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DĂĚĞůŝŶĞ�DƵƐĞŶŐŽ�WĞƌƌǇ͗�/ƚĂůŝĂŶ��ŽŽŬŝĞƐ͕�'ŽŽĚ��ĂƟŶŐ͕�
Las Vegas and Engelbert Humperdinck 

Madeline Musengo Perry 
was born on August 19, 
1902, the oldest of nine 
children born to Carmella 
and Anthony Musengo. 
She currently lives in an 
assisted living facility in 
Agoura Hills, California. 
At 103, Madeline was 
the oldest grandmother 
we had the privilege of 
interviewing.   

Madeline Musengo Perry was the oldest of eight brothers and sisters born to Italian 
immigrant parents. “My mother was born in Italy,” she said, “and she landed at Ellis 
Island.” 

Madeline grew up in Chicago, where her parents eventually settled after spending 
some time living in New York. “My father had a brother and sister in Chicago, and 
my mother knew some families there that lived in her town in Italy.” 

Madeline said her parents always treated her well, but she always had to do things for 
herself and her younger sibling. “My mother didn’t speak English. We worked hard.”

The oldest of her eight brothers and sisters, she always had to help her mother. “I had 
three brothers one after another and there was a lot of whooping cough that went on 
those years. Somebody told my mother that those boys had to go down by the lake - 
that it would be good for their lungs. So I took my three brothers on the bus and we 
ZHQW�GRZQ�WR�/DNH�0LFKLJDQ��:KRRSLQJ�FRXJK�ZDV�WHUULEOH��7KHQ�,�KDG�D�VLVWHU�¿YH�
years old who died of pneumonia. It was so cold in the winter time in Chicago.” 

At the age of 21, Madeline married and started a family of her own. “In 1929 we had 
the stock market crash. Hoover was president at the time, President Hoover. He was 
a Republican. It was a bad stock market crash. We all had bought homes that year 
and we started losing them one by one, until Franklin Delano Roosevelt got in and he 
helped us all get our homes back. He helped us a lot, and I’ve been a Democrat ever 
since.”
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Madeline says she is fortunate to have a daughter, now 80, and a son, grandchildren, 
great- grandchildren, and great-great grandchildren. “When they come to me, I don’t 
even know who they are, I said enough already, I can’t keep up with them.”

0DGHOLQH�VDLG�WKH�PRVW�GLI¿FXOW�H[SHULHQFH�VKH�KDG�WR�RYHUFRPH�ZDV�ORVLQJ�DOO�RI�
KHU�IDPLO\�PHPEHUV�WR�GHDWK��³7KDW¶V�WKH�KDUGHVW�WKLQJ��0\�¿UVW�JUDQGFKLOG�GLHG�RI�
cancer at the age of 39 and left three children for my daughter to raise. She had a 
wonderful husband, a wonderful home, three children that adored her. That gets me, 
why, why did she have to die? She was a good person. That was my hardest thing. 
Even though I did loose brothers and sisters, but grandchildren are closer.” 

When asked the secret of her longevity, Madeline couldn’t point to any one thing. “I 
DOZD\V�ZDV�D�JRRG�HDWHU��EXW�WKDW¶V�LW�´�VKH�VDLG��³,�HQMR\HG�IRRG��,�NLQG�RI�DOZD\V�
watched myself, put a little weight on, take it off, put it back on again. I always 
made all my food. I made all the pasta by myself. I cooked a lot of sauce and gravy; 
I used to make Italian cookies. They went by the dozens.”

“I drove my car up ‘til I was 95 years old. I used to go to Las Vegas once a month. 
I used to go every month to go and watch Engelbert Humperdinck. He was my 
favorite singer. Although he was from England, he did have homes out here. I 
HQMR\HG�KLV�YRLFH��,�HQMR\HG�KLV�PXVLF��:KHQHYHU�KH�ZRXOG�FRPH�RXW�WKLV�ZD\�,�
made sure I’d see him. I was 95 years old the last time I saw him. He heard about it 
DQG�KH�FDPH�GRZQ�IURP�WKH�VWDJH�DQG�KH�FDPH�XS�WR�PH�DQG�KH�JDYH�PH�D�NLVV��$QG�
he gave me one of those hankies he used to throw out to the audience and he made 
sure I caught one. And that was the last time I saw him, although I got a bunch of his 
records. When I went to Las Vegas, I was happy. I’ve got all kinds of pictures of him 
on my walls and magnets of him on my refrigerator.”

Her favorite Engelbert Humperdinck song? “Please release me, I’m not in love with 
you. Let me love again, so please release me,” she sang. “That’s the song that made 
him. He tried everything until he sang that song.”
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�ŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƟŽŶ�EŽƚ��ŽůůĞĐƟŽŶ
“When I was young I thought that being rich was 
ƚŚĞ�ŝŵƉŽƌƚĂŶƚ�ƚŚŝŶŐ͕�ďƵƚ�ŶŽǁ�/�ƚŚŝŶŬ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŝƚ͛Ɛ�ŶŽƚ�
ƚŚĞ�ŽŶůǇ�ƚŚŝŶŐ͘�͘͘͘tŚĞŶ�/�ƐĂǁ�ŵǇ�ƉĂƌĞŶƚƐ�ŝŶ�ƚŚĞ�
ŚŽƐƉŝƚĂů͕�/�ƌĞĂůŝǌĞĚ�ƚŚĂƚ�ŵĂƚĞƌŝĂů�ƚŚŝŶŐƐ�ĐĂŶŶŽƚ�
ďƵǇ�ƉĞĂĐĞ͘�WĞŽƉůĞ�ƐŚŽƵůĚ�ĨŽĐƵƐ�ŵŽƌĞ�ŽŶ�ƐƉŝƌŝƚƵĂů�
ƚŚŝŶŐƐͶŽŶ�ĐŽŶƐĞƌǀĂƟŽŶ͕�ŶŽƚ�ŽŶ�ĐŽůůĞĐƟŽŶ͘͟

                                             —Sonia Lee Chou


