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EDITORS' NOTE 

Tragedy in a house 
that friends built 

The story ran small in Monday's newspapers: Father, Son Die in House 
Fire; Mother Critically Burned. 

For us at LIFE, and for Photographer Gordon Parks, the news hit 
with a wrench. The family of Norman Fontenelle had been Gordon's 
subject in his LIFE essay a year ago on the desperate life in New York's 
black ghetto. Gordon had lived with the 10 Fontenelles; he had ar­
gued, laughed and eaten with them-and sometimes gone hungry with 
them-until he became a part of their lives. Out of the months to­
gether came the kind of bond that often does-and sometimes must­
grow between a journalist and his subject. The bond doesn't end 
with publication. . 

After Gordon's story appeared the Fontenelle family moved, with 
the help of LIFE and contributions 
volunteered by LIFE readers, to a 
modest furnished house in Spring­
field Gardens,. Queens. The acci­
dental, middle-of-the-night fire 
that swept through their house 
last week killed Norman, the fa­
ther, and Kenneth, age 9. The other 
children escaped but their mother, 
Bessie, was badly burned and is 
hospitalized. 

Gordon Parks, flying back to 
New York to attend the funeral, 
recollects tlie last time he had vis­
ited Norman Fontenelle's family : 

''They were getting a new chance 
-in a new neighborhood, a healthy 
distance from the ugly Harlem 
tenement where I had found them 
six months before. Fifteen-year-old 
Rosie was happy but still con- BESSIE AND KENNETH FONTENELLE 
cerned about losing her city friends. 
Norman Jr., Kenneth and five other young brothers and sisters 
bounced happily on the new furniture watching Bugs Bunny on the 
new television set. The whole family, including Bessie Fontenelle and 
her husband, appeared to he in a state of pleasant shock-unable to 
fully acknowledge the good fortune that had suddenly come to them. 
Promise replaced despair. Now there were clean clothes, food, scrubbed 
floors, a front porch, green grass, fresh air and quiet-far from the Har­
lem hunger, rats and bugs, from the Harlem heat, cold and death. 

"Rosie, Ellen, Riel and Lette each pecked me on the cheek as I was 
about to go. Norman and Phillip walked me to the door. Then little 
Kenneth ran up and thrust a photograph the size of a postage stamp 
into my hands. 

"'It's me,' he said proudly. 'Keep it in your pocketbook next to 
your kids' picture.' 

"I promised him I would. 
"'Don't forget me,' he said. 
"No, I won't forget him. I won't forget the sparkle of youth in his 

large brown eyes; I won't forget that we were both really happy that 
morning-and so unaware of yet another misfortune, more tragic even 
than poverty, creeping toward him. Kenneth is right there in my pock­
et book, next to my own kids' picture." 

GEORGE P~hE:~~ 
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