

[image: cover]




[image: ]




[image: ]





Introduction


by Judy Mandelbaum


The New World. What imagery this term evokes! Whenever I hear it – which is seldom enough in these jaded times – I imagine pristine beaches, unexplored forests and mountain ranges, technologically innocent peoples living in harmony with their natural environment, and limitless opportunities for doing vast good… and great evil.


But these images belong to a remote past. In the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, as the New World increasingly came to resemble the Old and ultimately supplanted it as the center of material innovation and raw power, new images captured the popular imagination: The cowboy, the railroad and steamboat, the ubiquitous automobile, and the electrifying dream world of Hollywood. But to Europeans, entrapped in the turmoil of war, revolution, and economic catastrophe, nothing symbolized the “newness,” “freedom,” and “opportunity” of America – particularly in the darkest days of the 1930s – the way the skyscraper did. Skyscrapers were the most modern of all modern inventions. In the days before the advent of those faceless mirrored boxes that pass for modern architecture nowadays, the New York skyline of the early twentieth century promised a fresh start for a world that had come crashing down off its hinges.


It was in this spirit of unlimited possibilities unshackled from a dead and stifling past that Jon Bernstein crossed the Atlantic in 1937 and staked his new existence on the dream of renewal, American style. Bernstein (not his real name) was born in Budapest, the bustling co-capital of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, on the eve of the First World War. The son of a Jewish tailor and his Prague-born wife, he had to scramble to find his path in life after completing his advanced secondary school education.


Bernstein always believed in making the most out of the skills and circumstances that were his modest birthright. Despite his low economic status, he was astonishingly well read, even for a man of that highly literate era. Before finishing school he had already tackled not only the entire Hungarian and German canon, but had also read most of Dostoevsky, Tolstoy, Zola, Shakespeare, Dickens, Longfellow, and Emerson – all in their original languages. In subsequent years he dabbled successively in Marxism, the Kabbalah, Catholicism, Sufism, and Christian Science before discovering a fascination with the American New Thought Movement, which would preoccupy him for the rest of his long life.
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