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 Memory

The Newsletter Of Friends of Straus Park

Summer 2004

“Memory” is the name of the memorial statue above the fountain in Straus Park.

Letter to the Editor

After leaving the [Book] Fair, we walked into Riverside Park and started to read the books that we had bought at [the Friends of Straus Park] stand.


Reading your Straus Park Friends' newsletter reminded me of an extraordinary event that happened in the park more than thirty years ago.  It was the site of a noisy demonstration replete with police, barricades, much yelling, and many anti- signs.  The signs, however, were not anti-war as you might expect, but rather were anti-Castro.

The demonstrators were protesting a Cuban film festival at the old but somewhat restored Olympic movie theater.  Outside the theater was a long line of ticket-holders:  Maoists, old-time Communists, Castro supporters, and aficionados of foreign films tolerant of their politics.  We had much time to wait and suffer verbal abuse from Straus Park because the U.S. Customs held up delivery of the film.  Eventually, we were allowed inside with our bags searched thoroughly -- we thought.

Twenty minutes into a film about three revolutionary women named "Maria" in different Cuban epochs, the theater was filled with stench.  Somebody set off a stink bomb.  We exited to 107th Street and comparatively fresh summer air, to the delight of the Straus Park occupants.  Refreshed, we reentered to see the first two Marias die heroically but the third lived to fight and enjoy the dawn of Castro's revolution.

For the second feature, we were puzzling about an affluent, parasitic, do-nothing bourgeois of Havana when screams emitted from females in the audience.  Frightened mice were scampering over their feet, released by the bomber's confederates.  Again, we exited with the mice while Straus Park resounded with cheering.  And yet again, we reentered to see the do-nothing do nothing more, but tastefully.

When we exited for the last time, the crowd across Broadway yelled in Spanish something about our parentage and then dispersed.  Finally, Straus Park had its quiet and peace.
                                         

 Larry Yates


Children’s Book Review

By Ruth Friedman-Simring



Friends of Straus Park will be delighted to discover the noteworthy new book, Harold’s Tail, by John Bemelmans Marciano, published by Viking.  Told in the first person from a squirrel’s point of view, Mr. Marciano brings to life the .44-acre oasis, which is Straus Park.  


Clearly, the author knows the park well, and his book is a tribute to his lovely island of tranquility. Harold sleeps in the lap of the statue, Memory, eats nuts from generous donors on the park benches, and lauds the surrounding gingko trees and rhododendrons.  


Harold’s Tail is a “trading places” story.  When Harold shaves and swaps his tail fur with a scheming rat named Sidney, he must then also trade lifestyles.  The illustrations show us how easily a baldy-tailed squirrel can resemble a New York City rat.  People accept, enjoy, and feed squirrels; rats are treated with disgust and contempt and must scrounge for garbage in order to survive.  We learn not to knock someone until we’ve 

walked a mile in their shoes.    
Although Harold is the little hero of the story, Mr. Marciano makes everything of setting and place.  In the introductory chapter, we learn the history of Straus Park and Ida and Isidor for whom the park is named.  Harold reviews the interior, the placard, the statue and the flora.  

After reading this book with your children you will definitely need to take a walking tour of all the familiar locations, and especially spend a contemplative moment in the little paradise that is Straus Park. The author manages to bring together the concepts of prejudice, loyalty, and personal growth all within the real estate of the Upper West Side.

June Evening Concert in the Park 

Floyd Lee and his Mean Blues Band is the “real thing,” a Mississippi Delta Blues classic!  Heartfelt rhythm and soul from over 70 years of living the blues moved the crowd of adults and children. Floyd Lee and his Blues Band will perform again at Art in the Park on Saturday October 16th (rain date:  Sunday 10/17). 

A plaque was dedicated to Leon Auerbach at our June Event. Mr. Namshik Yoon, Chief of Operations, Parks & Recreation, joined us to celebrate Leon’s work. Al Berr read his poem entitled “Leon and the Dogwood Tree.” The plaque to be permanently installed in front of Leon’s Dogwood Tree in Straus Park reads:  

	In Grateful Thanks to

Leon Auerbach

The Inspiration Behind the

Restoration of Straus Park

From

Friends of Straus Park




July Book Fair, our second one ever, was a big success!  Book vendors sold books at tables around the fountain and the lush central garden area.  It was a beautiful day.  We hope that our Book Fairs in Straus Park will continue to charm and excite book lovers, and that books will line the pathways through our lovely oasis on the Upper West Side!  To plan the third Book Fair, please contact us.

Save the Date
Art in the Park

Saturday October 16th 11am – 5pm (Rain date:  October 17th 11am – 5pm)

As in previous years, artists will exhibit and sell their work. Food and other interesting items will be on sale, and we will have music and entertainment throughout the day, including Soh Daiko Japanese drummers and Floyd Lee and his Blues Band.  Interested artists, call Billy Simms at (917) 817-0709. Interested vendors, call Joe Arbo at (212) 316-6531.

Soh Daiko

Soh Daiko was formed in 1979 at the New York Buddhist Church on Riverside Drive between 105th and 106th Streets, as the first taiko (drum) group on the East coast. Its ancient, pre-Buddhist characters mean “peaceful, harmonious drums.”  The group of ~12 players has varied repertoire including traditional Shinto music, adapted taiko compositions, and original compositions and arrangements by Soh Daiko members.  Brass bells, conch shells, gongs, African shekere, Tahitian toere, bamboo flute, and the visual element of movement and choreography make taiko an exciting performance experience.

The New York Times has acclaimed Soh Daiko. They were featured on Sesame Street 

and Reading Rainbow, and NPR’s All Things Considered.  The group has performed at Carnegie Hall, American Museum of Natural History, Japan Society, Metropolitan Museum of Art, Brooklyn Museum, Brooklyn Botanic Garden, Lincoln Center for the Performing Arts, and elsewhere nationally and abroad.  Oh, and of course, at Straus Park’s annual Art in the Park!

Soh Daiko, the group’s debut record, has been released by Lyrichord Discs.  

(This article is based on information at www.sohdaiko.org.)


    *
    *
    *

Floyd Lee, “Bluesman” 

The Mississippi Delta birthed the blues, and Floyd Lee in 1933.  His adoptive father sang blues in the fields, and Floyd grew up picking cotton. He lived in Memphis until age 10, then was “…put on a bus…and sent on his own, with a sign around his neck that simply read ‘Chicago.’” He shined shoes there.

Floyd Lee moved on to Flint, then Cleveland where he was batboy for the Cleveland 

Indians when they won the World Series in 1948. He settled down in Harlem in the early 1970’s.  Floyd Lee sold newspapers, sang in the church choir, and worked as the Doorman for 27 years at Normandy Apartments on Riverside Drive at 86th Street.

Regular gigs with Jimmy Reed, singing in a show that included Stevie Wonder, The Supremes, and opening for Wilson Pickett, 

performing at NYC Mayor Dinkins’ 

Inauguration, and entertaining visiting

Dignitaries as Nelson Mandela, are some of 

his many accomplishments.  He was also a founding member of the Music Under New York program, begun in the mid-1980s.

Floyd Lee’s first recording under his own name is Mean Blues, released in 2001, with songs, except one, written by guitarist and producer, Joel Poluck. “[Floyd Lee] has that all-too-rare ability to convey an extraordinary depth of emotion, to expose nerve endings scraped raw by 

(continued)

pain and suffering, yet retain an essential dignity that gives every word he sings a sense of the

profound.”  Ain’t Doin’ Nothin’ Wrong  received the Best Traditional Blues Album of 2003 Award.  His most recent recording, Full Moon Lightnin’ (2004) was recorded live in Clarksdale, Mississippi, in the old WROX building, long since boarded up, where DJ Early 

Wright on air guests included BB King, Elvis Presley and Ike Turner.   

(This article is based on information at www.amoglarecords.com and www.mnblues.com.)


*
*
*

Friends of Straus Park 

Officers:  Kate Ford, President; Deirdre Wulf, Treasurer; Margie Kavanau, Secretary; Memory Editor  (212) 866-9038

Join our organization and help keep Straus Park a very special place!

Write/donate to:  

Friends of Straus Park, Inc.

Cathedral Station   P. O. Box 2021, New York, NY 10025

Don’t forget to include your name, address, and telephone number.

For Emergencies and serious concerns: Dial 911   For Quality of Life issues:  Dial 311

24th Police Precinct:

Community Patrol Officers:  (212) 678-1945   General Precinct matters:  (212) 678-1811

Parks and Recreation: (212) 360-8111
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