At 97, Fair Lawn woman still loves to learn 
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Evelyn Zeman is proof that you're never too old to learn. At 97, the retired teacher, artist and grandmother is Bergen Community College's oldest student.

Zeman, who lives in the Radburn section of Fair Lawn, has taken five semesters of art classes at the college's Institute for Learning in Retirement and she plans to attend another in the fall. Learning, she said, is her hobby.

"Some ladies do crochet and embroidery and knitting," said Zeman, a petite woman with stark white hair and bright blue eyes. "I don't have time for that. I am reading."

Until school begins, Zeman is independently studying the works of modern artists, such as Pablo Picasso and Andy Warhol.

"They don't seem to know which direction to go in the modern age," she said. "You have all these different expressionists who have different ways of looking at life."

"You can't keep her away from art," said Zeman's son, Richard, a professor at New York Medical College. "You have to take her to museums or get her to these classes. For holidays, we get her art books and she just eats them up."

Another social outlet for Zeman is the Christian Health Care Adult Day Services of Wyckoff program. The medical and social day-care program, run by the Christian Health Care Center, honored Zeman, who has been attending the program for seven years, with its Client of the Month award in June. 

"She tells amazing stories and she's extremely bright," said M.J. Paulison, the activities director and assistant administrator at the center. "She's always doing something for her mind."

Fierce determination 

A New Jersey native, Zeman grew up in Maplewood and decided, in sixth grade, that she was going to be an art teacher. However, when she told her father that she wanted to go to college, he refused to help her pay for it.

"My father said, 'No, my son will get the education because he will have to support a family,' " said Zeman. Not at all deterred by her father's reaction — and to start saving for college — Zeman started working as soon as she was legally able. 

Her 16th birthday was her first day on the job at the General Electric factory in Bloomfield. When her boss asked her for a letter of permission from her father, her father refused to sign it. 

"He said, 'No daughter of mine is going to work in a factory,' " said Zeman. "So, my mother signed it."

A year later, in 1932, Zeman graduated from Maplewood's Columbia High School and went on to study art at the Pratt Institute in Brooklyn. She finished college during the Great Depression and said she felt very lucky to find a teaching job right away in Roxbury.

Zeman and her husband, Joseph, moved to Bergen County after they got married in 1939. She worked in various schools for about a decade before they decided to start a family. 

While Zeman stayed home with her son Richard and daughter Judy, she taught art classes in a studio in the basement of their house.

"I couldn't stop myself," she said. "You just go, if you want to do something."

Zeman, who earned a master's degree from Columbia University, eventually returned to teaching. 

One of her former students, Connie Cacciola, who is now the beautician at the health center, said she was a tough teacher. 

"She wouldn't take nonsense from anybody," Cacciola said.

Zeman was forced to retire in 1984, when she was 72, but she would have liked to continue working. 

"I was enjoying myself," she said.

In her younger years, Zeman liked to travel, mostly to explore the art scene in Europe. On her first trip, she spent two months with a group of teachers visiting England, Spain, the Netherlands and her favorite country, France.

Zeman also discovered a passion for paleontology and, at one point, joined the New Jersey and New York paleontological societies. She started a rock and fossil collection that eventually grew to the 44 boxes, which she donated to Rutgers University about a year ago. 

Zeman said she will never stop learning and hopes she'll be able to take many more classes at the institute. 

"As long as they wheel me over there, I'll go," she said.
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