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DISMAL
Today, the word dismal simply

means “gloomy, depressing, or fore-
boding.” Originally, though, dismal
defined an ancient superstition. The
trail of this dismal myth begins in
ancient Egypt.

Astrologers of that early society
had convinced themselves and the
people that certain days were un-
lucky. Such days were called Egyp-
tian Days and were believed to be
related to the occurrence of the
plagues of Egypt described in the
Bible. The tradition of evil or un-
lucky days spread and was adopted
by successive generations.

This word search takes us next to
the early Roman Empire where the
unlucky days were called dies mali,
literally meaning “bad or evil days.”
The Romans believed that there were
two such evil days in each month
which are now thought to have been
anniversaries of terrible disasters. It
was generally considered unwise to
commence any undertaking on the
dies mali.

Dies mali was telescoped by the
English language to the word dis-
mal. The bad days fable continued
into the middle ages and these days
were even marked on calendars of
that period. The only dismal day that
we have marked on our calendars is
April 15th - a day that has become
very taxing for most of us.

Community Newspapers and Schools:
A Classic Journalistic Relationship

Classic journalism defines “news” as “facts of
interest to your readers.” Often, those three elements
— facts, interest and readers — are drawn as a “news
triangle.” There are no facts of more interest to more
readers of a community newspaper than facts about
local public school districts. As much as town coun-
cils, planning boards, retail rents, local traffic and
police blotters, schools define what local news is all
about.

Something else can’t be ignored: taxes. For our
readers, schools account for the largest single ele-
ment in their property tax bills. Renters feel that
pinch, too, in the form of pass-along rent increases.
Our readers pay that tariff whether they have kids in
school or not.

Anything our readers pay for – and they pay a lot
— interests us.

As the new school year starts, it’s appropriate to
voice The Westfield Leader’s and The Times of Scotch
Plains-Fanwood’s commitment to cover school dis-
tricts thoroughly, professionally and accurately.

As always, this coverage involves a balance. By
definition, all the official business of a school district
— spending, construction, curricula, hirings and
firings, education policy — are news. Other things,
including extracurricular activities, sports, honor
rolls, special achievements, and the like, have to
follow the community newspaper’s unofficial motto:
All the news is printed to fit. In this, we follow
George Bernard Shaw’s description of journalism:

“Writing on the backs of advertisements.” We are a
business.

The toughest balancing act involves the critical eye
journalism must focus on any topic. As newspapers,
we must sometimes say what’s wrong. We can’t
simply be unthinking boosters. Here in Westfield, in
Scotch Plains-Fanwood and in Mountainside, we
enjoy a sometimes breathtakingly high level of civic
virtue. Our public servants, especially those working
in the schools, are really awfully good and accom-
plished people.

But we must sometimes point out that we disagree
with them, and why. We must sometimes point out
that parents or voters disagree with them, and why. In
addition, we know all too well that public education
has structural and generic flaws and faults — faults
that receive wide attention in a national debate. We
have to look at the ways these national issues affect
us here.

You, the readers, play an important part in this
process, too. You often serve as our eyes, ears and
advance scouts for important education issues. You
give us some of our best quotes, statements that bring
our stories alive. And you write letters. We hope
you’ll join with us in the commitment to lively
education coverage, and to lively debate.

We look forward to the new school year. We look
forward to providing accurate and detailed coverage
of our boards of education and our schools. The
classic “news triangle” demands no less.

Appointment-Only Process at Westfield DMV
Passes With Flying Colors; Betters Efficiency

“This kind of inspection really does run
smoothly,” reflected a Clark resident who waited
beside this reporter at the Westfield Inspection
Station last Thursday. The man deduced, “Now,
they check everything. The horn is honked, brakes
are checked and emissions are analyzed. It does
pay to call ahead for an appointment.”

Clean Air New Jersey’s initiative to make car
inspections less intimidating than getting your
wisdom teeth out has kept its promise during this
spot check by The Westfield Leader. The state
combined forces with the Environmental Protec-
tion Agency to develop an emissions test which
will be both motorist-friendly and beneficial to the
environment. Also offered in Bridgeton, Cape
May, Montclair, Ridgewood, Salem and Washing-
ton, the emissions test is educational for the mo-
torist to watch, and it does make the inspection a
more useful process. The computerized test en-
sures that one’s car is not adding to the pollution
problem that is prevalent in the state. Air pollution
causes respiratory problems and elevated ozone
levels.

Calling 1-888-NJMOTOR for an appointment
was accommodating. When this reporter first
phoned the magic number, 1-888-NJMOTOR, an
appointment was booked. However, it was later

necessary to cancel and reschedule. Upon doing so,
the operators were helpful in rescheduling. A tiny
hitch developed when this reporter discovered that
the station was “waterlogged” after a storm the day
before. No one called to notify this reporter of the
resulting delay, although an unnecessary trip was
made that afternoon. However, the gentleman from
Clark stated that he was notified of the station’s
water troubles because he had booked a “morning”
appointment. A call would have been nice, though
it turned out not to be a major inconvenience.

The rescheduled date last Thursday proved that
the Clean Air program can be highly successful.
With all paperwork in order (license, registration
and insurance), this reporter was permitted to
proceed before another motorist who didn’t make
an appointment. Each member of the station’s
personnel took their turns behind the wheel of this
reporter’s Ford Taurus and diligently worked to
expedite the process and maintain efficiency.

Will the Clean Air process upgrade the environ-
ment? Will we all breathe a little easier? The state
certainly hopes so and the Westfield Inspection
Station is doing its fair share to see the initiative
work.

The new program passed our inspection, and this
reporter’s vehicle passed their’s.

HUNG UP!!

By Milt Faith, Executive Director
Youth and Family Counseling Service

Denying  Visitation Rights
Only Harms Children Involved

By MILT FAITH
Here are several letters received

during the late summer months which
have not been answered.

To the mother who refuses to go to
her daughter’s wedding in October
because she is marrying someone
from a different faith.

You admit your future son-in-law
is a wonderful person and the two are
truly in love. Why not offer your
approval (quietly) by going to the
wedding since you love your daugh-
ter and you know how important it
would be if you were present at the
affair? Your daughter needs to make
the decisions that will make her
happy. You do not have to embrace
them, but accept them as decisions
with which she is comfortable. You
all have much to gain.

To the office worker who has a
need to correct everyone’s grammar
because she majored in English and
feels it is her “calling” to help people
improve their grammar.

I don’t see that it is your business
to tell others not to use the word
“youse” or the expression, “I should
have went to the party.” If someone
asks for help, you may give it. If not,
be politely quiet. If this is too frus-
trating, try to become an English
teacher, a job where helping others
pronounce use language is appropri-
ate.

To the young mother who is di-
vorcing her husband and has de-
cided to punish him by denying him
visitation rights to see their four-
and six-year-old children.

You state that your husband is a
loving and caring father who finan-
cially supports the children and wants
to make them a part of his life. Chil-
dren of all ages need to learn that,
even though their parents got di-
vorced, they still love them. They
need to know that healthy relation-
ships offer trust, honesty, and sensi-
tivity. They will identify with both of
you as strong role models and will
want to choose a partner in life who
can be as caring as you are. If a child
lives with anger and punishment, he
or she will grow up to bring these
characteristics into adult relation-
ships. Please re-evaluate what you
are doing and get some therapy.

To the mother who took her five-
year-old son to his grandmother’s
funeral, including a viewing, despite
his apprehension, anxiety, and ex-
pressed wish not to go.

Each child, each person, is differ-
ent. Some youngsters want to be part
of a memorial service and funeral as
a way to say goodbye to a loved one
and bring closure to a relationship.
Your son was not ready emotionally
for this, and nothing positive was
gained; you only heightened his tears
and fears. We must listen to our
children when they tell us how they
feel about different situations.

To the agitated reader who raises
some questions about my thoughts
regarding Judge Judy and Dr. Laura.

I do not find Judge Judy entertain-
ing or informative. Her contempt,
disrespect, impatience and judgmen-
tal behavior are totally inappropriate
and unprofessional. Dr. Laura does
not have a degree in the mental health
field. She rattles off moral judgments
and woe to anyone who has different
feelings than she has. She demands
that everyone accept her moral judg-
ments and she listens to no one.
Often, she is ready to pronounce her

judgment before the caller has fin-
ished his or her initial statement.
Enough said?

To the grandfather who is unhappy
about the name his daughter has
chosen for her newborn son and is
threatening to withhold a substan-
tial gift from the baby.

It is the parents’ right to name their
child. You can offer various sugges-
tions, but you have to respect their
final decision. Do you have love for
a name, or do you love your new
grandson? And who are you really
punishing by withholding a gift?
(Why do so many people punish
others if they can’’ get their way?)

And finally, to “Joan” and “Brian”
(disguised names), who are angry
and upset about the wedding plan
both sets of parents are setting up.

You have several choices to re-
solve this. First, go along - let the
parents do what they want. Forget it!
Do not let it happen! Second, tell
them that both of you will plan the
wedding. They can suggest things,
but they must adhere to your deci-
sions. Third, you talked about elop-
ing. If all else fails, and you are
comfortable with this, do it, and good
luck. You may want to consider a
reception for family and friends
should you elope. Remember, it is
important that the two of you plan
what would make you happy.

GUEST COLUMN

Back to School or Break the Bank?
One Mother’s Power-Shopping Tale

By DEBORAH MADISON
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

By the end of August, the summer
camp photos have all been placed in
their album sleeves and neatly cap-
tioned. My two kids can barely squeeze
into their bathing suits after three
months of ice cream trucks and
Domino’s deliveries, and we’ve lost
the second pair of goggles and scuba
tubes. The first pair disappeared some-
time in July.

Then there was the obligatory trek to
Great Adventure. My husband and I
are still arguing over whose job it was
to remember that you don’t bring a
vinyl-roofed car through the safari.

Total cost for the month of August,
including repair of the car roof, swim
lessons, a week of sleep-away camp
and antibiotics for the customary
swimmer’s ear: $1,250.

The thought of the kids returning to
school in a few days may be “price-
less,” as the saying goes, but in actual-
ity, it’s not exactly “free” public school
as we used to know it.

My daughter, who is 10½, has be-
come quite cognizant of the difference
between Tommy Hilfiger, Oscar De La
Renta jeans, Levis and the K-Mart ver-
sion of these threads. “Mom, look at
the binding on those jeans. It’s so corny.
And look at how those pockets are cut.”

Did I ever notice binding or pocket
cuts when I was 10?

We finally agree on Bill Blass jeans,
which, although twice as expensive as
K-Mart’s version, are not quite as pricey
as the pre-ripped, pre-washed, pre-
shrunk, pre-worn, limited edition de-
signer jeans.

My daughter consoles me with the
hope that she won’t need years of
therapy for being unacceptably attired
for the fifth grade.

Then comes the teacher’s usual list:

notebooks, binder, dividers, tabs, blue
pens, red pens, folders, pencil case,
markers, scissors, sundry other office
supplies.

What the list doesn’t mention is all
of the things we will need in addition to
make those special 3-D, life-like, di-
orama book reports and workable sci-
ence projects: plaster, brick-face, win-
dow panes, ship masts, die-casts, sol-
dering gun, electric drill, sawhorse,
carbon-dating kit, copper wire. Good
thing my neighbor likes to tinker with
stuff in his garage.

And last, but not least, there is the
all-important book bag. My daughter
wouldn’t be caught dead with last year’s
book-bag.

“Mom, the kids will laugh me off the
playground if I show up with a Furbie
book-bag. I’m going into the fifth grade
now and I’ve gotta have Winnie the
Pooh!”

I guess I should be pleased that Spice
Girl thing came and went.

The exact same book bag, without
the Winnie the Pooh character embroi-
dered on the front, is $15 less. So I’m
thinking, $15 now or $50 a month for
Prozac when she’s 16. Of course, there’s
no debate.

But then we have to get the matching
ensemble, including Winnie the Pooh
binder, change purse, umbrella, address
book, calendar, letter opener, pencil
sharpener and decorative wall-strip.
Total cost: $650, so she can be well-
dressed and emotionally coordinated.

Luckily, my five-year-old son, who
outgrows his clothes every time he
inhales a second helping of macaroni
and cheese, still doesn’t know the dif-
ference between Kids-R-Us and ga-
rage sale seconds. However, he refused
to wear the Pokemon sneakers I got on
sale, because a seven-year-old neigh-
bor said that purple was for sissies.

I figure I have one more year before
he realizes he’s wearing last year’s styles.

Ugly Campaigns?
Reader Says  Twain
Had the Right Idea

Mark Twain’s numerous, humorous
quips, spoken well over a century ago,
although inspired by conditions in his
era, are equally apropos today in the 21st
century, especially in the political arena.

As this year’s negative campaigning
gets uglier and uglier, two of Twain’s
witty gems come readily to mind:

“Often it does seem such a pity that
Noah and his party did not miss the boat.
If we would learn what the human race is
at bottom, we need only observe it in
election times.”

“If you tell the truth, you don’t have to
remember anything.”

Maurice Fenichel
Fanwood

Calling SP-F Superintendent:
Reader Says Nobody Responds

On June 23, I hand-delivered a letter
to Dr. Choye, Superintendent of Schools,
Scotch Plains-Fanwood, regarding a
problem my child had with a third grade
teacher. Among the many questions I
asked of Dr. Choye was where parents
could go, being advocates for their chil-
dren, if there is a problem with their
child’s teacher. I know that the logical
steps in resolving such an issue involve
going to the teacher, then to the princi-
pal. When satisfaction is not achieved,
the next step is the superintendent.

As of this writing, 10 weeks have
passed since the letter was delivered,
and much to my surprise there has been
absolutely no response whatsoever. I
called Dr. Choye’s office in early Au-
gust and was told that “someone” would
call back the next day. This did not
happen.

School is scheduled to start Septem-

ber 6, and my concerns and questions
have been totally ignored. I know Dr.
Choye is very busy and has a demanding
position. Most everyone I know is busy
with very demanding positions in addi-
tion to trying to raise well-educated chil-
dren. In most business environments a
10-week turnaround in responding to a
letter is inexcusable.

In this case, when you go to the super-
intendent of a school system which has an
otherwise great reputation in many areas,
and get no response, what are you to do?
The scary thing is, I know I am not the
only parent who has written to Dr. Choye
and has not received a response. I just
wonder how many other parents are out
there who have had this type of experi-
ence. What, if anything, can we do?

Lorraine Syring
Scotch Plains

Letters to the Editor
Letters to

the EditorStop the Deck, I Want to Get Off.
What About the Parking Principles?
Well, the mayor has spoken!

Westfield will  build a parking deck!
Even former mayors and long time
community leaders have voiced their
favorable collective opinions.

It might be useful to examine what
was not said in the mayor’s letter to
The Leader last week.

Mayor Jardim has held office for
four years of virtual inactivity. This
is the same mayor who, as a candi-
date, promised a jitney service in
Westfield by January 1, 2000, ac-
cording to published reports. We don’t
yet have a jitney service, no matter
what excuses the mayor may make.

Similar programs are very suc-
cessful in Springfield and
Maplewood. The mayor refers to
“mushy pronouncements about try-
ing every alternative strategy prior to
building a deck; questionable
schemes like shipping commuters
off to Rahway, etc.”

What the mayor really is referring
to is any attempt at a creative an
alternative solution that does not in-
clude raising taxes, forever changing
the face of Westfield or imposing
traffic and pollution extremes that
will destroy the quality of life in our
community.

Taxes will indeed be raised! But it
will take a different form. The in-
crease in parking for the employees
and employers will result in higher
prices for the goods and services
provided to the consumers of
Westfield. The higher costs (parking
fees) will be passed on. So the resi-
dents will pay for this deck in one
form or another. Further, any ulti-
mate shortfall in meeting the obliga-
tions of debt on the deck will fall on
the shoulders of the taxpayers. The

mayor goes on to say that “the win-
dow of opportunity for action is rap-
idly closing,” referring to the end of
municipal bonded indebtedness.

That part may be true. However,
Westfield is now about $6 million in
debt from capital expenditures in-
curred over the last three years, on
which little or no payments have
been made, and lease obligations
($1.2 million) on which only a couple
of payments have been made.

How many folks are aware that
negotiations are in progress that will
lead to two churches in town offering
a total of over 100 spaces Monday
through Friday for employee park-
ing or commuter parking? Or that

CONTINUED ON PAGE 17


