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This book is dedicated  
To my three great-aunts,  
Jean, Myrtle, and Fanny,  
Of blessed and beloved memory,  
And to those members of the Levy family  
Who perished between 1941 and 1945.
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Levy-Baron family tree Hand-draw London some time in the 1970s by Earle

Adler (son of John Levy Jaffe ) and Paula Baron (daughrer of Paul Levy Baron ).
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It was not until I held my great-grandfather Jacob’s cane in my hands that all the hints and feints bestowed by those three sibyls, Aunt Jean, Aunt Myrtle, and Aunt Fanny, began to come together in this story.

Until the day I held the cane, my own proud Jewish family’s history in America, and the history of many families like ours, remained to me obscure and hidden. Whenever I went looking for our story in the usual places, I found it missing.

Picturing my own ancestor—assuming him, like every Jewish immigrant, a Tevye—I imagined first catching sight of him as a barge neared the immigration center at Castle Garden. Rounding the bay, the boat would pull in and I’d be there waiting, beaming at this wan, disheveled bumpkin as he peered anxiously over the river’s green chop. Or, I’d fancy myself meeting him in the Ellis Island registry room; I’d sympathize with his stumbling Yiddish phrases, his smell of steerage, his phylacteries.

This must be he, my relative, gesticulating over the official’s stamp pad. This must be she, children pressed to her skirts, timid in her wifely modesty.

Not finding them there, I’d persist. I’d seek them out in the stalls on Delancey Street or up gray tenement steps to the workroom where they waited for me over their piecework. Seeking my immigrant forebears in the only Jewish story ever told to me, I wondered why they failed, for all my expectations, to appear.

We imagine every immigrant a transplant from the rutted shtetl,  his background pious, his experience thin, his hopes fastened on the new land to which he makes his way. But with our gaze on the impecunious greenhorn, with our eyes straining after the rural milkman turned cloak maker, we may miss Tevye ’s more cosmopolitan cousin.

This is the cousin rendered worldly by centuries of transoceanic commerce.

A trader in timber or leather or tobacco, an expert in transport, storage, and the ways of officialdom, conversant with land routes from seacoasts to market towns, this cousin has for centuries known the feel of the deck, the bill of lading, the jumble of brokers at the port. Multilingual, versed in legal codes and his father’s wisdom, he attended not cheder but Gymnasium, not yeshiva but the Polytechnic or even the university. He may have hailed from Prague or Memel, Riga or Novgorod, but his German is unaccented. His broadest boast is that he is a man of liberal, enlightened spirit.

Landing not in New York but quite likely in Baltimore, he lets his liberal spirit be his guide. He gives imaginative answers to certain questions on the immigration form. He was born not in a German land but in Shavli, Lithuania. But he deems such a fact a technicality. To write “Austria” on the form affords him the pleasure of renouncing an emperor and endorsing the modern in one stroke.

He grew up in, say, Rostov-on-Don via Brest-Litovsk, and was known round about as Ber, or Berel, or—who knows—even Baruch? But now he is Bernhard, with an h. Where would his native lands  have been but for his own ambitious grandsires whose journeys to Danzig, Istanbul, and even Venice brought faraway traders, names, and contacts to river basins long neglected by Cossack horsemen? Would Brest-Litovsk or Rostov-on-Don have prospered had not his grandparents dug the ports and organized the customs houses? Where would Shavli be today had not his father stood patiently in line to buy stamps for the documents to convey goods on their way, thus tying rural depots to the globe ’s more glittering entrepôts?

To keep track of all the places the family has been, the languages spoken, the secrets for rebounding and succeeding, his family preserves certain artifacts.

A family tree, elaborately detailed, is written out from time to time, but a tree, mere paper, is easily mislaid when not burned up or destroyed. To be sure, certain generations produce their genealogists, persons attentive to history, who bestow keepsakes eloquent with meaning. But just as often, the generations history treats most generously are those most careless of the past. They leave artifacts less eloquent, objects simply too beautiful to throw away. A flowered dish in the style of Bavaria. A silver cigarette case, deco crosshatch on its lid. A photo, some clippings.

A cane.

The cane my family keeps was presented to my great-grandfather, Jacob Levy, in 1928. Today it stands in a closet in Baltimore, cushioned by the wall-to-wall carpet. Somewhere between cherished and disregarded, it has leaned against that wall for decades, the proud initials on it tarnishing. I have given years of my life to understanding this cane, to tracing its journeys, but the truth is: I was lucky to have been shown it at all. Only an accidental turn in the conversation gave it into my hands.

However accidental, I nevertheless know it was the weight of that cane on my palms, the raised touch of its carved initials under my fingertips that sent me looking for the Jewish civilization that had produced it. The proud, unmistakable elegance of that cane, its foreign  appearance, its careful design, its Germanness, required me to throw out much of what I’d read and assumed about the Jewish world that produced me. But it was also something familiar, something of my past, closer to me than I would grasp for years, that required me to pay the strictest respect, if not the strictest credence, to everything my three aunts had told me long ago.

Nothing I’ve ever read revealed to me my Jewish civilization as this cane did. Nothing I’ve ever tried to write so taxed and worked me and filled me with a sense of tender obligation as did the story of this cane. For the true story of the cane could not be told through the mere gathering of facts and stories or through research, however ambitious or remote, through drafts and redrafts, new discoveries and their corrections. The true story of the cane depended, had to depend, on how truth looked, how it felt and sounded, to those who had to bear it. The story began, naturally, with my aunts.

[image: 004]

The author’s great-aunts (from left to right), Jean, Myrtle, and Fanny.
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When I was a little girl growing up in the 1960s and 1970s, my great-aunts, Jean, Myrtle, and Fanny, would share stories of their father, Jacob Levy, and of his once bosom friend but later nemesis, the fabled London cigarette magnate Bernhard Baron. They called him “Uncle Baron” due to the multiple marriages he had engineered with the Levys.

Aunt Jean, the eldest of the sisters, would recount with pride the glory that her brothers Eddie, Paul, and Theodore Levy had achieved with Baron in London, and she would tell about how Baron had invited her young sons, Jerry and Earle, only ten and twelve years old, to come live with him. “Send me your sons and I will make them great men!” he told Jean. So she did. By 1928, when Baron’s great Carreras cigarette factory was built, five of Jacob Levy’s male progeny were living in London. There, Aunt Jean let it be known, they enjoyed a sort of Masterpiece Theatre version of Jewish success.

On the other hand, when Jean’s younger sisters, Myrtle and Fanny, told of their brothers’ (and then their nephews’) defection to England, their foreheads contracted over their large powdered noses. They  remembered their father’s fearsome anger and still felt the effects of his sadness. Although they were cowed—who wasn’t?—by their sister Jean, they also disapproved of her for letting their brother Eddie ’s uppity wife, Bertha (Baron’s granddaughter), raise Jean’s two sons while she moved on to her next, but not her last, husband.

I remember that when the subject of Jean’s sons came up, my aunts would turn to look at each other, their heads shaking slightly and the silver and copper hairdos trembling in their coronets of spray. What but selfishness, their pursed mouths showed, could have moved Jean to send two young boys so far from home? Anyone who heard Jean’s son Jerry tell the story knew that, even at seventy, eighty, or ninety years old, the memory brought him to tears.

Despite Myrtle and Fanny’s ambivalence about the family’s London adventure, when I was about six or seven the family albums they kept in their closets convinced me that the glamorous life their brothers and nephews had lived in England was far more interesting than anything else my relatives talked about. What other Jewish family could boast relatives who might really be called “aristocrats,” an Uncle Eddie who had actually been knighted, or, as the aunts tended to say, “knighted-by-the-Queen,” forgetting that Eddie ’s investiture took place eleven years before young Princess Elizabeth turned into a queen.

Sent off to play, I would go into the hall closet. I ignored the spinning top and the coloring books. Instead, I would drag out the heavy photo albums that were hidden under my aunts’ furs and stacked against the card shuffler. Time had lent the photos and postcards a brown and satiny patina, the very texture of the high life my uncles had enjoyed.

Here was a photo of Baron’s imposing Carreras cigarette factory as it looked in 1928, when it opened to lively architectural interest and much local acclaim. Immense, extending a long city block wide and one just as deep, with flags flying over its massive iron gate and two eight-foot black cats guarding the door, the building looked more like government offices, or even a museum, than a factory.
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The Carreras factory shortly after its opening in 1928. Gift to the author from Fred Rosenstein.

Here too were my great-uncles in the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s. First, Uncle Paul at Monaco or Biarritz, standing in front of an impossibly long roadster, a squiggle of palms in the background. And then a shot of Uncle Theo’s wife before her presentation at Court, along with Dorothy Marks, of the Marks and Spencer department store dynasty, and then a panorama of Uncle Eddie ’s estate, Fulmer Chase, in Buckinghamshire, with its rolling lawns and large dogs. Yellowed clippings from the years after World War II showed Uncle Eddie just after he ’d been knighted, and Aunt Bertha smiling as she hosted Mrs. Winston Churchill at the Fulmer Chase hospital. And there was a sheaf of letters, rubber-banded, bearing the return address “Ruthin Castle, Wales.”

Just how we acquired relatives who had titles and wrote letters from castles, in addition to owning town houses, country houses, and racehorses, puzzled me. I was also intrigued by my uncles, so suave in the carte postales sent from Europe ’s pleasure capitals. And most interesting of all was our mysterious Uncle Baron, who had somehow started out in Baltimore with the rest of us but ended up in  London as our benefactor—though, of course, only in some people ’s eyes.

Invariably, after closing the album, if I asked Myrtle or Fanny a question about the brothers, or Bertha, or even Bernhard Baron, whatever answer I got began with the story of Jacob Levy’s curse, often relayed in that delighted tone one keeps for events so utterly unlikely one cannot but love their coming to pass. The curse—pronounced by Jacob on the three sons who were leaving him—was “May you never have sons!” The tone an aunt used to pronounce the curse allowed that, as we were a modern family, we naturally did not believe in curses. Still one had to admire, the aunt ’s tone said, the splendid nerve, the grand sweep of this one. Especially since it stuck.


Jacob’s sons Eddie, Paul, and Theo, who changed their name to Baron and broke their father’s heart, had daughters only. For nought Eddie ’s careful provision in his London Times announcement of his change of name so that his sons, too, would become Barons. Not only were the prodigals denied “any lawfully begotten heirs to be known or distinguished by the name Baron,” but also, by the mid-1960s, the great cigarette empire they had inherited was gone too. By the time I turned the pages of those albums, the fire sale of Carreras, arranged by Eddie, had already happened. According to Myrtle and Fanny, Eddie had revealed himself to be a person of compromised character, dealing behind his brothers’ backs to unload the company quickly before some combination of the U.S. surgeon general’s report, plus his own weakness for racehorses and fine wine, threatened to leave him not the head of a cigarette empire but someone with a cigarette millstone around his neck.

Later family discussions put the albums I found so alluring in an even dimmer light. I began to understand that the pictures of the young brothers grinning ear to ear must have brought distress to their father, Jacob. And I sensed that the brothers might not have turned out as well as Uncle Baron hoped when he invited Jean to send them to him. “Send me your sons and I will make them great men!”

One photo in the album shows Uncle Baron looking weary on his day of triumph in 1928, when the new factory was dedicated. Stoop-shouldered, wearing a top hat, he stands on the steps of “the largest factory in the metropolis” and looks somehow bereft. He seems to be bending one shoulder down to take the whole factory onto his back.
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As I grew up, finished college and graduate school, and started teaching American literature, the uncles and all their glittering trappings continued to fascinate me. I grew curious about the great hopes and great disappointments of the generation before—of Jacob Levy and Bernhard Baron, Jewish immigrants from the Baltic States who had met in Baltimore, become friends, mingled their families through marriage, but ended their lives bitterly divided.

I wondered how these two young men had made their start in the new country that was so very different from their homeland. Who was this Bernhard Baron, called Uncle by Jacob Levy’s family? Who indeed was my great-grandfather, the man who cursed so magnificently?

My interest in these characters was probably stimulated by the subjects I was teaching—early American settlement, regional literature, and Jewish literature of the city. I was especially fascinated by my home state—Maryland. Along with its slaveholding history and agricultural origins, Maryland also had an old and large Jewish population and a large city, Baltimore, that became a sort of cemetery for an earlier industrial boom.

Driving to the beach on the Delaware shore, my father, mother, brother, and I used to pass alongside tobacco lands and signs indicating these lands had once been farmed by slaves. On the way to the newly built Harborplace in Baltimore, we would go along avenues of six- and seven-story square brick buildings, now lofts and office suites but once factories, the Jewish or German names of their long-ago proprietors still sometimes visible in faded paint on the brick.

It was not easy for me, even by asking my aunts direct questions, to get a story of our origins that made sense, but in the years before they died, I tried to find out what I could about the family’s early days in the city they called Balt-ee-mewer.


Aunt Jean, the sharpest of the aunts by far, was also the most motivated to help me understand. The three sons and two grandsons who had abandoned their father and grandfather for Bernhard Baron were a favorite topic of hers. Jean never tired of repeating the siren call he issued across the Atlantic, nor was she reluctant to share her own archives, more complete than her sisters’, about Baron.

For one thing, Jean kept in her possession a sheaf of obituaries written about Baron in 1929, his death coming just months after the opening of the great factory and of the settlement house to which he gave his name as well as his money. Reading through these obituaries, I could tell that the narrative of Uncle Baron’s life was quite a story, if corrupted (as I suspected) by mystifications both private and public. For instance, one obituary began by asserting that “no more romantic career can be imagined” than Bernhard Baron’s, and it traced his rise from poverty in Brest-Litovsk. Another said he ’d begun penniless in Rostov-on-Don.

Something about the hyphenation of both of these place-names inclined me to be skeptical of them, and to believe instead what turned out to be a fallacious account that traced the Barons, like the Levys, to Riga, in Latvia. Other extravagant claims in the obituaries also made me wonder.

All the accounts agreed, for instance, that Bernhard Baron had been a “benchmate of Samuel Gompers” in New York, and one went so far as to claim that “the association doubtless accounts for the sympathy with the Labour Cause the deceased so markedly showed in this country” before relocating to Baltimore and eventually London, where he became, according to the various obituaries and glowing encomia, that city ’s greatest philanthropist and most progressive employer.

The public record not only credited Uncle Baron with outstanding success but also marveled at his great humility. One obituary emphasized that he had refused a title, saying if “Mister” was good enough for his workers it was good enough for him. He ordered medals struck to celebrate the opening of the factory, stamped on one side “London’s Most Hygienic Tobacco Factory” and on the other, to his workers, “My Thanks For ALL YOUR HELP.” The rhapsodic accounts of his philanthropy went on and on. One paper called him a “Prince of Benefactors,” bankrolling London’s largest Jewish settlement house, building public tennis courts in Regents Park, funding North London hospitals, contributing to the cause of Palestine. The factory had apparently been a showplace for progressivism, a sort of laboratory for worker protection with vacation and retirement benefits, free education for the young, relocation for workers, subsidized meals, and theatrical societies.

It was in a reckless moment, therefore, that I queried Myrtle and Fanny whether any ambitious young man in his right mind wouldn’t have followed Bernhard Baron. One had to realize, after reading the obituaries, that Uncle Baron had a career that our poor sire, Jacob, could hardly match. Still, pity the hapless grandniece incautious enough to say such a thing to Aunts Myrtle and Fanny.

Their steely, sorrowful, and baffled looks made clear to me that Bernhard Baron owed much to the brilliance, the vision, the generosity, the refinement of their father, who had arrived in Baltimore in 1886 while Baron was still in New York. For was not their father, as Fanny often pointed out, a brilliant inventor of machines, a holder of patents, who by 1900 had established himself in his own grand home on Baltimore ’s fashionable West Lombard Street?

Moreover—as Aunt Myrtle somewhat grimly informed me—didn’t she, Myrtle, know better than the others? Wasn’t it she who kept house for her father, Jacob, after her young husband died and her mother was sent to the place only Fanny would name—the “inst-ee-tution”? Jean may have worked with him at the plant and kept the family together  early on, but hadn’t she, Myrtle, dusted and straightened his “library,” typed his frequent letters to the editor, and prepared his meals? She didn’t need anyone to remind her of her father’s books books books, papers papers papers, and of his many opinions on social questions or the fact that he was a Socialist.

That ’s just what he was, she said with emphasis, as if her discomfort were best managed with defiance: not just a member of the Socialist Party but its candidate for Congress in 1914. I’m grateful for the discomfort she let herself show, for the tone in her voice that let me see how the newspapers, typescripts, petition pads, and other paraphernalia of his public meddling must have weighed on her, a widow with two sons in knee pants and an irascible, glowering, chain-smoking, ink-spilling radical father.

Jean’s perspective was different from Myrtle ’s, more worldly. But how did it happen, I asked Jean, that your father named his two factories—the first in Baltimore and the later one in Philadelphia—Levy’s International Shrinking Company? Wasn’t this a bit grandiose for two brick buildings—one on Front Street in Philadelphia, one on Redwood Street in Baltimore—and the latter only a few minutes walk from the original plant, which had been some dunking tubs and drying rods in a Lombard Street basement?

With that, Aunt Jean looked her sternest and sought the strength to show patience. Why indeed had her father called his company Levy’s International Shrinking Company? Not just to be grand, she had me understand, not to put on airs. Rather, as he ’d explained to her, it was to express those internationalist principles that were once the hope of the world. Like Uncle Baron, her father had been an inventor, a holder of patents, an industrialist of the most enlightened kind. He invented machines that did easy as pie, quick as can be, what used to take hours of handwork, and he did it to advance a cause—socialism you could call it—he did—but she called it just living decently, comfortably. Jacob, and Uncle Baron too, understood that machines—sponging and drying machines or machines to make  cigarettes—were things that would free working people, help them live more civilized lives. But of course it had all been ruined, and her father’s heart broken, when the unions pushed their way in.

Her father was a Socialist, yes, and so was his brother Paul, but this, in Jean’s opinion, had nothing to do with unions—a bunch of thugs, that ’s just what they were. Same in America as in Europe.

And if I didn’t believe her, I could ask my cousin Moshe, in Israel, to tell the story of his own father, Isaac, Jacob’s older brother, and what he endured from the local thugs over there. Get Cousin Moshe to describe how back in Europe, as in America, the enlightened men, the intelligent Jews, struggled. Get him to tell me how his father had been sent to Germany by Frankel, the biggest industrialist in Shavli—their hometown—to learn modern techniques with leather, and how he came home only to be blackballed by the local tanners and their guild—just unions really, led by the gentiles, keeping the Jews out. When the Nazis came in, as Moshe could also tell me, the locals thought they’d have their chance to take over—except that none of them understood the machines or the modern techniques.

Nazis? I wondered. But Jean was now finished with that part of the story.

For years and years my aunts seemed no more affected by age than were the gloves and handkerchiefs they kept nested in original tissue in their bureau drawers. Born in 1894, 1896, and 1897, married and, in my Aunt Jean’s case, already widowed before the end of World War I, from the 1960s into the first few years of the 1990s my aunts seemed almost to grow, if not younger, at least more freshly, luxuriantly, themselves.

At sixty-five, Jean had still to acquire the magisterial sinew she would show at seventy-five. At seventy, Myrtle was just giving bud to her most bountiful role, still learning the play of her fairy god-mother’s wand. And at eighty, Fanny was just coming into a waggishness, a drollery, that had been repressed—who knew how long? Their three brothers in London all died in the 1970s, as did their  youngest brother, Emil, my grandfather. But Aunt Fanny lived until 1996, and her sisters Myrtle and Jean to just a year or two before.

Each within a year or two of turning one hundred, they gave out, and we went three times in as many years to the cemetery and then back to sit shiva, children and grandchildren, all squeezed into the aunts’ jewel box-like apartments, eating off their crystal and sterling and trying not to cry at the end of an era.
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By the time they all died I was glad that I, at least, had done my due diligence. I had interviewed each aunt, tape recorder running, and had asked intelligent questions of all concerned, demonstrating interests not merely sentimental but historical and intellectual. I had written up what they told me in a college paper and stored my notes in a manila file.

In addition, I traveled to Israel in the 1980s and went to Givat Ram to meet the distant Israeli cousin, Moshe, born in 1907. I took careful notes of his account of my great-grandfather Jacob’s departure from the Baltics. Truth be told, I rather enjoyed how Moshe ’s version of events seemed to put certain matters straight, and after returning to the United States I wrote up a version of the family story that emphasized his “corrections.”

No one was anything less than completely tactful and gracious about what I’d learned from Moshe. Even though what he told me contradicted family lore and my great-grandfather’s naturalization papers of 1891, which had been framed on the wall of the factory, no one argued. The naturalization papers said that Jacob M. Levy was a native of Austria, and that, moreover, he utterly and completely refused all allegiance to the emperor of Austria. Moshe assured me, on the contrary, that Jacob was born not in Austria but in northern Lithuania, near the Latvian border. As proof, Moshe showed me some of the same pictures I had seen in my aunts’ albums, pictures documenting the trip that Jacob took in 1928 back to the land of his birth, taking with him my grandfather, Emil. Moshe had pointed out that these pictures were marked at the bottom with the names of towns—Riga, Siauliai, and Raseinai—and these towns were on the east, not the west, shores of the Baltic.

Moshe genteelly refused to enter into the question of whether Jacob had falsified the place of his birth or the relatives were wrong. His politeness and so much else about him reminded me of my aunts, who were his cousins not only in blood but in a certain horror of vulgar disputation. Back at home, they politely refused to enter into a silly argument with a relative so far away and over matters long past. For my part I’d have preferred them to insinuate that, even if Moshe did have the pictures, he must, somehow, be mistaken. But they didn’t.
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It was not until I held in my hand the elaborately inscribed cane, my great-grandfather Jacob’s cane, that all the hints and feints, the conundra and contradictions of our family saga, began to compose this story. From the very first morning I saw it and turned its pale engraved script into the November light, I knew this cane would exert a stronger, more persistent influence over my imagination than any one object ever had.

I first saw it on a bright morning in Baltimore shortly after the last of my aunts had died. I had just finished eating brunch with my mother, my daughter Yael, then just twelve years old, and our cousins Buddy and Anita, children of great-grandsire Jacob’s son Robert. During breakfast, Buddy, bright-faced, amiable, had been talking about the old days of fabric shrinking in Baltimore, describing in detail the method of inspecting and treating the fabrics to be used in rainwear and umbrellas and fine haberdashery, and remembering too the labor struggles of the first half of the twentieth century, before he  had finally closed the Baltimore plant. It was then, just as Buddy’s wife stood up to clear away the plates of lox and bagels, onions and tomatoes on the sideboard, that Buddy mentioned, quite offhandedly, that he actually still had, if I wanted to see it, my great-grandfather Jacob’s cane.

It was in his den.

Of course I remembered the cane as soon as Buddy mentioned it. I had noticed it many times in one particular heirloom photograph, beautifully mounted versions of which I’d seen in albums in Baltimore and London, Philadelphia and Washington, and also in cousin Moshe ’s apartment near Tel Aviv. The picture had been taken in 1928 when Jacob made his only trip back to Riga to visit the Levy family members still resident there, and then had visited for a few weeks in London. This had occurred, I understood, the same spring that Buddy’s father, Robert, or Bob, had taken Aunt Jean’s sons to England to be formed into “great men.” There Jacob had visited with his grandsons and perhaps even had a reunion with his own sons, now bearing the name Baron, at the magnificent new Carreras factory on Mornington Crescent.

The photograph showed Jacob sitting among a large group of his relatives still living in the Baltics: his brother Max and his children and grandchildren. In the picture, Jacob’s hands are folded over the cane ’s ebony crook, his vest front recedes lustrous behind the cane ’s scroll of filigree. Jacob looks like a man who’d waited long to come back to his homeland and had done so in the proper style. And yet, in the midst of this whole gravely dignified clan—tots soft-limbed on the foreground carpet; elders in chairs; the heirs apparent standing at the back—Jacob looks not the patriarch but the prodigal, the curser cursed. Among the unfamiliar relatives, his face clean-shaven, his eyebrows lifted, lips tight, he sits alone. No son, of five, stands by him.

Sadness leaks from the image. Like Bernhard Baron bearing the weight of his factory on his back, at the moment immortalized in this  photo my great-grandfather Jacob, leaning on his cane, seemed to bear the sorrows of the world.

And now, here in a Baltimore ranch house, I was looking at the cane itself.

Leaned up against the wooden louvers of the den closet, it had a leggy, lounging gentlemanly look. Of elegant design, it conjured up topcoats and the flare of silk through a hotel door. Close up it looked like a mezuzah.

Putting on my glasses and walking the cane into the living room, I made out the beginning of the conventional German inscription,  Zur Erinnerung, “in memory of,” from, and then our brother from your brothers. And then this longish italic line followed by characters I could read, even without German: 1928, the date; Siluva, its place of purchase; Loewensohn, its maker; and then another city name, Riga.


Studying the cane further, I was nagged by questions. For instance, why was it that one set of initials, MPL, was larger than the others? This MPL, donor of the cane, might be evincing a certain modesty by placing his own initials second, a third of the way down the shaft. But contradicting this was the fact that the letters of his own initials were a good deal larger than the others. While the metal used in crafting the other brothers’ initials was silver, this monogram, the second, had been executed in a brassy gold. Each set of initials presented itself in a dramatic twist of metalwork, and under each set a small metal frame, shaped like a shield, enclosed the name of a town.


PSL, the first twist of initials, was from Riga.


MPL, the second, from Raseinai.

And the last two brothers, YRL and JML, from Shavli.

But why this order? Why these particular towns? I noted that the cane confirmed Moshe ’s version of our family origins, not my aunts’. Not from Austria after all, I wanted to shout, but from Siauliai, the town the Jews called Shavli, Lithuania, not far from Riga! I felt tempted to grasp the cane like a baton, to lift its head and cheer for veracity’s triumph over family legend. Not just a matter of invention  and story, not made merely of feeling, history was a thing that happened. It could be known, discovered.

Yet this vindicating token had other cryptic, baffling intelligences to share, and these fractured what certainty my Moshe-stamped story provided. In seconds I found myself plunged into speculation, my thoughts scattered in all directions.

This PSL, Jacob’s older brother Paul, who emigrated to America some years before Jacob, why was he first on the stock, and why identified with the city of Riga? Moshe had left little doubt that all the brothers were born in the town he called Shavli. What spell had the larger city cast that this man who’d emigrated in his early twenties to Baltimore might be called a man of Riga?

Similarly, MPL, the shield under which Raseinai was proclaimed. The eldest brother Max, Moshe had assured me, also started out in this Shavli. What version of belonging earned him the honor or duty to name Raseinai as his place?

Finally, what of the third town name written on the cane? It was the one Moshe had named as the family home, and yet it seemed odd that both his own father’s initials—YRL—and those of my great-grandfather, Jacob, should have that name, Shavli, written underneath. Isaac had, I knew from his son Moshe, stayed in Shavli his whole life, dying there well before the Nazis came and killed most of his children. But Jacob had left Shavli as a boy of sixteen or seventeen. His life was spent in Baltimore and Philadelphia, not in Shavli.

From its German inscription—wrapping the grip like a silver cuff—down to the thick silver heel capping its straightness, the cane declared its bearer a person of parts, no Tevye at all, but someone more traveled, more sure—even cocksure. As I stood admiring it, swinging it down from under my arm, I caught the cane ’s tip where the carpet edge met the kitchen tile.

I felt the very plates of history shift.

Up the cane ’s length I seemed to feel the tremors of my great-grandfather’s footfall and the thrum of machines. I sensed the din and  buzz of parade grounds, the blue plume of smoke, and the seaside smell of wharves. Speeches rang out. Guns. Sound of stately music. Photographers’ shutters opening, umbrellas opening, doors to a jitney opening.

How wonderfully suitable, I thought, to the study of a family’s history was this symbol of a cane.

Supple in shape, sinuous in form, coming to hand in the form of a question, a cane is shaped like an inquiry—and puts its foot down with caution. Who knows the common yet divergent routes of history and story better than a cane? Accoutrement of a journey, and useful too as a probe or a pointer, a cane embodies the urge to go and find out.

Tool of tact, symbol of deliberateness, the cane bids slow going, bids faith, while the tale uncurls as it will.
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From Shavli, in Lita

 



 



 



 




 Civilization! Progress! Enlightenment! Such were the terms my great-grandfather, Jacob Levy, and my great-great-uncle, Bernhard Baron, used to invoke the world they’d come from, the ethos they had shared and brought with them from far-off eastern Europe to Baltimore in America.

“May you be to the world,” my great-grandfather wrote in a letter to his infant grandson in 1915, “a leading figure of Civilization.” Along the same lines, an entry in Baltimore’s Leading Businesses of 1899 described Bernhard Baron and his manager, Kraus, as “liberal, progressive and enlightened men.”

Could it be that my great-grandfather Jacob’s highly decorated cane would lead me to this civilization? From the stately German dedication Zur Erinnerung to its delicate silver engravings of names and cities, the cane hinted at a liberal spirit, a confidence in achievement, and a hope that, as I would learn, had nowhere been nurtured so carefully as in the lands along the western edges of the Russian empire, once called the Four Lands of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth.

And of course, nowhere so fully traduced and destroyed.

Holding the cane in my cousin Buddy’s living room, I already knew that the place-names on its shaft, along with the persons, were all names on the map of the Holocaust. My cousin Moshe had told me this long ago. Still, I’d not anticipated the impact of discovering my forebears’ civilization through visiting the grave pits where it ended. Nor what it would feel like to make that discovery with my own child.

The first time I visited my family’s town, Shavli, in Lita (Lithuania), was on the eve of Passover 1999, five months after I had held the cane in my hands. I was with my daughter Yael, who was three weeks shy of her bat mitzvah.

After our plane landed in Riga, Yael and I had made our way by train to Kaunas (the Jewish Kovno), where we hired a car and driver and a guide named Chaim. On our approach to Shavli, I saw fields on either side where men on tractors were cutting hay. Among the fields, boxy stucco houses, their shutters faded green, sat sidewise to the road. Twenty minutes ago we had come to a T at a slight rise. There a honey-toned sign, hand carved, pointed left to Shavli and right to Raseinai. Two names on the cane. And there was a third: Riga.

I looked down at Yael, her pale face turned to the light, and saw again how well, with her tilted chin and defined cheekbones, her wide-spaced eyes, light brown hair in a ponytail, she blended into crowds here. With her fine-boned, slightly Slavic features, she didn’t look Jewish to me. But she was, of course, and we had both been aware of this since arriving—especially on the train from Riga, where we had met Chaim in the town with a famous ghetto, more famous than Shavli’s. We ’d scarcely slept on this leg of the trip, what with the train’s spooky whistle and the fright of being awakened at the Latvian border by a conductor demanding “papers.” And so I’d been all too glad to see Yael do as she ’d done since babyhood—fall asleep twenty minutes into the ride, her knees drawn up, her shoes off. Who knew what we would see when she awoke. Now, though, I let myself breathe, taking in the passing scene, muddy slopes showing patches of green, the clouds piled in massive formations, cows browsing.

I felt a lift in my heart and remembered the first time I had heard the town’s name as the Jews pronounced it—Shav-lee—fifteen years ago, by my cousin Moshe.

I had been visiting with Moshe and his wife, Tanya, at their flat in Givat Ram, Israel, following through on my promise to Aunt Jean. Across a damask tablecloth, the plates with the fishes, the cheese, and little rounds of tomatoes pushed to one side, Moshe slid a familiar photo across the table toward me.

Here, so far from my aunts’ apartments in Philadelphia, were some of the same photographs the aunts had kept in a hall closet. Here was the photo with the cane, the one I’d looked at so many times before. My great-grandfather Jacob, among a group of unnamed persons in what looked to be an elegant setting, with the word “Raseinai” at the photo’s bottom. Then Moshe handed me another photo, with a date and a place, Riga, and then another, in the corner a white scratch: Siauliai (Shavli). Again Jacob, seated, with his brother—“Yitzchak, my father,” Moshe offered—while at each man’s shoulder stands his tall son. And in the picture too, Moshe ’s brother Shlomo’s family.

“That ’s Fanja, Shlomo’s wife,” Tanya says in English. Moshe nods and points to the woman with her feet in satin shoes, her ankles in silk stockings, one young daughter standing to the side and another at her mother’s knee. “So beautiful, wasn’t she?” Moshe tries in English.


“Kol ne-elam, hutz me Shlomo.” (All gone, except Shlomo.) Moshe looks up at me, oddly smiling, but in the quick, anxious way people do when something remains unexplained: “Disappeared.” Tanya gently translates, furrowing her brow with the effort of English. “Vanished—all except Shlomo, Moshe ’s brother, and Max’s granddaughter Riva, who lived with the partisans in the forest.”


“Kol n’hargru,” Moshe says, letting his hands drop open, palms up.

“All killed,” I say, looking at Moshe and then nodding to Tanya that I understand.

“Moshe wrote letter after letter,” Tanya explains, “to get them to leave, to come to Israel, to Palestine, but they didn’t believe they were not safe and wouldn’t come. They had built so much in Shavli, had been there so long.”


M’zman . . . M’zman . . .

“For a long time,” Moshe adds again in English, and his tone takes on a slight formality, or the sound of gentle ceremony.

Earlier, Moshe had smiled indulgently and shrugged, as Israelis do, at hardships, looking—despite the short-sleeved polo shirt with the crease ironed down to his elbows—every bit the halutz, the rugged pioneer, who’d done what he had to do and expected others to do the same. Earlier, he had let his face register delight at the sheer nerve of Jacob—who told the American authorities that he was from one country, Austria, when he was in fact from another. Moshe didn’t mind Jacob’s creative genealogy. Who was to stop him, Moshe ’s look had said. What did it matter what he told them? The audacity of it made him happy.

But now Moshe ’s tone delicately shifted. Pointing at the picture of Jacob, Moshe said, “He was, we all were, from Shavli, in Lita.”

When Moshe looked back at the photo, squinting over the pale white scrawl that spelled out the name of Jacob’s hometown, his blue eyes looked fond. And when Moshe spoke the name, Shavli, he gave it a lyrical and lilting sound, drawing out the long vowel, the ee, as if he loved to hear it. Pronouncing Lita, he closed his palate gently over the t, as one closes a door, firmly but gently, on the past.
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I woke up Yael just as we were entering Shavli. The town was not what I had expected, for it reminded me immediately and unmistakably of Madison, Wisconsin. With a heartland feel, like Madison or  other such towns between woods and pastures, Shavli had the look of a nice place to live. There was a large lake, the center deep blue and flecked with little frisking waves. Shavli’s more noisome factories—leather, machine tools, dairy—were, along with the Soviet era apartment blocks, pushed out to the edge of town. My sense of Shavli’s pleasantness increased as our car, now leaving the industrial edge, probed along the smaller side streets. Shoemakers and small stationery shops still opened in the old-fashioned way, through a door around to the side of the house. The sun shone brightly through large low clouds. I had been prepared for a place in black and gray, grim, muddy, a setting for tragedy, and I was surprised.

Gaining the heart of town, Chaim made straight for the Jewish Community Center, leaving the car and then returning to say that, perhaps owing to the holiday, Leibe, the man who’d said he would meet us there, had been detained. “Back after two,” Chaim said, and urged a visit now to the ghetto sites—Traku or Vauclausko—before we went with Leibe to the mass graves at Kuzhai and Bubai.

This, we were quickly discovering, was the Jewish visitors’ Shavli. Chaim, who had been born in the Kovno ghetto, and this Leibe worked together to shepherd “roots” tourists to the sites of their families’ destruction. We were that. I couldn’t deny it. But as I tried to signal Chaim, we had not come just to see the sites of carnage. I had a child with me, and besides, our family had lived in Shavli, this town, for generations.

I suggested a stroll through the streets, putting off both ghettos until after lunch. We walked along the cobbled alleys in Shavli and heard the sound of clothespins pinging in the air and, a way off, bicycles clicking on the gentle hills. Women in small backyards hung out the wash on wire lines. Passing tiny walled gardens, we caught the yeast and cucumber smell of lunch—whiff of pancakes frying, pungency of onions—and noted bowls of fuchsia beets on windowsills, cooling in sugared vinegar. I steered Yael and Chaim into a restaurant and we ordered lunch.

Whatever else you find in the Baltics, you will never find better cucumbers, nor sweeter peppers, nor better tomatoes, fat and lozenged with seeds like pomegranates, than you find in Lithuania and Latvia. That first lunch taught me that my great-grandfather’s homeland is a veritable Provence of milk and salad.

You will not find more varieties of pancakes, lacy-edged or bulging with chopped filling or conserves, tart with a touch of honey, than in such towns as Shavli.

In the New World, a Jewish dairy meal—the “dairy” supplied by Breakstone or Land-O-Lakes—is improvised of supermarket tomatoes, waxed cucumbers, or maybe a frozen blintz. Half the savor is nostalgia.

But in the land of Jacob Levy’s birth, the humblest breakfast board offers sweet and sour creams more fresh and varied than the traveler has ever eaten. Spooning them out, you taste a complex dairy culture, varietal, where cheeses bear the flavor of individual meadows, loams, and salt licks; where butter, rinsed in lake water, chills in hand-carved birch thimbles shaped like flowerpots. What New Yorkers call “Jewish rye” is in the Baltics just bread; one slice is jagged with caraway, its new crust so tough it tugs the bones in the jaw, the next nearly cakelike, like a rye brioche.

Lunch came. Chaim piled good things onto his plate with relish and explained that in Shavli, Jews made do with smoked fish while the gentiles heaped their plates with sausages. But both Jews and gentiles enjoyed the beets and dill and the delicious breads. Or they used to, Chaim remarked darkly, until . . . well, we would see for ourselves.

So we did.

After lunch, sun suddenly gone, wind blowing in from the lake in sharp gusts, we picked up Leibe Lifshitz. He confirmed Chaim’s point. White hair blowing back from his hollow temples, Leibe pointed to the shacks of the Traku and Vauclausko ghettos. “They got our nice things and we got their shmatehs.”

“Their rags,” Chaim translated, not knowing shmatehs has entered English. Those who stayed alive in these hovels—as Leibe himself had done—were those with the skills to keep Frankel Leatherworks running. Shoes for the Wehrmacht, belts for industry, whips for horses.

And then, two or three miles out of town, Chaim and Leibe unloading us from the car and looking tired, we stood at a rutted site: just tractor prints and a farmhouse in a copse of birches where—Leibe shrugged—the Jews were made to leave their clothes.

It was August, Leibe said, and the women had walked in the fading light with their children. After they left their clothes in the barn, they walked to the edge of the pit that the men, now dead, had dug, and then fell in the rain of bullets.

With its stand of birches, white, delicate against the darker trees, the place was oddly beautiful. The fenced-in grave: Was it awful? Peaceful? I didn’t know. Should I make my voice stumble through a  kaddish, as Leibe and Chaim seemed to expect? I tried, and forgot some of the words.

Was our family buried here? Yael asked me. Were the people in the picture killed here?
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What kind of journey was this for a child? I was having second thoughts.

Three nights before, climbing down from my hard-cushioned bunk on the train, I had perched on the edge of Yael’s sleeper and watched the woods fly past, so dark, with ghostly birches at their edge. Every river bend, every copse of trees marked a pit. Yael was sleeping, the small plastic butterfly clip she and her friends wore dangling from a lock of hair, her lashes quiet on her cheeks.

As night had fallen and we ’d approached Kaunas, the Jews’ Kovno, she ’d stared out the window at the grasses burning on either side of the road, smoke licking in black curls from little pyres as the  farmers prepared their fields in the old way. Kovno, its name more famous, or infamous, than Shavli’s, was eerie, our hotel high-beamed, dark, empty of other guests. We ’d taken a cab to find some dinner but found the town even more depressing than the hotel—its high walls flush to the streets, the dark roofs, scarred balustrades, gaping courtyards.

I’d grabbed Yael’s hand and we ’d run, forcing a laugh as we made for an open Bierstube, its cheery sign and simple square of light pulling us in like an assurance that, for tonight anyway, Jewish history was in abeyance. Yet earlier, at the first mass grave of the day, I had not prevented Chaim, stopping the car near Raseinai, from rolling the window down to ask a man on a tractor where they’d shot the Jews. Jacob’s brother Max and his family, from the picture with the cane, were lying there.

Gray-stubbled, hunched in a windbreaker, the man pulled his gear and backed out of a dry rut. Shrugged. He wasn’t sure. Over by the airstrip, he thought. And indeed, over near the airstrip we found a small new sign, post-Soviet, pointing in from the road to where a larger sign—in Hebrew and Lithuanian—declared that 1,100 souls,  zhidim, had watered this spot with their blood.

Back at the Jewish Community Center, Leibe Lifshitz opened the ghetto register. Ah. Here. As his eyes followed his finger down the page, he nodded, yes, Salamonas Levy, Moshe ’s brother Shlomo, was still alive and listed as “metalworker” in 1942. This was in the Vauclausko ghetto.

And yes, here too in 1942 was Salamonas Levy ’s wife, Fanja, their daughters Tauba, 20, and Sarah, 17, and son Isaakos, just 11. Also alive in the Traku ghetto were Dora Levy, 16, Alisa, 8, Sora, 6, and Rocha, 2, presumably the children of some other Levys, already killed. They would have remained there in the ghetto until—and Leibe now took out a piece of paper—the Kinderaktion. After the  Kinderaktion (he looked up at me, and at Yael), November 5, 1943, he wrote slowly, then all the younger children were gone too. And then next to the name Isaakos, he drew a symbol and then wrote:  Auschwitz. I remembered then that Moshe had told me all about this, had told me that his brother Shlomo never forgave himself for going to work that day. Like all the parents, he was gone when the trucks came for the children.

Well, Leibe said, looking stern, impatient, all the parents were gone that day and none of those who lived forgave themselves. But—and Leibe looked at me directly now, not with sympathy but with something like respect—he, your relative, must have had some skill, some special training, to have stayed alive through 1944. And—hadn’t he said?—kept well enough to have made it to Stutthoff and then to Dachau. A lucky one, Leibe said with a bitter smile, he himself being another lucky one. But then he grew more animated, straightening with a pride that took us in, that he would share with us, for we qualified.

Who else but the Jews in the region knew the science, the engineering? Leibe asked. The local workers, Lithuanians, couldn’t run Frankel’s machines. The German soldiers, having seized the largest leather factory in the old Russian empire after being ordered to keep the Wehrmacht in boots, were helpless. Who knew how and where to get the special extracts that made the leather from Frankel Leatherworks so famous? As it had always been in these parts, it was the Jews who kept the Jewish factory, seized by the Nazis, in business. The Jews like your relative—Leibe gave me that—knew how to manage.

I remembered, at that moment, the way Moshe had said m’zman, m’zman and had emphasized, looking at Tanya for confirmation, that what had saved Salamonas, now Shlomo, was not luck at all, and not just that he was good with tools. It was, Moshe had implied with the same pride, that he had come from people who were modern, enlightened; who had done their part to improve, to civilize their town. I remembered Moshe ’s look of pride as he explained this to me. And I visualized Shavli’s own prepossessing look. No muddy shtetl this but a place large enough for a chamber of commerce.

Shavli was, Leibe now stressed, no little burg, but the district center! By the time of the war it was a modern place. A place of culture,  progress, enlightenment. I would have read, of course—and Leibe looked at me, testing—of Shavli’s history. Did I not know of Shavli’s role in the Jewish Enlightenment—the Haskalah?
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In his memoirs, the Russian Jewish poet Osip Mandelstam describes a woman, a stranger to his family, who, on the strength of having come from Shavli, demands that her parents find her a Petersburg husband.

Mandelstam marvels at the woman’s confidence that this mere name, this shibboleth, Shavli, would give entrée to the metropolis. He reports, nevertheless, the self-same feeling of Baltic pride among his Riga-born grandparents. For such Jews of Russia’s western edge, the fertile inland plains from Tartu down to Koenigsburg and even to the Black Sea, to Kiev, to Odessa, was all—though the czar might claim it—Enlightenment land. Which was to say: emancipated, or, in short, German.

In his classic study, The Haskalah Movement in Russia, Jacob Raisin singles out my great-grandfather’s region in particular as fostering and promulgating the spirit of the German Haskalah. Go fifty miles in nearly any direction from Shavli and one finds the home or birthplace of a maskil, an enlightener, or a cluster of them, who had agitated for the full emancipation of Russian Jewry. At Zagare and Kedaniai, at Salantai and Raseinai, and in Shavli, the largest city of the region, throughout the nineteenth century Jews of idealistic and artistic temper struggled for emancipation in all its forms. Hebraists conjugated, novelists scribbled, poets lent their talents to societies for the freedom of the young, civic emancipationists lectured, and through it all, commerce grew and grew, and Jewish confidence with it. Farther north, crossing from Lithuania into Latvia, identification with all things up-to-date and Western was even more pronounced. “Few struggled so intensely for their intellectual and civil emancipation as those in the provinces of Courland and Livonia,” writes Raisin. “A  great many could be seen here dressed after the German fashion, speaking pure German, and having their whole household arranged after the German custom . . . the children visited the public schools, the academies and the universities.”

This passion for emancipation, not just intellectual but also economic, was only enhanced as steam and railways shortened the distances between east and west. By the mid-nineteenth century, the roar of Germany’s mighty industrial complex—its factories turning out new chemicals, new metals, new machines—sounded across the border and increased the traffic across the Baltic Sea. The railroads throwing their ties across East Prussia and into Russia brought ideas that had been developing in Germany for more than a century, ideas the Jews of the Baltics had been most eager to receive. Along with purely intellectual pursuits, there were practical advances—new techniques for growing crops, for mass-producing cloth and crockery, for emancipating workers from drudgery.

Not that the eastern Baltic rim hadn’t fixed its gaze westward long ago. Before the age of transoceanic travel, during the twelfth to the fifteenth centuries, the Baltic had emerged as Europe ’s major trade basin. Commercial interests, too long hampered by highwaymen or, worse, the prohibitive tolls collected by every minor duke and feudal lord, established a league of free cities bound together for mutual protection and mutual interest. These German cities of the so-called Hanseatic League sent big-bottomed wooden cogs from Bremen, Lübeck, and Hamburg to run smartly along the yellow dunes of the Baltic coast. Nosing into the gulfs and lagoons, these coastal and riverine craft gave access to the granaries and timberlands of eastern Europe. At the south end of the Baltic, at the Gulf of Gdansk where the Vistula twists into Poland, and the Bug into Byelorussia, the Germans founded Danzig. At the north, they established Riga, where the river Dvina flows east from the sea toward Novgorod and eventually to Petersburg. Between the outposts of Danzig to the south and Riga to the north, at spaced intervals along the warm Courland lagoon the Germans built other cities: Koenigsburg, outpost of philosophy;  Nida, seaside haven for thinkers; Libau, splendid baronial capital; Memel, hub of trade and traffic. The river Neman from Memel dropped down first to Kovno and then as far as Grodno. It was a mighty artery.

Chronic incursions from all sides—now from Sweden, now from Russia, now from Germany—shifted jurisdiction over these rich meadows, from czar to grand duchy, Scandinavian queen to Baltic baron, through the ages. But the battles for control rarely halted economic activity. No conqueror wanted an interruption of the Baltic grain trade, nor of commerce in the maritime staples—hemp and flax, tar and wax—extracted from the meadows and especially from the oaks and the pines. The beamed cottages of many Cotswold villages, the half-timbered outer house walls of many towns in Alsace or Normandy, or the oldest buildings in the City of London, are Baltic timber. As architectural fashions of the late Middle Ages depleted the oak forests of western Europe, that region began to procure slow growth oaks from the relatively unharvested eastern timberlands. In high demand also were tall firs, useful for ships’ masts and beams.

By the Renaissance, centuries of commerce between and among disparate peoples had diluted the tribal and linguistic homogeneity of these once fierce pagan lands. Large, fortress-like castles began to rise over the bends in the rivers, as second sons from Saxony came to colonize the vast open spaces of the east and Polish dukes established estates in the rich Lithuanian meadowlands. Some came only seasonally to hunt, remaining in the West but deriving fortunes from the Ostland. To protect their interests they sent emissaries who brokered and bargained, hauled and shipped and kept trade flowing from the hinterlands to the coast. Fanning out, these so-called Germans hired the reapers and the raftsmen, organized the work gangs from among local tribesmen. With tiny offices at river landings, with yards full of carts, contracts for horses, inns, taverns, these emissaries bargained wages down for landowners. In all the little towns, these “Germans” were the ones who moved the goods, dispatching logs and flax, butter and milk, cucumbers, fresh plucked down, and even live geese, over the sea to northern Germany and Scandinavia.

These non-German Germans with their foreign ways—Germany’s and Poland ’s agents—were Jews.
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Two years went by before I could get to Shavli again, but this time my goal was to learn about the life of Shavli’s Jews through the centuries. My informant was Vilius Puronas. A large, smiling man with a rough gray beard, Vilius was Shavli’s chief designer and, locals told me, its most serious archivist. “Shall I tell you,” he asked me, “how the first Jews were allowed to live in Shavli?”
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