
MASTER WOODY 

By Ann Talman 

 

 My parents faced heartbreaking decisions in the early 1950s when choosing what was best 

for their little boy Woody, born with severe cerebral palsy in 1948. Woody was diagnosed at age 

two as a non-verbal, spastic quad and his life expectancy was 12. His gifts are mental brilliance 

and a sweet disposition. At 8 years, fearing that as an only child he might one day be an orphan 

without a loving caregiver, he went on what our Dad, called The Campaign. Woody would touch 

mother’s tummy and Dad’s…lap, wave his hands and smile. It worked. A high risk at 38, Mother 

was ordered to complete bed-rest. On Friday the 13th, 1957, I was born by Ceasarean section. On 

the Polaroid taken at the hospital, Mother wrote WOODY’S ORDER!  My instant 

nickname. The family legend was that Woody had conjured me. That I had a destiny: “to be thy 

brother’s keeper in case anything ever happens to mom or dad.” 

I was named Ann because it was a short word beginning with an open vowel and ending 

in a consonant in case Woody might one day be able to speak. From earliest memory I embraced 

my destiny and adore my brother.  We became a fearsome team for life. Woody was my very 

own real life doll to care for and he needed me. I remember the day I was finally allowed to learn 

to help feed him. I was five. Growing up my world revolved around Woody being home with us 

from what I called his “sleep-away school.”  In those years (the early 60s) he came home a 

month each July and two weeks at Christmas. My Advent Calendar was not just to count the 

days to Christmas. It was to count the days to Woody! 

In 1952 Dad was transferred by USSteel from Birmingham, Alabama to a mining town in 

West Virginia. There were no special schools or resources for a child like Woody. Inclusion was 

not even a concept. The Cerebral Palsy Center and United Cerebral Palsy was renowned in 

Birmingham and Woody went to day school there but lived at home. Mother’s family was there 

too. So they chose to have Woody transfer to the long term nursing home section of the school. 

They made a pact to never let more than 6 weeks go by without visiting him. Mother’s mother, 

her sister Mary and the rest of her family filled the void for Woody and were his loving support 

system.  

One more promotion took dad to Pittsburgh and up the ladder at USSteel. Our parents 

found a wonderful facility in Pennsylvania where Woody has lived since 1964. 

 



Ann	  Talman	   	   2	  

Woody was wise to have conjured me because Mother died suddenly in a car crash in 

1977 and soon after Dad was diagnosed with Alzheimer’s Disease. I became caregiver for Dad 

and Woody. Dad passed in 1995. 

Going through the cedar chest to pack it for the movers when I sold the family home  I 

discovered Mother's special letters  stored there.  

The chest contained every letter, still in its envelope, that Dad wrote to Mother all the 

years he was fighting in World War II, 1942-1945. They were in bundles also with red ribbons 

tied around them. They were covered with censor stamps. She had re-typed edited versions of his 

letters with carbon paper and sent copies to the family. Even the carbons were preserved. Then I 

came across a blue Crane's envelope with "Master Woody Talman" written in Dad's handwriting.  

Having never seen it, I was drawn to this letter and sat down cross-legged on the floor to 

read it. My father wrote it to be read to Woody by Mother as she took him on the train to his 

sleep-away school (nursing home) for the very first time in 1952. Woody was four years old. I 

believe I was meant to find it and it has repeatedly inspired me when I feel discouraged. 

 

Master Woody Talman, Monday, September 1, 1952 

Dearest Woody, 

If you are a little young for this letter, perhaps Mommy will read it to you now, and save 

it for a later time. 

Everything up to now seems as a rehearsal for the act that must be played by the three of 

us for the years to come. 

The hardest parts are to be played by you and Mommy. I shall not try to explain why 

mommy's part is harder than mine, she understands that well. 

You must find the will and the courage to learn to do those things which are not natural 

to you. As part of that, doing what your doctors and teachers want you to do is of course a first 

requirement. 

Most of us use only a fraction of the capacities we have. It seems to me you must try hard 

to offset the fact that some of the capacities are not easily available to you. 

It certainly is true that all men of equal capacities do not accomplish similar results or 

achieve the same goals. I am satisfied that determination, willpower, courage, and opportunity 

play major parts in their outcome. The first three you can have in full measure, perhaps even 

more than children to whom all physical functions come easily, they are up to you. 
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The last one, opportunity, is the thing that Mommy and I can provide for you, because 

there are such people as Dr. Simpson and his associates at The Cerebral Palsy Center. 

Making the opportunity available is not hard for us financially, but it is hard to have you 

gone so much of each year. Recognizing its utmost importance, and realizing that without the 

opportunity the others would be of little avail are all that makes it possible for us to let our little 

boy be away most of the time. 

While you are working on this long job you will have much need of patience, and good 

cheer. Your sweet smile and beautiful facial expressions make it pleasant for people to work with 

you. Your love of people makes it easy for them to know you and to respond in kind. Keep those 

traits, because they will be needed again and again during your life. 

Tonight I was very sad as I looked at the swimming pool where you had so much fun. 

Here at the house your books and toys in the dining and living rooms, your little dish in the 

kitchen and your room upstairs all looked as if you had just gone out for a short time. 

I drove to Welch, thinking of our rides together, and wondering if I could capture 

through my eyes the appeal that the lights, the people, the cars, and the buildings have for a little 

boy. I passed your favorite bus, but he did not blow his horn. 

Then later a thought occurred to me that is able to change the sadness to sweetness and 

the lonesomeness to good memories. Some of the happiest days of any boys' and his parents' 

lives are when he is away at school and comes home for Christmas and summer vacations. In 

our case that started about thirteen years sooner than most, but we will have a whole lot more of 

them than others. Your mommy and I want your vacations with us to be rich experiences that will 

stay with you throughout each year. Next summer we will make a baseball fan out of you, and 

take some weekend trips to beautiful parts of Virginia and West Virginia. 

While you are in school Mommy will visit you often enough that you will know we think 

of you always, and both of us will write post cards every week. You are making progress and we 

are proud of you. 

All my love to you and Mommy. 

                          Daddy (Woods) 

 

I immediately called Woody and read the letter over the phone. He remembered when 

Mother first read it to him on that train. The sounds he made over the phone told me so.  

"Woody, I have an idea. Every New Year's Eve let's have a ritual and read the letter for 

inspiration to keep on for the year ahead. OK?" 
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"Mmm. Ooo, ooo." 

Sometimes I can't imagine what it would be like to be Woody even for a day, let alone a 

life. He is my hero. When Dad was in the final days of Alzheimer’s, Woody and I rented a house 

in Pittsburgh for 6 months and we lived together to help our father pass to the other side. Woody 

was my support system. 

 At Dad’s funeral, three letters our father had composed at turning points in his life were 

read as his eulogy. Master Woody was one of them. I read the last, a portion of a letter our father 

wrote to his parents when he got his first big promotion from US Steel, still on the track to 

becoming President, right behind Mr. Stedman who eventually did. 

 

                                                          Wednesday, March 31, 1954 

          Dearest Mama and Dad, 

          Effective April 1, Mr. Stedman becomes General superintendent  

          of the Uniontown district, and I replace him at the Gary-Lynch  

          district. Both of us are getting promotions at the same time. Of 

          course I am very proud with great joy tempered by the fact that 

          the vacancy was created by Art (Waldman's) death. 

          He was indeed a wonderful man, one to whom I shall forever be  

          obligated. 

          There are many people who I must thank for this promotion and 

          opportunity. The main ones are you two who sacrificed much to 

          educate your children, and who taught us much that we needed  

          to know. We seldom express ourselves, but it may be in order  

          for me to tell you how proud I am of both of you, and how lucky I 

          feel that your plans for a family included me. 

          Getting this letter has probably been shock enough to you, but I  

          wanted you to have the news promptly. 

          Looking forward to seeing you soon.    

I love you both, Woods. 

 

When I finished, I looked over to Woody in the pews holding hands with Aunt Mary 

from Birmingham, and I said to the congregation:” My brother Woody and I would like to take 
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this moment to thank our parents in heaven, and to express how grateful we feel that their plans 

for a family included us." 

This year Woody turned 65. He is beginning to decline physically but his spirit and our 

bond has never been stronger. I am ever grateful that he had the forsight to conjur me and even 

when it has been difficult, it has always been an honor to be Woody’s Order! 
  

 

 

 

 

IN B’HAM WITH THE COUSINS 
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WITH ME AT CHRISTMAS 1963 HAVING A “PROP-UP” 

 

 

 

AT GRANDMA’S WITH THE COUSINS 
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CHRISTMS MORNING 1963 PITTSBURGH 
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CUB SCOUTS IN THE 1950S IN WEST VIRGINIA.  

(I HAD NOT BEEN CONJURED YET) 
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DANCING AT MY WEDDING 1984 

 

 
CHRISTMAS 2013 RIGHT AFTER KIDNEY STONE SURGERY
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CHRISTMAS 1995 RIGHT AFTER OUR FATHER PASSED	  
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SUMMER VISIT JULY 1964 


