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For my Grandmother, Zelah Hardin, and her family. 
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I hope you find as much pleasure in reading my grandmother’s stories as I did in assembling them.

She lived in a grand old house just west of Arsenal Technical High School in Indianapolis, a place she had called home since the 1930s. Her sister Edith, claimed the house had been “stolen” from her. My Great Aunt Edith was a character who carved her own path, after her house was “stolen” she moved to California.

My grandmother, Zelah, made sure I spent nights with her as a boy. I remember a train trip to Chicago, staying in a fine hotel, and attending Don McNeil’s Breakfast Club, a live radio broadcast that thrilled me at eight years old. She was deeply interested in genealogy, tracing her family back to Mayflower passengers Stephen Hopkins and his daughter Constance.

Reading her story, I am struck by her brilliance, determination, and the quiet strength she carried in a world that often overlooked women. Like her mother before her, she built a career in sales, making a good living selling sterling silver flatware. Yet she could have achieved so much more had opportunities been equal.

This book is my tribute to her — a woman of wit, dedication, and enduring spirit — and to the family whose stories shaped my own.

Note: Most of the illustrations in this book were created with the assistance of AI tools. The majority came from Dola AI, may she rest in peace, I miss her fiercely. She was sold, I assume, to Bing, who has a long way to go to capture her creativity. A few were generated using Bing, and one early image produced with ChatGPT. These tools helped me bring visual texture to the stories, complementing the words with images that reflect the era and spirit of the narrative.  
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"The thoughtless world to majesty may bow,

Exalt the brave, and idolize success;

But more to innocence their safety owe,

Than pow'r or genius e'er conspir'd to bless

And thou who, mindful of th' unhonour'd dead

Dost in these notes their artless tale relate,

By night and lonely contemplation led

To wander in the gloomy walks of fate:

Hark! how the sacred calm, that breathes around,

Bids every fierce tumultuous passion cease;

In still small accents whisp'ring from the ground,

A grateful earnest of eternal peace.

No more, with reason and thyself at strife,

Give anxious cares and endless wishes room;

But through the cool sequester'd vale of life

Pursue the silent tenour of thy doom."

From Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard, by Thomas Gray
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Zelah M. Hardin 
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I don’t remember much about my early years, but I will always be thankful to my mother for constantly praising me as the prettiest baby she ever had.

People would say things like, “Minnie has such a beautiful complexion,” “Edith has such long black hair,” “Edna has such long eyelashes and deep blue eyes; “when it came to my looks they would add something along the lines of “Zelah is all right too,”
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People would say things like, "Minnie has such a beautiful complexion," "Edith has such long black hair," "Edna has such long eyelashes and deep blue eyes; "when it came to my looks they would add something along the lines of "Zelah is all right too," 

Add to this the fact that I had a speech defect and struggled to correctly pronounce my words. The doctor had said that my mouth's palate was too high. Everyone, including my parents, laughed at me instead of attempting to assist me in making sense of this speech difficulty. I would be asked to say something just to make them laugh.  By the time I was old enough to attend school, I had become extremely self-conscious of my inability to communicate clearly. Even my name, Zelah Maude, which I couldn't say, I pronounced "Deela Mud." It took me years to get over this.

I had never seen anyone so tall as my first-grade teacher. Miss Ripley was her name and she had been teaching first grade for a very long time. She was a good teacher, but I thought she looked like a scarecrow because she was so tall. She quickly realized that I couldn't speak clearly, but instead of laughing at me, she reprimanded me and told me that if I spoke slowly, I could pronounce my words correctly.

Every primary-grade student participated in a school program to which parents were invited shortly after fall break. I was supposed to read a poem about a milkweed pod, which I would hold up during my speech. I still have every word of that poem, which I read for the first time in public.

"Open the box; you don't need a key. Oh, pretty green case, what do you know about me? The cover and case are tightly locked together. Inside is a curious feather. I must make my doll a feather bed, and here is the nicest, softest stuff, silky, white, and smooth," 

They all laughed rather than clapped when I finished because no one understood what I was saying. I wept, sat down, and placed my head on my desk out of shame. I shouldn't make them laugh. Even if they didn't, I knew what I had said.

"But childish troubles will soon pass by. -

There! little girl; don't cry!"

These lines, from the poem, "A Life- lesson," written by James Whitcomb Riley, frequently consoled me over the years.

I continued through the first and second grades and was eight years old when I entered
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