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LEE LOSES
His MOTHER

Lee Nailling was seven years old when his mother died. He cannot
remember her and he does not remember her death. Lee’s younger broth-
er Leo, then four, remembers their mother’s funeral and being lifted up by
a neighbor so he could see her in her coffin. Lee cannot.

“I guess blocking everything out of my mind is how I got through
it,” Lee says. “The only photo I've ever seen of her showed her as a child.
Her name was Julia. She was thirty-five when she died of complications
after the birth of my youngest brother. I could see in that photo how
beautiful she was. She had dark brown eyes and thick, wavy black hair.”

In 1924, the vear his mother died, Lee’s name was Alton Lou
Clement. He was the middle of seven children and had two older broth-

ers, Ross and Fred, an older sister, Evelyn, and three younger brothers,
Leo, Gerald, and George, the new baby. Another brother and sister had
died as infants.

From what Lee can piece together about that time, his father was
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overcome with grief over his wife’s death. For a few months he tried to
care for his seven children. Then, perhaps because of his sorrow, or
because he made too little money from their small farm in upstate New
York, or because of some weakness in his own character, he gave up.

He told his three oldest children that they would have to leave home
and take care of themselves. He gave the baby to family friends. Some-
body else took Gerald, then a year old. Although he is now a great-grand-
father, Lee has never forgotten what happened to Leo and himself:

“Someone—probably our father—took us to an orphanage
and left us there: the Jefferson County Orphan Asylum in
‘Watertown, New York. We had no idea what was happening to
us. We just wanted to be with our family. Instead, we were sud-
denly in this strange, unfriendly place where no one ever spoke
kindly to us. We slept in dormitories on cots surrounded by
other kids. We were told we were orphans, but I didn’t under-
stand how we could be since our father was alive.

“At first Dad paid three dollars a
week for our care. I guess that was
too much for him because a short
time later we became wards of the
state. . . . We went from being part of
a close family to feeling like outcasts.
Nobody visited us, nobody wanted us,
nobody loved us. We were just two

more homeless kids in a country that
already had too many.”

Lee Nailling in 1993
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