
The California Nugget14

FALL 2024 CALIFORNIA GENEALOGICAL SOCIETY

O
U

R 
A

N
CE

ST
O

RS

In December 1986, Pearl (Zsupnik) Fein died in Los 
Angeles, California.1 Her surviving family packed up 
her retirement apartment, filling a 1970s brown plaid 
Monarch suitcase with papers, quarter-inch tape reels, 
and demo records. The suitcase made its way around 
the state, passed from one relative to another, and in 
2023, arrived in El Cerrito, California.2 

The long-forgotten suitcase was brimming with 
tapes and records, written compositions and biographi-
cal notes. Its contents told Pearl’s story, from her youth 
in Chicago through her travels in the United States 
and abroad until she eventually settled in California.

Pearl was born 22 October 1900 in Chicago, 
Illinois to Geza and Schifra (Szamat) Zsupnik.3 Geza 
had immigrated from Malczo, Austria-Hungary in 
about 1889.4 A record from a Hungarian synagogue 
gives his profession as “kocsmáros,” which translates 
to innkeeper or tavern-keeper; in Chicago, he peddled 
junk.5 Schifra (or Sofia) followed in 1897, bringing 
four children with her.6 Pearl’s birth was followed by a 
brother’s, completing their family.7 

In 1922, Pearl married Harold Fein, a first-gen-
eration American8 and an attorney.9 Pearl worked as 
a dance instructor, but after she wrote a well-received 
ditty for the Chicago Bar Association’s annual review, 
her attention turned to music.10 In 1935, her song 
“Lonely Street” was recorded by the Jack Shilkret Or-
chestra with vocals by Dick Robertson.11 She claimed 
the song won “orchids” from later-to-be-infamous 
gossip columnist Walter Winchell, who was known to 
bestow praise with the phrase, “Orchids to you.”12

Pearl and Harold had two children, Susanne and 
Monroe.13 Pearl’s mother had died when Pearl was just 
seven years old.14 That early loss, and Pearl’s  expe-
rience as a mother may have later inspired her song 
“Mommy:”

I see her in your baby eyes of blue
Hush-a-bye…Please don’t cry
Dad-dy miss-es mom-my same as you
And the songs…she used to do
With rock-a-byes
He tries and tries
To chase the tear drops from your eyes
Your dad-dy needs your mom-my same as you
But the angels love her too.

World War II brought changes to the Fein family as  
it did all Americans. While their son, Monroe (“Mon-
nie”) Fein, served in the United States Navy 15 Pearl 
served on the Music War Committee chaired by  
Oscar Hammerstein in New York City.16 She had a 
hit with her 1942 composition “Yankee Doodle Ain’t 
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The Zsupnik family in Chicago, around 1904-05. From left: Schifra, 
with Sam in her lap; Geza; Pearl. Courtesy of the author.
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Doodlin’ Now,” a song celebrating America’s fight 
against fascism. It was recorded by singer Buddy 
Moreno and California bandleader Dick Jurgens.17 
Pearl recalled people dancing to the tune at the Aragon 
Ballroom on Lawrence Avenue in Chicago.18 

Pearl and Harold’s marriage ended in divorce 
before 1947.19  An undated handwritten song titled “If 
I Could Turn Back the Clock” speaks to the pain of an 
ended marriage:

If I could turn back the clock would I do just as I did
Would I say that we were thru, would I walk away 
from you…
But many fish were in the sea
Then you caught one, the one to take the place of me.20

After World War II, Pearl traveled to Europe. In Janu-
ary 1952, she traveled by air; later that year, by ship.21 
Little is known about her time there, but it appears 
that on the second trip, she initially stayed in Dorches-
ter, England.22 She returned from France via the Queen 
Mary.23 If the post-war European travels impacted her 
music, it was not captured by her papers. Pearl’s com-
position range was wide, including an homage to her 
Hungarian heritage and music that reflected her affin-
ity for Hot Springs, Arkansas.24 With Murray Bloom, 
she also wrote music that crossed religions, like “God’s 
Christmas,” recorded in 1960 by the Dimensions and 
approved by Cardinal Richard Cushing, Archbishop of 
Boston.25

Her 1958 song “What’sa Matter?” may have been 
recorded by Elvis Presley.  Pearl’s notes indicate that 
she and her friends heard Presley sing “What’sa Mat-
ter?” on the radio. The existing demo record appears to 
be a good imitation of Presley, but musical profession-
als do not believe it is him. Pearl’s notes indicate that 
she declined to relinquish the copyright to “What’sa 
Matter?” which may explain why she and others heard 
Presley sing it on the radio and then it disappeared.26 
While that version of the song appears to be either 
lost to time or stored in a vault, others can be heard 
through the Discography of American Historical 
Recordings.27 

Political rally music was also in her repertoire, 
including “The Hole in Sole of His Shoe,” for Illi-
nois governor and then-presidential candidate Adlai 
Stevenson II.28 The song refers to an iconic moment 
in the governor’s presidential campaign, when Steven-

Some recordings of Pearl’s songs can  
be accessed via the Internet today.

“Yankee Doodle Ain’t Doodlin’ Now” — Dick 
Jurgens Orchestra with vocal by Buddy 
Moreno (1942) 
https://bit.ly/YankeeDoodlin

“Ave Maria / God’s Christmas,” — The 
Dimensions (1960) https://www.discogs.com/
release/9819704-The-Dimensions-Ave-Maria-
Gods-Christmas

“Sing A Song of Funnies” (Part One) — Ireene 
Wicker and the Marjorie Mayer Trio (1948) 
https://bit.ly/SongFunnies1

“Sing A Song of Funnies” (Part Two”) — 
Ireene Wicker and the Marjorie Mayer Trio 
(1948) 
https://bit.ly/SongFunnies2

The demo records and tapes found in 
Pearl’s suitcase were digitized by the 
talented Mark “Wally” McClellan of Oakland, 
California in 2023. A small collection can 
be heard on SoundCloud, at https://bit.ly/
GrandmaPearlsSuitcase

A selection of the published songs, recordings, and papers 
found in Pearl’s suitcase. Courtesy of the author.
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RS son’s crossed legs exposed a hole in the sole of his shoe. 
(Michigan photographer Bill Gallagher caught the 
image in a lucky shot that won him a Pulitzer Prize.)29 
In response to the recording, Governor Stevenson sent 
a note reading “With thanks to Pearl Fein from the 
depths of my soul! Adlai Stevenson, Chicago, 1960, 
P.S. And thanks again for the glorious record!”30

Pearl’s copyrights show she lived in Chicago, 
New York, Miami Beach, Hot Springs, Arkansas, and 
Los Angeles.31 Her musical, “Yesterday Ended Last 
Night,” starring a young Linda Glick, was staged off-
off-Broadway in 1973.32 In 1983, she received a $200 
special award from the American Society of Compos-
ers, Authors and Publishers for off-off Broadway show 
tunes, besting Dr. Seuss by $50.33  Pearl had written 
dozens of songs by the time of her death at age 86. 
However, it was her 1948 album of children’s music, 
“Sing a Song of Funnies,” that she celebrated as a key 
event of her musical career.34 Her pride in that accom-
plishment makes sense: she loved telling her grandchil-
dren and great-grandchildren stories, especially about 
a magical fish that bubbled jewels.35 A recording made 
decades later of Pearl singing with her son Monroe, 
his wife, and their children, was discovered among the 
tape reels in the suitcase.36 

Pearl lived vibrantly, producing two children, five 
grandchildren, and a multitude of great and great-
great grandchildren, many of whom live in California 
today.

Genealogical Sketch
Pearl Zsupnik was born 22 October 1900 in Chicago, 
Illinois. Pearl died 16 December 1986 in Los Angeles, 
California. She married Harold Aaron Fein on 28 May 
1922, in Chicago, Illinois. He was born 17 May 1896 in 
New York City, New York.37 Pearl and Harold divorced 
before 1947. He died 20 July 1987 in Chicago.38

Descendants of Pearl (Zsupnik) and Harold Fein:
1. Monroe Fein, b. 22 May 1923, Chicago, Illinois; d. 

25 July 1982, Los Angeles, California; m. 1949, Malia 
“Malca” Haroon.39

2. Richard Fein, b. 1 December 1953, Massachusetts; d. 
3 July 2022, California.40

3. Susanne (Fein) Shender Cohen Batko, b. 5 October 
1925, Chicago, Illinois; d. 6 July 2021, Chicago, Illinois; 
m. 3 May 1944, Martin H. Shender, div. before 1953; 
m. 18 June 1953, Edward Cohen; div. bef. 1964; m. 
April 1964, Emanuel Batko.41

Melanie Proctor, a Monterey County native, is a  
professional genealogist and also an attorney. She has  
a Certificate in Genealogical Research from Boston  
University. She can be reached at melanie@passiflora 
research.com.
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Juan Bernal and His Family
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