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Erlc Carle, author and lllustrator of the classic “The Very Hungry Caterpillar,” kept a photo of his childhood In Syracuse. Carle,

shown on the

NBC “Today™ set, spent a lifetime curious about the fate of the unnamed girl in the photo. {AF Photo / Richard Drew)

Finding a friend separated by an ocean, a war and generations

An ‘Easter Miracle’

By Sean Kirst
skirsl@syracuse.com

For more than 80 years,
Eric Carle — the internation-
ally celebrated author and
illustrator of children’s books
— wondered about the mys-
tery of the girl in the white
dress, in his native Syracuse.

As a 3-year-old, Eric was
photograpted 1o o joyfal
embrace with that little girl
on the city’s North Side. The
image carrded ne identifica-
tion or location. As he grew
older, Eric was intrigued by
the story of the girl in the
picture, to the point where
a fanciful take on her story
became central to a book
called “Friends™ that Eric
released last year.

While he said the new book.
had multiple inspirations, the
r:uvermwashﬂseda]xmﬁ
cally on the original photo,
which he included alongside
the final page. Eric, now 84
and living in Massachusetts,
used the last line in the book
for this statement:

“1 often think about my
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Jong-ago friend, and T wonder
what happened to her™

Sunday, in what Eric and
his wife, Bobbie, described as
an “Easter Miracle,” he found
out.

The odds against it hap-
pening seemed overwhelm-
ing. Both children came
from immigrant families that
moved frequently in the early
1930s. Eric didn’t remember
his young friend’s name, and
even if he had, the chances
were good she’d have a differ-
ent name, a married name, by
2014. Beyond all else, even
if those pieces mil sl

to be alive and thriving in her
mid-80s.

This week, by overnight
mail, Eric is sending her his
book.

Eric is the author of such
children’s classics as “The
Very Hungry Caterpillar™
Yet the central illustration in
“Friends™ is a reflection of
the mysterious photo, which
shows Eric, at 3, exchang-
ing a hug with the girl in a
white dress. At the bottom of
the actual picture, his mother

wrote “Juni” — German for
June — md the year, 1932

their native Germany when
he was six. Before they left,
Eric’s passion for draw-
ing had been encouraged in
Syracuse by Lena Frickey, a
gentle first-grade teacher. In
Germany, in harsh contrast,
one of his earliest memories
is of a teacher whipping his
hands with a switch.
That set the tone for
many years that reso-
naled with struggle.
Almost immediate-
ly, Eric said, his par-
ents realized going
back to Germany
was a mistake. His
father, drafted into the
military during World War
11, ended up behind barbed
wire in a Russian prison
camp. He came home
weighing 85 pounds, his
health broken.
While Eric eventu-
ally returned to the United
States, the image of his
embrace with the little
girl evolved into a wistful
symbol of some warm and
secure years. He remem-

Florence Clanl Trovato and Eric Carle on Syracuse's North
Side In 1932.

=
Florence Clanl Trovato. (Photo provided by her family)

bered that she was Italian-
family. Even as his work
began to camn acclaim, the
photo was a bridge to what
Eric saw as a fleeting child-
hood.

He decided to use the photo
as a cornerstone of “Friends,”
and he hoped ngmnstai]
odds it might lead him
the girl — evenlflklmge
lacked all clues, or any hint
of a location. The ch

his friend was not only alive:
She was ready for his call.
Her name is Florence Ciani
Trovato; at 85, she's a few
months older than Eric, and
shares his vibrancy. She was
born in Syracuse, the daughter
of Joe and Mary Ciani, who
lived at the time on North
McBride Street. Florence
recalls regular visits to 305
John St., on the North Side.
That was home to her mater-
nal Antonio and

was locating a “girl” who'd
now be in her 80s, a girl who
posed with him in Syracuse
while Herbert Hoover was
still president.

On Easter Sunday, almost
82 years after the photograph
was taken, Eric Carle learned

Lila Barresi, immigrants from
Tialy.

Florence can picture the
steep hill on John Street —
one of the few streets in the
city still made of brick — and
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Miracle on John Street
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