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The patron aunt of Curtis Bay
At 89, Emma Tolodziecki looks back on a lifetime in the neighborhood.
A lifetime’s perspective on the community of Curtis Bay

Street cars, shipping docks, fertilizer plants: all historic things that contribute to the character of Curtis Bay. Those are also the things Emma Calvert Tolodziecki remembers from when she was a kid growing up on the outskirts of the cove. 

Tolodziecki, now 89 years old, moved to Curtis Bay with her mother, father, seven brothers and three sisters when she was just a few months old. The youngest of 11 children, Emma remembers playing with the neighborhood kids and always having something to do. 


“Whenever something big happened, my father would bring the radio outside for everyone to hear. Everyone gathered and supported or celebrated with each other. Everyone got along,” she said.


Her father, a farmer and builder, began constructing an enlightened reputation in Curtis Bay with affordable housing and convenient shops within walking distance.

The South Baltimore Car Wheel Company, a manufacturer of railroad cars and wheels, was the first shop to set up in Curtis Bay in 1877. Growing up, Tolodziecki recalls how the company built housing nearby for its employees and their families. “The company really loved the area of Curtis Bay and cared about its workers,” she said. 


The churches around the neighborhood were popular with families, offering services and activities to everyone. “Back them, everyone went to church every Sunday,” she said.


Five congregations of Catholic, Methodist, Lutheran, Baptist and Episcopal served the community of different backgrounds and faiths. “The different types of churches are what make’s the city different from anywhere else. Having different backgrounds of things provides more advantages to people,” said Tolodziecki. “My father helped build the Methodist Church and its still here today.”


While reminiscing, Tolodziecki still can not help but wonder why Baltimore City would allow Curtis Bay to become so commercialized. “The churches are old and run down now. All the city wants to do is build more homes and condos,” she said.


Rumor has it – Donald Trump is said to own a plot of land by the waterfront in Curtis Bay and plans to build condominiums. Concerned about the rumor, Tolodziecki wants the land to be used for its intended purpose: a waterfront. 


Tolodziecki worries about the commercialization of the area and wants people to see Curtis Bay for what it is known for. “People used to be so friendly. Everyone knew and respected each other, people enjoyed living here.”

Tolodziecki attends the Curtis Bay community meetings to hear updates about Curtis Bay and participates in active discussions to improve the area.


Jack Baker, president of the Southern District Community Relations Council says, “Emma is absolutely charming. She knows what good for the community and does her best to do something about the negative things.”


After Baltimore City moved in Section 8 housing, Tolodziecki began to notice changes within the community and its members. “I wish it was as safe as it was when I was growing up here. We never even thought to lock the doors,” she said.


The single-family Section 8 housing is supposed to house just that: A single family. However, Tolodziecki explains that most of the homes usually house at least two families. “It’s crazy. There are so many people living under one roof. The neighborhood is so cramped now and safety is a big concern.” 


A place that at one time had a single-officer patrol; Curtis Bay has become a place of frequent safeguarding for the Southern District Police.

“Emma attends every event, parade, and meeting for Curtis Bay. If she could, she would walk for Citizens on Patrol too. She is the kind of person that has her heart in the neighborhood.” said Baker.


Tolodziecki served as the secretary for seniors of the Curtis Bay Coalition for 24 years. After receiving a congratulatory recognition from City Councilman Edward Reisinger, Tolodziecki says it’s time to step down. “I will always care about Curtis Bay, I just think it’s time for someone younger to take over and become more active than me.”


Tolodziecki hopes people will do things that will improve Curtis Bay and bring out more of its original Character.


“I get to meet people from all over, but certain people stand out and Emma Tolodziecki is one of them. She always wants to help.” Baker praises. 

Curtis Bay was a great place to grow up and I enjoyed every bit of it,” said Tolodziecki. “Hopefully, people after me will get to experience the great things I did in this neighborhood.”
