few days before somebody stole it.  So now 

we put a new one into the wall with epoxy and mollies.  I supervised that deal, right?  Lo and 

behold, a few days later that got torn out of the wall, just left the holes in the wall.  Amazing.  I 

don't know who stole it.  I don't think it was congregants.  I think it must have been workers or 

somebody.  So now we get somebody up there on a long ladder, because it was a real high 

ceiling in there, and put it way up there and finally it stayed up there.  Like the third one that we 

made stayed up there in the lobby.   

Oh, my goodness.  And they've never shown up, huh?   

No, no.  No, they were gone.   

But the windows were actually made for the other temple, for the old temple because we 

had them custom made for those round windows, for those round openings in the building.  So 

when we moved and we went to the new building on Valle Verde, I talked to...I forgot who was 

president at the time.  I says, "I don't want those windows left there."  Because we sold the 
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temple to Scientology people, I says, "I don't want those windows left in there.  They're going to 

destroy them and there's a lot of money and pieces of art."  And I put a lot of time and effort, 

also, into getting it organized and getting them put in and all this stuff.  "Well, we're going to 

have to talk to the architect."  "Well, talk to the architect."  They hadn't been hung and for a 

while there it didn't look like they were going to do it.  I really, really got upset.  So finally then I 

think it was Rabbi Akselrad came back and said, "Gary, they're going to take the windows out.  

They have to get a special company to be able to take them out because you don't just pick them 

up and move them.  Take them out and it's a pretty expensive deal."  I said, "So what?  Pay for it.  

You paid for the rest of the building."  Like I'm going to pay for it, again?  I was so happy that 

they were able to salvage the windows.   

Then finally, on the windows itself it has an inscription on it, "Donated by Sternberg 

family," or Gary and Noreen Sternberg and Adam and stuff like that, but it's not very visible.  

Everybody else got their signs on stuff.  I says, "I want my sign."  So I had to go nuts trying to 

get them to make up a little sign to put next to the window in the hallway in the lobby for the 

Sternberg family.   

You got it.   

Especially after I painted it; that was the big thing.   

Painted what?   

Oh, in back of the window, after I painted in the back drop.  So in the lobby there is a big 

star...we have all these different stars.  All the stars are for different donors and donations and 

stuff and I'm on one of the stars.  It's kind of hard to find.  One of the big stars has my family's 

name on it, mine and my family's name on it.  And it also has a great big star off to the bottom 

left and it's got Moe Dalitz and Sinatra and Gary and Noreen Sternberg on it.  So I'm on the same 
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star with Sinatra.   

I'm going to go look for that.  Thank you.  That's a good one.   

[Pause in recording] 

So this is a Diana Ross anecdote.   

Diana Ross.  Diana Ross is impossible to deal to, demanding, asking for impossible things while 

on the game, giving everybody a hard time, got everybody running around in circles.  She was on 

game one in the main pit.  My friend Bob Hirsch is the pit boss and she's taking a marker out.  

To explain it...We used to have on the table before we had the computerized markers, we used to 

handwrite the markers.  Then when you handwrite a marker, you write the marker, the person 

would sign it, and then we'd have a table card where you record the transaction and that was put 

in the slot under the table.  And the transaction is how much it is and who signed and then the 

dealer co-signs it and stuff like that.  Then we also had a player's card.  The table card was green; 

the player's card was white.  There were only a few people that ever used a player's card and they 

have to be big players like Diana Ross, big personalities and stuff like that.  Instead of 

handwriting a marker, all you would do is record it on the table card and then the player could 

take the money up or down, give it back or take more.  The player wouldn't even have to sign for 

it.  Then only the floor man signs it and the dealer co-signs it.  This is how the transactions were 

kept track of.  But we called it the dummy card.   

Ms. Ross sits down at the table and she's playing and playing and playing.  Bob Hirsch 

comes over and he says to the floor man—I think it was...well, whoever it was.  He says, "I don't 

see Ms. Ross on the table card."  And the floor man says, "She's not on the table card; she's on 

the dummy card."  And she jumps up and she says, "It's not a dummy card, you mother fucker," 

loud and yells it all the way.  It's a player's card.  And she sits back down and plays.  That's the 
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story.   

So she liked playing cards.   

She likes playing card, but I'm just trying to show how obnoxious she was, just the most 

obnoxious person you could ever meet.   

I'm thinking some of the other entertainers of different eras.  Like Nat King Cole, did he 

ever play cards?   

No.  Jeez.  No, not Nat King Cole.  Harry Belafonte.  I used to deal to his wife.  "Shari," I says, 

"You can't be by the game, honey."  "But I'm just talking to my mom.  Can I stay?"  "No, you 

can't stand by the gaming table."  And Harry used to come by once in a while and say hi to them, 

Harry Belafonte.   

Then you talked about you had Muhammad Ali and Howard Cosell.   

Yeah.  Muhammad Ali.  They sat down.  It was on a high-limit game.  It was on the front line on 

a high-limit game.  When they saw Muhammad Ali, the pit boss came over and took the sign 

down; that means nobody else plays on the game.  The sign is the limit sign, like twenty-five 

dollars, a hundred-dollar limit.  Took the sign down.  And Cosell sits down.  I remember he had 

this beige like a camel hair overcoat on.  And Ali sits down and he helps him sit down because at 

that time he was already really, really shaky.  He had that Parkinson's disease.  He was really 

shaky.  He could barely talk.  But Muhammad sits down real quiet and stuff like this.  I think 

Cosell takes out like a hundred-dollar bill and cashes it in for five-dollar chips.  Mostly Ali was 

playing five-dollar chips like on a high-limit game.  They let him do that.  Then I can't remember 

what it was, but I asked Cosell something; you care for a drink or something like that.  He gave 

me some real snotty answer.  The guy was just nasty.  You could tell by his attitude.  You're just 

a dealer; I'm so far above you; I don't have to give you; that kind of stuff.  Ali is just sitting there 
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minding his own business, just polite and nice as can be.  Most of the guys were.  Cosell, yeah, 

what a bad person that guy was.   

Well, he drank a lot from the stories I've read about him.   

Cosell?   

Yeah.   

I don't know that.   

Yeah.  So he had some stories out there about him I've read.  All right.   

You know about Kerry Packer, right?   

Who's Kerry Packer?   

Kerry Packer?  You don't know about Kerry Packer?   

No.   

Kerry Packer is dead.  Kerry Packer owns Australia, the whole damn thing.   

The whole country?   

Damn near.  Kerry Packer is a billionaire, most generous guy.  He was our benefactor.  First let 

me tell you Kerry Packer...at one of the casinos Kerry has a heart attack.  He called an 

ambulance to take him to the hospital.  He recoups and everything else.  The doctor tells him—

and he didn't know who he was—he says, "If it weren't for those ambulance drivers, you 

wouldn't have made it down to the hospital.  I want you to know that."  He gave them each a 

million dollars, the ambulance drivers.  He would play.  Win, lose or draw, he'd give us four 

hundred seventy-five thousand one time, just one lump sum for all the dealers and it's all split up, 

and four hundred fifty thousand.  Playing baccarat, a cocktail waitress, she's standing there 

waiting for somebody to order some stuff.  She's just standing there.  He turns around to her and 

he says, "Honey, what's the balance on your mortgage?"  She says, "Ninety-seven thousand."  He 
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peels off ninety-seven thousand and gives it to her.  That's the kind of guy he was, Kerry Packer.   

 
SESSION 4 
 
Today is October 20th, 2015…As always we have so much we could cover and talk about, 

Gary.   

Right now we're going to get a cup of coffee.   

Perfect host, always getting me the cup of coffee.   

Would you like a dessert?  You have a choice again; you can have a piece of Marie Callender's 

apple pie or you can have some Death by Chocolate…A lot of people don't know this, but as you 

get older you're supposed to eat the desserts first just in case.   

Why is that?   

Just in case you don't make it through the dinner.   

Well, you have a great sense of humor, for sure.   

Thank you.   

You were showing me your [greeting] cards.  Tell me the history about how you started this 

hobby.   

It's so much fun.   

You were starting to tell me that about the guy that sold your cards.  

Yes.  I made up a card for him to kind of soften the blow that I don't have the car [to sell to him]; 

that he can't get the car.  And I made it in poetry and I really like that.   

Because he wanted to buy a car that you owned.   

Right.  So I made him up a card, kind of making fun of him because he kept procrastinating and 

procrastinating.  Then the car was gone and he was very disappointed.  This is how I started, 

with poetry.  And I'm not a poet.  I have no experience whatsoever in poetry, but we do pretty 
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good with it and we have a lot of fun with it.  Like for the holiday cards, I do all the graphics on 

the computer.  Mary Lou, she's kind of slow at it.  So this year, I said, "Mary Lou, we've got to 

finish the card; we've got to finish the card."  Well, she hasn't.  Anyway, I finished it today.  I 

finished all the rhymes today.  The card is a poem.  It's a holiday card, but it's actually in rhyme.  

It's funny.   

But anyway, so then we used to get the cards; Sam's Club used to have boxed cards, card 

stock like this with envelopes for like eighteen dollars and change for a hundred and fifty cards 

and envelopes, hell of a deal.  Now they discontinue it.  Now you go online and you try to buy 

greeting cards and they cost you like twenty-five bucks for twenty cards or something like that, 

twenty-five cards with envelopes, real crazy prices.  So we find out at Sam's Club you can buy 

two hundred and fifty cards, just stock, which is as good as in, for seven dollars and change, but 

they're not scored.   

So this is where Gary's inventiveness comes in.  You can fold the cards, but it looks 

terrible and it's very time consuming because at holiday time we send out about a hundred and 

twenty, thirty cards.  So I made a device to score greeting cards.  Now, I bought one of the Sam's 

Club, my favorite place; bought one at Sam's Club that cuts paper and also scores cards.  But like 

many other things on the market, it's totally worthless.  It does a lousy job because when you 

score cards they have to be accurate; otherwise, they don't fold right.  So move this over and I 

will show you.  So I made this, one of my inventions.  It's a device.  I wouldn't even call it an 

invention.  This, you put screen doors with this; it's a tool for that.  I happen to have that.  Now, 

watch this.  Put the card in here like this and square it up and everything.   

Well, that's perfect, absolutely perfect.  So this isn't a patented invention.  

No…It's something you make.  I mean there are devices like it except they don't work, but mine 
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works.  Everything I make works.   

Some people grow up and they're in a family that builds houses or that there's this familial 

tradition.  You talked about in the earlier oral history session about your father's 

inventiveness.  Did he spend time with you showing you how?   

Even in Shanghai, when we were in Shanghai where there was nothing, where we lived with five 

families in one room and stuff like that he always managed to have a little workshop someplace 

to where he was making his stuff and I would fool around with it, help him.  I think this is where 

I inherited all this stuff.  But it's natural.  I can look at something... 

Being an inventor is terrible.  It's a curse, really, if you want to call it that because you 

look at stuff and you criticize certain things that are really stupid.  Like if you went to a store and 

you look at something and you buy it or you don't buy it, if it doesn't work, you take it back.  But 

I look at it and go, "My God, how does something that stupid hit the market when you go 

through a patent search and there are so many genius devices in the patent office that never hit 

the market?"  And you see it all the time.  But I can look at things and I'm always improving.  I 

have three patents and I have one trademark and I used to have a whole bunch of copyrights.   

What was the first thing you ever patented?   

My Super Scoop.  

[Pause in recording]   

There are some devices like this on the market, but, again, they don't work.  Now, this is all hand 

made out of existing stuff.  This is Plexiglas.  This is plastic pipe, sprinkler pipe.  This is a 

sprinkler pipe.  I make things out of existing materials that I have in the garage—and usually 

pretty inexpensive.  What it does is when you work in the yard...You use garbage bags all the 

time, but only if you can open them.   
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So what would I be scooping up with this once you put it together?   

Once you put it together, you would be scooping up large amounts of debris, like grass clippings, 

branches, stuff that would normally require two people, one person holding the bag and the other 

person putting it in.  You can just hold it down and sweep stuff in it.  For example, fireplace 

ashes.  I have a fireplace near the house and this was great.  I use this a lot and this is like thirty 

years old.  So how many things do you have around the house that are that old, right?  This is all 

handmade.  Fireplace ashes, for example, are difficult.  You shovel them into a container and you 

carry through the house and the dust blows all over the place.  You can hold this right into the 

fireplace; sweep the ashes right into the bag.  You only use this bag once.  Then you take it 

outside.  But before you take it outside, you can put the lid on it.   

So did you distribute this after you got the patent?  

I tried.  I spent so much money on all these different patents trying to market it.  Coming up with 

something that's original and that works is a real thrill.  I enjoy it.  I love it.  I love to work on it.  

I like to piddle around with it until I get it right.  Then to get a patent on it is the biggest thrill 

because you're the only one in the world or at least in the United States that has started this and 

to make it work.   

Then to make money with it that's the hardest part.  The percentage of a patent being 

successful and making money is like four percent.  Ain't very good.  You go to companies and 

they won't take it for two reasons.  Either they're too busy and they don't have time to get into a 

new product, or they're not busy enough and they don't have the money to get into a new 

product.  That's what you get.  Then you get these people before they even look at it, they start 

criticizing it because they didn't think of it.  There's a lot of jealousy involved with you sell 

somebody a new product.  The first thing people will say is, "Oh, Gary, I've seen this before 
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someplace."  Well, where did you see it?  "Well, I don't exactly know, but it looks kind of like 

that."  Then you started questioning it and it's nothing like it.  "Oh, let me be the devil's advocate 

and you should do this and this and this."  Not realizing that an inventor has thought of all the 

different angles or most of them have; I have, all the different angles, what works, what doesn't 

work.  It's like an insult and it really hurts your feelings when people do that.  You try to tell 

them, "I've thought of that before."   

And then this, when you're camping, for example, garbage is a big problem.  This can be 

mounted with a strap on to a tree and then you have a garbage can.  Then you stick the bag out 

and tie it up and you can put this on the back of a camper.  You can strap it to a tree.  This 

bracket can be attached to a cart, like a two-wheel cart.  Then you can attach this and just wheel 

it around.   

So it has a lot of versatility.   

It has a lot of versatility and the amount of uses...I'd spend the rest of the day telling you about 

all the different uses this has.  We don't have that much time.  And it's all good.  An example, in 

a ballpark where you have light stuff, like paper cups and plastic bottles and stuff, you can dump 

tons and tons of stuff and also since the bag expands as you put stuff.  As opposed to a bag in the 

garbage can, which is restricted by the walls of a garbage can, this bag will expand because 

there's nothing holding it back.  So you can put stuff in it.  You can't put heavy stuff in it because 

you can't carry it.  But the bag expands; so you can usually put twice as much in one bag as you 

would if it was in the garbage can.   

So you envisioned this.  And what year was that that you did the patent on that?   

That was about 1976.  I made a lot of different—normally I think of something and it works—let 

me explain it first.  When it comes to some inventors with the mathematics to figure out the 



 
 

137 
 

angles, to figure out the cosine, the tangent and the angles and all this stuff, I can't do that.  Less 

than that, I can't draw worth a damn.  I can't draw a straight line.  I'm terrible.  My advantage is I 

can work things out in my head and recall it like a computer.  Things that I thought ten, twenty 

years ago, I can bring back and look at it again in my mind.  I can do that.  So I can work out a 

product and instead of working it out on computer or paper, it just works out in my mind.  It just 

does that.   

That's a phenomenal talent.  That's a level of genius to me.   

Well... 

But it also seems like you see...What's the old phrase: Necessity is the mother of invention?   

Exactly.   

So you see needs that others might not see.   

Right.  That's the part exactly.   

So after the Super Scooper, what was your next most significant invention that you were 

able to get a patent for?   

First let me say that any inventor who invents anything worthwhile doesn't have one or two or 

three patents.  Well, I have three patents.  But along with it goes a hundred other inventions or 

things in your mind or things that you jot down on paper or thoughts that you had.  About a 

toothpaste tube—I'll show you that later.  You're going to be one of the first privileged to see 

that.   

I'm honored.   

Oh, yes.  It's not patentable.  Some things you can't patent, but they're very useful.  A lot of times 

you'll see certain households hints that people think of and they're very clever.  People don't 

think of it as being clever, but most of them are very clever.  But an inventor will have all kinds 
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of stuff and I have all kinds of things that I made over the years that weren't patented.  An 

example is, oh, about four years ago or something like that, toilet, for example.  You urinate in 

the toilet or you have a bowel movement in a toilet.  The urination doesn't require a full set of 

water, to save water.  Usually it flushes with like a half a tank.  But people don't do that because 

you use a full tank, which is like four gallons—no, it's not that much—about two gallons or 

something.   

So I invented a multiple flush device, tried it out, made it by hand.  Again, plastic pipe, 

plastic stuff.  It worked great.  I said, "Boy, this is so good."  And I went around.  Now, multiple 

flush systems, they make toilets that are very expensive that do the same thing and there are also 

devices, you can go to Home Depot, but they require a lot of installation and the price on these is 

anywhere from twenty or nineteen ninety-five up to eighty dollars or something like that.  The 

one I made originally required installation and that one I went on a patent search in the computer 

and I found out that a lady in South Carolina invented this and patented it exactly like mine with 

a minor variation, really, with a minor variation exactly like mine and it blew my mind, in '97 or 

something like that.  Of course, I dropped it, but I still have it.  I'll show it to you.  With a minor 

variation.  Mine would have worked a little bit better, but not that big of a deal.  It blew my 

mind.   

A patent attorney will tell you if you throw a whole bunch of monkeys in one place and 

give them a test, somebody's going to come up with a solution.  That's exactly how it is.   

So what was the second patent for?   

The second patent was for Peeps.   

Oh, you showed me Peeps before.  That had to do with the spectacles.   

Right.  And I took that product from its inception, which very few people do.  Most people are 
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not crazy enough to do it except me.   

So what was the problem that you were trying to solve with that; with Peeps?   

My wife came home one day and she's all upset.  She said, "I had my hair colored and the side of 

my temples are all scratched up."  How did that happen?  "Well, from the moisture on your scalp 

and everything else, it's very soft.  And this gal put tin foil around my glasses so I could read 

because I didn't want the dye to come off on the earpieces of my glasses."  I said, "There's got to 

be something that will protect that."  She said, "There isn't anything."   

So at that time we had the import business and we had a shrink packaging system.  I went 

down and I used that and I made some of these things.  I came to her and I said, "Use this."  She 

says, "Wow, that's great."  But then when you take your glasses off, to thread the end of the 

earpiece onto this little sleeve, you can't see it.  So I said, "Well, there's got to be a better 

solution."   

So then the genius to this thing was—I'm very modest; you'll find that out—was that I 

made a little return on it… All you have to do is put this on the little tab and then slide it in.  That 

worked and that was patentable.  I did a whole bunch of these.  Then I find out that there are 

some other things that are available like that but they don't work.  They had the same problem I 

had originally, but I solved the problem.   

So then I said, "This is great.  We're going to get it patented."  Well, we had some 

problems patenting.  But we got the patent through; I got it patented.   

But the whole project from its very, very beginning—sometimes you might have a recipe 

or you might make a dinner or something like that and it's the dinner from hell; nothing goes 

right with it.  You either burn it or you scorch it or you overcook it, undercook it, whatever you 

do.  This was the project from hell.  From the very beginning I had problems with it down to the 
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very end.  It was nothing but stupid stuff.   

One example is I designed the box for the packaging.  The packaging didn't come out that 

good.  It was kind of amateurish.  But a friend of mine designed the artwork on it.  My son did 

the graphics on it.  I designed the box.  The name for the product was Peeps, Personal Eyeglass 

Earpiece Protective Sleeve or something like that.  I had the mats for the printing.  It was 

four-color print.  The box was going to be printed four-color print.  And the mats for it—I don't 

know if you're familiar with the color printing process.  The mats are great big things and four 

different mats.  Got that all done and we were pushing it because we had a very, very expensive 

trade show in Long Beach, a beauty show, and that's a different culture altogether.  I mean you'll 

see some people there...You have no idea.  But anyway, as soon as I did that, I said, "Whoa, this 

is not my business to be in."  But we were pressed for time.  We get the mats back.  Without 

anybody noticing it, the computer decided it didn't like one of the S's in there and it substituted 

an S.  Just stuff like that.  Now we had to redo the whole thing again and they weren't 

responsible for it.  It was like six, seven hundred dollars just to make those mats.  Then we 

finally get it.  So now I get the product back.   

I was going to have this made in China because I have my import and my export agent in 

Hong Kong.  I'm going to do this in China.  I got a damn good price on it.  It cost me seventeen 

point eight cents or seventeen point seven cents the box, the product, everything.  The end result 

was supposed to sell for around a buck, which is a damn good price for anything.   

So it would wholesale for a dollar?   

No, it would wholesale for—well, I had different price groups because for different volumes.  

The idea of it was it was supposed to be distributed through beauty shops.  It was supposed to be 

distributed through automotive parts.   
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So it wasn't a retail item.  You wouldn't go to a store to buy it.   

Oh, definitely a retail item, yes.  But I wasn't going to retail it; I was going to be the wholesaler 

or the actual manufacturer.  I was going to sell it to the middle men and they were going to 

distribute it to individual stores or major companies that distribute among their own stores, like 

Sally's Beauty Supply, for example.   

That would make sense, yes.   

Even like automotive places that sell automotive parts because you change your oil, guy takes his 

glasses on and off.  He doesn't want degrees all over and that protects the glasses from that.  

Paint stores, for example, you're painting, you've got your hands pull of paint, you take your 

glasses on and off, and then the little sleeve gets messy.  You just pull it off and put another one 

on.  You get twenty-four of them for a buck.  It's cheap enough, right?  Twenty-four of those 

sleeves.  I had a whole array of things that I had figured out.  And the beauty shops were mostly 

for hair coloring.   

I finally get the product to where they get it the way they wanted it and I went ahead and 

ordered fifty thousand boxes of this stuff.  The whole office was up to the ceiling in boxes.  I'm 

all excited.  We're ready to distribute.  We're ready to sell.  We're going to go to a trade show and 

everything.  Open up some of them and some of them worked fine, but about fifty-fifty, half of 

them were good and the other half were not.  So I finally figured out that I thought they were 

going to make them by machine and make dies for it, but apparently they didn't.  It looked like 

they were handmade.  They were going to start that way first.  I went to the trade show, anyway.  

To make a long story short, we wound up refunding money because people sent the product back 

asking to refund their money and stuff.  We sold quite a bit of it except the product was no good.   

So the lesson there was you could have a great idea, but you've got to be able to 
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manufacture it and quality control then.   

And there were other obstacles along the way.   

So what year approximately were you doing that?   

That was about '94 or five.  I have to look up when I got the patent for it.  I'll show you the 

patents.  That was the Peeps.  My wife liked the name Peeps.  I came up with it, but I didn't like 

it.  But my wife liked the name Peeps.  We had to get permission from the company that makes 

these little chickies for Easter.  They're called Peeps.   

Sure.   

I had to get written permission from them to be able to use that name and they let me use it 

because it was an unrelated product.  They had to bar code it.  The boxes are bar coded, which is 

a whole process by itself.  I had one here.  I don't know what I did with it.   

I know we talked about Peeps before.  So I do remember that.   

My favorite name was Condoms for Glasses.   

No.  Really?   

But Noreen didn't like that.  I loved it.   

Well, it doesn't sound like a very feminine marketing name.   

Barbara, you know the kind of publicity you get out of something like that?   

You've got to think of the actual name of it.  Condoms for Glasses I think would have 

been great.  But it wouldn't have sold anyway because I couldn't get the damn things made right.  

When I got samples back, I even made a video to show them that this has to separate like this.  

"Yeah, yeah, yeah, okay, we're going to make them."  Fifty thousand boxes, Barb, I had of those 

things.  I finally got them to give me the money back, well, the money just for the product.  From 

start to finish—and I had a lot of office time involved; I had three people working in my office 
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for the import business—office time and everything I was guesstimating about maybe a hundred, 

hundred twenty thousand dollars invested in it.  That's not very much for a new product.   

And then the next one—but there's a whole bunch of things in between there that are not 

patented.  The next one was the ramp system, the scooter ramp.   

Tell me about it.   

My wife was handicapped.  She was overweight and she had a lot of leg problems [due to] 

diabetes.  So I got an electric scooter, one of these three-wheel scooters that's battery operated.  

That was fine.  But what good is it if you have to take it apart every time?  It's a monster taking it 

apart.  The two batteries in this thing, they weigh a ton by itself and a handicap person can't do 

this.  So it has to be like myself, a caregiver that takes it apart, put it in the car or put it in a van.  

I had a minivan at the time.  I said, "This is crazy."   

So I went around shopping for something that would put this thing, pick it up or move it 

into the vehicle.  Went all over the place trying to find out, first of all, prices, what these things 

would cost because the scooter by itself was a couple thousand dollars at the time.  Come to find 

out that it is very, very expensive to install to a car.  You have to drill holes into the car.  You 

have to run it by battery.  You have to do all kinds of things by the time you get through with one 

of those devices.  They have like winches that pull out and then it lifts up the scooter and then 

you push it back into the back of the van.  Then the worst ones are the ones in back of the van 

that look like a little elevator thing on the back.  You've seen it, right?   

Yes.   

They stick way out.  For that you have to weld a trailer hitch.  They attach a trailer hitch.  You 

have to weld a trailer hitch to the underside of the car or a van, usually a van or truck, and it lifts 

it up.  But then you're operating this thing in a parking lot and it sticks way out and you're in the 
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middle of traffic.  So that's one of the hazards.  In this climate it's not so bad, but if you're going 

back east where it snows and sleets, it throws it up and this thing gets messy with salt and all this 

stuff.  It really cuts into the longevity of the product and these scooters are expensive.  They get 

dirty.  Even though you cover it, it doesn't protect it properly.  But the best part is to have it 

inside the vehicle.  The devices for that are very, very expensive, time consuming.  They had to 

be installed on to the battery.  They had to drill holes to install it.  Very expensive, the whole 

setup, about three thousand dollars at the time I figured just to have one of these things installed.  

I said, "There's got to be a better way."   

So then they have van conversions where they come take a minivan and they take it into 

the factory.  They literally cut it up and they make it accessible for a wheelchair or an electric 

scooter with a real shallow ramp.  What actually happens is the van actually drops down maybe 

six, seven inches, drops down with pneumatic pistons and stuff, pneumatic devices, and it drops 

down to make it very, very shallow because if you have a certain height and you have a ramp—

I'll show it to you on paper—but if you have a ramp, it creates certain problems.  One, the ramp 

is too steep and if it's shallow it comes way, way out, way past a handicap zone because the ramp 

has to be too long.  Then the ramp has to be folded up to make it fit into the van.  It blocks the 

windows.  A million problems.  I looked at this stuff and thought, how can this be on the 

market?   

So I said, "Honey, I'll make you one."  She says, "You're crazy."  I said, "Yes, I'll make 

you one.  This is going to work."   

I remember when I had my appliance business and I weighed a hundred and twenty-seven 

pounds, but I was strong like an ox.  I used to—I had a pickup truck—move washing machines 

and dryers onto the truck and all I had on it was a piece of plywood.  It was a pretty steep ramp.  
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And, boom, I just pull them right up on to the truck.  It was a piece of cake.  People couldn't 

believe I did that.   

So I'm visualizing this thing and I'm visualizing a pickup truck or some of these moving 

trucks where the ramp slides in and stores under the bed of the truck.  So I get this thing all 

worked out in my mind, but there's one problem.  The ramp can't be any longer—or my ramp 

didn't want to be any longer than the width of the van.  So you didn't have to fold it and you had 

to store it someplace; you had to put it someplace.  I figured all this out.  I'm going to show you a 

video…I figured this thing out, Barbara, and when I showed it to people, "Yeah, we've been 

trying to figure this out for years."   

What I did is: when the scooter goes up the ramp, there is a hump on the top.  The 

scooter, when it goes across that hump, is pulled across the hump, it would drag on the bottom 

and tear up the bottom of the scooter and tear up the ramp system.  I figured it out.  It was no 

problem at all.  I just looked at it and said, "I can do this, this and that and it'll work."  And it did.  

All I did was put a roller in between to where the scooter rolls right over the roller.  I'll show 

you.   

Clever.   

Yes, I think it was.  But to sell the damn thing, Barb, you don't know how many places I went to.  

I went all over California.  I went to Phoenix one time.  I wound up talking to this manufacturer, 

a guy by the name of Star.  They make those things that hang on the back of a car or a truck and 

also some other devices to load.  Instead of me showing him my product, all he's doing is 

preaching Jesus to me.  He was an evangelist.  He was going to Africa to convert the natives to 

Christianity.  And this is all I hear.  I was supposed to stay at his house overnight.  I excused 

myself.  I said, "I don't want any of this part."   
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Anyway, to make a long story short, I went all over the place and I tried so hard.  I even 

spent six thousand dollars to one of these rip-off patent promoters and they didn't do crap.  They 

did a lot less than I did myself.  They made up brochures.  My brochures were better.  But they 

went to trade shows and I went to trade shows, trying to talk to different manufacturers.  But at a 

trade show it's difficult because they don't want to talk to you.  They're busy selling stuff.  They 

don't want to buy anything.   

That scooter ramp works so well, but there's a whole lot of other stuff that is really, 

pardon the expression, genius the way I designed it.  Normally any of these devices that get 

installed on a vehicle, like I said, you have to drill holes.  You have to anchor it.  You have to 

raise it up on a lift.  You have to do all kinds of stuff.  And then for whatever unknown reason, 

they wire it right on to the battery circuit breakers and stuff like this.  Mine just plugs in like a 

cigarette lighter into a cigarette lighter outlet.  It just plugs in.  It works fine because it has an 

electric winch that pulls the scooter up.  You'll see it [in the video].  And the installation for it, in 

a minivan the seats are held—you can take the seats on—and they're held onto brackets in the 

floorboard.  I used those brackets to hold the device in.  I made a special kind of anchor bolt that 

hooks into it.  It takes a few minutes to install it.  You can take it in and out.  With the 

installation you save a thousand dollars.  Your grandmother can almost install it.  It's that easy.   

So you never really got that off the ground, either, then?   

No.  I talked to so many people.  Again, it takes a lot of money and it takes a lot of time.  In the 

meantime, I'm working at Caesars Palace and I had the other business on the side.  So I was 

fairly busy.   

So do you have like one invention that never got patented that you wish would have?   

Yes.   
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What was that?   

You're looking at it right there, the napkin holder.  Pick it up.  Go ahead.  That is another genius 

device.   

Well, that's really nice.  Why didn't it get picked up?  

I never tried because I'm just tired of getting no for an answer.   

So it does get discouraging after a while.   

Very, yes.  It's not only expensive, but it gets very discouraging because not only that people will 

try to critique your stuff that have no place critiquing anything.   

Do you ever watch that show "Shark Tank?"   

Yes.  And you know what?  The guys that critique the stuff are total idiots.  They look at stuff.  

The good stuff they criticize and discard and the stupid stuff they take.  I looked at it a couple of 

times and I couldn't handle it because these guys were totally out of their realm for what they 

were doing.   

Interesting, interesting.   

This right here, it's easy and it's cheap to manufacture.  The molds to mold this—to fabricate it, 

injection molds probably wouldn't cost more than fifty, sixty thousand dollars, which is pretty 

cheap.  It can be molded in one shot.  The surfaces on this can be used for advertising.  Barbara, 

hold off on the picture of that right now.   

Okay, because you don't have a patent on it.   

No, there's no patent on it and I don't want somebody else to profit by this.   

Oh, okay.   

If you go online, I have a whole folder full—you do a patent search, which is not very 

conclusive.  But if you do a patent search, from the eighteen hundred something more people 
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have thought of napkin holders, anything from restaurant napkin holders where you pull the 

napkins out on those spring-loaded things and by the time you get it out it's torn.  There are some 

devices and I call those Goldberg devices because they're totally off the wall, ridiculous, 

expensive to make or impossible to make, to manufacture at a reasonable price.  Again, when 

you come up with an invention and if you could make a product for a million bucks apiece, you 

could come up with any damn thing.  But how many people are going to buy it for a million 

bucks apiece to put napkins in?  So it has to be cheap to make and it has to be practical to make 

and it has to make sense.  For years and years I'm trying to figure out how to make a napkin 

holder.   

You just stick the napkins in like this.  Then they fall over.  If you move it around on the 

table, they all fall out.   

That's really great.  I remember my mother always had napkin holders and it was always 

kind of messy.   

Yes.  Now, you go online and you find some things that boggle your mind for holding napkins.  

Some of those would probably cost maybe forty, fifty dollars to make, which is impossible.  This 

would cost just pennies to make.  But what it does is it stacks the napkins up and it falls always 

in one place.  They don't fall out.  The other thing is you can put little cocktail napkins in here 

that come up to here and to pull them out all you have to do is stick your finger in there.   

Oh, that's the reason the notch is there.  Got it.   

As you're looking at it, I know you're not too impressed with this.  But it is impressive.  This is a 

hell of a device.  

I don't use paper napkins.   

Well, that's too bad.  Once you have something like this, you would.   
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It's just part of my environmental footprint, so to speak, because I use cloth napkins.   

Whoa.   

Because I wash them.   

It takes a lot of water and soap to wash them.   

No.  I throw them in with the towels or whatever.  So it doesn't matter too much.  But this 

was something I used to do all the time.   

But anyway, this is a hell of a device.   

Yes, it's very clever.   

I've been using it and I made it.  I've got to make another one for Mary Lou because I promised 

her.   

Yes, you better.   

But making stuff by hand takes time.  This is Plexiglas.  But anyway, this is one great product.  

This is good for promotional giveaways and stuff.  You can put advertising on here, Joe Schmo 

Pots and Pans or kitchen tables or whatever.  This is another one.   

So what else do you want to tell me about creating, patenting—the mechanical side of 

yourself—that would be good for this?   

What I could find out online, maybe twenty different devices that sell anywhere from a dollar up 

to nineteen ninety-five I think it is that will roll up tubes, toothpaste tubes.   

The classic couple conflict story, how to roll up the toothpaste.   

They used to make this out of metal.  You probably don't remember that.   

The packaging?   

The tubes.   

The tubes were, yes.   
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They were made out of aluminum.  Now, when I grew up as a kid they were made out of lead, 

would you believe?  Chocolate was wrapped in lead foil when I was a kid.   

Oh, my goodness, I didn't realize that.   

We used to make all these out of lead, toothpaste out of lead.  We used to sell it for lead.  Oh, 

yes, it was real healthy.  I don't know how I lived as old as I have.   

It’s amazing we survived.   

Exactly.  Anyway, to roll up the end of the toothpaste tube, number one is you use it and you 

squeeze it and this product worked.  Now, I'm not just talking about toothpaste.  I'm talking 

about cosmetic tubes, anything that's in a tube.  But let's use toothpaste for example, for 

demonstration.  You squeeze it and the stuff winds up at the end.  Now, they have things, 

anything that looks like a sardine can key to all kinds of devices that roll it up.  There's one made 

in Israel, kind of like a big wing kind of thing that you put on the end, but it's very difficult to 

thread in.  Average girl won't be able to do that because of fingernails and stuff.  And then it 

squeezes the toothpaste up, but you still have the long tail on the end.   

Now, I've been working on this thing for years.  I'm looking at this thing and looking at 

this thing and I can't come up with anything decent for it.  Then all of a sudden, duh.  You roll up 

the end.  Now it's not going to stay.   

Because the plastic unfolds.   

Right.  Especially when you squeeze it, it opens up.  If you leave it overnight like this, it will 

probably straighten out again.  So you roll this up.  You put a V into it and it stays.  Now, that 

won't stay by itself because again when you squeeze the toothpaste out, this will open up again 

because it won't stay.   

So some sort of device that holds that V shape.   
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Just a rubber band.  It's not patentable or anything like that, but it's brilliant.   

Yes.  So you need a YouTube video that shows people how to do that.   

Yes.  I was going to put one.  I submitted this idea to one of the local papers.  I said, "I'm a 

Henderson resident and I've been doing this for years. I'd like to share this with your readers."  

You know what I get back?  "We're not interested in this right now and I hope you have success 

with it."  He never even read it.  Had he read it, he wouldn't have wished me success because 

there's no profit in it.   

 

So let's kind of get back to the Jewish heritage part of our talk today.  Jewish identity...You 

were raised by a Christian mother.  You were raised Christian, but your father was Jewish.  

You've eloquently told that story.  So how would you explain or tell me the story about 

when you discovered your Jewish identity?   

Well, just exposure.  From the time I was nine years old and I came to China, came to Shanghai, 

all the people that I associated were all Jews.  I went to school with them.  I went to school with 

Jews.  Then later on when we lived at the camp, they were all Jews from all over Europe and all 

different intensities, if you want to call it, or religions, some very Orthodox and some not 

Orthodox at all.  But all my friends and everybody were Jewish and I grew up Jewish.   

Later on in life I'm looking around, first of all, religion doesn't really fit my thing.  I'm 

very, very Jewish.  I'm not very religious, if you can understand that.   

Definitely.   

Religion to me is made out of fairy tales.  We're talking about ancient concepts.  We're talking 

paganism.  We're talking about superstition and stuff like that.  None of this fits into my brain 

and I can't believe how somebody will say, "Yeah, Moses opened up the Red Sea," or, "Noah 



 
 

152 
 

built an arc."  People believe in it, not even analyzing, is it feasible?  Could it be done?  Could it 

be done at that age?  But religion carries—oh, like kosher, for example, I can't understand it 

because a concept that was developed for a definite reason two thousand years ago—just like 

camels, we don't use camels anymore.   

So anyway, going on and on, I can go on and on with this stuff.  But I'm not very 

religious.  I belong to the temple.  I've been on the board of directors of the temple.  I practically 

built the temple because I was with it when we first built it and I put a lot of money into it and 

gladly so.  I got some stain glass windows on there.  Did you see them?   

Yes. They're beautiful.   

And I even went back because the decorator screwed it up with a curtain in back of the big 

window and I painted it white.   

I'm interested in knowing when you were nine years old in Shanghai were there other 

children like yourself who were Christian in there?   

Oh, yes, absolutely.  There were a lot of mixed marriages.   

How did you deal with that?   

We were all Jewish, but my mother made us go to church.   

Even in Shanghai you went to church?   

Right.  Not very much.  But my mother was very religious and she'd find places.  Finally she 

belonged to a church.   

She never converted?   

She never converted, no.  My father never converted the other way.  But there was never—like 

sometimes there might be conflict of like politics especially religion where you have difference 

of opinion and stuff.  My father honored my mother's beliefs and vice versa.  As a matter of fact, 
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my mother made sure my father would go to services or buy matzah for Passover or observe the 

Jewish holidays because if it hadn't been for my mother, he wouldn't have done that.   

So when you immigrated to the United States, how did you self-identify?   

Well, again, the first street we lived on, the Jewish Joint put a lot of immigrants on a certain 

block, like a little German shtetl, like a little conclave.  Many of the kids I knew...My best friend 

was half and a half; he was half Jewish, Littman, Litmonovitz.  He changed his name, too.  

There's a story about that.  I came to Korea when he was there a couple of weeks.  He got killed 

right away.  He was a combat medic.  There's a story about that.   

Then I used to hang out at the JCC.  All the girls I dated were Jewish.  Well, not all of 

them, but most of them were Jewish.  I went to all different temple festivities and stuff.  That was 

me.  And I fit into it not because of the religion but what Jews are.   

Explain that.   

You can put Jews anywhere.  Best example is China.  And I'm not talking about concentration 

camps because there was nothing you can do about anything there.  But you can put Jews in 

China in a totally strange, unrelated environment, and they make do.  They invent things.  They 

do things.  They survive and come out of it okay.  Israel, for example, Israel is a miracle.   

Yes. 

But it's the culture.  Even with all the disagreements in the Jewish religion and all the (hazarigh) 

in it, all the arguments, I can't understand why anybody could spend a lifetime studying the 

Torah.  That doesn't get into my brain.  Just sit there and study and study the Torah.   

So you would say—that culturally you admired what the Jewish back part of your heritage 

was about.   

Yes.  The perseverance, the intelligence.  And I'm not that intelligent.  But you go back into 
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history and all the brilliant people in medicine and physics, yes.   

There was a discipline with that.   

I don't think you can teach that.  I think it's inbred.  It's cultured.  It's in your genes.  It's the way 

it is.  Some of this stuff spilled over into me.  I'm very grateful for it.   

…Now, your wife was Jewish?   

Yes.   

And then you raised your children Jewish?   

Yes.   

So that was not a negotiation or a discussion.   

No.  That was just natural.  Well, wait a minute.  Let me tell you first, before I married my wife, 

I converted to Judaism.   

Oh, so you did a full-on conversion.   

Oh, yes.  I forgot.  Yes, I converted to Judaism in Cleveland before I got married because my 

wife's grandmother, Dobie Friedman, she was Russian, spoke very little English, was an 

immigrant, of course.  And Dobie Friedman was the most crude, obnoxious person you'll ever 

meet.  She hated me because I was a goy.  She didn't want Noreen to marry a goy.  She was real 

Orthodox.  Her husband divorced her because of...She was very frumpy.  But Noreen was very 

close to her.  One time she's watching a favorite television show on her black and white 

television.  In those days you could fix television.  I could fix any damn thing.  She was so 

disappointed she couldn't watch her TV show.  I went in the back and I looked at the thing and I 

went down to the drugstore.  At the drugstore you can buy tubes and fuses.   

Those early televisions, yes.   

Went down to the drugstore and I got a tube or fuse or something and stuck it back in.  After that 
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I was the greatest.  It was okay for me.  To me it didn't make any difference.  I was more of a 

Jew than most Jews were, anyway.  But I converted.  So I converted officially, yes.   

Do you remember what that ceremony was like?   

Yes.  I felt very awkward with it because, again, a lot of the stuff that I had to learn—I had a 

stack of books and stuff—a lot of stuff I had to learn I didn't agree with it.  But I did it, anyway.   

You didn't do an adult bar mitzvah?   

Well, I didn't do—Mary Lou did a bar mitzvah just a couple of years ago.   

Oh, really?  

Yes.  Because she never had the opportunity to do it, so she wanted to do it.  Yes, I didn't agree 

with a lot of stuff.  It didn't fit into my psyche.  You probably heard the joke about the girl that 

wants to convert to Judaism.  She tries all these different religions and she can't find one that she 

really fits into.  She goes to temple.  She goes to the rabbi.  She says, "I heard the Jewish religion 

is it.  It makes no sense with anything else.  I want to become Jewish."  He says, "Fine, we'll 

convert you."  So he gives her a whole stack of books.  "Read these and then come back."  She 

does this.  To make a long story—it goes real long, but I'm going to condense it.  Comes back 

with a whole stack of books and she says, "Okay, I read all the books.  Now can I become 

Jewish?"  "Oh, no.  You have to become a bat mitzvah." "What's that?"  "You have to learn all 

these other things.  You have to learn the Torah and the Haftarah, the whole business.  And then 

come back."  So she does all these things and it becomes a bat mitzvah.  She says, "Now I've 

become Jewish?"  "No, not yet."  "Now what do I have to do?"  "Oh, you have to go to"—well, 

I've got it backwards, I think.  "But you have to go to mikveh."   

So they take her to the mikveh and she looks at this thing.  She says, "I'm petrified of 

water."  And the rabbi tells her you have to be totally submerged under the water.  She says, "I 
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can't do it."  "Absolutely," he says.  "There has to be another way I can do this without 

submerging my head under the water.  I'm petrified."  The rabbi says, "All right, you can go into 

the mikveh and you can keep your head above the water."   

So she comes out of the mikveh and she says, "Now I'm Jewish?"  He says, "Now you're 

Jewish, but you still have a goyische kopf."   

Explain that.   

"Now you're Jewish, but you still have a something."   

What's that mean?   

A Jewish head.   

Okay, because nobody's going to know.   

I'm sorry.  A Christian head.  You know what goy is, right?  

Right.  Yes, I do.  But we're doing this for posterity.  

Okay.  "But you still have a goyische kopf."  It's funny.   

Very good.   

Most of my jokes are not that clean.  But anyway, sorry to take up the time with that.   

When you look back at Las Vegas history and the role of Jewish people that you worked on 

the Strip for all those years, what would you tell people about the influence of Jews in Las 

Vegas?   

Well, Las Vegas was built by a lot of Jews.  For example, at my company, Caesars Palace was 

owned by the Perlmans.  The Perlmans had to give up their part of the—they owned major shares 

in Caesars Palace.  For your information, Caesars Palace was built with eighteen million dollars.  

Later on they remodeled the swimming pool and it cost that much, but then it cost eighteen 

million dollars.  It was done by people like the Perlmans.  It was done by Jay Sarno.  Have you 
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heard of Jay Sarno?   

Yes.   

These people were Jewish geniuses.  They were Clifford and Stuart Perlman and Billy 

Weinberger, for example.  Billy Weinberger came from Cleveland.  He had a restaurant on Short 

Vincent, which is in the gangster district out there.  The mob had a restaurant on Short Vincent.  

He became president of Caesars Palace.  The guy ran this thing like he had ten master degrees in 

whatever.  I'm not even sure of his background or education, but he knew just what to do.  Plus 

the Italian guys from Steubenville—you know Steubenville?  Okay.  We had a whole bunch of 

people from Steubenville and these people were all geniuses in the business.  These people were 

all geniuses in that business and most of them were Jews and most of them had to relinquish their 

shares in Caesars because they were mob connected.   

So what was the relationship between I guess the Italian mob and Jewish?   

Well, the Italian mob, they're still Italians.  Now, when they refer to different people, from what I 

understand, even in the movie "Casino," they refer to a Jewish person as "The Jew."  There's 

always anti-Semitism, always an undertone of anti-Semitism.  But they all got along fine and 

they all did business and they built Las Vegas.  They literally built Las Vegas.  We just had some 

company and I'm going down the Strip where I haven't been for years and years.  I'm looking 

around.  I said, "This place is totally different.  I don't even know where I'm at."  Really, stuff is 

torn down.  But all these things, Circus Circus, Jay Sarno, Bennett.  I don't know if Bennett was 

Jewish or not.  But Bennett, these people were incredible.   

My good friend Smyth, who later on became vice president at Caesars, got me the job at 

Caesars because in those days you didn't go to personnel to apply for a job.  You went to the pit 

boss or you went to the casino manager.  This is how things were done then.  But Smyth got me 
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into Caesars Palace.   

Right.   

Caesars, the Perlman brothers brought Neil in because of his background.  He was a graduate of 

Horton School of Finance and he was like a naval—  

Was he Jewish?   

No, Neil was Catholic.  He was like a genius in the finance business.  So they brought him in.  

He was a comptroller in one of the casinos in Puerto Rico and they brought him down here, the 

family and everybody, not knowing what he was getting into.  He said, "Gary, I'll tell you the 

truth."  He says, "The first couple of days I went around my office and I see the kind of people 

that we were associating with."  He said, "I was ready to walk out."  All the mobsters, all the 

crooks.  Some of these crooks were downright stupid, the enforcers, the people that used to come 

in the casino with suitcases and briefcases to fill up stacks of money, to fill up the suitcases with 

money.  They used to go straight into the counting room, fill up money, before the IRS even 

knew how much there was.   

So he observed the skimming that was going on.   

He observed all the skimming and all this stuff.  Anyway, he stuck with it.   

Why did he stick with it, do you think?   

Because he was in the gambling finance business and this is how he was brought up in Puerto 

Rico in the casinos in Puerto Rico.  He just stuck with it.  He figured that Las Vegas—don't 

forget Las Vegas was the only place there was gambling outside of Cuba and Puerto Rico and 

those places or Monte Carlo.  But Las Vegas was an entity all by itself and it was unique and it 

was different.  People used to come down here just for the mystique of the gangsters.  Some of 

these people have gangster worship.  That's another thing I can't understand.   
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So even back then there was gangster worship, as you call it?   

Oh, yes.  Oh, yes.  When I was in the service, Las Vegas was just something you hear about, but 

you don't go there because of the gambling and stuff.  Oh, yes, they have guys standing inside 

the pillars.  They open up their machine guns and stand there.  Guards standing in the casinos.  

You heard all these mystery things, all these fantasy things that people makeup about Las Vegas.   

Because they really weren't standing there with... 

Of course not.  Can you imagine standing there for eight hours with a machine gun at a little 

pillar?  I mean this is ridiculous.  All these different things.   

So how did it change for you?  When you reflect back on all those years here, how do you 

tell people about the changes that you've experienced?   

You get acclimated to it.  Even if you disagree with it, even though you don't espouse to it, it's a 

good job and you stick with it.   

So not everybody was associated with the—  

Oh, no.  Oh, no.   

—the mob mentality?   

No.  Caesars Palace employee when I was working there—well, by the time I quit, they 

employed like five thousand people and they weren't all gangsters; they weren't all crooks.  They 

were regular working people—the waitresses, the cocktail girls.  Some were.  Some got the jobs 

because of gangster association and stuff like that, yes.  They were owed favors.  They put them 

in the casino.  And if they couldn't deal, they would put them on the Big Six.   

The Big Six?   

Big Six; that's the Wheel of Fortune.  That's another invention I made.  Couldn't get it on.  Wheel 

of Fortune is a real rudimentary gambling game.  Wheel of Fortune, the great big wheel, spin it.  
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You put your money on a dollar or two dollars, five dollars and so on.  I revised the game to 

where it's more playable or more player friendly because it's not very player friendly only in the 

sense to where like roulette all players have their own colored chips.  Say you bet on a red 

thirty-four and you win, the dealer knows that your color chip was blue and you get the payoff.  

But on a Big Six, the people put their dollars on it or tokens on it.  And some people, they're a 

crook at that, deceitful, and they claim it's their money and the people don't want to make a fuss 

and then they give up.  But then they get disgusted with it and they walk away from the game.  

They don't play it anymore because somebody is stealing their money off the game.   

Well, I devised the game to where everybody has their own spot and there's no cheating 

possible.  Give it to the guys.  "Oh, it's going to cost..."  I showed it to the executives.  "Well, it's 

going to cost money."   

And then I went into Shuffle Master, which is a big company.  They started with 

shuffling devices, card shuffling devices and automatic shoes and stuff and it became a pretty 

good-size company.  I went in there and I talked to some of these...They looked like young 

Harvard graduates.  I says, "Okay, I have a new take on the Big Six."  And one looks to the 

other, "What's a Big Six?"  And they're in the gambling business.  Right away I knew I'm not 

going very far with this.  I tried all these different things.   

Well, you know the whole idea of gaming has changed a lot with the generational shift.  

Younger people don't gamble as much.   

The emphasis is on where...The gaming shifted quite a bit.  It used to be to where even the big 

casinos had just a few slot machines.  That was beneath the executives' take on gambling, slot 

machines, because it's not really gambling.  You put a coin and you pull a lever.  You hit or you 

don't.  The table games—baccarat was the big thing, of course; craps; twenty-one; blackjack; and 
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so on—these were the big things.  But over time some of this stuff has changed.   

I remember it when Circus Circus, they took out some of their carnival things when they 

first opened up Circus Circus.  For example, they had one of those electric bumper car things like 

you have at a carnival.  They had one of those things in there.  They had a lot of things at Circus 

Circus that they eventually wound up taking out and putting slot machines in there.  Circus 

Circus, at one point they boasted they had the most slot machines of any casino in the world.  

They had five hundred slot machines.  Now, you go into any of the other casinos they have like 

five thousand slot machines poker machines and slot machines.  But then the guys that ran 

Circus Circus, Bennett and Sarno, they realized, hey, the slot machines are where the money is.  

Because they can make it any odds they want within the realm of the gaming commission.  

People don't know.  If they hit two dollars and fifty cents, they're happy.  And this is where the 

money is.   

So it changed a lot to where casinos realized that a lot of people who normally don't 

gamble will play slot machines.  The wives of the husbands who play craps, play twenty-one, 

and the women that don't want to play on the game, they will play the slot machines because it's 

simple to do and they win and it's exciting.  Then before you know it, these casinos became 

bigger and bigger and bigger and the emphasis was put on slot machines.  Then they became 

electronic and fancy.   

By the way, a friend of mine down the street, one of my neighbors used to be the slot 

manager at the Maxim Hotel.  You don't remember the Maxim.   

Yes, I do.   

You do.  He was a slot manager there and he's got two antique slot machines to die for.  I told 

him, "Next time you're not looking, I'm going to steal one of those."  He's got a nickel one in 
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perfect condition and they're the old mechanical one-arm bandit things, beautiful.   

Anyway, but it used to be to where quarter machines were almost unheard of; they were 

all nickel machines.  And dime machines are very unpopular because of the size of the dime was 

hard to handle.  So nickel was popular.  Of course, women would be standing there playing the 

nickel machines with black hands.  And then the habitual players, they would have cloth gloves 

to handle the nickels and their gloves were pitch black like they just come out of a coal mine.  

Then the payoff, like a lot of these machines, you hit a jackpot and two dollars and fifty cents 

would clunk right into the tray.  If you hit the biggest jackpot, which was ten dollars, you'd have 

to call a change person to pay it off.  You had to get a hand payoff.  It had to be paid off by hand.  

Ten dollars was the big payoff.   

Wow.   

Oh, yes.   

When did that change?   

It changed over a period of time just like an evolution.  And then the mechanical machines.  I 

think the last holdout on mechanical machines was the El Cortez.  The old people that used to 

play there, they loved them.  They loved those mechanical machines.  They were forever 

breaking.  They had a big workshop in there and they were constantly fixing those old machines 

to where they couldn't get parts for them anymore, those old mechanical machines.   

Then they came with cheating devices in slot machines was going rampant.  Even the 

electronic machines, they devised all kinds of cheating things, anything from a coin on a string 

that they would pull in and out and register like a coin.  There were all kinds of devices that 

would go under where the money comes out into the tray.   

Did you ever deal with somebody who was cheating at your table when you were dealing?   
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Oh, yes.  The old story is wherever there is money that somebody is going to try to get it from 

you illegally.  Gangsters and crooks or whatever, if they would put their genius to work in a 

legitimate business, they could make a hundred times the amount of money they do trying to 

steal it.  That's my...And it's true.  And these people come up with devices and cheating systems 

in groups.  You know what a cooler is?   

Cooler?  No.   

They used that word in a movie with one of the...I forget what it was...one of the casino movies 

where the guy is supposed to exude luck, bad luck or good luck.   

Oh, okay, like a shill.   

Like a shill except they called him a cooler.  Well, that's not what a cooler is, but that was a 

movie thing.  What a cooler is, is a prearranged deck of cards which is exchanged—no.  The 

regular cards off the game are exchanged for a cooler, a prearranged deck of cards.   

But this gets very complicated because, say, for example, you'll have six spaces on the 

table and all the spaces have to be taken up by a person involved in the scam.  Usually a floor 

man or a pit boss has to be in on it, a dealer definitely.  And you'd have to have cards that match 

exactly the cards that are being used at the time, casino cards with a logo on it and stuff.  And the 

cards are exchanged for a cooler, which are all prearranged.  So you have four or six decks in a 

shoe, right?  You only do that with a shoe game.  Yes, you could do it on single deck, but let's 

assume it's a shoe game.  So all these guys.  And the way they come out is first spot might get a 

losing hand.  The next spot.  Then the guy, say he's in forth position, he knows everybody else is 

betting nickels, five dollars,  and this guy is betting a thousand dollars and he gets the blackjack 

or he gets a soft hand, the good hands, splitting hands or stuff like that.  But everybody knows 

where the cards are going to be.  It's a real science…   
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What would happen to them when they get caught?   

For a while the casinos...That was a whole different, other thing.  Like for stealing, for the 

longest time in certain casinos, like Caesars Palace, they would never really prosecute people.  

They just threw people out of the casino, "Don't ever come back."  They don't want to see them 

again.  But instead of prosecuting them through a court of law on something like that they felt 

that wasn't the right thing to do.  Why, I have no idea.   

I used to hear the story, they didn't take them in the back room and break their kneecaps 

or something like that?   

Oh, they might have.  I’ve never seen it.  I never heard of anything like that.  But it was good for 

the movies.   

Did I tell you about my deal when I was in a movie?  They did a television series another 

Caesars called "Caesars 24/7."  I told you about that, didn't I?   

I don't remember.   

We had a camera crew with sound, a director and the whole crew going through Caesars Palace, 

the rooms, the casinos especially the shows and everything, a whole crew.  They were there for 

about three or four months.  They were supposed to be a reality show.   

Oh, really?  When was this?   

You can get copies of it online.   

It was called "24/7?"   

"Caesars 24/7."   

So it's an early reality show?   

Yes.  I forget when now.   

Pardon me, tell me your story.   
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All right.  They were going around doing all kinds of things.  One was a cat fight right in the 

front lobby with women fighting.  People used to say, "Gary, I didn't know you had all these 

fights at Caesars Palace."  I says, "We don't.  It's just for the television thing."  I called it 

rehearsed reality.  Made up all these kinds of things.   

But one thing, I come on my game.  I was dealing three-card poker, which is kind of a 

fun game to deal.  Never got it often enough because we only had two or three games.  But 

anyway, once in a while I'd get it.  It's fun to deal.  I come on my game and I knew right away 

what was going on.  They had the whole camera crew on my game, everybody with a camera and 

the sound and the guy with the mike, with the boom and stuff.  I'm standing there and right away 

they stick a transmitter in back of my shirt or my belt and the microphone stick on my lapel.  The 

story was they had a young couple that came into town.  They were going from, say, 

Pennsylvania someplace and they were going to California, but they needed to win money so 

they could continue their trip to California.  That was the story behind it.  Lo and behold, they sit 

down on my game.  The biggest hand you can get on three-card poker is a straight flush.  Lo and 

behold, they were betting quarters and they get a straight flush and the payout was like five 

hundred and something dollars.  But it was legit because I dealt it.  I shuffled the cards and I 

dealt it.  So I know it was legit.  If it was anything else, I would have said, "Nah, they phonied it 

up."  But it wasn't.  It was fun.  I'm on their video and I have to show you the video on it.   

I have it somewhere... 

Did you ever like to gamble yourself, as a customer?   

I'm not a gambler.  I'm not a gambler.  My wife was.  She loved to gamble.  Me, I'm not a 

gambler.  Mary Lou and I go out once a week, once every other week.  We go up to Green 

Valley Ranch.  Then we have a regular ritual because I get my haircut at the Orleans.  Now, 
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you're going to question that one, right?   

At the Orleans Joe Trujillo is the barber in town.  Joe Trujillo and his wife, Toni, and the 

whole family—his daughter, his sons, his brothers—everybody went into the barbershop 

business.  He had this really exclusive barbershop at the top floor at Caesars Palace.  I've gone to 

him since day one, since I worked at Caesars.  I don't know why I went to him.  But anyway, he 

had a real nice whole suite up there, barbershop, and Joe was the barber.  Everybody, like, for 

example, President Harry Wald who was the epitome of tidiness. The first thing he would do 

before he'd go to the office is go up to Joe and he'd comb out his hair and trim a little bit, every 

morning.  But Joe got like that whole suite up there.  He was a real con man—or is still—and he 

got this whole suite for like a hundred bucks a month or something like that.  But later on they 

kicked him out because that wouldn't fly anymore.  That was next to the spa and there was a 

beauty shop up on the thirteenth floor—no thirteenth floor.  You know there are no thirteen 

floors, right?   

Yes.   

On the fourteenth floor.  I went to Joe for years and years.  So Joe went around because he lost 

his place at Caesars and then he went to the Gold Coast and now he's got a real nice barbershop.  

He's got a whole suite in there.  He's still cutting hair and his wife is still doing nails and 

pedicures and stuff.  We're like family.  You come in and get a great big hug and stuff like that.  

His wife loves Mary Lou.  She sits down and chats.   

But anyway, we go to the Orleans, all the way across town, just to get a haircut because 

with all the hair I've got, I've got to be careful who cuts my hair.   

Really, yes, take care of it.  You take good care of it.   

Yes, because suppose you cut one ear off and then I don't have much left.  But we go to Joe.  
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Then we have a ritual.  Then we go to Big Al's Oyster Bar, which is a restaurant in there, fish 

and seafood restaurant, and we have lunch in there.  We have lunch and it's great.  It's very, very 

nice.  The food is good.  Then we play the poker machines.  We win, we lose.  We're not 

degenerate gamblers.  The most we put into it at any one time is maybe sixty, maybe eighty 

bucks apiece and it doesn't hurt anything.  A lot of times you walk out of there with money, too.  

But on the average you're not going to win; you're going to lose.  But we have a lot of fun.  Mary 

Lou and I, we have a ritual out of this thing and we do that.   

But as far as a gambler, no, I'm not a gambler.  Like now I'm looking at the stock market 

and I check the stock market every day.  I used to have some stocks and to me that's like playing 

craps.  I finally sold a bunch of stock that everybody said, "Well, you've got to get rid of it.  It's 

no good."  It was always hovering around.  I sold it several months ago.  I didn't take too much 

of a beating on it.  But as soon as I sold it—now, it's predictable—the damn stuff is going up.  

That's my... 

I understand what you're saying.   

But I'll give you a quick story.  I have a good friend, one of the officers at the table tennis club, 

Paul Terrio.  Paul Terrio had a degree in journalism and he was a civil engineer and he was in 

charge of building one of the towers at Caesars Palace, very smart guy, good ping-pong player.  

Paul was real active in the stock market.  When the news first came out that Caesars Palace was 

going to go into Atlantic City, everybody was buying the stock.  At that time the stock was like 

five dollars and change a share.  He says, "Gary, you've got to buy some stock."  I said, "Paul, 

I'm not a gambler."  He said, "But, Gary, you've got to buy stock; you've got to buy stock."   

So finally, I put some money and I bought, oh, I forget, maybe five hundred shares or 

something like that at five dollars apiece, five dollars and eighty five cents.  Then he comes back 
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and he says, "Gary, I'm buying this stuff on margin.  This stuff is going up and up and up."  So 

then I bought some more, about the same amount for eight dollars and change.   

Stockbroker calls me up and he says, "Gary, are you watching that stock?"  I said, "Not 

really."  He said, "It's up to sixteen dollars and something.  You should sell it."  I said, "Nah, I'm 

not going to sell it.  I just have a feeling about it."  I'm a real expert at this, right?   

To make a long story short, Atlantic City opens up.  By the time I cashed it out, a share 

that I paid average for it like six dollars and change wound up at like a hundred and fourteen 

dollars a share.  I was a damn genius.  I cashed it out at the very height before it starts going back 

down again…The stock market is not just the stock market for geniuses.  It's a gamble.  It's a 

craps shoot.  Always has been.  Most people don't admit it.   

So now, just like I said, I got rid of this stuff here.  I didn't lose that much, but I didn't 

make any money on it.  Now it's gone up to nineteen dollars or something like that a share.  

Anyway, but to answer your question, no, I'm not a gambler.  That's a long story about that, 

right?   

Okay.  So before we wind up for today, are there any other stories that we need to include 

in this project that you'd like to share?   

I was going to show you a few minutes of the video of the ramp, which is really interesting.   

Okay.  Before you show me that, anything else that you want to share with me that we 

didn't cover? Anything else before we look at the video?  

I've got to show it to you on the computer because... 

[End of recorded interview]  
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September, 20, 2014     
The Kid from Cuxhaven  

 
An autobiography of Gerd (Gary) Sternberg  

 
A Holocaust Survivor’s Story 

                                  
 

 
 
This is a true story of a boy and his family who had the misfortune of having 
been born at the wrong time in the wrong place …  
 
I was born in Germany at a time when Germany went insane and became 
a mass murderer.   
 
I came into the world on August 25, 1931 In Cuxhaven Germany, a 
beautiful seaside resort and fishing community at the mouth of the Elbe 
River, on the North Sea,   to my father Herman and my mother Augusta. My 
sister Ruth was born a year and a half before me. My mother was a devout 
Christian and raised both of us in that faith. My father was not very religious 
but with my Mothers prodding he did observe the Jewish holidays. There 
was never any dissention or disagreement about religion in our family.  
 
My father was born in Germany in Weztler An Der Lahn, which is in the 
beautiful Rhineland wine country and he came from a large Jewish family 
that were in the cattle business, they were very well to do. He fought for 
Germany in the First World War as a combat medic and was a war hero. 
He was awarded the Iron Cross for bravery in action under fire for saving 
an officer‘s life. He proudly displayed it and told this story with pride. They 
were under heavy artillery fire, he was in the perceived  safety of a fox hole, 
when someone in a shell crater cried for a medic, he crawled out of his fox 
hole to where the injured soldier was, while giving aid to the wounded man, 
the fox hole he just came out of took a direct hit. The soldier whose life he 
saved turned out to be a high ranking officer, had he saved just a common 
every day soldier he would have gotten a lesser medal and would not have 
been worthy of the Iron Cross. (I love that story but I can’t understand the 
screwy mentality of German thinking) When the ship he was on was 
leaving Genoa Italy on the way to China, he threw the Iron Cross, (his 
prized possession) overboard in disgust.        
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My mother comes from a poor Christian family living in Lengoven, a small 
village in East Prussia Poland. She had a very hard life, living in poverty 
and with continuous hostilities. Her mother died 
of breast cancer at an early age. She would tell 
us stories of the hardships, the killings and the 
atrocities by Russians soldiers, Cossacks and 
other marauding factions. (She would always 
remind me of those hardships and hunger 
whenever I didn’t like my dinner or left food on 
the plate). After relocating to Germany she 
worked for an orthodox Jewish family as a 
housekeeper and while there she learned about 
the Jewish customs, traditions and Yiddishe 
expressions, she knew more Yiddishe 
expressions than anyone.  She was also able to 
speak, read and write fluent Polish, Russian and 
German. I have vivid recollections from the time 
when I was around 6 years old; I remember 
living on the first floor of a two story house on 
number 1 Dohrmannstrasse. There was a big 
back yard and the side of the house had a flower garden and next to the 
garden there flowed a creek, it was called “Die Wettern”, the water was 
usually shallow, very clear and cool, but the current was swift, we had so 
much fun there,  wading bare footed in the cool water 
with the mud squishing between the toes, a net in one hand and a tin can in 
the other we would catch Little minnows, bring them home but they were 
usually dead by morning. The street was like from a story book it was 
cobble stone (which when I was bare footed caused a lot of big toe 
injuries). It was only a short block from our house to the dike, at the end of 
the street was a railroad track which ran along the bottom of the dike and 
on it would go a railroad we called the “Bummelzug” translating into a very 
slow bell ringing train.  (We had a big scare when my sister got her foot 
stuck in the track with the train approaching, her girlfriend yanked her loose 
at the last second). Our street continued on over the tracks and ended at 
very steep concrete  steps going up the back side of the tall dike, the top of 
the dike had a walk way or promenade for its entire  length of several 
kilometers. From there was this incredible panoramic view of the North 
Sea. To the left and off in the distance was “Kugelbake”. Kugelbake was a 

Ruth and I in our garden next to 
the house, decorated with flowers 

to participate In the Annual 
“Flower Fest” 
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Kugelbake 

tall structure that mariners and fishermen could home in on, it was on the 
end of a long breakwater that jotted way out into the sea like a lighthouse 
would, and this structure is also Cuxhaven’s logo.  The seaward side of the 
dike had a gentle grassy slope down and continued on into a flat grassy 
meadow of a distance of maybe 100 yards, it then ended up at another 
promenade which ran along the water front next to the break water wall, 
and then the beautiful beach. My Sister and I were not allowed on the 
beach or near the water unless supervised by a parent. There were usually 
a few cows grazing in the grassy areas which created  hazards we called 
land mines, or kukake (kuh- kaak- kay) meaning  cow crap. If you stepped 

in one, not only did you stink but you were the 
laughing stock of all the other kids. The grass 
was always kept in top condition because all 
the grassy areas acted as a buffer zone to 
protect the dike from storm surges. The grassy 
areas were also popular for beach baskets, 
(strand korb) that were scattered all over, these 
little portable cabana like shelters were made 
out of wicker and came in 1 or 2 people size. 
They were synonymous with that area. Some 
of these were owned by individuals and they 
could also be rented for the day. During severe 

storms the water spilled over the sea wall and the grassy area would be 
covered with 1 to 2 feet of water. After a storm and before the water would 
drain back into the sea we couldn’t wait to run and play on the water 
covered grass. It was really special.  Also, we would scavenge for all sorts 
of treasure (junk) that the storm and tide had brought in. On other 
occasions we would all go and stand on top of the dike and watch the fury 
and the enormous power of the ocean shooting up like geysers from 
between the planks on the dock. Watching and feeling all that power would 
sometimes scare me during a really bad storm (the North Sea has some 
really bad ones each year) that the dike would break and we’d all drown, 
because we were living right behind it.  Looking to the right and nearby was 
a huge public sport and entertainment complex with swimming pools that 
would host all kinds of swimming and other aquatic sport competition in the 
summer, with high diving boards, in the winter there would be ice skating 
etc.  Little further down was an area with a band shell, a pavilion with 
shops; the restaurants were on the upper floor and overlooked sea, and my 
favorite, an ice cream shop. It was heaven. On a beautiful Summer Sunday 
afternoon, everybody would be all dressed up including us, the four of us 
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strolling and mixing with the crowd. With a dripping ice cream cone in one 
hand and the other in Papa’s hand. The band playing Strauss waltzes and 
other popular dance music.  There were also other entertainment facilities. 
This, the beautiful beaches and so many other venues made Cuxhaven a 
very popular vacation destination.                         

My sister and I shared 1 bed room my parents had a very spacious 
bedroom, There was a large kitchen with a modern gas stove and other 
modern amenities of the day  however the water in the tap was cold only. 
The kitchen table was in front of a window overlooking the neighbor’s 
house and yard. When we were eating or gathered at that table we always 
had to make sure that the curtains were drawn in case there was a 
discussion about Hitler and the Nazis, because my mother heard rumors 
that the Nazis and secret police were trained to read lips and we could be 
arrested. She was afraid they were watching everybody and especially us 
because of my father being Jewish. (This was the kind of fear the Nazis 
instilled in its citizens even as early as 1938.) The rest of the house was 
used for my father’s business. A large front room that overlooked the street, 
was used for my fathers’ medical practice and across the hall was “dass 
kleine zimmer” (“the small room”) which wasn‘t really that small. That was 
used as a waiting room. After office hours we would use it as a living room. 
It had over stuffed furniture and my mother’s treadle singer sewing 
machine; it was such a neat and comfortable room to be in, it even smelled 
good. That room was also special because all the holidays were celebrated 
in that room. For Easter we looked for hidden Easter eggs, on Passover it 
was matzos   for Chanukah we had a beautiful menorah that was lit for the 
8 days. Christmas, of course, was the day we waited for all year.  

My mother was not very picky and was easy to please, but when it came to 
Christmas trees the opposite was true. When my father brought the tree 
home she would always put him on the defensive, “ the tree is too big or its 
too small, all the branches are one side and over here it’s too bare, its 
crooked on the top etc, etc, when the tree was all decorated it was just 
perfect. We would all help decorate the tree, the tinsel in those days was 
made from lead foil, the candles were the size of birthday candles and they 
were placed in metal holders that would clip to a tree branches. Only my 
father could place the candles, it was a real operation, you would have to 
find branches that were strong enough to support the weight of the candle 
and the holder and it would have to be located where it was not under 
another branch that could catch on fire, a bucket of sand and a bucket of 
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water was placed nearby, just in case.  Christmas in Germany is celebrated 
on December 24th in the evening. Hence, Christmas Eve. My father would 
light the candles and my mother would lead us in song, she had a beautiful 
voice. The flicker of the lighted candles in the darkened room, the singing 
and the anticipation of opening the presents was a memorable and festive 
event. The aroma was all mixed together with the scent of the candles, the 
pine tree my mother’s delicious home baked cookies and cake would linger 
in the room for days and in my mind for always. We opened our gifts and 
we were allowed to stay up late and play with the toys.     

 In the back of the house was my father’s work shop. This is where my 
father and an employee would make arch supports, Hernia trusses, artificial 
limbs, braces and a whole array of medical appliances. It was such a fun 
place; there were machines, tools and all kinds of materials to make all 
these things. I was not allowed to be in there without supervision. A few 
steps  down near the back door was the toilet, high above the toilet was a 
cast iron water tank, it had a pull chain with a wooden handle for flushing, 
the handle was just out of my reach and I always had to jump to grab it. 
That room wasn’t heated and nobody spent a lot of time in there in the 
winter. All the other rooms had cast iron stoves that burnt coal or coke; they 
required a lot of attention so when a room was not expected to be used for 
a while that stove was not fired up.  The front door to the house had an oval 
glass insert with a floral design, the glass was a little loose and made a 
loud noise when the door was slammed or when someone knocked too 
hard, that noise always annoyed me.       

The top floor was occupied by the landlord Max Steffen and his wife. He 
was a very big stout man who was easily angered, he smiled very little, but 
his wife was very nice. He was a customs inspector; he was usually in his 
green uniform.  As a government employee he had privileges and one 
those was that he had a license to have permanent  fishing nets in the surf, 
these nets were tubular and maybe 10 feet long they were held in the surf 
with stakes and the opening towards the ocean when the tide came in fish 
would get trapped in the nets.  

In the back yard he had a regular smoke house and quite often he would 
give us some of that delicious smoked fish and eel, it was always a real 
treat. He would put the live catch in a big wooden box with holes like a big 
creel, the box would float in the creek by the house and it was secured 
somewhere near the steps that went down to the creek. As in other times 
my sister and I were playing by the steps and we started jumping around 
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on the box, the door on the box opened up and all the captives swam to 
freedom. He heard the commotion and by the time he came down all the 
fish were gone.  The guy was so mad I thought he was going to kill us; we 
were so scared we ran for our lives. We each got a spanking from my 
father and we were not allowed in the back yard or near the creek for 
weeks.  

My father was a multi talented man, while in the army he acquired a lot of 
medical experience on the battle field, and then in military hospitals making 
prosthetic limbs and other medical appliances he was well schooled in 
human anatomy and equally expert in chiropody or podiatry, the treatment 
of diseases of the foot, also his mechanical ability was remarkable. He had 
his own practice and he made a very comfortable living.    The foot 
treatment became a major part of his business.  A doctorate for this service 
was not a required although some of his patients called him Doctor 
Sternberg. He even had many out of town patients that would see him 
while on vacation.  

 

A plaster cast was the customary method for fitting a patient for arch 
supports. First a cast of each foot had to be made then removed from the 
foot then plaster would be poured into cast, when hardened the cast would 
be removed and you would have a positive of the foot to which the arch 
support is fitted. This method was messy, time consuming and expensive. 
My father developed a very simple, inexpensive fast and clean method for 
accomplishing the same thing. It was done with Vaseline and blotter paper. 
Vaseline was spread on the bottom of the patient’s foot, my father would 
guide the foot with both hands onto the blotter paper, the patient would 
stand up and an imprint of the foot is done. This simple invention gained 
him a lot a business because he could make his product for a lot less than 
his competitor.  This method was not easily copied by the competition 
because it required know how to properly interpret the foot print.  This is 
only one example of my father’s ingenuity. 

As I am writing this story a lot of memories pop back into my head, some 
things that  were important enough to impact me for the rest of my life but 
one was so totally insignificant and unimportant  but it has always stayed 
with me.  As I think back and I recall many of the  embarrassing moments 
in my life especially the bad ones,  the ones, when somebody says “Gerd, 
you’re turning all red” because you said or did something so stupid that at 
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the time you wished you had a giant eraser that would make it disappear.   

Its Easter, I was about 6 or 7 and My parents my sister and I were all 
standing around in the hall way waiting for a surprise to happen. Mrs. 
Steffen the land lord’s wife comes down the stairs with a big tray of Easter 
eggs, some were chocolate and some were beautifully colored hard boiled 
eggs. I was in awe over all the colors on that tray, Mrs. Steffen holds the 
tray down to my level for me to take one piece, but I pulled the tray out of 
her hands thinking the whole thing is for me, She pulled it back saying in a 
stern voice “ Gerd just take one” with that everyone started laughing, I 
picked up an egg and everyone is still laughing harder and louder, the 
embarrassment  was too much, I put the egg back on the tray and ran off 
crying.    

My best friend Walter Erbst was about my age; we got along really well. He 
lived with his family 3 houses down the street, he had 2 sisters and a 
brother who was all in their late teens and early twenties, Walter, I guess 
was an afterthought. His father was a fisherman who owned his own fishing 
boat, these kind of fishing boats were very common in the area as a matter 
of fact they all looked pretty much alike, 
they were made out of wood but very sea 
worthy. They were called “Krabben Kutter”, 
they specialized in catching bay shrimp. 
The shrimp were cooked right on the boat 
at sea in ocean water and then iced. Mr. 
Erbst always made sure he had some left 
over after selling his catch to the brokers. 
This is where Walter and I came in. 
Everybody on the street already knew when the shrimp boats were coming 
in and like a tradition were expecting us.  Walter and I would go up and 
down the street ringing door bells and asking if they wanted to buy our 
shrimp, I think they were like 5 pfennig (5 cents) a pound. The customer 
would give us a bowl or container and a note with their name, how much 
and the appropriate amount of money in the bowl, we’d take them back to 
Walter’s house where his mother would fill the orders. The completed 
orders were then taken back to appropriate house. All this required a lot of 
trips back and forth but we didn’t care it was fun, also the reward was an 
occasional candy from a customer, a big bowl of bay shrimp and better yet 
compliments from my parents on my entrepreneurship. That evening we 
would have that long awaited dinner of fresh peel and eat bay shrimp and 

Krabben Kutter  
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buttered rye bread. “It was gourmet time“! 

Walter and I were going around the neighborhood ringing door bells and 
asking for empty glass bottles of any size and shape. Everybody already 
knew what they were for. Walter’s oldest sister was getting married and 
tradition has it that on the day before the wedding you would throw bottles 
against the bride’s house, the yelling of the throwers, the laughter and 
racket of the broken glass was supposed to get rid of any evil spirits.  I and 
Walter and his brother had a great time doing something that we would 
normally get punished for. This worked so well that spirits and ghosts have 
not been seen around there since. 

I came home from school, I think I was in the second grade, my father said, 
“Gerd you look all upset” I told him that we had to watch another one of 
those Nazi films. It was one in a series of Nazi propaganda films that were 
shown even to little school kids.  Most of them were about Hitler, the 
grandeur of Hitler Youth and the Arian race but this one was especially 
disturbing and I remember it to this day. A man with a long nosed grotesque 
face was being chased by a policeman and a mob of people, the man gets 
into a car and drives away, the policeman and mob are helpless and 
shouting stop the Jew, stop the Jew. Down the road is a blond bleu eyed 
Hitler Youth all tricked out in his uniform with a Hakenkreuz (Swastika) 
armband,    he watches all of this and the fearless Nazi kid stands in the 
middle of the road as the car approaches him at a high rate of speed, he 
picks up a brick and throws it through the windshield of the car, the car 
veers  out of control and hits a tree, the policeman and mob catch up, they 
drag the man out of the car, his face is all bloody and in spite of the man’s 
obvious injuries  everybody beats up on him and the lifeless man is 
dragged off by the scruff of his neck to jail. Then it shows the Hitler youth is 
being awarded a medal for heroism by a uniformed Nazi in front of a 
cheering crowd saying something like “our hero knew just what to do with 
the Jewish criminal” .    

On this day everybody in school is all exited, the teacher tells us that there 
will be no lessons today.   The whole school will be going up on the dike 
because we will greet Der Fuehrer (Hitler) as he will be going past 
Cuxhaven on his yacht and we will be able to see him.  Each class was 
assembled on the school ground with their teacher and we all went to the 
dike. It wasn’t that far maybe a 20 minute walk. It was a beautiful sunny 
day, we had fun while we were singing songs and marching along. When 
we got to the top of the dike other schools were already there and other 
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kids were coming in from all directions. The seaward side of the dike had a 
very gradual slope so when all the people were seated on the grassy hill it 
looked like a linear stadium. I would guess that all the schools in town were 
on that dike. After a while the teachers were going around passing out 
paper swastika flags. It made quite a site, the whole dike was bathed in a 
sea of red, black and white flags. It seemed like we were sitting there for a 
long time until Hitler’s ship finally appeared way off in the distance. Ever 
body was disappointed because they expected to at least get a glimpse of 
that German God. As the ship appeared we were told that everybody jump 
to their feet waving their flags and arms and hollering Heil Hitler, it was a 
typical Nazi propaganda spectacle.  

Year round, Cuxhaven was just beautiful. In the summer it was mostly 
sunshine and beautiful cloud formations suspended over the sea, a 
continues cool breeze off the sea. That whole area where we lived was like 
an oversized playground for kids of any age. The ocean front in most areas 
were of beautiful white rolling  sand dunes with patches of tall sea grasses 
that smelled from iodine when you rubbed it, the white sand turned into 
ripples where the ankle deep water started and continued on for a distance 
before it got any deeper. The North Sea water was always cold but when 
you’re a kid that makes no difference. By some unexplained reason the 
beach in our immediate vicinity   was different, instead of sand it consisted 
of tiny crushed sea shells which was hard to walk on when bare footed. 
The water got deep a short distance from the beach at high tide but when 
the tide was out it turned into mud flats. We would walk in those mud flats 
in bare feet to look for crabs buried in the mud, and for some unexplained 
miraculous reason no one was ever bitten in the toe by a crab. When it was 
ebb or when the tide was out a whole transformation would take place. 
Where shipping lanes were and ocean going ships went through a short 
time before was now land. 

 Neuwerk, a little island several miles off the coast of Cuxhaven, to where 
you could actually walk during ebb. Horse drawn wagons with a capacity of 
8 or 10 people would also go to little island and tourists and locals would 
patronize the gift shops and restaurants. Every year stupid people ignored 
the warnings of walking to Neuwerk because if you timed it wrong and you 
were too far out when the tide came in and it came in fast you were “SOL” 
and drowned.  

The early spring was another health hazard for stupid people. The sea ice 
would start breaking up and turn into big ice shoals that can easily support 
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a person or even several, when the shoals were close together it was fun 
jumping one to other as they were bobbing up and down and you could 
jump out a little ways and then come back to shore jumping from one little 
floating island to another. The unexpected danger came in when as result 
of the water currents or wind the shoals separated too far to jump to any 
one of the other ones, if you were lucky the floating ice cake you were on 
would reconnect and make a bridge towards the shore, or it would go out to 
sea where rescue was impossible because boats could not maneuver in-
between the moving ice. With all this fun stuff to do there were also 
inherent dangers, mostly to people who didn’t read signs. (Can you imagine 
floating out to sea on a piece of ice and knowing you can’t get help?)                     

            
 

                                           
The arrest 

 
It’s June 14, 1938 and It’s very early in the morning, maybe five or six 
o‘clock, I am awakened by a very loud noise, it was a loud banging on the 
front door, the racket  was amplified by the oval glass inset in the door. 
Then I heard men shouting commands then my father’s voice shouting 
“what do you want?” By the time my Mother, Sister and I came into the 
hallway it was only to see as my Father being forcibly yanked out the front 
door and pushed up on a truck with other people on it. My Mother was 
hysterical and my sister and I were crying with all the commotion. 
 
Weeks went by and no word and no sign of my father, my mother was 
absolutely frantic. She left no stone unturned, desperate, she went to the 
police, and the Gestapo Headquarters (Nazi secret police) she contacted   
friends and anybody she thought might be able to help or know anything, 
just to find out what happened to him, is he dead or alive, is he OK or is he 
sick or hurt. Nobody knew anything and if they did they were afraid to get 
involved.  
Finally, she got up enough courage to go and see Mrs. Reineke. Mrs. 
Reineke was a very wealthy widow who owned the bus lines and other 
transportation companies, real estate and all kinds of stuff in and around 
Cuxhaven, She was also a very influential and a politically connected 
woman. She was a loyal patient of my father’s; she had very bad feet and 
she always said that my father was the only one in the world that could help 
her. (Later when we talked about this, my father would laughingly say, “I 
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think she helped us as revenge against the Nazis for taking me away and 
not being able to take care of her feet.) But by this time we had a pretty 
good idea of why he was arrested. Other Jews in the area have met with a 
similar fate. Finally, a sigh of relief, soon after my mother talked to Mrs. 
Reineke we got word that he was in Sachsenhausen  a concentration camp 
in Oranienburg, near Berlin Germany, it further stated that he was in good 
health but nothing of whether if or when he would be released and able to 
come home. Rumors were circulating, (one of many,) that added to the fear 
and frustration that, not too many people were ever released from 
concentration camps. 
 
After a while our money and savings were running dangerously low and 
there were no prospects of making any. We were able to get a little food 
from some  charity organizations the stuff was awful and it was not enough 
to get by, I remember something they gave us a lot of ,was this real gooey 
awful  tasting syrup made from some kind of beet.  Friends also pitched in 
with whatever they could, for the first time in my life I was hungry and it 
wasn’t the hungry I used to be when I was playing outside and couldn’t 
spare the time to go home and eat, I was hungry because there was no 
food and that‘s a lot worse. We were all hungry a lot then. My mother went 
all over town trying to find some work but her qualifications were limited no 
one would hire her. To add to the problem was the fear of being evicted 
because she was behind on the rent. She got up enough courage to go up 
to the landlord and apologized for not being able to pay. The mean Mr. 
Steffen said, “Mrs. Sternberg you have enough problems right now, don’t 
worry about the rent, I know you’ll pay me when you can”, He went into the 
kitchen wrapped up some smoked fish and gave it to her and said I hope 
that everything will work out alright.  The mean Mr. Steffen was really pretty 
nice.  
 
One day a group of men barged into the house and told my mother that 
they were taking all of father’s stuff out, all the medical, equipment, 
machines, tools, and expensive materials. The man in charge said don’t 
worry we are not stealing it; we are buying it from the Jew, Sternberg. My 
mother said “I am not selling it my husband will need all these things when 
he comes back home“, the answer came back with “don’t be ridicules” my 
mother burst out crying and just hugged my sister and me, she continued 
sobbing through the whole ordeal and long after. After they loaded 
everything on the truck the guy in charge put some papers on the table 
saying “this is the inventory of all things we bought, sign here” and with that 
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he threw a few Marks (Dollars) on the table and left.     
 
My mother was running out of options and she went to see our old friends, 
the Weinberger’s, my sister and I tagged along. Mr. Weinberger was a very 
successful ship building engineer and designer and worked for one of the 
major shipbuilding yards in Cuxhaven and Hamburg; they were very 
wealthy and lived in a mansion like home on a huge piece of property. 
There were a number of people in the house it looked like some sort of 
gathering.  Mrs. Weinberger ushered us through the big house and into the 
garden and then into their beautiful “winter garden”, a gazebo like structure 
made out of glass furnished with big plants and white wicker furniture, the 
floor was covered in “kiesel steine” (white gravel).  When we were done 
with some refreshments my sister Ruth and I were sent outside to play, 
there was a section in the garden that had some very tall grasses that were 
even taller than my big sister. I could see the ladies talking through the 
glass enclosure while Ruth and I were playing hide and seek in the tall 
grass.  
The Weinberger’s had already heard about my father’s arrest but they 
weren’t too concerned for themselves, even though all their wealth and 
assets had already been frozen,   but they felt that they were safe and 
nothing was going to happen to them  because of Mr. Weinberger’s asset  
to the ship building industry and therefore  the Germans needed him. My 
mother told her that we were in a really bad situation and if there was any 
way they could help, but Mrs. Weinberger apologized and explained that 
they no longer had control over their money and that the German 
government has them on an allowance that barely gets them by. My Mother 
told us later how disappointed she was because she was sure they would 
be able to help.              
 
Out of the blue my mother received a note asking her to see the manager 
of a restaurant about a job. It was an upscale restaurant in the pavilion 
complex by the sea. She was puzzled because that was one place where 
she hadn’t applied, she suspected that Mrs. Reineke owned that 
restaurant; the manager hired her with no questions asked.  When she 
came home she was in happy tears, she hugged my sister and me so hard 
it was like a strangle hold. We finally had some income! The money wasn’t 
that much but it was a whole lot better than what we had and best part of 
the of the job was that once in a while they allowed her to take surplus food 
home, the first thing I would do when she brought a package of food home 
from work, is look for any leftover cake. She was doing odd jobs and soon 



 
 

185 
 

they trained her to be a waitress, the money was a lot better and she loved 
the work. The downside of the job was that the restaurant was also 
patronized by Nazi officers who were arrogant and hard to deal with and 
she also worried that they might find out that her husband is Jewish and 
she would lose the job.  
 
My mother wasted no time in contacting Jewish organizations in Hamburg 
and Berlin, in hopes of getting my father back home, but these 
organizations were bogged down with so many similar requests and 
haven’t been successful in getting any Jews out of jails or concentration 
camps.  
 
Winter was setting in, the winters in northern Germany get extremely cold 
especially on the coast, Heating became a big concern and to heat all the 
rooms in the house was too expensive so we had to be very selective as to 
what rooms to heat, it was the kitchen during the day and the master 
bedroom at night and we all slept in the one room. Coal was expensive and 
often times we would burn anything we could scrounge. Snow starts falling 
early in that part of the country, it was beautiful, and our street, the dike and 
the ocean as far as the eye could see everything was blanketed under a 
cover of white. By the middle of winter it would get so cold that even the 
salt water ocean would freeze, the shipping lanes near the coast had to 
constantly be reopened by ice breakers. The kids didn’t complain though, 
because we had the dike and the dike was the absolutely best place for 
sledding it was the perfect playground in summer and winter. In the 
summer when the grass was lush and green we would put our arms tightly 
to the side and legs together and make like log and roll down that grassy 
hill till we got so dizzy we couldn’t stand up and in the winter the sledding 
was second to none. A bunch of us would race down the hill and the last 
one would get snow on his face or down the back of his neck.   
 
When playing in the snow, protecting against frost bite was not a priority, 
but after coming home and warming up, the toes and ears were a bright 
red. My mother used to put kerosene on the affected areas to relieve the 
pain and itching but I think it made it worse. Days of agony were the price 
for a few hours of fun.    
 
The months turned into December and Christmas was fast approaching, 
my mother kept preparing us that this Christmas, the time of year that we 
all looked forward to, will be pretty bleak, first of all because Papa won’t be 



 
 

186 
 

with us but we shouldn’t complain because he has it a lot worse in the 
concentration camp, God knows what they are doing at him. Instead of 
spending money on toys we will have a nice dinner and a warm room.  
 
On the way home from the bakery I was fascinated by the Christmas 
display in the window of the general store that my parents used to 
patronize, the store owner sees me and motions me to come in, he says 
“here this is for you”, He gives me a small green wreath with a red candle in 
the center, probably meant to be a centerpiece, he says wish your mother 
and sister a Merry Christmas for me. I thanked him, I was so excited that I 
dropped the bread, looking back I think the excitement was more over 
kindness of the store owner and the feeling that somebody was still on our 
side then it was about the gift.       
 
It was a couple of days before Christmas, Mrs. Reineke’s limousine  pulls 
up to the front door, her chauffeur  comes in with his arms full of packages, 
after his second trip he tells us that Mrs. Reineke and her staff wish us a 
Merry Christmas while Ruth and I are standing around open mouthed. My 
mother hugged and thanked him all over the place, and also to thank Mrs. 
Reineke. 
 
Christmas eve was finally here, after a nice dinner we fired up the stove in 
the “small room” My mother read a letter from Papa to us for the third or 
fourth time, the wreath with the red candle was already on the sewing 
machine, (the sewing machine when closed was also a table,)   the gifts 
were on the floor. The smaller packages had cookies and Christmas candy, 
Ruth got a doll and something else, but I hit the jackpot I got a zeppelin or 
dirigible, it was about a foot long, it had a propeller in the back and when 
suspended from the ceiling on a string and wound up it would fly around 
the room in a circle. The fin or rudder in the back of the airship had a 
swastika on it, (oh well!) the other gift was an erecter set; I was totally 
overwhelmed I couldn’t have asked for better. My mother’s gift was two 
very happy kids. We lit the candle on the wreath, we had our fill of candy 
and cookies, lit the candle on the wreath turned out the lights and my 
mother sang Christmas songs with her beautiful voice. We prayed that 
Papa would come home soon and hoped that he was safe. It turned out to 
be a story book Christmas.    
 
  
It was around the middle of January 1939 when we got this unbelievable 
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and unexpected news that my father would be getting out of the 
concentration camp and coming home. Papa IS COMING HOME! We were 
all overjoyed, what was totally improbable a short while ago now turned into 
reality. My mother returned to her happy self going around the house doing 
things and singing like a Nightingale.  
 
My father was released from hell on January 28, 1939 and it was a few 
days after that when he walked in the front door. After all the hugs and 
kisses were done Muttie takes a good look at him, tears welled up in her 
eyes and in an angry voice says, “Herman, what did they do to you?” He 
had lost a lot of weight he looked pale and emaciated his face was all 
drawn out and he had dark circles under his eyes.  
 
 
First thing on the agenda of course was food. Meat, butter and many other 
basic food items were becoming scarce. Muttie grabbed her grocery 
shopping bag, (it was a net that was woven into a bag with two handles on 
the top and the bag expanded as stuff was put in it. It was the standard 
shopping accessory of the day). She was all smiles when she returned with 
her bounty. We listened to her story of her disappointment that she couldn’t 
find any meat but when she told the butcher that Herman had just come 
home from the concentration camp with a huge appetite he came up with a 
beautiful beef steak.’’ (Sort of like a cube steak) 
 
We were all sitting around the kitchen table and watched as my Papa 
enjoyed his first descent meal in a long time, my mother hastily drew the 
curtains in case the Nazi’s were watching us. Before he even finished his 
meal he said, in a determined and urgent voice, I might as well prepare you 
for this right now, he said in such a way that if he didn’t say it right now this 
second he would never be able to say it. We can’t stay in Germany; we 
have to leave the country as soon as possible. My father went on to say 
that he was given just a short time to leave the country and if he does not 
they will put him back in a concentration with no chance of ever getting out.  
The realization had just set in. With all the things going on around us Muttie 
had already envisioned this some time ago and casually prepared Ruth and 
me for this moment, but the thought that this would ever happen had been 
pushed to back of my mind; the fact that we will have to leave our beautiful 
Cuxhaven and go to some unknown foreign country with a different 
language and schools was now inevitable. And where will we go?   
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I am going to fast forward right here, to present day December 12th 2014. 
The time is 10:45 am and my Girlfriend Mary Lou calls, as she does every 
morning at exactly 10:45, to just talk and check up on me, why exactly 
10:45 has yet to be determined in our nearly eleven year relationship.  
 
Mary Lou was worried that her Daughter Sarah and Son-in-Law Kurt would 
not be able to fly out because of bad weather predictions for the New York 
City area. She was so relieved, that, instead of her usual salutation of a 
cheery, “Hi Gary,” Her first words were, “Sarah just Emailed to say that they 
had just arrived in Amsterdam, and are looking forward to a long 
anticipated Rhine riverboat cruise and also expect to visit the house of Ann 
Frank. “Ann Frank” This initiated another one of our lengthy phone 
conversations where the subject might be about anything from anti 
Semitism, Israel, to illegal Aliens, or the concern that Obama and his 
accomplices are preparing our Country for a Muslim take-over not to 
mention the ridiculous riots in Ferguson, Missouri over the shooting of a 
common thief, street punk, and most important, trying to solve any other of 
the world’s many problems.    
 
This morning’s conversation turned to the Story of Ann Frank of which Mary 
Lou is an expert. (Mary Lou taught High School English and Literature to 
advanced seniors in upstate New York and one of her favorite books she 
taught was the Story of Ann Frank.) It wasn’t until we started talking about 
the story that I realized the similarity to my life during the darkest period in 
history., My Father too was a WW l hero Like Otto Frank, Ann’s father, and 
recipient of the Iron Cross that they earned while fighting for their Country; 
he too had to utter the painful words to his family “We have to leave  
Germany as soon as possible, we cannot stay here any longer”, and I 
remember the shock that went through me when he said those words. 
 
 Families being uprooted from beautiful towns and familiar places, leaving 
friends and possessions behind and becoming refugees overnight. These 
scenes like the Frank’s and the Sternberg’s were played out thousands and 
thousands of times, all for the same reason, yet each a completely different 
story.   
   
 
My parents started making inquiries by mail and also in person trying to find 
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out what to do, how to do it and where to go. They soon found out that no 
country wants Jews. There were no visas available even to South America, 
Cuba Etc. The same answer came back to no matter where they went, 
SHANGHAI CHINA, the only place on earth that would have us.  
 
Shanghai, was wide open to anyone who wanted to go there, the Chinese 
didn’t care nor did the Japanese who occupied that part of China. When we 
heard that many other German Jews were already there, it sort of made it a 
little easier while trying to make travel arrangements and the money 
needed for the journey we found out that the most logical way would be by 
ship out of Genoa Italy. When they contacted the ship line … Shock set in, 
there was only one passage left, first class on an Italian luxury liner and 
they could not accommodate the four of us, and they had no idea of when 
there would be another crossing to China. My mother insisted that my 
Father should go by himself and since the thee of us were Christian we 
were in no immediate danger (later on they would have murdered my sister 
and me anyway because we were half Jewish)  we would follow as soon a 
possible. Papa said its out of the question I will not leave you alone. They 
argued back and forth and of course my mother won, the argument ended 
when she said “if you stay they will kill you.” I don’t know where all the 
money came from for the ships passage, clothe, luggage and all the other 
incidentals that were needed for travel, but logic would dictate that it came 
from various Jewish organizations.  Somehow they were able to scrounge it 
up in a very short time. In first class he was expected to have the proper 
attire, he had lost a lot of weight and all his old clothe were too big. (In 
those days people dressed when they traveled, not like now where flip-
flops and shredded cut off jeans are considered formal attire.) 
 
Papa left Germany on May 15, 1939. Several weeks went by went by when  
we finally got a letter from him. The beginning of the letter was all about 
how he misses us and how we were doing. He said that he was fine but he 
was having a difficult time adjusting in a totally foreign country  he was 
trying to learn English because with English you can communicate just 
about everywhere in Shanghai but where he is at present is with other 
Jewish German refugees. He didn’t say too much about all the negatives 
especially the filth, diseases, stench, and horrible living conditions, he didn’t 
want to scare us knowing how clean and neat my mother was. He wrote 
that he will get our passage to Shanghai going from his end and that we 
should start right away from our end. He suggested several organizations 
to contact that would help. War was on the horizon, and was imminent; 
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there was no time to waste. 
 
To this day I still can’t understand how my mother was able to do all the 
things she did. She worked at her job in the restaurant, sent us off to 
school, cooked and did all the other house work, and in her spare time she 
was writing letters to any and all organizations she thought could help us, 
and she also contacted the organizations that originally helped with my 
Father’s passage. By now ocean travel to the Orient was no longer 
available and we had to plan for an arduous journey over land by train. It 
was suggested that the best and fasted way to make the travel 
arrangements, passport issue and other incidentals was in Berlin. In the 
meantime my father was also doing all he could from his end.    
 
Mother had a sister Annie in Berlin, of who she seldom talked about. Aunt 
Annie was a little younger then my mother and the two of them never got 
along well, Aunt Annie was very opinionated and would not hold back on 
anything she had to say or who she had to say it to. Aunt Annie was 
married to Kurt Kasulke and they had one daughter, Waltraut.  Uncle Kurt 
was a be-spectacled meek sort of a man, he was the Poster boy for, 
“Marvin Milk Toast” he went about his business in a quiet way and said “yes 
dear, no dear” a lot, but he was a really nice guy, he worked for the city, as 
a streetcar operator. Later in the war he was drafted into the German Army 
and was killed in action soon after…  
 
 
One of my mother’s sayings was (and she had a bunch) when she had to 
do something unpleasant, was; “Da muss ich doch noch im sauern apfel 
beissen“ (“I’ll have to bite the sour apple”) and the unpleasant task was  to 
write to her sister and ask a big favor. She did not really expect a whole lot 
of cooperation.   She told her sister about our urgent situation and if she 
would help us lay the groundwork of where to stay in Berlin and the 
locations of the organizations she had to go to and how to get there. It was 
just a few days when a letter came back saying she was exited to hear 
from us and that she looked forward to seeing us, She said whenever we 
are ready to let her know the dates and that we will stay in her apartment 
as long as we needed to. That of course was a welcome surprise, more 
than we expected. 
 
It was on September 1st 1939 when the Germans overran Poland and a few 
days later England declared war on Germany. The feeling of the general 
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public was one of elation and euphoria, the achievement of invading a 
whole country in just a few days was an overwhelming accomplishment of  
Hitler and his regime and of course all the Germans wanted to share in that 
historic accomplishment and glory. Like war was going to be a real fun 
thing. Next we will conquer England and then the world.   
 
Things changed overnight. Some rationing of products and food had 
already been in effect but now there was hardly anything in the stores, 
everything was now rationed. Air raid wardens who never had a shred of 
authority in their lives were now going up and down the streets knocking on 
doors and shouting orders and telling people what to do, like, to tape up the 
window glass, it had to be done in a crisscross pattern to prevent glass 
from shattering from bomb blasts, also making sure that drapes were  
completely closed to black out any light at night. If any light did show 
through during an air raid you were fined or jailed.  Anti aircraft gun 
installations and listening posts were popping up all over the place. Military 
personal (mostly navy) was increasing by the day. Officers were strutting 
around like peacocks.   
 
 
We were playing in front of the house when all of a sudden massive 
antiaircraft artillery fire let lose, I ran into the house to go for cover but there 
were no air raid sirens or British bombers. The shooting continued and it 
came from the other side of the dike. People were yelling, “don’t worry they 
are only practicing. Even as a kid I was always curious about everything 
and this definitely required some investigation, I see people coming out of 
their houses and going towards the dike and I followed. Standing on top of 
the dike I see air bursts over the ocean and several navy ships are 
shooting at a target banner towed from a long rope by a biplane, the target 
was moving very slowly and there were air bursts all over the place but the 
target. The adults were laughing and saying “if these guys are supposed to 
protect us from the bombers the British won’t have anything to worry about”   
 
There is no question now, this is what war sounds like, we are now at war 
and still there was an air of excitement like everybody wanted to take part 
in the glory. For an 8 year old kid and (I am sure) for many sensible adults it 
was very scary.  
 
Flyers of instructions and plans were distributed on how to set up an air 
raid shelter in your basement with first aid supplies, food, water, and 
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flashlights. We had a pretty good shelter, it was a small concrete room in a 
corner of the basement that was originally used for cold storage for storing 
potatoes and later it was used for coal cellar. Needless to say it needed a 
lot of cleaning before anybody could go in it.  
 
It was just a short time later when British bombers started their attacks over 
Germany, Cuxhaven was not spared. Air raids were very frequent and they 
were usually at night. The bombers came across the north sea from 
England and early warning like radar and other sophisticated early warning 
systems had not been in use yet. The listening devices used then did not 
have a very long range, so from the time the bombers were first heard or 
spotted there was not much time till they were over head. In the middle of 
the night the horrible wailing sound of the air raid sirens would blast you out 
of bed. By the time you woke up put slippers and house robe on and run 
down to the basement and into the shelter the anti aircraft batteries were 
already banging away and then the bombs came whistling down and 
exploding and everything shook. When the bombs were exploding off in the 
distance they would just make a dull thud but the really scary part was as 
they started getting louder and louder and closer and closer, a couple of 
times they got so close that I could feel the shock waves compressing my 
chest and ears drums, even with my hands tightly over my ears the noise 
was still unbearable. One time the Stefens had some windows blown out 
on the upper floor. Our bunker was cold even in the summer but now in 
autumn it was really cold and damp. We had blankets and a little mattress 
to sit on but being scared and cold I could never stop shaking.  Mr. and 
Mrs. Stefen the landlord and his wife also shared the little air raid shelter 
with us. With the 5 of us it was pretty crowded, there was no room to lie 
down you could just sit up straight against the cold concrete wall. A number 
of times the sirens would sound, we would scour for the basement you 
could hear the roar of the airplanes engines and the anti aircraft artillery 
fire, but they were just flying over to somewhere else. Now … every time 
the sirens would sound we were hoping that it was just a fly over, but most 
of the time it was not to be. After an air raid me and other curious kids 
would go out and look for bomb and anti aircraft artillery shrapnel and also 
assess any bomb damage. After an air raid the air would still be heavy with 
that awful gun powder smell from the bombs, artillery shells and fires. 
 
We were in constant fear now. Going to school or any distance from the 
house, making sure of being near an air raid shelter or any kind of 
protection became a constant pre-occupation. 
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While making arrangements to go to China, a big concern was, with the 
war going on now, the bombings, food shortages and all the other horrible 
things that war brings on, how will we ever get out of Germany?  
 
As my mother was going around to all the local offices and agencies to 
make the travel arrangements she was constantly reminded by the officials 
that she didn’t have to do all this, all she has to do is to officially divorce her 
Jewish husband and she and the kids can stay in Germany. She got mad 
any time someone said that to her because there was no question in her 
mind that she would join her husband in Shanghai, no matter what.   
 
My parents always did everything together, but now with Papa gone it was 
all up to my mother alone. She did remarkably well and things started 
shaping up. In 1940 there was only one option remaining to go to Shanghai 
and that was by land. The first leg of the journey was to go to my Aunt in 
Berlin, finalize the travel arrangements and from Berlin take the train 
through Nazi occupied Poland, through Belarus to Moscow Russia, in 
Moscow we would stay three days at the Metropol hotel and then take the 
Trans-Siberian railroad all the way through Russia, Siberia, Japanese 
occupied Manchuria to Harbin then to a seaport city on the Yellow Sea and 
then a Japanese ship would take us across the Yellow Sea to Shanghai.  
 
My Mother kept the travel itinery to herself, she didn’t want to scare us with 
all that complicated stuff. I know she was scared not knowing what lay 
ahead in the way of making the proper connections, possibly getting lost in 
any one of the strange countries, strange language, hostilities could break 
out anywhere along the way and we could get stuck God knows where, 
plus any one of a thousand hardships that one might encounter when 
undertaking a journey half way around the world, and with two little kids 
during wartime.  What could go wrong?  
 
 
 
It’s the 19th of September 1940 it’s the day before we left Cuxhaven for 
Berlin. A million thoughts are running through my mind. I went in the back 
yard and took one last look around and walked up to the Wettern (the creek 
alongside the house). I went down the street to my friend  Walters house 
and said goodbye to him and his family, Walter was about the only friend I 
had left out of so many, all my other friends have since distant themselves 
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from me as more and more hatred propaganda was spread against the 
Jews. Even though I was of the Christian faith and only half Jewish made 
no difference. I went up to my favorite place, the dike, as I am going up the 
concrete steps my vision is getting blurry, I wipe my eyes but it doesn’t 
help, my face gets just over the top and the cold wind off the North Sea hits 
my face, I go all the way to the top and stand on the walk way and look 
down at this incredible scene, it was another beautiful sunny day the clouds 
looked like giant cotton balls. Just wearing a light sweater I soon began to 
shiver, its September now, and the once mild pleasant ocean breeze has 
already turned cold. I found my favorite place, it was on the front side of the 
dike, even though the back or ocean side was all lush green grass the front 
side was all covered with unmanaged tall grasses and scrubby vegetation 
and little mole mounds of loose dirt, it was an indent in the dike that was a 
perfect seat, my tush fit right in it, also the right height to where only my 
head was over the top and I had a great view. There I was shielded and 
warm and with only the cold breeze in my face, it was so beautiful I wanted 
to stay there forever. I just sat there frozen in my seat wiping my tears,  I 
kept thingking over and over that I will never see this again, Why does it 
have to be this way?  I sat there I don’t know how long, with my eyes fixed 
on a freighter moving slowly by and sail boats bobbing up and down off in 
the distance. I thought that I should make a memory of this and keep this 
picture frozen in my mind for the rest of my life. (Sure enough every time I 
think of my childhood this scene is the first thing that comes to my mind.) 
 
Not having traveled and exposed to, or seen and too many other places for 
comparison, I knew the Cuxhaven that I was forced to leave was beautiful 
and very special. 
 
My mother had sold most of the belongings. We were packed and ready to 
go the next evening. Most train travel was done at night now to avoid 
British bombing and strafing attacks. It was the first time my sister and I 
were ever on a train, it was all new to us, everything was blacked out, the 
shades were tightly closed and the light on the train was very dim. When 
we got off the train in Berlin it was wall to wall people, there was a lot of 
military personal and people scurrying all over the place. My sister and I 
held onto my mother for dear life.  
 
It wasn’t long before Aunt Annie and uncle Kurt found us and we were on 
the way to their apartment. The two sisters were really happy to see each 
other while they were talking Uncle Kurt kept us entertained. Their 
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apartment building was huge it took up a whole city block, they lived on the 
third floor and there was no elevator. The apartment was surprisingly 
spacious I even remember the large dining room. After we ate uncle Kurt 
ushered us down to the basement and to the section that was used for the 
bomb shelter. He said that we need to be able to find our way down there in 
case we get separated; he said they were getting bombed almost every 
night. Mother said that with all the bombings going on all over the place 
maybe going to Shanghai won’t be such a bad thing. My Aunt and Uncle 
took really good care of us they treated us like long lost Cousins (literally). 
We all got along just great, even Waltraut who was supposed to be difficult 
to get along with and often moody was fun to play with.  Even though food 
was becoming scarce and some things were rationed, Aunt Annie always 
cooked a nice dinner even with the three extra mouths to feed. 
 
One day we all went out to see Aunt Annie’s pride and joy. It was her 
“Schreber Garten”. (A small garden, more like a mini farm) Some years 
back the local government sold, or auctioned off small patches of land that 
were subdivided on a large piece of property on the outskirts of Berlin to be 
cultivated for gardening, growing vegetables and even raising chickens and 
rabbits but only for personal use, and even though these mini farms were 
now highly prized they could not be resold except back to the government. 
Aunt Annie considered herself very fortunate to have that piece of land 
especially now with the war and so many food shortages. There was a little 
house more like a shack but big enough to accommodate a person. It had a 
bed a little stove and kitchen stuff, if one wanted to stay overnight or for a 
few days to work the garden. To prevent steeling or vandalism there was an 
overseer who would watch over a certain number of these gardens. All the 
little farms were separated with narrow walk ways that made the whole 
area look like a patchwork quilt from Alice in Wonderland. I could see my 
mother’s enthusiasm as Aunt Annie was showing off her agricultural 
success. Ruth and I were playing with the cute bunny while wondering if 
anybody will really eat him. Aunt Annie said she was saving the chickens 
for a special occasion.  Everybody had a wonderful time, eating berries, 
carrots, peas and all kind of good stuff, the bunny helped with the carrots; it 
was a real, feel good afternoon.       
 
At night the dreaded air raid sirens. Some people in the basement shelter 
pretended to be old pros at the whole thing, and to give an appearance like 
all that silly stuff doesn’t faze them in the least. They would make silly jokes 
when the bombs were making the walls and ground shake. My mother said 
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they are just trying to show how brave they are and cover their own fear, 
because they are just as scared as the rest of us.  
 
Some of the air raids were short maybe 15 or 20 minutes, other lasted for 
hours before the “all clear” sounded.  
 
 
A couple of times, some people, when entering the bomb shelter made 
some jokes in defiance of the Hitler Regime,  they were pretending to limp 
and imitate or mock Goebbels‘ limp (the Nazi Propaganda Minister) and  
said something with it, and everybody laughed, We didn’t understand what 
they meant but we knew it was about Goebbels, (it was sort of a private 
joke) We looked at each other in disbelief, my Mother turned to Aunt Annie 
and in a low voice said, “are these people crazy?” if they get reported they 
can get arrested or even worse. People have gone to jail or concentration 
camps for lesser infraction then that.  Aunt Annie seemed undaunted, and 
said “all the people here feel the same way and nobody is going to say 
anything”. Night after night people came into the bomb shelter and made 
some anti Nazi jokes or comment, when everybody laughed, It sort of took 
the edge off the tense situation. 
 
One morning Aunt Annie motions me over, she said I have a complaint 
about you. Right then and there I knew what she was going to say. She 
said the apartment superintendent said that you and some other boys were 
making stink bombs in front of the building. I confessed that I was involved 
and I am sorry if I caused any trouble,  but the other kids said they do it all 
the time and it’s a lot of fun, we didn’t think it would bother anybody … 
bother anybody? The whole block was under siege.  
 
I am in front of the apartment Building and several older boys were in a 
huddle, they seemed to be all exited while they were making something. I 
said what are you making? we are making stink bombs, one kid said “didn’t 
you ever make stink bombs?” I said no, he laughed like doesn’t everybody 
know how to make stink bombs? He said watch we’ll show you. They had 
newspaper, matches and strips of 35mm movie film. (Movie film in those 
days film was made out of celluloid and that stuff was highly flammable). 
They took the film, laid it on the paper and rolled it up into a tube; one end 
of the newspaper was twisted to form a handle. The open end of the tube 
was lit while on the ground, as soon as the film started to burn it was 
stomped on by foot to extinguish the flame, that caused the film to smolder 
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and the smoke just poured out of the end of the tube, One kid handed me 
one (I felt honored and felt like I was one of the group) and he said you 
better run with or that smoke will make you cough and choke. I and all the 
other kids were running around with the smoke bombs polluting the air. By 
the time mine stopped smoking I was already coughing up a storm, the 
stench was unbelievable. The street had tall apartments on both sides and 
with not even a breeze the smoke just hung between the buildings. It 
looked like a war zone. The upside is, I got a whole education out of it. I 
think I was the youngest kid to have a degree in stink bomb making. 
 
The Kasulke family could not have been any nicer and made us feel very 
comfortable and at home. Aunt Annie always had some goodies available 
to nibble on or drink. We loved to play board games. The favorite was 
“Mensch Erger Dich Nich“, I think its compatible with the game “Sorry” . 
Uncle Kurt didn’t participate much; he came home from work, ate, read the 
paper and went to bed. He tried to sleep whenever he could; chances were 
he’d spend a good part of the night in the bomb shelter.           
 
It was time to go. It was early evening we were all packed up, I made 
doubly sure my erector set was not left behind. After all the hugs, kisses, 
thank yous and well wishes on our journey. Aunt Annie escorted us to the 
Berliner Bahnhoff (Railroad Station). It was a breeze getting there; she 
knew all the right busses and street car connections. The station was 
beautiful, huge and packed as before with people that were scouring in all 
directions, a lot of military. People were standing in line in dozens of ticket 
counters, signs showing different track numbers and how to get there,   she 
came on the train with us and handed muttie a bag and said, this is for 
when you guys get hungry. My mother and her Sister were crying as she 
turned around and walked toward the exit.  
 
It wasn’t long before the train started moving very slowly at first and then it 
started speeding up as we left the station. I remember I got a terrible 
feeling in the pit of my stomach, even though I was together with my 
Mother and Sister I felt like I was being disconnected and torn away from 
everything familiar, and going head long into a dark abyss of unknowns. A 
thousand things went through my mind, what if the train or tracks get 
bombed and it derails? What if the Russians won’t let us through? Will we 
make it half way around the world to Shanghai? Will we have food to eat? 
My head was getting bombarded with all sorts of negative things.  
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But again my Mother came to the rescue and she spoke in her soothing low 
voice. We have to prepare for a long journey ahead, but first I will ease 
your minds so you don’t have to worry. From here on till we get to 
Shanghai, most of the hotel, food and travel arrangements are paid for I 
have all the tickets and enough money. We will enjoy this trip so much 
more if we are always polite and do what I tell you. You will mind your 
manners and above all don’t fight or argue with each other. We will 
appreciate all the things we see, new things we will learn and unfamiliar 
foods we will eat.  (I knew the behavior speech was coming I just didn’t 
know when.)   
 
We were getting comfortable in our seats, curious me was disappointed 
because everything is dark outside and I can’t see a thing. Then, music to 
my ears… Muttie says I think we must be hungry by now, Aunt Annie 
packed us some food, so what do you say we eat? My Mother looks into 
the bag and gets all teary eyed, Ruth says what’s wrong Muttie? She says, 
look, as she takes out a big piece of CRISPY DEEP FRYED CHICKEN and 
says there is one piece for each of us.  Aunt Annie actually killed one of her 
three chickens.  (This was the ultimate sacrifice and gesture of love. In my 
lifetime I have eaten some of the finest gourmet food in some of the finest 
restaurants, but I cannot remember anything that tasted as good as that 
chicken.) I savored every morsel; I picked the bones till they looked 
polished. I knew there was only one piece for each of us, and I knew the 
answer, but I asked it anyway, “Can I have some more I said?”  (However 
remote, there might have been one tinier piece that my Mother may have 
overlooked in the bottom of the bag). Bracing for the anticipated outcome, 
“Gerd, you know, there is no more”… I just broke out crying.  
 
Ruth and I got our first lesson on germs and food and street venders. I had 
a feeling that I was going to learn a lot more by the time this journey is over. 
Except for maybe a hot dog or ice cream pushcart near the beach or by 
outdoor events, street food vendors in Cuxhaven were not a common sight.        
Preparing and selling food on the street was totally new to us. It was in a 
little border towns where the train stopped to replenish water, coal and also 
inspection. We were told we could leave the train and look around and to 
be back by a certain time, I was fascinated watching, as men got busy with 
all kinds of activity, some went up and down both side of the train with big 
oil cans and refilled the oil cups on all the moving parts and the wheels on 
the locomotive as well as the cars. I thought what one man was doing was 
strange, he went to every wheel and tapped it with a long handled hammer; 
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Mother asked him in Russian or in Polish, “My son is curious why you are 
doing that”? He said that it’s a precaution against cracks in the wheels, he 
said a cracked wheel can derail the whole train, he said he can tell by the 
sound if the wheel has a crack. We walked outside the station, everything 
looked strange and different from what I was used to. There were several 
street venders, some were preparing and selling food. One really caught 
my eye, she was roasting corn on the cob, and it looked delicious. Both 
Ruth and I asked if we could get some, this initiated a whole lecture from 
my Mother on unclean food preparation and street vendors, germs that can 
make you sick and besides, she said, “maize is chicken feed, people don’t 
eat maize.” It wasn’t till Shanghai that we learned about sweet corn on the 
cob.   
 
It is 999.19 miles from Berlin to Moscow. (I Googled it) I’d have to guess, 
but we were probably traveling for a day and a half or two days. The trip 
was pretty uneventful. No sirens or bombs and the train was very 
comfortable.  
 
The Moscow train station was amazing; I don’t know the name of the 
station we came in on. Russia has the biggest railroad in the world and 
Moscow is the main hub. Just in that one area there were 3 or 4 major train 
stations and they are all close together and near the center of town, within 
walking distance of hotels and the Red Square. 
 
I don’t know who or how the hotel arrangements were made but we were 
all in awe as we checked into the Metropol Hotel, Moscow’s biggest and 
finest, and let me say it was “finest”.  I have never seen anything like it 
before in my life, (but then I realized that in my nine years of life my 
experiences were kind of limited). The lobby was so elegant that I felt out of 
place. The ornate furniture, the thick carpet, and the heavy drapes. I held 
onto my Mother’s hand for fear that I might trip or run into something 
because my eyes were all over the place. A big fountain in the middle of the 
huge lobby made a soft bubbly sound. Our luggage had already been 
checked. Ruth on one side me on the other and my Mother in the middle 
holding hands and strolling through this magical place. The three of us 
were grinning from ear to ear. The desk clerk greeted us in German and 
was surprised when my Mother answered in Russian, then they both 
laughed.  The elevator operator opened one and then the other metal 
lattice sliding gates, we entered into this very ornate elevator, the man 
politely greeted us as he moved the lever to take us to our floor. I never felt 
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so important in my life. 
 
This was the first time Ruth and I ever stayed in a hotel, we’re having a 
good old time, looking in all the drawers, but jumping on the beds was short 
lived. There was a stand with a wash bowl on top and a pitcher of water 
below, a towel was draped over the side, In spite of this being a very 
elegant hotel not all the rooms had bathrooms and we had to use one down 
the hall.  
With all the technical and engineering advances in Russia, plumbing and 
bathrooms was not on their list of priorities. 
   
We freshened up and changed for dinner, but before we left the room we 
both got a crash course in dining etiquette, “don’t chew with your mouth 
open, no elbows on the table, don’t slurp your drink” and the list went on 
and on, I thought  I would do real good if I could just remember half of it. 
 
As we are going down I watch the elevator operator and marvel how he can 
make that elevator stop to where it lines up perfectly with the floor,    
 
We are following the music of a string quartet and it leads us to the dining 
room. The three of us are standing at the entrance,( sort of like Dorothy  
when she entered the Emerald City, (except we didn’t say “we’re not in 
Kansas anymore”) and we are in awe, Mother looks around and says, “this 
isn’t a dining room, this is a dining salon. The Headwaiter asked our name 
and room number and walked us to our table, we sat down and all of a 
sudden we are surrounded by an army of waiters in tuxedos with menus 
moving glasses and silverware and doing all kinds of stuff. My head is on a 
swivel I don’t know where to look first. The room must have been 3 stories 
high the ceiling was a glass dome, the windows went from floor to ceiling 
and were covered with multiple layers of heavy drapes, and there were 
palms and plants all around the room. The center of the room had a big 
fountain with trout swimming around, our waiter spoke to us in a broken 
German and again he was relieved when my Mother spoke to him in 
Russian, He was trying to say that you can select any trout and we will 
prepare for you any way you want. (That’s class.) 
 
My Mother had the trout, of course, she loved sea food more then any 
other food and told the waiter for him to select one, and she jokingly said in 
Russian that she did not want to be the executioner. The waiter laughed, 
then she translated the conversation for us and we all laughed. I can’t 
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remember what Ruth and I 
had but I know it was good. 
We had such wonderful 
dinner and Muttie repeatedly 
said while looking around the 
room, I wish Papa could be 
here with us and enjoy this 
too. For desert the general 
consensus was assorted 

pastries, but Ruth and I also ordered chocolate ice cream. The waiter 
brought a large pedestal  tray  with the most delicious looking cakes you 
can imagine, as soon as he set it down on the table, my Mother looked at 
me and in a laughing voice says, Gerd, “just take one” I knew right away 
what She was referring to: She was reminding me of  the embarrassing 
Easter Egg fiasco, the time I tried to pull the whole tray of Easter Eggs from 
Mrs. Steffens’ hands and everybody laughed at me, and then I was 
embarrassed, for being embarrassed over such a nothing event.   
 
The string quartet has moved from the dining room to the lobby, we find a 
seat on a couch near the quartet. I was fascinated how their fingers glided 
over the strings, I thought that I would like to do that someday I always 
loved violin music. This was truly an international hotel. The lobby was busy 
with all kinds of strange looking people in strange looking dress. Muttie is  
 
 
turning our attention to different areas of the lobby  see over there is a 
Negro from Africa, Ruth and I looked surprised at each other this was the 
first time we have ever seen a black skinned person. Mother said that man 
in the white robe is probably Turkish, the red hat with the tassel is called a 
fez, to me it looked an upside down sand pail that I play with on the beach. 
After a while Muttie says I think we are tired let’s go to bed. We will have a 
big day tomorrow there are a lot of things to do and see.    
 
We had breakfast and we are ready to go. All I remember about Lenin’s 
Tomb or mausoleum is that it was a huge building built out of giant granite 
blocks stacked up like toy building blocks, the difference from the blocks I 
had that there were no letters on them. We were standing in line to get in, 
and it was cold. My mother said it’s on the list of “must sees’ so we are 
going to see it.  
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It was not a waste of time though, we all had this great enlightenment, we 
found out who is buried in Lenin’s Tomb. (I couldn’t resist that)  
 
Then we walked around the red square like 
carefree tourists as we are walking along the 
huge wall of the Kremlin  At the end of the square 
stood the impressive St. Basils Cathedral, that 
was one of the most beautiful and interesting 
structures I had ever seen. The entrance was 
massive, there were a lot of towers with 
multicolored flame shaped tops, that are 
supposed to simulate flames going towards 
heaven, (to me they looked more like frozen 
custard cones with a swirl on top). There were 
stairs and stairs and more stairs, the three of us 
were huffing and puffing as we were going up and down the circular stairs 
in the towers, they were the most fun. A docent  pointed out that all the 
stairs are solid granite and from all the years of constand foot traffic,  it has 
made two indentations on each step and how far the steps have worn 
down. 
 
Next day we went to the “must see” subway.  The subway was Moscow’s 
pride and joy, their flag ship, their show off piece, it was a major tourist 
attraction and rightfully so. The stations were huge multi level halls with 
modern escalators going to the different levels, walls, pillars, floor all 
magnificent marble, huge crystal chandeliers and art everywhere. Muttie  
said we have to take a ride, if only for a few stations so we can say we rode 
on the famous Moscow subway, and we did. The whole trip so far had been 
so magical that I forgot all about leaving Cuxhaven. 
 
 
 
 
I thought you’d like to know 
The Trans Siberian Railroad is one of 
the biggest accomplishments of the 
19th and 20th centuries; it is the 
longest railway in the world. 5,753 
miles. The main purpose was to 
connect western Russia with 
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Vladivostok on the East coast and promote trade with Asia. It starts in St. 
Petersburg and goes through European and Asian Russia, Siberia, 
Manchuria and winds up in Vladivostok on the sea of Japan.    
 
Next morning we went to the Yaroslavsky train station, it was almost next to 
the hotel. The station was very nice but like the other two stations as soon 
as you go out to the train platforms everything looks grey, black, bleak and 
verboten; it makes you want to be someplace else. We found our place in 
the car, a porter stowed our luggage and showed us how everything works, 
where the bathroom was and said there is one in each car, how the bunk 
beds folded out from the wall, where the dining car was and how the dinner 
schedule works. The dining car looked very luxurious but not quite like the 
Metropol hotel, for one thing it was just a little bit smaller and it had no 
string quartet or fountain with trout  A while later the train blew it’s whistle 
and we were on our way. Ruth and I went exploring, we are by now experts 
on trains and we needed to find out what’s different between this one and 
the previous two we were on. At the far end of the car were a group of 
Russian soldiers, these guys must have been officers, they were totally 
unlike the sloppy, crude and loud Russian soldiers that mother described, 
that she encountered when she lived in Poland.  
 
It looked like our porter was going around with sandwiches and drinks, so 
we went back to our seat, we didn’t want to miss any food. There was a 
little table that pulled out from the wall under the window and we had our 
first lunch on the train. I was eating good food and watching the scenery go 
by. We were going through villages and small towns, there were people 
working in the fields, some were waving as we went by.     
The people in our car all seemed nice but the soldiers in the back were 
drinking Vodka like water and everybody is puffing away on these Russian 
cigarettes. These cigarettes were different than the ones Papa used to 
smoke. (It was later explained to us that they were one third cigarette and 
two thirds cardboard tube, this way they could be smoked right to the end 
without wasting any tobacco. (My Father was a chain smoker and he could 
have saved a lot of money on those cigarettes.)   
 
Muttie called a meeting, she made us aware that we are very lucky to be on 
a nice train like this, Because most people in Russia don’t travel in style like 
this, meaning, that should we decide to complain, don’t,  and then the usual 
stuff like, no running in the isles, no yelling and screaming etc. But most 
important of all, we will be on this train for six or seven days and if you get 
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bored … “Think that every turn of the wheel will bring us that much closer 
to Papa.”  (We heard this number of times during the trip.) 
 
 
 
I kept myself occupied by watching the scenery go by, It seemed to me that 
this train was going a lot faster than the other two trains we were on. 
Telephone poles, little lakes, villages, farms and ramshackle houses were 
just whizzing by, crossing bridges like they weren’t even there. I liked it 
when people working in the fields or standing near the track waved to us. 
The three of us played games and Muttie read to us, but other than that 
there was not really much else to do but to look out the window. Once in a 
while Muttie would strike up a conversation with some of the Russian 
speaking people on the train. (By the end of the trip, I think everybody on 
the train knew each other.) We all looked forward to the meals in the dining 
car, Muttie always commented about how they can make such delicious 
food in such a small kitchen.   
 
The sleeping accommodations were pretty neat. Every evening the porter 
would pull down the beds from the wall, each bed had a curtain for privacy 
but there was little space to move around. A ladder helped us get to our 
respective bunk. The bunks were assigned in regular pecking order, Muttie 
on the bottom, Ruth in the middle and me of course on the top.  
 
A short while after we crossed into Siberia all the interesting scenery 
became trees, trees and more trees, for days I saw nothing but trees. It 
was boring. The only thing we had to look forward to was going around 
Lake Baikal in a day or two. Everybody said it is some of the most beautiful 
scenery in all of Russia and we are lucky because we will be taking the 
scenic “Circum Baikal Route) we will be going through there by day and 
also lots of tunnels.   
 
 
I thought you’d like to know! 
Lake Baikal is touted as the “Pearl of Siberia” It is the world’s oldest lake; it 
was created by some kind of a rift some 25 million years ago. It is 1,620 
meters deep, the deepest lake in the world, it is 636 km long and 80  km 
wide, It is surrounded by mountains the natives call the rock bowl. The lake 
holds one quarter of all the fresh water to be found on earth. (That includes 
all the bottled Arrowhead water at Sam’s Club.) 



 
 

205 
 

 
I wish I would have had a camera, what a beautiful scene, the 3 of us 
sitting at the table in the dining car (my favorite place) the table is all 
decked out with a table cloth, napkins, china, glistening glasses and 
silverware and even a bud vase, almost like the table in the Metropol dining 
room. On the other side of the window is Lake Baikal. It is a picture post 
card, at times we are traveling right alongside the lake, sometimes we were 
higher up and sometimes we were further inland to where the lake was out 
of sight, but almost always there was a rock wall straight up on right side 
that looked like there were only inches to spare between the train and the 
side of the mountain, and on the left side straight down to the lake. With all 
the space in Russia it looked like the side of the mountain we were 
traveling on was very stingy with real estate, there was barely enough 
space for the tracks. 
 
I got scared when all of a sudden everything outside turned black, That’s 
because we just entered a long tunnel, the smoke from the locomotive 
came into the car and everybody started coughing. Since there will be so 
many tunnels I decided to count how many we’d go through. I counted 53. 
Sometimes one was right after another, it was light dark, light dark 
accompanied  by weird sounds when we entered a tunnel and when we 
came out of one. The train kept snaking around the tight curves very slowly, 
hugging the side of the mountain. When going into an inside curve I could 
see the locomotive and the caboose at the same time and a couple of 
times the locomotive would enter a tunnel as the caboose was leaving one. 
This part of the trip was a lot more exciting then looking at trees for the past 
few days. It took a good part of the day to go partially around the lake but I 
didn’t care I enjoyed it. 
 
The lake is fading away in the distance, we are not traveling on the side of 
the mountain any more, we are out of the rock bowl as it’s called and there 
are no more tunnels to count, my count was 53. It starts getting boring 
again, just trees on both side of the tracks. I remembered what Muttie said, 
“We’ll be closer to Papa with every turn of the wheel.  
 
On the next day the train is slowing down as it had done many times 
before, but this time was different. As the  train approaches the small town 
and railroad station, announcements are made that we are leaving Russia 
and crossing into Japanese occupied Manchuria, to have all travel 
documents ready for inspection, stay in your seats because we will be 



 
 

206 
 

boarded by the Japanese military, to cooperate and do exactly what they 
say. My boredom was immediately replaced with fear.  
 
As the train approaches the platform I see Japanese soldiers standing at 
attention and in full battle gear, looking like they are ready for combat. Steel 
helmets, ammunition belt and the scary part was, all their rifles had fixed 
bayonets. As the train stopped somebody shouted a command and each 
soldier ran for a car. The one on our car positioned himself at the end of the 
car. Muttie grabbed both of us, one of us in each arm as if to protect us 
from that strange nasty looking soldier. As the train started moving the 
soldier went to each window and pulled the window shade down with a very 
aggressive motion, an announcement was made not to make any attempt 
to peek through any opening left by the shade. Eventually another soldier 
came through and thoroughly checked everybody’s papers. I had to go to 
the bathroom but I was scared to leave my seat, I didn’t know if those guys 
stick little kids with those big bayonets, so Muttie went with me. Later it 
became obvious that there were military installations that the Japanese 
didn’t want us to see.  
 
Not all was bad; at various times they allowed us to raise the shades and 
that really broke the monotony.  
 
It took about a day and a half to two days to get to the end of the line, 
Harbin, Manchuria. 
 
 
 
I thought you’d like to know! 
At the turn of the 19th century Jews in tsarist Russia were being persecuted 
(what else is new) mostly  in the big cities like Moscow and St. Petersburg. 
Government sponsored pogroms and anti Semitism were rampant. Harbin 
at the time was the end of the line of the newly constructed Trans Siberian 
Railroad. Because of harsh climate conditions and being in the middle of 
nowhere Harbin was sparsely populated and had no real infrastructure. The 
tsar (who ever he was at the time) hated Jews and wanted to get rid of 
them. He concocted a scheme to kill two birds with one stone, get rid of the 
Jews and populate Harbin. He made them a proposition if they go to Harbin 
he will stop all persecution, leave them alone and even give them support. 
Many went to Harbin to escape the persecution; it became the little known 
“Israel of the Orient.” Birobidzahn is another small town on the Trans 
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Siberian Line not too far from Harbin that’s like an Oriental Israel where one 
of the two languages spoken there is Yiddish.   
 
I think we stayed in Harbin a day or two to make the 500 mile connection to 
the Chinese seaport city on the Yellow Sea.  
 
Our first introduction to China. The Chinese train wasn’t anything like the 
Trans Siberian. The cars were overcrowded with what seemed mostly 
Chinese; it smelled of filth and dirty people. All the Chinese were looking at 
us, saying things and laughing like we were some kind of a circus freak 
show. The three of us were cowering into our seats hoping the nightmare 
would end. The seats were just hard wooden slats and no place to sleep. 
We kept our suitcases close by for fear they might get stolen. I can’t 
remember how or what we ate. The windows were so dirty you could hardly 
see out. Muttie had that real disgusted look on her face; she had just come 
back from the only toilet in the car. She said after standing in line for a long 
time, I have never seen such filth not even in Poland, the waste from the 
toilet goes right onto the track and the sink is disgusting. Muttie warned us 
to stay away from some of these people as much as possible because of 
lice, fleas or germs.  
 
All the signs were in Chinese and English. Which of course we couldn’t 
read but Muttie had the foresight to bring a little pocket dictionary from 
German to English and English to German. (I still have that little blue 
dictionary, it occupies a prominent space in my left desk drawer right above 
the stamps, and whenever I open the drawer I can see Muttie leafing 
through it struggling to construct a sentence.)  
 
We finally made it to the Chinese seaport city on the Yellow Sea ( the name 
of which I can’t remember). We were so relieved to get off that filthy train 
but when looking around it was far worse. Now we were truly in China, the 
horror stories we heard about China before we left Germany were not 
exaggerated. We were so scared. A kid actually come up to me and poked 
me to see if was real, then run off and giggled. A European mother with two 
children amidst people who may have never seen a European. We had no 
idea if these people were hostile to us and if we get attacked how or where 
we would get help.  As we later found out the locals were somewhat 
respectful of Europeans, also with the Japanese soldiers patrolling the 
streets, it wasn’t too bad. Muttie showed a cab driver the ship’s boarding 
pass and he took us the short distance to the docks and then the ship. The 
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name of the ship was a something, something, Maru, it had to be a 
Japanese ship because all Japanese ships have the name Maru on the 
end. From what we heard, was, that the Japanese were the cleanest and 
most civilized people in the Asia, and we expected the ship to be that way.  
We thought the train was bad? This ship looked like a nightmare; it was a 
rust bucket, a filthy a tramp steamer. We were in shock; we get on the ship 
with the Cab Driver helping us up the gang plank with the luggage. Even 
though this was a Japanese ship, we found out that it was mostly for 
transporting Chinese and low class Chinese at that.  
 
 I thought you’d like to know! 
A Coolie, in china, India and other parts of Asia is the lowest form of a 
human being, and treated as such, they work like slaves and do the most 
back breaking labor imaginable. When they die on the job they are just 
thrown away like garbage. With the abolition of the slave trade throughout 
the British Empire in the early eighteen hundreds cheap labor left a big void 
in the hard labor intensive industries like railroad construction, moving 
heavy goods and hundreds of inhumane tasks, for very low pay. Manny of 
these Collies were conscripted by unscrupulous companies to mark their X 
on a contract under false and deceitful promises or coercion that enslaved 
them for many years. It was slavery by a different name. 
 
We were taken to a tiny cabin with a dirty window that wouldn’t open, like 
the train it was stinking from garbage and human waste, (by this time we 
realized that China stinks like this everywhere) it was so bad that we went 
on deck. To get from one place to another we had to walk around or over 
people that were sitting or sleeping on bamboo mats the floor. We assumed 
they had no cabin and that’s where they’ll be the whole trip. Again we were 
trapped in this hellish situation.  
   
We looked over the side of the ship and watched all kinds of activity but It 
was pitiful to watch the row of coolies, one behind the other carrying on 
their backs what looked like 100 pound sacks literally running up a steap 
gangplank no wider than a couple of feet, they disappeared into the cargo 
hold in the middle of the ship and came back out on another gangplank 
empty, it was a continuous chain of men, like ants. One of the coolies was 
just coming out of the warehouse with a load and he tripped, when the sack 
hit the ground it broke open and rice spilled all over the ground. Like a flash 
the supervisor jumped all over him beating him with fists in the face and 
kicking him. Muttie was just shaking her head and said, “These people are 
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no better than the Nazis, you can’t get away from brutality, it’s no matter 
where you go”.  
 
Muttie said we have no choice so we’ll just make the best of it. I know she 
was horrified just like Ruth and I were, just keep in mind that we’ll see Papa 
in a couple days and everything will be fine. 
 
Like on the train, we felt real conspicuous as we were moving around the 
deck everybody gawked at us, they would say some gibberish and laugh at 
us as if to say what the hell are these people doing on this ship. I am trying 
to figure out and get a good look at the weird clothe they are wearing, it 
looks like they are all wearing the same one size fits all in same grey or 
blue. As soon as I look at anybody they laugh and say stuff in Chinese, it 
made me feel uncomfortable so I just kept looking straight ahead.   
 
Once the ship started moving and getting out to sea the fresh ocean air 
was a big relief, even our cabin had some air circulation and made it a little 
more comfortable. We were getting used to hot tea and cooled down water 
that had to be boiled for a curtain amount of time to kill off all the germs, 
because if you drink tap water in China, you die. The food we ate was 
terrible tasting canned food, but it was better than getting sick from regular 
food.   
 
This ship was only about twice the size as the excursion ship the four of us 
used to go on usually once a year in the summer. It sailed out of Cuxhaven 
and it would cruise up and down the coast or even go to some of the 
neighboring islands. It was usually about a six hour cruise this ship was 
white, everything on it was immaculate and touchable. The ship would just 
slice through the calm water at a leisurely pace while I was chomping on 
some goodies and playing games with Ruth and the other kids. I loved 
being out on the sea. 
 
We arrived in Shanghai on the 10th of October 1940. We were just as 
excited as can be, as the ship moved closer to the dock we could see Papa 
standing and waving to us. As I came down the gangplank the relief was 
almost euphoric that it was the end of the trip. The four of us were hugging 
and kissing each other and jumping around for joy. Papa said it’s so 
wonderful to see the four of us safe and back together. This dock looked 
just as pitiful as the one before. The water around the ship and by the dock 
looked like a cesspool the garbage, human waste and debris was so thick 
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that the only way to tell that it was floating in water was when a wave 
moved it up and down.  Ruth said “how terrible I think I am getting used to 
the stink”    
 
To us, a pedicab was a whole new concept of transportation. Besides 
busses and street cars, pedicabs and rickshaws are the main mode of, for 
hire, transportation in the orient.  
 
Papa hired two pedicabs, three of us squeezed into one and Papa and the 
luggage in the other. It was kind of fun going through strange streets and 
strange sights while the guy in front is peddling away. We are going by 
rows and rows of stores all with open fronts, signs in Chinese all over the 
place, and again, litter and garbage in the streets and gutters. The traffic in 
the street consisted mostly of bicycles rickshaws and a truck or a car once 
in a while. We get on a street which is a lot cleaner and the stores have 
regular show windows just like back home. It was a welcome sight for three 
hungry people who haven’t had a decent meal in four or five days, when we 
stopped in front of a restaurant which turned out to be Jewish deli. We were 
on Shusan road in the Jewish section, this was pretty neat almost 
everybody spoke German, the weird sounding German I couldn’t figure out, 
I was told is Yiddish.  
 
While we were eating we are all trying to talk to Papa and he to us but 
there were constant interruptions by people who were Papas friends or just 
people he knew, came by the table, introduced themselves and welcomed 
us to Shanghai. We were now finished eating and we are dead tired and 
were anxious to clean up especially after filth we were exposed to but 
people were still crowding around the table asking questions about the trip, 
the Nazis. Germany, the war and Muttie can’t answer them fast enough. I 
can tell That Muttie is starting to get irritated, just then this real ugly tall guy 
pushes his way towards me, leans down and asked me in English “Do you 
like candy little boy”? It startled me and I answered back in a really loud 
voice, in German, was heist dass “(what does that mean?) this guy jumps 
up and down and laughing like he just hit the lottery, points his finger in my 
face and looks around (as though looking for everybody’s approval) and 
yells, “this boy doesn’t know what candy is” and says it repeatedly. I can tell 
Muttie is boiling over, she jumps up out of her chair points her finger strait 
in the man’s face and says “get away from my son you idiot” he turns to 
Papa and says, “eh Herman your wife is not very friendly” Muttie is looking 
for some approval from her Husband, but instead he says something like 
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“try to be a little nicer to my friends” 
 
Mutties nerves are frazzled by now and Ruth and I are dead tired, we are 
expecting to go to our new home, clean up and get some long needed 
sleep in a clean bed. It was not to be. Muttie says in sort of a leery tone, 
“Herman you did make arrangements for a place for us to live? Didn’t you?” 
He says in an apologetic tone, “no, I am going to this right now”. Muttie was 
visibly upset and in a subdued voice, says, “You just couldn’t take a few 
minutes away from your skat game? (skat, pronounced skaat, it is one of 
the most popular card games in Germany sort of like poker in the U.S. and 
is also played for money. Papa was a compulsive skat player and many 
arguments between my mother and father were caused in the past for his 
compulsive card playing and losing money). I was so embarrassed when 
everybody in the restaurant looked at us.   
 
I can’t remember too much about the accommodations Papa found but I do 
remember there were folding cots crammed close together in a small room 
And there were bed bugs. (Bed bugs, lice and fleas are common place in 
china)  We were all so tired we didn’t care where, we just fell asleep.   
 
A couple of days later we moved into our new home on 563 Wayside Road, 
in Hongkew, a suburb of Shanghai. Hongkew is where most of the Jewish 
refugees from Germany, Austria, and Poland etc. lived. As Papa walked us 
towards the building He reassured us that from what he has seen since 
being in Shanghai that this was going to be as good as it gets. We walked 
through a short alley and around to the back of the building, because that’s 
where the front entrance was, As soon as we turned the corner a horrible 
stench of human waste hit me in the face, it came from an open gutter that 
ran right along the walk way of the entire length of the building, all the 
toilets in the buildings dumped their waste through exterior drain pipes 
down to this trough, and to avoid stepping into it there was a little bridge to 
the front of the door.    
 
 
 It was a one room flat on the second floor of a three story building. By 
Chinese standards this was very good, even though the building was old 
and dilapidated. (All buildings in Shanghai were old and dilapidated; it 
seemed that there had not been any new construction since the Ming 
Dynasty) We had a balcony that overlooked the street and on the other 
side of the street was a Japanese garrison with red brick buildings, next to 
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Chinese hand held scale 

that was a big empty lot that they used for drills, exercises, sports like 
baseball and a lot of simulated sword combat with bamboo body armor and 
bamboo swords, that we later enjoyed watching, and of course we also had 
the epitome of Chinese luxury, a “WC”, that stands for water closet, 
meaning flush toilet, of which there was only one for the building. To the 
rear and on top of the building was a “roof garden,” (a roof garden might be 
described like a sun deck, it’s about 20 X 20 feet and the main purpose is 
to provide a safe place to hang laundry, it was also a good place to take a 
sun tan or just lounge around if the mosquitoes and flies would leave you 
alone.  
 
There was a beautiful park just a few blocks down the street that was for 
members only. The membership was very reasonable and the main 
purpose was to keep undesirables out,. The park was completely fenced in 
by a woven bamboo fence, a guard at the gate would check for your 
membership pass. A pond in the center had gold fish and little turtles 
swimming around in it. When they issued the membership pass they 
strongly emphasized that it would be permanently revoked for stealing or 
bad behavior. He was referring to stealing the gold fish and turtles.  
 
Papa found out that Ruth and I were eligible to attend a Christian 
missionary School, it was within walking distance and the good part was 
that the students got hot meals every day. A few days later the four of us 
went to the school to register, we were introduced to a couple of the 
teachers, the meanest looking one was the one who taught religion, (all the 
teachers taught multiple subjects). We got a tour of the kitchen and after 
some puzzling questions from Muttie it was explained that it was a typical 
Chinese kitchen designed for institutional cooking. Just than we were 
introduced to the head cook who had just walked in. This woman couldn’t 
have been more typical then if placed by a Hollywood casting office. She 
was middle aged and her size was about five by five, a round face with rosy 
cheeks and an infectious smile, her apron strings looked like they just 
barely made it around her waist, she greeted us like she’s been waiting for 
us all her life. There was no doubt in my mind, and Ruth agreed that this 
was going to be our favorite person in that whole place.   
 

The following Monday we started school. Papa 
again walked us to school to make sure that we 
wouldn’t get lost or encounter any problems. I 
dreaded the thought that Ruth and I would have 
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to walk these awful streets alone, pushing through dirty crowds, Chinese 
gawking at us as if we were the first white person they had ever seen, 
would they attack us? Or leave us alone when not accompanied by an 
adult? Crowds of little orphaned street urchins who look sick, filthy, flee and 
lice infested, (little kids that can just break your heart) that crowd up to you 
with outstretched hands begging for “nepo, nepo”, (bread, bread). Papa 
told us that by giving anything to the beggars both kids or adults you might 
postpone their death by maybe a few days but the reality is, if you give 
something you will be totally mobbed to where you can’t move. 
 
 While on our way we were sidestepping all sorts of garbage, waste and 
puddles of sewer water.   The streets were narrow, and again, the stink was 
nauseating, even in the fall, the air in these narrow streets was foul and 
humid. The rows of houses that lined both sides of the street were 
interrupted by the ruins of bombed and burned out buildings, empty lots 
with heaps of rubble, bricks, and partial walls that used to be houses, walls 
that were standing dangerously on their own and ready to crash down. This 
devastation was left behind from when the Japanese invaded Shanghai just 
about three years ago. Many parts of Hongkew looked like this from air 
strikes, bombardments and artillery fire. Kids were playing amongst the 
unstable ruins that were also dumping grounds for garbage and 
decomposing, fly infested corpses of beggars and orphans that died in the 
streets. Some streets were almost impassable because of all the vendors 
and shoppers crowding on the sidewalks and in alley ways, selling fish, 
pork, chicken, all kinds of greens like the popular bok-choy cabbage and a 
whole array of perishable foods that are un-refrigerated and infested by 
flies that may have just been feeding on human excrements or  
decomposing bodies. Certain streets were designated as unofficial market 
places; most of the selling and buying were done in the streets instead of 
stores. Most Chinese, when shopping for anything that is sold by weight 
bring along their own scales (a widely used piece of equipment to verify 
that they weren’t cheated by the seller). In most cases when a vender 
would see a customer with a scale in hand, he would give her the correct 
weight to start with.  
Nervous and scared we made it to the school. We rang a bell and someone 
came to open an iron gate. Papa left, and Ruth and I were made welcome 
by one of the German speaking teachers, and we were told about all the 
activities and our places in the classrooms. We soon found out that most of 
the emphasis in the school was on the religious activities and studies, my 
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sister and I were assigned to different rooms. The classes were taught in 
German, English was taught as a second language of which I knew 
nothing. The class was pretty well advanced and I had a very hard time 
playing catch-up instead of learning from scratch. The school grounds were 
completely surrounded by walls and buildings, the only entrance or exit was 
the big iron gate. The walls were about seven feet high and the top of the 
walls had glass shards that were implanted into cement while wet. The 
sharp glass shards that were sticking up were supposed to prevent people 
from climbing over the walls. This was a common practice on most walls. 

It was very hard for me, I was totally lost and confused in the English class 
I had no idea of what anyone was talking about and I was embarrassed to 
ask too many questions, and besides reading, writing and arithmetic took 
the back seat to Religion. Religion was pounded into us a continues basis.  

The religious teacher was German and a disciplinarian, his ruler was 
always at the ready  and he had no problem using it at the slightest 
provocation, when he got excited (which was just about always) he would 
have white foam coming out of both sides of the corner of his mouth and 
when he was close enough you would even feel it. (The first time I saw a 
horror movie I thought that Boris Karloff was him, he had the same face, 
lisp, voice and mannerisms as Karloff).  

Most of the kids in the school were from German and Austrian Christian 
families that were in Shanghai to avoid persecution for all different reasons, 
political, like anti Nazi or pro Communist affiliations, criminal activity and 
many other reasons. 

Whenever possible my sister and I walked to and from school with other 
kids from the same neighborhood, it was too scary to brave it alone.      
Whenever we went anywhere we had to make sure we had our 
immunization cards with us.  

When the Japanese invaded Shanghai diseases were rampant. 
Decomposing corpses that were not removed and disposed of properly 
added to the problem. Not that the Japanese were too concerned about the 
well being of the indigenous population but they also had to protect 
themselves from all the contagious diseases.    
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Every so often the Japanese military had temporary immunization stations 
and check points set up in the streets in different locations and if your 
immunization card was not up to date the soldier would not let you pass 
until you got the required shots, and if you were a Chinese the soldier 
would probably take the opportunity to smack him in the head, give a kick 
in the rear or slash his bicycle or rickshaw tires, if for no other reason 
than… because he could.  

For a little kid getting a shot was always a traumatic experience, but these 
weren’t normal shots and they weren’t given with a lot of TLC. The syringes 
and needles were not single use like they are now but the needles were 
sterilized after each use and then used over and over, needless to say the 
needles were usually so dull it felt like a bullet hit your arm. Worse than the 
shots were the vaccinations where you get 2 little scratches with a scalpel 
that later turn into big sores.  

Even though it was a far cry from what we were used to, our apartment 
started shaping up. To conserve space we had double decker beds, Ruth 
and I had the top bunks, Muttie and Pappa had the bottom. Pappa set up a 
work bench in the corner of the room where he would continue in his trade 
making hernia trusses and all kinds of other stuff but in a very primitive way. 
He acquired a table top, hand crank sewing machine; I was the designated 
engine that powered the hand crank. The machine was old and made to 
sew regular fabrics and not for leather or other heavy materials. I learned a 
lot of German cuss words while powering the machine; Pappa had one for 
every situation, a broken needle, when the threads tore, or when the 
bobbin got jammed, sometimes even I would get the blame for cranking too 
fast or too slow or not paying attention. Eventually we’d get the project 
finished. Pappa was my hero, there wasn’t anything he couldn’t do or figure 
out. 

 Muttie had to re-invent cooking, it was drastically different from what she 
was used to. There was a designated room for cooking and food 
preparation that all the women in the building used. The women all had 
their own stove and only one was allowed per family.  The stoves were of a 
very simple Chinese design, they were made out of readily available 

materials, for instance, a 15 gal. Kerosene 
canister or an old bucket or any metal container 
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that would measure around 12 to 16 inches across and about 24 inches in 
height, a square opening near the bottom would allow for air circulation and 
ashes removal, about a third from the top it had metal rods to form a grate 
on which the coals were placed. The charcoal was the easiest to burn but 
because coal briquettes were a lot cheaper they were the cooking fuel of 
choice. Starting a fire in one of these stoves with briquettes was not easy. 
The forced air to get the fire started and to keep it going was created with 
muscle power and a fan made from a palm leaf,  

Shopping for anything in Hongkew was an art in itself, one had to have 
knowhow, cunning and experience; bargaining with the merchants for the 
best price was common practice, and shopping for coal was no different.  
You would only buy enough to cook one or two meals, because the coal 
was heavy to carry and like anything else that you bought, you had to 
budget your money. Coal merchants all had different prices and if you 
thought you were getting bargain the coal wouldn’t burn because of too 
much sand in the briquettes.  

Besides the street merchants there was also a regular indoor market place 
where the prices were set and you had to pay whatever the marked price 
was. That place too had that raunchy smell because everything including 
meats and fish was out in the open without any refrigeration. There were 
flies on everything and the sanitations were horrible. 

But life went on, like anything else, if you want to survive you have to get 
used to surroundings  your mind  

Money or currency was another story. Not only was the value of money 
constantly changing due to rampant inflation but all the banks (and there 
were many) printed their own money and the value of the money depended 
on which bank printed it and if it was backed by gold or some other form of 
collateral. For example; A 500 Yuan Central Bank of China gold backed 
note might have been equal  2000 Yuan note on some other bank. Banks in 
other provinces with different dialects printed their money. All that took a 
little getting used to.  

(I remember that after the war Papa, Ruth and I went to downtown 
Shanghai to buy a really nice house robe for Muttie’s birthday, Papa took 
his briefcase to carry the money in.)   
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I can’t remember the 
prices of different  
things but they were 
constantly changing, a 
pound of fish may 
have been 2,500.00 

Yuan one day and 3,000.00 
the next.  

Life went on, and you           
quickly realize that you 
need to adjust and the 
sooner the better. 
Whenever we ran into 
every-day problems and got 
discusted about our new 
living conditions and the 
horrible conditions all 
around us, we would 
remind each other of all 
those people in the            
concentration camps.   

 

December 7th 1941. We heard artillery fire, it sounded like it came from 
Yangtze River, harbor area. Everybody was nervous and jumpy anyway, 
thingking that we might again be in another war zone. Later we found out 
that the Japanese fired on an American gun boat and sank it while it was 
trying to leave the river and head for open sea, then the really bad news 
started filtering in that the Japanese bombed and sunk the entire American 
fleet in Pearl Harbor, Hawaii and they are now at war with the United 
States. The lack of accurate information, fear,  speculation started tons of 
rumors, any possible scenario one could imagine. Even the kids at school 
and on the play ground were making up all sorts of stories and none were 
positive, they were all doom and gloom. 
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