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A woman's housekeeping century 
By Rob Cullivan 
Staff writer 

PALMYRA - Elizabeth Kelly, a longtime 
professional housekeeper, sat in the kitchen 
of her employer's home and pondered the 
coming spring and what she would have to 
do when it came. 

"I've got to snap into it and get my win
dows done as soon as it warms up," she 
said. "My windows have never been this 
dirty." 

For the record, her windows were clear 
enough to allow her to see into die back
yard where a bird she calls "my robin" sat 
on a fence. 

Kelly is 99 years old, and keeps house for 
Father Francis Vogt 

A full-blooded Mohawk, she grew up on 
a reservation in nordiern New York, a mid
dle child widi eight siblings, all of whom 
have died. She was baptized a Catholic with 
the name of Elizabeth Cook and grew up 
being taught and influenced by the Sisters 
of Mercy who also had a farm on the reser
vation. There on the reservation, she said, 
she obtained a fifth-grade education, and 
was known for sneaking out of her house 
occasionally for various reasons her father 
did not understand. 

"Sometimes I was sent to bed with a raw 
potato," she said, remembering how she 
was disciplined. 

Her Mohawk name is pronounced "Gun 
Am Sa Awi" and means "Carrying a 
house," she said. Her parents named her 
that because she used to sit and watch her 
father carrying chicken coops on their 
farm. And, as her Mohawk name seemed 
to predestine, Kelly has been "carrying a 
house" most of her life. She has served as 
housekeeper for a number of people since 
age 15, most notably taking care of the 
homes in which Father Francis Vogt has 
resided for the last 40 years. 

"She's perfect," said Fadier Vogt, her ju
nior at age 88, who has provided Kelly widi 
an apartment in his house. "She takes care 
of most things before they happen." 

"Him and I get along pretty good," Kel
ly said of their long friendship. 

Fadier Vogt first hired Kelly when he was 
pastor of St. Bridget's Church in Rochester 
in 1961. He recalled that Kelly was a 
woman who feared nothing in the inner 
city, even after having her purse stolen by 
neighborhood thieves who mugged her. 
She continued as rectory housekeeper 
when he moved to Palmyra in 1977 to be
come administrator of St. Anne's Church 
and pastor a year later. Father Vogt retired 
in 1982, and he retained Kelly as his own 
housekeeper after he ended his pastorate. 

At St. Anne's, Kelly met Mary Rutkows-
ki, parish secretary, whom she now counts 
among her closest friends. Rutkowski also 
praised Kelly's housekeeping abilities. 

"I like the smell of your ironing, Eliza
beth," Rutkowski said as Kelly answered 
questions. Why did she choose housekeep
ing as a profession? 

"I just like to do it," Kelly said, noting that 
she has no plans for retirement. "Well, what 
would I do if I did? I can't look at myself." 

She may not want to spend much time 
looking at her visage, but Kelly will be die 
center of attention at St. Anne's on Satur
day, March 31, when she celebrates her 
100th birthday. Her birthday actually falls 
three days later on Tuesday, April 2. A 4 
p.m Mass will be followed by an open re
ception at the parish on the 31st. Rutkows
ki said Kelly's relatives will be coming from 
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Elizabeth Kelly replants violets at her home in Palmyra on March 1. 

all around the United States. Kelly's two 
sons, Bernard of Colorado and Robert of 
Livonia will be there, as well as many grand
children, great-grandchildren and possibly 
her two great-great-grandchildren. When 
asked how many direct descendants she 
had, Kelly tried to come up with a figure, 
and then said simply "loads." 

"I'm kind of excited about the people 
that'll be there," she said with a smile. 

Another child, Betty, passed away in 
1972, she said. 

Kelly explained that she left her own par
ents' home on the reservation in 1916 or 
1917 to see what life was like in the outside 
world,. A Mercy sister's aunt hired her and 
had her brought to Rochester where she 
met her late husband, Mitchell. She was 
housekeeping for a family to whom he de
livered groceries, and he impressed her 
wiui his many talents, she said. 

"He used to do funny tricks, and he 
knew how to play two, three instruments," 
she said, listing the violin, harp and organ. 

"And he could draw," Rutkowski added, 
prompting Kelly to smile at the memory. 

Kelly shows few of the signs of old age 
that people 10, 20 and even 30 years 
younger often show. She walks slowly, yes, 
occasionally leaning against counters and 
chairs for balance. Yet, she walks with con
fidence, and answers questions easily, al
most never asking to have them repeated 
even though she wears a hearing aid. 

She said that she keeps busy knitting and 
crocheting and enjoys reading such maga
zines as Cailiolk Digest. She also likes to say 
the rosary daily while watching a program 
on the Eternal World Television Network. 

Kelly comes from a family of long-lived 
people, she said, noting her sister Bertha 
lived to 90, and a grandmother died one 
day shy of 100. Yet, she said, there were no 
great secrets to her long life, although she 
did point out that she gave up t he bad habit 
of smoking. 

At age 85. 
And, oh yes, she likes her chicken. 
"I don't know what it is," she finally said 

when asked what tips she could give those 
who seek the same longevity. "I wish I did. 
Just keep busy, I guess." 
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