North Meets South and Everything Became Right

By Robert Zarrillo
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   It was 1940 and two popular stars of film and the music world  

   were married.   Nothing unusual about that, to be sure.  It 

   wasn’t even very strange that each came from very different 

   cultural backgrounds.  The young starlet, well known for 

   screwball comedy roles in films,  was from the north – an 

   upstate New York girl.  Her husband was from the south – the 

   far south – Cuba in fact.  Any guess yet who they were? 

   Lucille Ball and Desi Arnaz tried to work their relationship 

   into their jobs. They were told that no one would accept the

   marriage of a Cuban to an upstate American as “normal,” and 

   at first, refused to accept their idea for a program in the new 

   television medium.  It did work, of course, and “I Love 

   Lucy” was born, prospered and was taken into their hearts by      

   Americans of all backgrounds. 

It really was not that unusual for “north” to meet “south” in this way and produce something that would last – at least on the television screen in this case.  The purpose of this article is not to create another story to add to the millions of “Lucy” stories out there but, rather, to talk about another success story.  This one is much closer to home for the people of Southern New Jersey – but it does have a similar feature.  “North” did indeed meet “south” with the marriage of Marion Browne of Boston (born in Canada) and Luis Roberto Carmona of Puerto Rico.   Like Lucy and Ricky, they were a success story, a couple who had a great effect on many with whom they came into contact, and who are missed by all who knew them.  L. R. Carmona, or simply “Doc” as he was commonly known, would become Tuckerton New Jersey’s most beloved doctor in 1924.  He cherished both his job and his town, and held on to both for as long as he could, almost fifty years.  This is his story, the story of how he came to be a doctor, how he found his way to Tuckerton, and what he felt about being a “country doctor.”  There was no other job for him, he loved it, he cared for the people of his community and placed only his family and his faith above those concerns.

1898 was a tumultuous year.  The United States and Spain went to war over Cuba and the enduring symbol of the war became Teddy Roosevelt’s charge up San Juan hill with his Rough Riders.  While San Juan hill was in Cuba, the war was also fought over another island, Puerto Rico, whose capital is also named San Juan.  To Spain, Cuba and Puerto Rico were the “ever faithful isles” because they remained within the Spanish colonial fold long after other Latin American countries had gained their freedom.  Cuba would go on to face a checkered future, loosely connected with the U.S., until a rebel force seized control of the island and directed it toward Communism.  Puerto Rico, however, remained “ever faithful” to its new protector – the United States.  It remains in “commonwealth” status today, and all of its inhabitants are now born as American citizens.  

Soon after the end of the war, in November 1898, a baby was born to a prosperous land owner in a place called Comerio in the center of Puerto Rico.  Since this child was born after the American take over of the island, he was, and always remained, an American citizen.  His father, named Juan Bautista, was a tobacco farmer and his ancestors were some of the founding fathers of his community.  His mother, Heraclea, had a very similar background.  Juan Bautista’s new son was the second son of what would become a large family of 11 children, typical for Spanish families of the period.  The expectations of his parents was also typical,  as they guided him toward a professional life from an early age.  There was an elder brother to inherit the farm, after all, and Juan Bautista had once considered becoming a physician himself.  The boy was named Luis Roberto, but would be called Roberto throughout his life.  
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Roberto grew up in typical rural Puerto Rican fashion: a lot of time spent outdoors, an understanding of – and respect for – hard work, and studies in a small school with the children of both planters and workers.  His father wanted Roberto to stay on the island, but when old enough, his mother supported his decision to study on the mainland.  He made the trip in 1917, going to Boston, where he would live and study for many years.  He attended Boston University and, later, its school of medicine.   Soon after arriving in Boston, as a student, he entered the U.S. Army Reserves during World War I and remained in the service of his country as a Reservist until well past World War II.  It was while in school in Boston that he met the sister of a nurse with whom he worked.  This was Marion Browne of Newfoundland Canada.  The sisters had recently lost their brothers fighting with the Canadian forces in World War I, and were trying to make a home for themselves in the U.S.  Marion, a fiery red-head (just like “Lucy”), and Roberto, now almost a doctor, by all reports were enamored with each other. They created a bond that would last over 50 years.  They were married in 1922, and moved to Camden New Jersey where the new doctor would begin his residency.  Their first child, a son named Robert, would be born before the family moved to South Jersey.

Roberto had a deep desire to work with people even though, as a medical student, his ability as a pathologist (a medical researcher) was evident.  This specialty would be the foundation of his remarkable ability to diagnose illness under less than ideal circumstances.  However, his true gift would be his ability to empathize and interact with others.  His “bed-side” manner was such that he was always seen as a caring friend, not just a talented physician.  

With the decision to become a general practitioner out of the way, the next decision to make was “where.”  As he considered where he would set up his practice, one of his patients at the hospital in Camden made him an intriguing offer.  The patient’s town didn’t have a doctor; in fact, there wasn’t a doctor for many miles around.  Many doctors simply were not interested, as anyone taking a position in such an out-of-the-way location would be on his own and would need to be able to handle all types of diseases and emergencies.  He would be without the assistance of hospitals or even of other physicians to consult.   It was, after all, the 1920s and roads were of dirt, cars were both a hot new item and few and far between, and even the telephone and electricity were only just starting to spread into the area.  It was, indeed, a challenge to think of becoming a rural country doctor in 1920s America.

On top of all that, social acceptance was also a problem.  Arriving in Tuckerton with his red-haired Canadian Catholic wife and young son, speaking accented English (but still speaking it quite well) he had a difficult beginning.   In the 1920s, rural America was decidedly prejudiced against anything “unusual” or “different” or worse, “not from here.”  Religious and ethnic tolerance were the exception, not the rule they are today.  Dr. Carmona had to gain acceptance from the people he came to aid and that proved difficult – at first.   Prejudice erupted one evening as white robed figures set fire to a cross in front of the doctor’s home.  His young wife feared for their lives, and the life of their baby boy, a fear that never really left her.

Dr. Carmona, however, knew that it was only the unknown that caused fear in the hearts of some of the people he had chosen to live with. He also knew that this fear was a poison that would damage the community; he could always pick up and go elsewhere, as doctors were in high demand – the people of Tuckerton couldn’t.  He would have to convince his new neighbors, and even his own family, that there was “nothing to fear but fear itself.”  With knowledge comes understanding and the power to wipe out fear.  That is what he worked to accomplish, simply by being the best doctor he could be.  As those who did not understand him, and feared him, learned of his abilities and his courage, things began to change.  They soon became his friends and established life-long relationships with this man “from the south.”

Roberto Carmona loved people and always sought them out.  One of his favorite ways was to gather with his friends and neighbors in the Lion’s Club.  “Doc” once wrote a speech on what it was like to be a “country doctor,” which he gave at one of those gatherings in 1955.   In his own words, 

 

“I was aware of the fact that living thirty miles away from… the nearest hospital and medical consultants was going to be a great handicap in my practice….  A country doctor has to fit in the shoes of a consultant and be a specialist in several branches of medicine…  Those days of the early 1920s were slow days,  [the route] from New York to Atlantic City was mainly a gravel road. The Model T Ford replaced the old horse and buggy of my predecessors.   Electricity had just come in existence in this part of the country… Very well I remember being called to go … through these country muddy roads in my old Model T Ford, which sometimes took notions of stalling and I had to get out and crank it by hand. But I usually got there… With the help of the grandmother, the old teakettle, a basin, a pail, a bunch of newspapers and by the old kerosene lamp [many a] baby was born.  During my [first] thirty years of practice I have attended nearly 1500 births, 90% of which have been home deliveries and many under the conditions above mentioned”

His isolation also meant that Dr. Carmona was often on the “front-lines” when epidemics, for which there were few medicines and immunizations, were to strike the area – scourges like smallpox, diphtheria, and typhoid fever.   It was not only lonely and hard being a country doctor, it was also often dangerous!
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The doctor and his wife would have one more child, a daughter named Marion after her mother.  She was born in the midst of the Great Depression.    The 1930s were a difficult time for all Americans, and rural America was especially hard hit.  “Doc” would often go without being paid, but he continued to make sure that his community remained healthy.  If paid at all, it might well be in eggs, chickens, ducks or venison.  That was a sign of the times – yet even long after the hard times were over – he was never one to push for payment of an unpaid bill.  When his practice closed, and his family returned to shut down the old office, there was a huge bonfire of unpaid accounts.  That was the way he would have wanted it.

“Doc” was also not the type of man to question a person’s background before providing service.  It didn’t matter if he couldn’t pay, or if he was the sort you would not want to meet in the street, everyone deserved the same quality of care.  He always worked that way…

And, just as he had joined the Army Reserves as a student, and remained in them for some 30 years, “Doc” Carmona put service before self.  When the airship Hindenburg exploded while docking in Lakehurst, New Jersey in 1937, as he happened to be nearby on a medical call, Dr. Carmona rushed to help. he soon found that he was the first doctor on the scene at the time of the disaster.  In typical fashion, in the years that followed, he would always praise the deeds of the others, especially the Navy medics who assisted him during that time, but never his own.  He would often speak of the horror of the event, but never the details of his role – but he had come home with his clothes singed after rescuing and caring for the survivors.
In the 1940s, Doc’s son Robert was a student at the Pennsylvania Military Academy, and his daughter Marion would later go into training to be a nurse.  But, like millions of other Americans, World War II upset plans, drew families into national service, and brought uncertainty and worry to an entire nation. And, like all other Americans, nothing could prepare the family for the personal hardship they would have to endure.   Although a First Lieutenant in the Reserves at the start of World War II, because of his age and the fact that he was a doctor in an underserved rural area, Dr. Carmona was excused from mobilization and, instead, was assigned to serve in the Selective Service (a position he kept well into the 1960s, and for which he was awarded the Selective Service Medal in 1962). 

His son Robert, would leave military school and join the Army.  He would end up in one of the worst theaters of the war, serving with distinction in Burma with the famed “Merrill’s Marauders.” After the war, Robert would return to live in Southern New Jersey, where he still lives today.  His sister Marion, would indeed become a nurse, and marry Alfred Zarrillo, many of whose relatives continue to live in the area around Tuckerton, and eventually settle in Florida. 
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Dr. Carmona loved South Jersey, and had homes in Tuckerton, Long Beach Island, and Mystic Island.  He loved the water, fishing and crabbing in the area with his friends and family.  He also had many hobbies, including amateur radio, coin and stamp collecting and playing the horses – for Atlantic City, in its pre-casino heyday, was only a short distance away.  More than a hobby, however, was his interest in, and commitment to, the community.  He was recognized many times for his care of the people of New Jersey. He belonged to many medical societies and associations in New Jersey, and to the Lion’s Club.  It was through his association with the Lion’s Club in the 1960s that he became a founding director and then President of the Tuckerton Bank.   

 

In the last years of his life, Dr. Carmona became very ill with stomach ailments that were to become cancer.  He had to leave his life’s work behind in 1971, and moved to Florida to be with his daughter’s family. He lost the battle with cancer in April 1972, four days before his fiftieth wedding anniversary.  His wife would survive him by another 17 years, living in Florida with her family until her death in 1989.  It’s now the thirtieth anniversary of “Doc’s” passing.

 

When Dr. Carmona left us, the mayor of Tuckerton wrote an article saying that “Doc” would be missed just as surely as the sun would if it were not to appear the next day, and established a memorial fund in his honor.  A small park was dedicated to him at the Tuckerton Bank (now Peoples National Bank).  His portrait hung in the lobby of that bank for many years.  A monument next to the bank read , “In memory of Dr. Luis R. Carmona.  Loved and respected by his community as doctor, citizen, banker, friend.  Dedicated 1972 by Peoples National Bank of New Jersey.”  The remarks made at the dedication ended with the words, “here was a man to be remembered.”

Was he eccentric?  Sure he was, although someone who knew him well, his nephew Dr. Roberto Fortuño-Carmona, said that all great men are eccentric!  He also said he was proud to be his namesake.  So am I, for I was named after my grandfather, and I have spent my whole life hoping I would be worthy to carry his name.  

