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I don’t want you to rehabilitate me.

Just make me interesting.

—Philip Roth to his biographer





PHILIP ROTH






PROLOGUE


ON OCTOBER 23, 2005, PHILIP ROTH DAY WAS CELEBRATED in Newark. Two busloads of fans went on the Philip Roth Tour, stopping at evocative locations—Washington Park, the public library, Weequahic High—where passengers took turns reading pertinent passages from Roth’s work. Finally the crowd disembarked outside Roth’s childhood home at 81 Summit Avenue, cheering wildly when Roth himself arrived in a limousine. “Now you just step up here and give me a kiss!” said Mrs. Roberta Harrington, the present owner of the house, and Roth kept her at his side the rest of the day. Mayor Sharpe James, whom Roth adored (“a big-city mayor with all the bluster and chicanery”), said a few words before Roth pulled away the black cloth covering the historical plaque on his house: “This was the first childhood home of Philip Roth, one of America’s greatest writers of the 20th and 21st centuries. . . .” Next, Roth and the crowd moved across the street to the corner of Summit and Keer, which a white-on-green street sign now proclaimed to be Philip Roth Plaza.

Afterward a reception was held at Roth’s childhood library branch, Osborne Terrace, where the mayor rose to the lectern: “Now, you Weequahic boys don’t think that us South Side boys know how to read,” he said to Roth, referring to the mostly black high school he’d attended around the time Roth had been at Weequahic. Then the mayor read (“wonderfully”) a passage from The Counterlife:

“If you’re from New Jersey,” Nathan had said, “and you write thirty books, and you win the Nobel Prize, and you live to be white-haired and ninety-five, it’s highly unlikely but not impossible that after your death they’ll decide to name a rest stop for you on the Jersey Turnpike. And so, long after you’re gone, you may indeed be remembered, but mostly by small children, in the backs of cars, when they lean forward and tell their parents, ‘Stop, please, stop at Zuckerman—I have to pee.’ For a New Jersey novelist that’s as much immortality as it’s realistic to hope for.”

Finally it was Roth’s turn to speak: “Today, Newark is my Stockholm, and that plaque is my prize. I couldn’t be any more thrilled by any recognition accorded to me anywhere on earth. That’s all there is to say.” A few days earlier, his friend Harold Pinter had won the Nobel.

“Mr. Roth is a writer whose skill and power are greater than his admittedly great reputation,” wrote the eminent critic Frank Kermode, eight years before, after reading American Pastoral—Roth’s novel about the fall of Newark, and the larger loss of American innocence in the sixties, which would go on to win the Pulitzer. Kermode may have been thinking of an earlier novel, also set in Newark, on which much of Roth’s reputation continued to rest: Portnoy’s Complaint, his 1969 best seller about a mother-haunted, shiksa-chasing Jewish boy who masturbates with a piece of liver (“I fucked my own family’s dinner”). Much of what Roth later wrote was in reaction to the mortifying fame of this book—the widespread perception that Roth had written a confession instead of a novel, and never mind the perception among elements of the Jewish establishment that Roth was a propagandist on a par with Goebbels and Streicher. The great Israeli philosopher Gershom Scholem went so far as to suggest that Portnoy would trigger something akin to a second Holocaust.

Given his whole magisterial oeuvre—thirty-one books—Roth would earnestly come to wish he’d never published Portnoy. “I could have had a serious enough career without it and I would have sidestepped a barrage of insulting shit”—charges of Jewish self-hatred, misogyny, and general unseriousness. “I’d written this book about sex and jerking off and whatever, so I was a kind of clown or fuck artist. But then I finally beat them down. Fuckers.”



ROTH WAS AMONG the last of a generation of heroically ambitious novelists that included such friends and occasional rivals as John Updike, Don DeLillo, and William Styron (a neighbor in Litchfield County, Connecticut), and arguably Roth’s work stands the best chance of enduring. In 2006, The New York Times Book Review canvassed some two hundred “writers, critics, editors, and other literary sages,” asking them to identify the “single best work of American fiction published in the last twenty-five years.” Six of the twenty-two books selected for the final list were written by Roth: The Counterlife, Operation Shylock, Sabbath’s Theater, American Pastoral, The Human Stain, and The Plot Against America. “If we had asked for the single best writer of fiction of the past twenty-five years,” A. O. Scott wrote in the accompanying essay, “[Roth] would have won.”

But of course Roth’s career extended well beyond the prescribed twenty-five years, beginning with Goodbye, Columbus, in 1959, for which he won the National Book Award at age twenty-six. His third novel, Portnoy’s Complaint, was on the 1998 Modern Library list of the 100 best English-language novels of the twentieth century, while American Pastoral was, with Portnoy, subsequently included on Time magazine’s 100-best list of 2005. During the fifty-five years of his career, Roth’s evolution as a writer was astounding in its versatility: after the deft satire of his early stories in Goodbye, Columbus, he went on to write two somber realistic novels (Letting Go, When She Was Good) whose main influences were Henry James and Flaubert respectively—an odd apprenticeship, given the outlandish farce of the Portnoy era that followed (Our Gang, The Great American Novel), the Kafkaesque surrealism of The Breast, the comic virtuosity of the Zuckerman sequence (The Ghost Writer, Zuckerman Unbound, The Anatomy Lesson, The Prague Orgy), the elaborate metafictional artifice of The Counterlife and Operation Shylock, and finally a synthesis of all his gifts in the masterly, essentially tragic American Trilogy: American Pastoral, I Married a Communist, and The Human Stain. In the final decade of his career, Roth continued to produce novels—almost one a year—exploring profound aspects of mortality and fate. Altogether his work forms “the truest picture we have of the way we live now,” as the poet Mark Strand put it in his remarks for Roth’s Gold Medal at the 2001 American Academy of Arts and Letters ceremonial.

Roth deplored the misconception that he was essentially an autobiographical writer, while making aesthetic hay of the matter with lookalike alter egos that include a recurring character named Philip Roth. Some novels were more autobiographical than others, to be sure, but Roth himself was too protean a figure to be pinned to any particular character, and relatively little is known about the actual life on which so vast an oeuvre was supposedly based. Some of the confusion on this point was deeply embarrassing to the author. “I am not ‘Alexander Portnoy’ any more than I am the ‘Philip Roth’ of Claire [Bloom]’s book,” he brooded over the actress’s scurrilous 1996 memoir, Leaving a Doll’s House. Were it not for Portnoy, Roth believed, his former wife “would never have dared to perpetrate” a version of himself so blatantly at odds with the “disciplined, steady, and responsible” person he always considered himself to be.

Certainly this is how Roth was portrayed in Janet Hobhouse’s posthumous roman à clef, The Furies, whose characters include a famous writer named Jack modeled on Roth. He and Hobhouse had had an affair in the mid-1970s—they’d lived in the same building near the Metropolitan Museum—and her portrait remains perhaps the most rounded of a man who, though a household name, stayed largely out of the public eye. While her narrator accounts for the more conventional aspects of Jack/Roth’s charm (“not just the speed of his mind, but the playfulness, the willingness to leap, dive, flick the wrist, keep the game going”), she is seduced foremost by his “monkish habits,” the way “he organized his existence around the two pages a day he set himself to write”: “I thought yearningly of the contained, near-ascetic life going on two floors below me: the sober twilight perusals of literary journals, the rustle of foreign correspondence in a Jamesian high silence.”

For what it’s worth, Roth perceived himself as the opposite of anti-Semitic or misogynistic, and indeed had little patience for reductive categories one way or the other. His “monkish” lifestyle, for instance: “My reputation as a ‘recluse,’ ” he wrote a friend, “was always idiotic.” What it meant, essentially, was that he liked to be “blissfully” occupied with his work in rural surroundings, as opposed to “gossip[ing] about [him]self to people in New York or appear[ing] on late-night TV.” In fact he was often intensely engaged with the world, repeatedly traveling to Prague in the seventies and befriending dissident writers such as Milan Kundera and Ludvík Vaculík, whose books he promoted in the West with the Writers from the Other Europe series he edited at Penguin for many years. Also, during his relationship with Bloom, he divided his time among London, New York, and Connecticut, while spending weeks in Israel to research aspects of The Counterlife and Operation Shylock—or, in the years after, traveling wherever else he wanted to go to learn about glove making or taxidermy or grave digging; he even undertook, once, a reading tour for Patrimony, so at least he’d know what that was like, too. But the better part of his career was quite as Hobhouse described it: the daylight hours doggedly spent at his desk, and nights in the company of a woman—both of them reading, if Roth had his way. “What should I have been doing instead so as not to be labeled a recluse,” he remarked, “passing my nights at Elaine’s?”

It’s true Roth managed to have a florid love life, which he was apt to discuss “in a sort of kindly reverie,” the way Dr. Johnson bethought himself of Hodge, his favorite cat. An essential side of Roth remained the cherished son of Herman and Bess—“a pleasing, analytic, lovingly manipulative good boy,” as his alter ego Zuckerman chidingly describes him in The Facts—whose probity was such that he married two disastrously ill-suited women, not least because they desperately wanted him to. (This while refusing any number of more compatible partners.) And meanwhile he steadily rebelled against his own rectitude, quite as the clinical definition of “Portnoy’s Complaint” would have it: “A disorder in which strongly-felt ethical and altruistic impulses are perpetually warring with extreme sexual longings, often of a perverse nature.” Portnoy, again, is among the least autobiographical of a gallery including Zuckerman, Kepesh, and Tarnopol, but in each character is a kindred duality. As for Roth himself, his greatest urge was always to serve his own genius—amid the keen distractions, albeit, of an ardently carnal nature. “Philip once said something about Colette’s husband Willy,” said his friend Judith Thurman. “He was talking about the fin de siècle, this world of eroticism, and he said, ‘It was so wonderful! They walked around with a buzz twenty-four hours a day.’ Meaning a sexual buzz. Think if you have a musical ear, so that you’re out in the street and the taxi is C minor and the bus is G major and you’re hearing all these things, and translate that as a sexual vibe.”



ALONG WITH THE LIKES OF Willa Cather, William Faulkner, and Saul Bellow, Roth was awarded the Academy of Arts and Letters’ highest honor, the Gold Medal in fiction, a year after the completion of his American Trilogy. The following year, 2002, at the National Book Awards ceremony, Roth received the Medal for Distinguished Contribution to American Letters and used the occasion to correct “a pertinent little misunderstanding”: “I have never thought of myself, for the length of a single sentence, as an American Jewish or a Jewish American writer,” he wrote in his highly prepared remarks, “anymore than I imagine Theodore Dreiser or Ernest Hemingway or John Cheever thought of themselves as American Christian or Christian American writers.” Susan Rogers, his main companion at the time, remembered that Roth worked on the speech for two or three months prior to the ceremony, and read it aloud to her “at least six times.”

After his American Trilogy—what some called his “Letter to Stockholm” series—a consensus formed that Roth stood alone among contemporary novelists. Stockholm, however, remained unmoved. “The child in me is delighted,” Bellow had said about awards in general and the Nobel in particular; “the adult in me is skeptical.” Roth appropriated the remark for his own boilerplate, and meanwhile he couldn’t help thinking about the most conspicuous difference in his and Bellow’s respective careers—especially after Bellow’s widow gave Roth the top hat her husband had worn in Stockholm, which Roth displayed ever after on a stereo speaker in his apartment. (Roth was asked whether it fit his own head: “No, I can’t fill Saul’s hat,” he said. “He’s a much better writer.”) Toward the end of his life, Roth would walk (very slowly) from his Upper West Side apartment to the Museum of Natural History and back, stopping on almost every bench along the way—including the bench on the museum grounds near a pink pillar listing American winners of the Nobel Prize. “It’s actually quite ugly, isn’t it?” a friend observed one day. “Yes,” Roth replied, “and it’s getting uglier by the year.” “Why did they put it there anyway?” Roth laughed: “To aggravate me.”







PART ONE

LAND HO!

1933 – 1956
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Bess with her adored second-born at Belmar Beach.

“He who is loved by his parents is a conquistador,”

Roth liked to say, amid later glory.

(COURTESY OF PHILIP ROTH ESTATE)








CHAPTER


One

DURING A TRIP TO ISRAEL, IN 1984, ROTH TOOK HIS friend David Plante—a gay, gentile writer—to the Orthodox Quarter of Jerusalem, Mea She’arim, where the two stood on a corner watching Hasidim milling about in their black coats and hats, the boys with their heads shorn except for long side curls. Almost everyone, young and old, wore thick eyeglasses. “You could be in a shtetl in Poland in the eighteenth century,” said Roth, whose grandparents had grown up in such a place. One Hasid passed by with a towel over his shoulder, and the writers followed to where the man met other Hasidim for their afternoon bath. “Wait till I get this around,” Roth chuckled to his companion, “—Plante standing outside a bathhouse trying to pick up a Hasid.”

For Roth, levity was better than nostalgia in the face of this living reminder of his family origins. He could hardly remember his grandparents ever speaking of the old country, of the people they’d left behind, and was left to surmise that the shtetls of Galicia weren’t really like the Broadway version of Sholem Aleichem, what with winsome Jews “singing show tunes that brought tears to your eyes,” as Roth put it. His father’s parents came from an especially bleak corner of that bygone world—Kozlów, near the city of Tarnopol, which is perhaps best remembered (among Jews anyway) as the site of the Khmelnytsky Uprising in the seventeenth century. Throughout the Middle Ages, Polish landowners had employed Jewish agents to collect rents and taxes from the peasantry, who meanwhile were reminded every Sunday, in church, that the Jews had killed Christ. “Pole, Yid, and hound—each to the same faith bound,” read the legend commonly nailed to trees where a Pole, Jew, and dog had been hanged. Almost every Jew in Tarnopol was killed or expelled in the massacre, and the city itself was burned to the ground.

By the nineteenth century, Galicia was the northernmost province of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, whose 1867 constitution allowed freedom of religion and equal rights for all subjects. Such liberality did little to improve the lot of Galician Jews, however, whose population exploded with refugees fleeing pogroms in neighboring Russia. Some fifty thousand a year died of starvation, and by the 1880s Galicia had both the highest birth and death rates among the old Polish territories, with only half its children living to the age of five. “Often the relations between the social strata of the shtetl came to little more than a difference between the poor and the hopelessly poor,” wrote Irving Howe. Galician Jews usually lived amid a welter of grim huts and cobbled streets winding every which way to a crowded marketplace—a dreary insular world menaced by disorderly gentiles. Solace was found in ritual and piety. A good Jew’s life was finely regulated by 613 mitzvoh, commandments, everything from reciting blessings for one’s homely pleasures to lighting candles and slaughtering chickens just so. Children were cowed with tales of dybbuks and golems, their marriages were arranged, their baser impulses rigorously suppressed. No wonder the more intelligent among them learned to laugh at the wretched way God’s chosen people saw fit to live.

The law was embodied by rabbis, and one of these in Kozlów was Roth’s great-grandfather, Akiva, who also had a reputation as a storyteller. His son Alexander, called Sender, was studying to be a rabbi when he married, in 1886, Bertha Zahnstecher, whose Flaschner connections on her mother’s side would stand the family in good stead once they came to America. Over the course of twenty-five years, Bertha bore nine children with Sender—two of whom, Freide and Pesie, died in infancy; of the surviving seven, Philip Roth’s father, Herman, was the first to be born in the New World.

Roth knew even less about his mother’s side of the family, and virtually nothing about their origins in the old country. What may be gleaned from basic genealogical data is that Roth’s maternal grandfather and namesake, Philip (Farvish) Finkel, was also born near Tarnopol in the town of Bialy Kamien (White Stone), the second of five brothers. As for Roth’s maternal grandmother, Dora Eisenberg, she grew up roughly 250 miles away near czarist Kiev, and was almost certainly moved to emigrate, with three sisters and two brothers, to escape the vicious anti-Semitism that prevailed throughout the empire after the assassination of Alexander II, in 1881, by a revolutionary group that czarists claimed (falsely) to be dominated by Jews.

The worst of these pogroms took place in Kiev, where gentile mobs ran amok through Jewish neighborhoods, ransacking shops and the Brodsky vodka warehouse. As if constant terror weren’t enough, the May Laws of 1882 effectively prohibited Jews from owning property or pursuing higher professions such as law, government, teaching, or the officer corps. Konstantin Pobedonostsev, the czar’s reactionary adviser, proposed a formula for purging the Jews: “One-third conversion, one-third emigration, and one-third starvation.” Such was the nightmare some 2.5 million Russian Jews would flee, many seeking refuge in America, between 1881 and 1920.

What Philip Roth heard, growing up, was that both his grandfathers had emigrated to escape conscription. Military service wasn’t as punitive for Jewish subjects of the benign Austrian emperor, Franz Joseph, as it was under the czars, but even the relatively lenient three-year period of active duty was longer than most Galician Jews were willing to be parted from family and religion. Nor was the society of gentiles any more comfortable in the army as elsewhere; in Joseph Roth’s novel about the decline of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, The Radetzky March, a drunken gentile officer insults a Jewish army surgeon, Max Demant—“Yid, Yid, Yid!”—leading to a duel and the doctor’s death.

It was common for husbands to emigrate alone and bring their families over later. Sender Roth departed aboard the S.S. Westernland on March 5, 1898, more than two years in advance of Bertha and their three boys. One of Bertha’s Flaschner uncles had prospered as a shoe merchant in Brockton, Massachusetts, and offered to sponsor Sender’s plan to set up as a rabbi in Boston. Aboard the boat, however, Sender apparently had misgivings—rabbis were hardly as revered in America as in Europe, never mind the question of livelihood—and decided to debark at Ellis Island. A landsman aboard the boat had assured Sender that he could get them jobs at a hat factory in East Orange, New Jersey; moreover, Sender’s sister Fannie and her husband, Nathan Cohen (later Kuvin), lived in nearby Newark and agreed to let Sender stay with them until he saved enough money to pay his family’s passage.

When Philip Finkel received his draft notice, he changed his name to Bara and arranged to follow his older brother, another Nathan, to Elizabeth, New Jersey. The ruse was also adopted by other Finkel brothers; the last to emigrate, Marcus, was listed as “Barer” when he finally departed from Rotterdam aboard the S.S. Rijndam on September 4, 1920.* His last permanent address was given as Zloczow, near Tarnopol, where Jewish refugees from Bialy Kamien had settled after the shtetl was destroyed by fire in 1902.

As for the remaining Jews of Galicia, almost every one of them would perish in the Holocaust—a catastrophe predicted as early as 1923 by the poet Uri Zvi Greenberg, a Bialy Kamien–born Zionist who considered mass extermination the “tragic but almost inevitable outcome of Jewish indifference to their destiny.” What became of the remaining eighteen thousand Jews in Tarnopol was typical: five thousand were slaughtered within a month of the Nazi occupation in June 1941, and another thousand were shot in a nearby forest the following March; the rest were packed into a ghetto—Galicia’s first—whence they were transported to the Bełżec death camp, among others, before final liquidation on June 20, 1943.



BERTHA ROTH LEFT her mother and sisters behind when she emigrated on November 3, 1900—also aboard the Westernland—with her sons Kiwe, Mojsche, and Abraham, aged twelve, nine, and three, respectively, and renamed Charlie, Morris, and Ed when they arrived in Newark. Like most Eastern European Jews, they settled amid the slums of the Third Ward, on Broome Street, one block parallel to the sprawling commerce of Prince Street. This re-creation of a shtetl market in America—nicknamed “Baghdad on the Passaic”—was a jumble of pushcarts and stalls hawking everything from live carp, pastrami, and pickles to all sorts of clothing and gadgets, the vendors roughly grabbing at pedestrians to come over and have a look at their wares.

“Do you remember the story you told me about Grandpa?” the nineteen-year-old Philip Roth wrote a dying Bertha in 1952. “It was a sad and wonderful story about some men that were going to sell Grandpa some property on Baldwin Avenue. And you told me that when Grandpa came to them with the money—and it was a Sunday too—when Grandpa came with the money, which was all he had ever saved, they took the money from him.” Despite getting fleeced by goyim in his first attempt to escape the seedy rental flat on Broome, Sender was soon able to buy a house on nearby Rutgers Street. Four more children were born during their fourteen years there—Herman in 1901, Rebecca (Betty) in 1903, Bernard in 1905, and Milton in 1912—while any number of penniless relatives just off the boat, as many as twelve at a time, also came and went. Bertha dutifully cooked and cleaned for them. A stolid balabusta (good homemaker) who spoke hardly a word of English, Bertha was given to scrubbing the outside wooden stairs on her knees when otherwise at a loss.

Sender was hardly one to discourage her diligence, and at least one of his children—Philip’s kindly Uncle Bernie—despised the old man for the way he treated their saintly mother. But then, Sender himself was no idler: over the years he’d steamed so many hats that one arthritic hand was frozen in a kind of four-finger victory salute. At least he wasn’t alone in his labors. Four sons would leave school at an early age to join him in the hat factory, like most children of immigrants in the Newark of that era. Charlie, Morris, and Ed were all working by the age of twelve, whereas Philip Roth’s father, Herman (“Little Hymie”), was allowed to remain in school until the statutory age of fourteen. Herman’s eighth-grade education was manifest in his erratic spelling and punctuation, as well as a lifelong tendency to capitalize at random (“Why does your father capitalize all these letters?” Neil Klugman asks Brenda, an immigrant’s daughter, in Goodbye, Columbus). “What’s interesting,” Roth observed of his father, “is that not in all his years in a responsible managerial position with an important American corporation—nor in all his years of reading the newspaper from cover to cover every single day—did anything about writing English, anything large or small, sink in. Strange, no?” And yet this too was a goad to Roth’s literary vocation: “You are the family voice,” he wrote in a hectoring memo to himself. “Not pushing these men aside, but giving voice to their inarticulateness.”

“The Newark scramblers” was how Philip described Herman and his brothers, three of whom—Charlie, Morris, and Milton—he never knew except as family legends. The prodigious Morris left home early and started his own businesses: a movie theater and a shoe-store-cum-factory where tips were put on laces as per his own patent. Morris owned one of the first automobiles in the city and hired a live-in nanny to take care of his four children while his pretty, spendthrift wife, Ella, pursued a hectic social life. His older brother, Charlie, also opened a successful shoe store in another part of town (the better to avoid direct competition with Morris), and also married young and had four children.

At the age of twenty-nine, in 1920, Morris’s appendix burst and he died of peritonitis; his wife remarried a bounder named Block, who helped her spend the rest of her late husband’s money before deserting her. The four children were raised by various relatives, with Bertha claiming Morris’s only son, Gilbert. Sixteen years later, Charlie died of pneumonia in the arms of his brother Herman, who idolized him. Herman’s older son, Sandy, eight at the time, never forgot the warm spring day he saw his father shambling back to their house on Summit Avenue, where he collapsed against a porch banister and burst into tears. The boy had never seen his father cry.

Charlie’s death, in 1936, was all the more unbearable given that it followed, by four years, perhaps the greatest tragedy of all—the death of the family wunderkind, Milton, at age nineteen. Milton was born twenty-five years after his oldest brother and already had a number of nieces and nephews, roughly his age, who regarded him as a brilliant, lovable brother figure. Milton had graduated high school at the age of sixteen (as would his nephew Philip) and was a senior at the Newark College of Engineering—the first Roth to go to college—when he complained one day of a terrible stomachache and was given an enema by his well-meaning mother. His niece Florence—who’d played violin with Milton and considered his death “the worst tragedy of [her] entire life”—used to say he died of stupidity, given that an enema was hardly the best way to treat what would prove another case of peritonitis.

It was the scourge of the Roth men, whose appendixes tended to be retrocecal—that is, located behind their large intestines, where swelling went undetected until it was too late. Herman was another victim, in 1944, but was saved, barely, by the new sulfa powder. That was the first time Philip would see his father cry: Herman had been given less than a fifty-fifty chance, and returned from the hospital traumatized and thirty pounds lighter (“his shrunken face disclosed itself to us as a replica of my elderly grandmother’s”). The next generation would be likewise afflicted.



AS A CHILD Philip never knew his many Finkel cousins in nearby Elizabeth. Eventually he met a few of them, and thereby cultivated a vague idea of Finkel prosperity—at least in comparison with the “farshtunken” (stinking) Roths in Newark—but was never quite sure why his sweet-natured maternal grandmother, Dora, had broken all connection with her late husband’s family.

On the dining room sideboard, in Philip’s childhood home, were portraits of his two namesakes, both dead before he was born: his revered Uncle Milton, of course, who looked a bit like George Gershwin, and his Finkel grandfather, Philip, a dapper, stoutish, dark-haired fellow with a little mustache. Philip and Dora had met and married a few years after immigration, and both spoke a fair amount of English; otherwise Philip was every inch the forbidding, Old World, Orthodox patriarch. His third daughter, Mildred, would forever cringe at the memory of her father grimly swinging a live chicken over their heads on the eve of Yom Kippur, and even the more obscure holidays were observed to a nicety. Many years later, Philip Roth sought out an older Finkel cousin, Ann Maltzman, who surprised him by remarking how much she’d adored his “gentle” grandfather as a little girl.

Philip Roth’s mother, Bess (Batya), was born in 1904, the second of five children. At the time, her father owned a grocery and meat market and was flush enough to employ a Russian immigrant named Anna as a live-in servant. By all accounts the extended families on both sides were close, at least for a while, an impression borne out by the startling repetition of names among the offspring: Dora and her two Eisenberg sisters all had daughters named Bess, and the Finkel brothers sired a variety of Mildreds, Ethels, and Emanuels. Elizabeth was mostly an Irish Catholic town, and the cousins confined their socializing almost entirely within the family. The oldest Finkel, Nathan, was likely the most successful: Listed as a “peddler” in the 1903 city directory, he soon had his own real estate business and owned what a grandson described as a “mansion” (since razed) at 1350 North Avenue. He also helped his brothers emigrate, whereupon each did his part to help the others get started. A younger brother, Joseph, began as a butcher in Philip’s shop before opening his own grocery on the same street.† The youngest, Michael, was a wholesale butter and egg man, and Marcus, the last to arrive from Europe, owned a flourishing service station and was said to go around in a chauffeur-driven Rolls.

Philip Finkel’s career took a curious turn in 1909, when he was suddenly listed as a dealer of “coal, hay, masons’ material” at 250 Second Street. His new venture was short-lived, however, and by 1915 he was back on First Street as a grocer—this around the time an advertisement appeared in the October 1 issue of the New York Lumber Trade Journal: “Nathan Finkel & Son are conducting a retail lumber yard business at Elizabeth, N. J. Mr. Finkel is well known in Elizabeth, having been engaged in real estate there for more than a score of years. The yard is at Second Street and Port Avenue”—i.e., 250 Second Street, where Philip’s yard had been. The nature of this appropriation—whether benevolent, hostile, or a little of both—is unknown. The Finkel “Son” in question was Nathan’s oldest, Julius, who was all of nineteen at the time, and had already been collecting rents for his father as a student at Battin High School. In the event, both Nathan and Julius soon returned to real estate full-time, while the coal/lumber business was taken over by Nathan’s younger son, Emanuel, who ran it more or less successfully, as Finkel Fuel, until his early death from a heart attack.

After Philip Finkel died, his widow and children almost never mentioned the other Finkels. Philip Roth always assumed a slight class superiority on his mother’s side of the family, given her high school education and the evidence of his two grandfathers’ portraits: Philip Finkel appeared to be a middle-class European, whereas Sender was a seedier-looking greenhorn in his shiny, wrinkled, ill-fitting suit. Roth’s imagination was fired in earnest, however, in 2012, when a Finkel cousin he’d just met (reaching out to such people, at last, in his retirement) showed him a 1927 portrait of his mother in her stunning, lace-train wedding gown, cradling a vast bouquet and standing at the bottom of a rather impressive staircase. “I was dumbstruck,” said Roth. “ ‘What hall is this? They rented a hall?’ ” No, the cousin replied, it was his grandfather Philip’s house—all of which was starkly at odds with the relative penury of his grandmother Dora’s situation while Roth was a child, to say nothing of his own struggling parents. What little he knew, what little he could find out from a few Finkel cousins, was that a falling-out had taken place among the brothers, who were known to have “crazy tempers” on top of the usual patriarchal bossiness. Roth heard something, too, about Finkel Fuel on Second Street, and thus conceived an idea (“I have pieced this story together out of bits and pieces of information that have come my way over the years”) that the brothers had all been coal barons together. “For some reason [Philip Finkel] said ‘I’m getting out,’ ” Roth speculated, “and they gave him his share. He was a rich man”—the wedding gown! the grand staircase!—“so let’s say his share was $100,000. . . . That was money in 1927, and he put his money in the stock market. So we know what happened.”

Not exactly. What Roth didn’t know until even later in life was that his Finkel grandfather dabbled in coal only briefly and was mainly a grocer of whatever means—until 1924, that is, when he belatedly got into the real estate business with Nathan. Perhaps this was the association that led to a definitive breach, but all that a few surviving Finkels can say for sure is that “the family sort of disintegrated,” as Anne Valentine put it. Nor is it unreasonable to guess that the Finkel brothers failed to rally around Dora when her husband died of Crohn’s disease on June 24, 1929, at age fifty-one—after which the stock market crashed, the Depression began, and Dora and her children moved into a rather shabby two-story at 830 Sheridan Avenue.

As for Finkel Fuel, such as it was: after Emanuel’s death it fell into the hands of Marcus’s sons, Louis and Joseph, and presently dwindled away. Louis killed himself, and the other Finkels (“miserable and nasty” people, according to one of Marcus’s granddaughters) were carried off in droves by heart disease. Bess was always careful not to hurt her mother’s feelings by mentioning the in-laws, though she got back in touch with many of her cousins after Dora’s death in 1951, especially once she and Herman had retired to Elizabeth in the sixties. Amy Buxbaum (the grocer Joseph Finkel’s granddaughter) remembered Bess and her mother, Milly (yet another Mildred), chatting on a bench together almost every day, waiting for Amy to get out of school. But Bess had been dead more than thirty years when her famous son finally cobbled together—by his own lights—the whole riches-to-rags family romance, and by then it was no use to him. “Too bad,” he said. “A family of rich relatives and powerful uncles (one chauffeur-driven in a Rolls-Royce!) never to come under the scrutiny of the little budding novelist.”



THE HIGH STYLE OF Bess Finkel’s wedding on February 20, 1927, didn’t last. Four years earlier she’d graduated from Battin High and found work as a legal secretary, meanwhile living at home with her parents and older sister, Ethel, whom she helped care for the younger girls, Milly and Honey, and their adored brother, Mickey (yet another Emanuel). During these years Herman Roth had worked as a “shoe dog” in his brother Charlie’s store, and after his marriage he opened his own shop on Bloomfield Avenue in Newark. The Roths’ first son, Sanford (Sandy), was born December 26, 1927, and a couple of years later the shoe store folded in the Depression. By 1930 all three Roths and four Finkels (Ethel had married and moved out) were crammed into the little house on Sheridan Avenue in Elizabeth, and for a few months Herman took odd jobs such as city marshal and short-order cook.‡ Finally, through a friend, he was hired as an insurance salesman for Metropolitan Life.

Herman’s impressive thirty-six-year career began at rock bottom, working his childhood streets in the Third Ward, nowadays populated mostly by poor black families. “He went around the shvartzes and got the pennies,” was how his niece Florence indelicately described the task of selling burial insurance six days a week,§ especially on Saturday when household heads were likely to be home. It was hard work, but Herman was a fervent believer in the Met Life philosophy—an umbrella for a rainy day—all the more so in these years before FDR’s social net. Also, philosophy or no, Herman was determined to do what it took to get his few-penny premiums. Philip sometimes accompanied him on Saturdays (“This is my boy—”), listening intently while Herman chatted with customers and inquired, by name, about this or that family member. “Well, she died three years ago,” someone might say, in which case Herman (having expressed a seemly regret) would mention that the deceased’s burial policy was still in effect and therefore a premium was due. “And they’d pay him,” Philip recalled. “Insurance man comes round, you pay him. That’s the deal.” Decades later, a man named Bernard Disner—who regarded Herman as a revered mentor in the insurance game—related one of his boss’s favorite mantras: “Bernie, you don’t have enough larceny.”

On March 19, 1933, Philip Milton Roth was born at Beth Israel Hospital, where “every boy [he] knew had been born as well and, at the age of eight days, ritually circumcised in the hospital sanctuary.” By then his family was living, along with most of the city’s second-generation Jews, amid the tidy tree-lined streets of the Weequahic section, built some twenty years earlier on the former Lyons Farms at the southwest edge of Newark, the old boundary between the Hackensack and Raritan Indian lands. Weequahic (“head of the cove”) was so named by its main developer, Frank J. Bock, who fortuitously attracted a preponderance of Jews with advertisements for “cheap high-class building plots” and “No Saloons.”

By the time Philip was born, the family had moved from a slightly dingier place on Dewey Street to 81 Summit Avenue, a two-and-a-half-family house whose modest façade would one day be distinguished by a historical plaque. The Roths’ apartment—two bedrooms and a pleasant sun parlor on the second floor—was the nicest of the four they would occupy in Weequahic; the monthly rent was $38.50 (“I think we could get it now for the same,” Roth said in 2010), and it was a quick walk to Chancellor Avenue School and Weequahic High, two of the best public schools in the state. Their block of almost identical gabled houses with little brick stoops and patches of lawn ran along a high crest of the city (hence Summit), and on snowy days the children would gather at the corner of nearby Keer Avenue and swoop two blocks downhill to Leslie Street. The only better sledding in the area was arguably at the 311-acre Weequahic Park, designed by the Olmsted brothers and featuring a lake, golf course, and harness-racing track.

Though he grew up during perhaps the most anti-Semitic decade in American history, Roth noted that his own part of Newark “was as safe and peaceful a haven . . . as his rural community would have been for an Indiana farm boy.” Weequahic was bounded by gentile townships such as Irvington, once a hub of the pro-Nazi Bund and later, for Alexander Portnoy, a vaguely anxious paradise of ice-skating shiksas. Newark itself comprised a constellation of self-contained ethnic villages—Down Neck, Woodside, Vailsburg, Forest Hill—each with its own identity, its own little shops and churches, clustered around a thriving downtown business district. But none of these, not even Weequahic, was entirely homogeneous. One of the Proustian bouquets Sandy Roth would associate with childhood was the “stench of horseshit” on warm days as he passed St. Peter’s, the big Catholic orphanage on Lyons Avenue where the nun-harried children grew their own vegetables and hung on the fence staring at passersby. Along with the hundred or so orphans, a few local Catholic kids also attended the grammar school at St. Peter’s—including Tony Sylvester, the son of an Italian family who lived next door to the Roths on Summit, one of three gentile families on the block. Tony and Philip played together as kids, and on Christmas the Roth boys would admire the Sylvesters’ tree, but there was no socializing among the parents aside from basic civility. On Jewish holidays, for instance, Tony’s mother would make him wear nice clothes and admonish him to behave with special respect.

Their common aim was to work hard and make a place among the American middle class. “You give the wrong idea with that diddle-diddle music,” Roth irritably wrote the BBC producer Alan Yentob, a friend, after watching the man’s 2014 documentary, Philip Roth Unleashed. Roth pointed out that he didn’t hear a klezmer band until he was almost sixty, so it hardly made sense, in the program, to evoke his childhood ambience thus—as opposed to playing tunes from the American songbook, preferably as performed by Roth’s beloved Billy Eckstine and Newark’s own Sarah Vaughan. “During all my growing up in the Weequahic neighborhood I never saw a skull cap on the head of anybody in the street or on the head of anyone in all the houses of friends and relatives that I drifted through almost daily as a youngster. What you fail to communicate was the triumph of secularism in a mere two generations.”

Roth’s later nostalgia for the place was hardly universal. Across the street on Summit was Betty Anne Bolton—“the most beautiful girl in Newark,” said Roth, “our Gene Tierney”—who got out as early as she could, fleeing to France while still in her teens.¶ “I wanted something different from the way these people were living,” she said. “Everybody interested in money; just married, children—a boring suburban life.” There was a time when Roth would agree; like the literary idols of his youth, Thomas Wolfe and Sherwood Anderson, like myriad writers the world over, Roth would long to escape (as his alter ego Zuckerman put it) “the boredom, the righteousness, the bigotry, the repetitious narrow-minded types” of his hometown—then spend the rest of his life thinking about it.





* Anne Valentine—one of Roth’s first cousins on his mother’s side—remembers this as Bara and thinks Barer was probably a misspelling based on a mispronunciation. Her and Philip’s maiden aunt, Anita/Honey, used the name professionally and spelled it Bara.

† The Roths were plagued with appendicitis, the Finkels with heart disease, and Philip Roth would inherit both. The grocer Joseph Finkel, for his part, died of a heart attack at age fifty-four—an end hastened by a robber who locked him in his own freezer overnight.

‡ His expertise as a cook was reflected in the one dish he always made in his wife’s rare absences: salami and eggs. “All right, boys, here we go!” he’d announce to his sons, then flip the salami—whish—in the pan.

§ In the same interview, the eighty-five-year-old Florence decried the term shvartze (quite properly) as offensive, so her comment here was perhaps an unconscious generational slip.

¶ More than sixty years later she and her husband, Georges Borchardt, both literary agents, attended a ceremony at the French consulate, on Fifth Avenue, where Roth was named a Commander of the Legion of Honor.




CHAPTER


Two

AMONG THE GALLING ASPECTS OF ROTH’S PORTNOY FAME was the general perception that the hero’s archetypal Jewish mother, Sophie, was based on Bess Roth. Both Philip and Sandy remembered their home lives—at least during the later years of their growing up—as nothing if not conventional and decorous, largely thanks to their mother’s example: they seldom raised their voices; the boys had nice manners and used profanity so rarely that Sandy never forgot his mortification the night he came home from the navy and excitedly said “fuck” while regaling his parents in the kitchen. As Philip icily noted (in so many words) on more than one occasion, “Bess Roth was never depicted as the overbearing, domineering Sophie Portnoy, nor was the overbearing, domineering Sophie Portnoy intended to depict Bess Roth.”

The truth is complicated, and at other times Roth conceded that Sophie Portnoy was somewhat modeled on the more “suffocating” mother his older brother had known as a little boy, when Bess was younger, poorer, and under a strain. Indeed Sandy would go so far as to claim, late in life, that his “spirit [had been] broken” by his mother—who let it be known, both tacitly and not, that her love was contingent on his meeting a series of subtle, exacting demands. Offhand, he remembered the time Bess and her friend Mrs. Kaye took their boys on the number 14 bus to see a movie downtown: Sandy wanted to hold his own nickel like Mrs. Kaye’s son, but his mother made him beg for it, then scolded him—“I told you I should have it!”—when he couldn’t fetch it quickly enough from his pocket.

His mother’s rare-enough lapses have “to be put in context with the loving-kindness,” Philip insisted, and never mind that he himself was hardly an ideal child. Whereas his older brother had been obedient to the point of timidity, little Philip was “very stubborn and very territorial,” in his own words—even given to screaming, flailing tantrums, for which he was never punished in any corporal way. Which is not to say he escaped his mother’s “unthinkingly cruel” side, at least when younger, and certain episodes are indeed reimagined in Portnoy’s Complaint. “It soon became apparent that his main problem was his castration anxiety vis-à-vis a phallic mother figure,” Roth’s real-life psychiatrist, Hans Kleinschmidt, wrote in a 1967 paper detailing scenes that would soon appear in the funnier, more stylish form of Roth’s novel. He wrote, for example, about the time the six-year-old Philip threatened to run away from home, whereupon his mother packed a little bag and put the boy outside the back door, where he stood on a dreary interior landing lit by a single dusty bulb, at the head of a narrow stairway leading to the wide, forbidding world. “I can remember howling with fear and banging on the door, begging to be let back in,” Roth wrote for his biographer. “This punishment was repeated several times.”

“Castration anxiety” seems less an idle Freudian cliché when one considers the scene in Portnoy where Sophie sits beside her little son, who won’t eat, and brandishes a bread knife with “little sawlike teeth”: “Doctor, why, why oh why oh why oh why does a mother pull a knife on her own son? I am six, seven years old. . . . Why a knife, why the threat of murder. . . .” Why indeed? When recalling this drastic tactic, Roth had a hard time pinning down his own age at the time: Was he in a high chair, or as old as Alex in the novel? “Oh, that happened more than once,” said his older brother, who was careful to point out that the knife in question wasn’t really sharp enough to cause more than emotional wounding.

Alex Portnoy also remembers the time his mother took him, age eleven, to his uncle’s clothing store to get a bathing suit: “ ‘I want one with a jockstrap in it!’ [Alex says] Yes, sir, this just breaks my mother up. ‘For your little thing?’ she asks, with an amused smile.” Dr. Kleinschmidt somberly recorded, “He was eleven years old when he went with his mother to a store to buy a bathing suit,” quoting his mother’s amused dismissal as “ ‘You have such a little one that it makes no difference.’ ” Given the presence of a “saleslady” in this version—versus Portnoy’s jovial Uncle Nate—one may imagine the boy feeling “ashamed, angry, betrayed and utterly helpless,” as Kleinschmidt wrote. Roth, however, deplored the shrink’s “clumsy, tone-deaf reporting”: on the man’s couch he’d mentioned feeling “embarrassed,” period, at this “barely consequential act of parental stupidity,” and moreover pointed out that his mother’s “momentary amusement, though ill-advised, was not without empirical justification.”

Ribaldry of any sort was a rare indulgence for Bess Roth; her niece Florence remembered the way she used to finish her son’s sentences “every time Philip would open his mouth,” lest he say the wrong thing, and was in general “very controlling.” As for Dr. Kleinschmidt (described as “New York’s last Freudian” in a New Yorker piece written by another of his patients, Adam Gopnik), he tended to attribute most of Roth’s problems—“compulsive masturbation” among them—to the phallic mother figure. Suffice it to say, “phallic” is a reductive category for Bess Roth; on the other hand, she was certainly engaged with the phallic well-being of her favorite baby boy, whose penis she made a point of wiping every time he urinated. (“Make a nice sis, bubala,” says Sophie Portnoy, “make a nice little sissy for Mommy.”)

Roth was the first to admit that he and his mother “had a great romance,” especially during the first five years of his life, when she’d occasionally resort to extreme disciplinary measures. For the most part, though, he remembered it as “heaven”: they were alone all day, talking and talking, playing the kind of games Sandy had relished in his early childhood. Wistfully the older son remembered how his mother used to greet him each day at the kitchen door—“May I take your hat?” (hanging up his father’s straw hat)—and lead him to his own little side table, watching him lovingly while he ate. “Obviously,” said Sandy, “when Philip came along those games ceased.” Instead Sandy was enlisted to push the cherished bubala around in his carriage, up and down Summit, whenever his busy mother was distracted from the same pleasures. “He was the best-looking little fucker you ever saw,” Sandy observed. “He had these black, silky-soft curls, strong little face, dark eyes.” Philip was inclined to agree: apart from his winsome appearance, he had a way of saying “napnik” for “napkin,” and no wonder his mother was his “slave” (“I was too adorable for words”). The passion was mutual; indeed, one may wonder whether he ever again found the “pure bliss” afforded by “the colossal bond to my mother’s flesh”—as he wrote in perhaps the most lyrical passage of The Facts—“whose metamorphosed incarnation was a sleek black sealskin coat into which I, the younger, the privileged, the pampered papoose, blissfully wormed myself.”

Later Roth would examine those dark little eyes of his in childhood photos, and infer that, from the age of two or so, he’d already known he was “superior to these people.” No wonder his uncle Ed called him Sourball: in his face was a grim determination to go his own way. Kindergarten, then, was a splendid change—being in school, among other kids, confirmed him in his idea of himself and provided an outlet for his willfulness. Right away he was enchanted by the alphabet frieze above the chalkboard—the capital A, the small a; the capital B, the small b—a copy of which he always kept in his writing studio, later, thus reminding himself that books, after all, are merely words made out of letters. As for his adoring, controlling mother: One stormy day she and a dozen other mothers gathered in the foyer of Chancellor Avenue School, carrying little raincoats and rubbers so their children wouldn’t get soaked on the way home. Philip spotted her and gave her “a killing look.” “Go!” he said, venturing alone into the tempest. Tarnopol’s father, at the end of My Life as a Man, reminds his son of a similar episode to illuminate certain grown-up predicaments: “Everything you had to do by yourself, to show what a big shot you were—and look, Peppy, look what has come of it!”

Roth’s memory of his own independence—suddenly won, circa the age of five—is belied by another anecdote from Kleinschmidt, whose basic thesis was that his patient used narcissism “as a defense against anxiety engendered by separation from his mother.” Such anxiety, as Kleinschmidt saw it, could be traced to the way little Philip coped with the separation that schooling imposed. Given that he “experienced his mother as both good and bad,” he liked to imagine that his teachers were really his mother (the good one) in disguise, and hence “he was able to feel protected and thereby avoided any school phobias.” This evocative fantasy provides the opening vignette of Portnoy: “She was so deeply imbedded in my consciousness that for the first few years of school I seem to have believed that each of my teachers was my mother in disguise.” But whereas Kleinschmidt proposed a calming projection of the good mother, little Portnoy suspects a more sinister import to such shape-shifting: “Of course, when she asked me to tell her all about my day at kindergarten, I did so scrupulously. I didn’t pretend to understand all the implications of her ubiquity, but that it had to do with finding out the kind of little boy I was when I thought she wasn’t around—that was indisputable.”

And yet Roth remembered his childhood as an idyll, mostly, over which his mother presided with impeccable, doting competence. “Lafayette, we are here!” he’d proclaim, returning from another triumphant school day—usually to find a slice of freshly baked cake (“under a covering of wax paper, to keep it fresh”) and a cold glass of milk waiting. “He who is loved by his parents is a conquistador,” he liked to say, amid later glory, and this applied to more than strictly literary endeavors. “The little Jewish boy does grow up to think of himself as all-cherishable,” the critic Alfred Kazin wrote in his diary on December 14, 1968, while mulling an advance copy of Portnoy, “and it has taken the contemporary sexual revolution to persuade him that his obsession with fucking is by no means strange or unfulfillable.” That Roth was cherished even by the standards of Jewish boyhood is beyond doubt; the degree to which this was a good thing is another matter. For his friend Jonathan Brent, the most compelling detail in The Facts was that rhapsodically remembered sealskin coat. About that, he told Roth, he’d like to find out more: “And [Philip] said, ‘Well, you’re not gonna find out.’ And in fact you never do find out.”



BEFORE HIS TWELFTH BIRTHDAY, Sandy remembered campaigning hard for a new bicycle; instead he got a sleek little Olivetti typewriter. He never touched it, and when another birthday came around he repeated his request for a bicycle: “They said, ‘If you give up your typewriter, we’ll give you a bicycle.’ And the punch line is: Little did I know that all the words in Goodbye, Columbus were in that typewriter.” Philip was bemused by the anecdote: it was true he’d typed most of his first book on an Olivetti Lettera 22, but in fact that model hadn’t been available until 1950 or so, and the typewriter his parents had given him was a beloved Royal. At any rate he was still in grade school when his mother taught him how to touch-type, thereby proving a steadier, more patient teacher than his father, whose part it was to teach him how to drive. (“Not that! Aww for chrissake. . . .”)

“I was clever and liked school, where I did well,” Roth wrote for the 1965 edition of Midcentury Authors, “but the education I remember came largely out of comic books, radio programs, movies, newsreels, baseball, and the evening paper. I don’t remember any of the books I read as a child.” Later in his career, however, Roth would describe himself as an “avid” childhood reader, often seen riding his bicycle to the Osborne Terrace branch of the Newark Public Library and filling his basket with books. He would also remember that he particularly enjoyed the work of Howard Pease—“the Joseph Conrad of children’s literature”—whose influence led him to roll a clean sheet of paper into his Royal and type “Storm Off Hatteras,” and, beneath that, “by Eric Duncan,” since he didn’t think Philip Roth was a proper writer’s name. Duncan’s career expired on that first sheet of paper (though Roth would later wish, half seriously, that he’d resurrected the pseudonym for Portnoy’s Complaint).

Jewish American cultural figures of the second and third generation, from Bernard Malamud to the Broadway producer Max Gordon, were apt to remember their childhood homes as devoid of books or anything else in the way of serious art, and so with Roth. Accounts vary as to the number and type of volumes in the Roth home library. Sandy claimed there was nothing but a “second-rate encyclopedia,” whereas his cousin Florence, who used to babysit, definitely remembered a bowdlerized edition of Shakespeare that Herman had won as a sales prize from Met Life. “I can think of four books that were in the house while I was in grade school,” Philip told an interviewer in 2011: three novels by Sir Walter Scott that a nice person had given Herman while he recuperated from peritonitis (“just what my father needed”), as well as Berlin Diary, by William L. Shirer. Bess’s labors left her with little time for reading, but according to Philip she managed “five or six books a year” borrowed from the pharmacy’s rental library—“not junk but popular novels that had acquired moral prestige, like the works of Pearl Buck, her favorite author.” And Herman, of course, read newspapers: the Newark Evening News, regrettably Republican (“by the standards today it would be The Daily Worker”), and the left-wing PM.

Even more than Pearl Buck, Roth’s mother liked reading monthly women’s magazines such as Ladies’ Home Journal, Good Housekeeping, and Redbook, the better to improve her already considerable proficiency at cooking, child-rearing, sewing, and managing the family budget. Among friends and family she was famous for keeping a preternaturally clean home. “She would dust all day long,” said Sandy, “so that dirt never hit the surfaces of the room.” What her niece Florence disparaged as the behavior of a “control freak” was, to Philip, a laudable “love of order” that included ironclad rules for bedtime: According to Sandy, their childhood curfew was nine o’clock—“not 9:01”—when they’d be “tucked in so tight you couldn’t breathe,” what with the precisely folded “hospital corners” that would someday make her boys the envy of their military barracks. For Sunya Felburg, another niece, the memory of Bess Roth unfailingly conjured the lovely fragrance of lemon oil with which she cleaned her floors; no wonder her sons would appraise their friends’ houses with dubious eyes and noses, holding their water until they could use their own squeaky-clean toilet. As for neighbors on Summit who owned dogs—well, Philip would marvel at such matters his entire life: “I don’t get it,” he said at age seventy-two. “Why don’t you have a monkey or a pig in your house?” In that respect he would always be his mother’s child. Returning from mah-jongg chez Roth, the mother of Philip’s schoolmate Dorothy Brand remarked, “You should see Philip’s drawers! They’re so neat!” Bess had led the ladies into her son’s room and lovingly opened each drawer, so they could see for themselves the beautifully folded underwear and so forth.

When Bess died, among the few keepsakes Philip took for himself was an old recipe box that seemed to contain the genie spirit of his “uncomplaining and happy mother”: in the upper-right-hand corner of each card, in her meticulous cursive, was the name of whoever had given her the recipe, to which she would always carefully refer as “So-and-so’s recipe” rather than her own. Feeding her boys was perhaps her greatest joy. There was the constant cake-making—marble, banana, angel food, chocolate layer, on and on—and at least two meals a day that included lunch, for which her sons were expected to come home even in high school, when Sandy, at least, would have preferred grabbing a sandwich at the coffee shop with the other “hip” kids; Bess, however, wouldn’t hear of it, and for the same reason as Mrs. Portnoy’s (“how do you think Melvin Weiner gave himself colitis? . . . Because he eats chazerai [garbage, pig food]!”). Dinner always included a cheap but tasty cut of meat, maybe a tongue or brust hammered into tenderness and served with plenty of gravy and raisins or what you will. It certainly wasn’t chazerai, though the writer Isaac Rosenfeld wondered whether the sheer volume of Jewish mothers’ “forced feedings” was the foundation for later “ulcers, diabetes, and intestinal cancer” (“No wonder we had bypass surgeries,” said Sandy)—the price one paid, maybe, for the sense of security a mother’s food provided in a hostile world.

By 1940 Herman was making a bit less than seventy-five dollars a week before taxes, all of which he turned over to his wife. Because of her wise husbandry, Philip never suspected how poor they sometimes were; later he was “intrigued” by her bank books (“with their deposit and withdrawal numbers printed in red and black”) from the Howard Savings Bank, where she usually managed to put a few dollars aside into a “Christmas Club account” for special luxuries. “Whatever your husband gives you, you take five dollars out of that and you plant it into your own bank account,” she instructed her niece Florence, who was reminded of the advice when her two-year-old son smashed the Roths’ glass-topped coffee table—a Christmas Club purchase Bess had particularly cherished. “She just, for a moment or two, registered her dismay,” Philip recalled; Florence’s face, however, became one of such baroque horror (“I broke something that belonged to Aunt Bess!”) that her sturdy husband, Irv, had to run outside to collect himself.

As her children got older, Bess was able to bring her skills more and more into the public sphere. She was president of the PTA at Philip’s school when he was in fourth grade, and also president of her local chapters of the Jewish women’s organizations Hadassah and Deborah. (Another of Philip’s keepsakes was his mother’s Deborah badge, a gold four-leaf clover with a zircon in the middle: “Meritorious Award Bess Roth” is inscribed on the back.) For meetings she wore a gray pin-striped suit and silk blouse, and conducted herself with the kind of cheerful poise that came easily in the company of other Jews. “In a predominantly gentile environment, however,” her son noted, “she lost her social suppleness and something too of her confidence, and her instinctive respectability came to seem more of a shield with which to safeguard herself than the natural expression of her decency.”

She was, in short, “a little too comme il faut,” as Philip was the first to admit. Certainly her extended family understood that Bess was a stickler for manners, and they would sooner break wind at the dinner table than neglect to write her a thank-you note. Bess herself remained the nonpareil. After she and Herman attended Dorothy Brand’s first piano recital, Bess sent the girl a gift of hankies and a thoughtful note about how her husband had been so thrilled by the performance he could hardly stay put in his seat.



HERMAN WAS AS EXCITABLE as his wife was decorous, and it was probably for the best that he deferred to her in matters relating to their sons’ education. Bess trusted the boys to do their work and get good grades, and it was she who always signed their report cards after careful scrutiny. Herman would intercede only by accident, as it were, like the time he noticed how ten-year-old Philip signed his name: “You call this handwriting? Write your name right!”

Neither parent was much good at being idle. Bess would allow herself to listen to the radio after dinner, while the boys did the dishes, but it was all but impossible for her to sit still unless she were knitting a sweater or scarf. As for Herman, he worked twelve-or thirteen-hour days, six days a week, which usually meant heading out again after dinner to collect a few more premiums while less industrious men were settling down for the night. Maybe these men were Italian or Irish or German, in which case, if they failed in America, they could conceivably go back whence they came; Jews had no such option. For Herman’s part he was only too aware that he lacked credentials apart from his superabundant vigor, and hence his sons’ abiding image of a man throwing his coat back on and humping out the door with a fat black ledger under his arm, returning around eight or nine o’clock to sit a while longer at the table and survey his day’s transactions. When the boys got up in the morning, for school, he was gone again. Years later, as a literature professor, Philip would often discuss Kafka’s “Letter to His Father,” whereof he once made the following note: “Family as the maker of character. Family as the primary, shaping influence. Unending relevance of childhood.” For him it was consummately so, and hard to say where one parent ended and the other began in the formation of his own character. “The idea that you don’t have to work all the time,” he told a journalist in 1991, “that’s news to me.”

Herman’s exuberance could be trying. The “bane of my childhood,” said Philip, was shopping expeditions to his cousin Moe’s haberdashery in Irvington. “What’re your school colors?” Herman would demand of his son, in a voice loud enough to be taken as a general canvassing of the store. “Orange and brown,” Philip would meekly reply, whereupon Herman would hail Moe: “Lemme see something in orange and brown!” Given a measure of his mother’s refinement, Philip was so tortured by these outings that he was never again able to find pleasure in buying his own clothes. “It’s absurd,” he said in 2006. “I don’t own any clothes. I own a blazer and a suit and I’m seventy-two years old and a man of great eminence.”

Herman took his patriarchal role seriously, and could always be counted on as a “fixer” for the many people he considered family, whether actually related or not. His pal George Finneman’s daughter taught at a school for handicapped children on Twenty-third Street in Manhattan, and desperately wanted an apartment in nearby Stuyvesant Town—a middle-class complex owned by Metropolitan Life, where Sandy would live for many years—but the waiting list was “hundreds long”; the daughter finally called Herman, who got her an apartment within twenty-four hours. “To this day,” said the woman’s father, “our girls respectfully speak of him as Uncle Herman.” His actual nieces and nephews also knew they could count on Herman, especially for “Polonius-like advice-giving,” as Philip put it. When in the midst of some financial or marital woe—even, heaven forbid, considering divorce—they knew the phone would shortly ring and they’d get “a good dose of Herman,” said Sandy. Sometimes it was more welcome than others. Philip considered his father a classic noodge (pesterer), and gave both his endearing and difficult qualities to various fathers in his fiction: Gabe Wallach’s, Swede Levov’s, Marcus Messner’s, to name a few. In 1970, at a time when Philip’s hair was unusually long, his father wrote him: “What do I see when I look at you. ‘Nachas’ [pleasure, proud enjoyment]. . . . Your hair cut does not enhance your beatiful [sic] Physical or Intelligent image.” A fortnight passed without tonsorial alteration, so Herman tried a different tack: “There are unfortunately roveing the streets of New York people who are looking for and inviteing trouble. Anyone with long hair could be a victim of these stuped fascists minded right wingers. . . . Yours for a new Hair Do / Dad.”

Herman was a dutiful son, and every Sunday morning, without fail, he took his boys to visit their paternal grandmother, Bertha, then on to Dora Finkel in the afternoon. Later Philip would think of his father as “the man in the middle”—the middle child of seven, the first born in America, a man whose burden it was to mediate between the traditions of his parents and “the demands of the future,” as his Americanized children would have it. Unlike his brothers Ed and Bernie—who rarely bestirred themselves to attend Reform services at B’nai Jeshurun—Herman remained at least putatively Orthodox, taking his family on High Holidays to the nearby Schley Street Synagogue, where men sat downstairs and women upstairs, though the rabbi was clean-shaven and nobody wore side curls. As for the Roths’ everyday observances: “Orthodox would have said too much and Conservative too little,” as Philip remembered.* For as long as their parents were alive, Bess and Herman were careful to keep a kosher home, to light Shabbat candles every Friday, and to send their sons to Hebrew school (Sandy for five years, Philip for three) so they’d be prepared for their bar mitzvahs. That was as far as it went, though, and most of it was later dropped. In Patrimony, Philip is startled and a little crestfallen to learn that his father abandoned his tefillin—the small leather boxes containing bits of scripture that Orthodox men place on their forehead and arm while saying prayers—in a locker at the YMHA, rather than bequeath it to one of his sons (“He probably thought I would have scoffed at the very idea . . . and forty years earlier he would have been right”). “This action says more about the relation of non-observant Jews to their ancient faith in America than anything I have ever read,” Alfred Kazin wrote in his review of the book. “And Philip Roth didn’t even have to make this up!”

The most potent embodiment of family solidarity—key to Jewish survival at any time, all the more so in secularized America—was the Flaschner Family Association, consisting of some 150 families from Newark and Boston, where annual conventions were alternately held. The Flaschners—who considered themselves very balabatische (respectable, well-mannered), so noted in their written history—were connected to the Roths via Bertha’s mother, and Herman was deeply proud of this thriving clan with its own quarterly newspaper, directory, and communal services such as a Happy Day Fund for the sick and an Education Fund to help members send their children to college. Both Herman and Bernie served terms as president in the early forties, and little Philip looked forward to conventions where he met his “exotic cousins from distant Boston”; such gatherings were a particular comfort during the war, given the many Flaschner relations in the service, all of them solemnly remembered when everyone rose to sing the family song (to the tune of “Auld Lang Syne”):

We are the Flaschner Family

Made Up of Young and Old,

To Carry On for Friendship’s Sake

Like Silver and Like Gold . . .

For Herman it was especially heartening to see how many of his cousins were flourishing as Americans—their children going on to college to become doctors and lawyers and businessmen. He’s loaded, Herman liked to say, perhaps his highest commendation.



IN THE LATE THIRTIES, Herman had been made an assistant manager at the Newark office, a position (indeed the highest possible position, with little exception) held mostly by Jews, whose families became the Roths’ closest friends. The women had their mah-jongg circle, the men kibitzed over pinochle in their kitchens, and during summer holidays the families would gather for picnics at South Mountain Reservation, a park about ten miles west of Weequahic, playing softball and horseshoes and listening to ball games “on somebody’s static-ridden portable radio.”

On Saturday evenings the men would sometimes take their sons to the Russian shvitz bath on Mercer Street, in the old Jewish slum where Herman had grown up. “I was seven, eight, nine years old,” Philip remembered, “and it was a great adventure to see all these naked men. . . . All this physical abandon that had nothing to do with sex. No Adonises were there.” The shvitz was a “haven,” then, from the orderly world of work and wives—a place to sit around amid a “concerto of farts” and tell bawdy jokes, all but oblivious to the variety of bellies and tuchases and balls hanging out. A generation before, Herman had gone with his father for the foremost purpose of cleanliness, since there was only an outhouse and no hot water at home, but nowadays it was all splendid animal indulgence—a steam bath, a good beating with oak leaves to get the blood running, a massage with wintergreen oil, a communal nap. One of the “boys” in Herman’s circle was a butcher who brought steaks and chops to be cooked in the bath’s kitchen and served with big platters of mashed potatoes and onions, all of it washed down with a gallon of Chianti. Around midnight, sated and braced for another hardworking week, the men dispersed.

Even more than his parents, Philip’s most constant companion was his brother. Throughout boyhood they slept side by side in twin beds, walked to and from school, and kept each other company on weekend nights when Bess and Herman were out and Sandy babysat. So inseparable were they—or rather, so attached was Philip—that Sandy’s friends used to say if he ever stopped short, his little brother would “disappear right up his ass.” Almost every Saturday, Sandy took Philip along on a bus to the Roosevelt or Rex Theater to watch movies all day. Around Easter one year, when Philip was seven, the Rex had a contest that involved guessing the number of jelly beans in a big glass jar; the winner received a chocolate bunny. “Tell me a big number,” Philip said to his brother, who’d just given his own guess, and Sandy obliged. Later they came out of the movie and Philip’s name was on the marquee: “WINNER OF THE CHOCOLATE EASTER BUNNY: PHILIP ROTH!” “That was my brother’s life with me,” said Philip retrospectively.

At the time (perhaps later too) Sandy begrudged him nothing: “That’s the way things were and it suited me fine.” Philip, in turn, considered Sandy the “kindest, gentlest older brother” imaginable; he couldn’t remember ever having a fight of any consequence, though Sandy would get exasperated with his brother’s crazy high spirits in their parents’ absence—playing indoor tag, jumping from one bed to the other—and finally fall down and play dead until Philip got scared (“San? San—? Oh c’mon San!”). Mostly the boys amused themselves with radio, a ubiquitous presence growing up: there was a portable in the kitchen that Bess listened to while she cleaned and cooked, a big console model in the sun parlor, and finally, blissfully, a radio on the table between the brothers’ beds that they played at low volume after lights-out (“the height of my childhood transgression”). For the rest of his life Philip kept a little radio next to his bed, whereas Sandy would entertain himself, and others, by singing the pop tunes of his youth and imitating voices from his favorite programs.

“There was something of the dreamy fantast in my brother,” Philip reflected a few years after Sandy’s death, citing (among other things) the way he used to “tap dance like mad on the open parquet floor” when he was a boy. “But did he take lessons then? No. The fun was dreaming about it.” In fact—as Sandy’s third and final wife, Dorene Marcus, remembered—he’d wanted to take tap lessons as early as the age of five, but Bess had always refused: “And the reason was,” said Marcus, who’d heard the woeful story many times, “he didn’t have any ‘stick-to-it-iveness.’ ” His mother’s skepticism was, of course, part of a larger narrative: “She adored Philip and did not adore him,” said Marcus, summing up the “thread” that ran through all her husband’s memories of childhood. Philip himself allowed that the five-year difference between them had been unfortunate in some respects (“by the time he’s seven, I’m two and still getting all this baby attention”), and, yes, perhaps his own connection with Bess had been stronger, but all the same she had adored both her boys. Why, when Sandy was away at navy boot camp, his mother would stare desolately at his empty chair in the kitchen and start crying whenever one of his favorite songs, “Mam’selle,” came over the radio. Philip told this story to Sandy toward the end of his life (and later at his funeral), and Sandy looked “wonder struck.”

Or maybe he just wasn’t buying it. As a boy Sandy had been desperate to please both his demanding parents, and passively obedient whether he pleased them or not (“No no! Not like that! Jesus Christ!” Herman exploded when the eleven-year-old tried to wash the car as he’d been told), and the emotional consequences were manifold. As an adult Sandy would “drive [his] wives crazy” by always insisting on getting somewhere at least half an hour early, and he was fired from his first two advertising jobs because of “duck fever,” as he called it—a fear of failure so intense that his hands shook too badly to do his work. Relatedly, perhaps, he developed a “hair-trigger temper that used to scare people”—all the more because he was so gentle otherwise. Finally, after his first bypass operation in his fifties, Sandy went to a psychologist who tried to cure his rage with hypnosis: “I remember throwing my head back and thrusting my arms to the sky theatrically,” Sandy remarked of one such session, “and saying ‘I beat them! I beat them!’ ”—that is (as he explained when asked about “them”), he’d managed to become something of a success despite his family’s belittling.

Sandy would mellow somewhat, but a “world-class” hypochondria remained. “He subscribed to half a dozen university medical newsletters and read them cover to cover,” Philip remembered. “That constituted most of his evening reading.” When they spoke on the phone, Sandy would worriedly relate some ominous new symptom, and once Philip rushed home from London on the Concorde because Sandy thought a blur in his vision was a brain tumor. Above all he feared melanoma and Lyme disease—crossing streets to get out of the sun, and refusing to walk in the woods when he visited Philip in Connecticut. “He was an anxious guy,” said Dorene Marcus. “He grew up not feeling safe, and I think that relates to Bess probably. . . . The saddest thing about Sandy was he thought, to her, he was the B student and Philip was the A student.”





* In Goodbye, Columbus, Mrs. Patimkin asks Neil whether he’s Orthodox or Conservative. “I considered. ‘Well, I haven’t gone in a long time . . . I sort of switch . . .’ I smiled. ‘I’m just Jewish,’ I said, well-meaningly, but that too sent Mrs. Patimkin back to her Hadassah work.”




CHAPTER


Three

IN THE EARLY YEARS OF THE T WENTIETH CENTURY, THE Orthodox population of Newark’s Third Ward would occasionally celebrate life in America with a parade along Prince Street, a mass of bearded and behatted men marching proudly to “The Stars and Stripes Forever.” Saul Bellow told Roth that his father used to look forward to paying taxes in such a wonderful country, and Roth replied that Herman had felt the same way, even in times of relative poverty; he also loved voting, at least during FDR’s presidency.

Philip Roth was born two weeks after Roosevelt’s first inauguration, and about seven weeks after Hitler became chancellor. That March of 1933, some two thousand Newark Jews gathered at the YMHA’s Fuld Hall to protest the Nazi regime while, across the Hudson, ten times as many filled Madison Square Garden. Probably Roth’s first inkling of Nazi persecution was news of Kristallnacht, on November 9, 1938, when ninety-one Jews were killed and thirty thousand arrested in the mayhem that destroyed thousands of synagogues and Jewish businesses in Germany. Six months later, the British House of Commons issued its White Paper of 1939, effectively closing Palestine to all but a fraction of European Jewish refugees; Cynthia Ozick wrote Roth in 2004 that her grandmother had begun “weeping and literally beating her breast” when she read the news in the Yiddish paper.

Jewish support of Roosevelt was almost unanimous. Not only did he staunchly oppose the Nazis, but he appointed a Jew to the Supreme Court, Felix Frankfurter, and surrounded himself with Jewish advisers such as Bernard Baruch and Henry Morgenthau. For Jewish immigrants and their still-struggling children, the New Deal came close to the socialism many espoused amid an often brutally capitalistic society. “The Jews have drei veltn,” said the Tammany Hall politician Jonah Goldstein: “die velt, yene velt, und Roosevelt” (three worlds: this world, the other world, and Roosevelt). Among the iconic imagery of Roth’s wartime boyhood were Norman Rockwell’s Saturday Evening Post covers illustrating FDR’s Four Freedoms—Freedom of Speech and Worship, Freedom from Want and Fear. “There isn’t a face in any of the four illustrations that isn’t imbedded in my memory,” said Roth, “right down to the man’s face looking backwards out of the picture”—a Thanksgiving feast—“in the lower-right-hand corner of ‘Freedom from Want.’ ” His mother’s greatest heroine was Eleanor Roosevelt, whose column, “My Day,” was her most essential reading; when Philip, in his midtwenties, spotted Mrs. Roosevelt in a Madison Avenue store, he couldn’t resist telling her of his mother’s admiration, then promptly phoned home to tell a tearful Bess about their meeting.

Anti-Semitic demagoguery flourished during the thirties. The German American Bund marched in New York wearing Nazi uniforms and waving swastika flags along with the Stars and Stripes. At a 1939 Bund rally in Madison Square Garden—as well attended as the Jewish anti-Nazi protest six years before—Bund leader Fritz Julius Kuhn railed against “Frank D. Rosenfeld” and his “Jew Deal,” which he characterized as a Bolshevik-Jewish conspiracy. Roth remembered his father cursing only twice during his childhood, and in both cases the boy was alerted to the existence of anti-Semitism: once while they were listening to the fascist priest Father Coughlin on the radio (“filthy bastard!”), and once when they drove past the Bund beer garden in Union, New Jersey, a memory Roth included in The Plot Against America.

On December 7, 1941, a Sunday, the eight-year-old Philip was playing with friends in the alley next to his house on Summit Avenue, when his father called from the sun parlor window, asking him to come upstairs; the news of Pearl Harbor had just come over the radio. In Newark and elsewhere, Jews flocked to recruiting stations to prove their patriotism, and Philip became suddenly aware of a reality beyond Weequahic “of powerful forces, unknown, uncontrollable, unpredictable, and menacing, that could threaten our secure familiar little world at any moment.” Almost daily the headlines blasted some fresh catastrophe—WAKE ISLAND FALLS; BATAAN FALLS; CORREGIDOR FALLS—and every night the Roths listened tensely to the war news given by commentators such as Gabriel Heatter, H. V. Kaltenborn, and especially Walter Winchell: “Good evening, Mr. and Mrs. North America and all the ships at sea,” Winchell announced in his stentorian nasal, a telegraph key rattling in the background, “let’s go to press. . . .” On a warm day, Roth remembered, you could walk the streets of Weequahic and hardly miss a word of Winchell’s broadcast as it poured out of every window.

Daily life was consumed with the war effort. Roth and his friends saved newspapers and foraged for discarded cigarette packs, from which they carefully peeled away the foil until they had a ball big enough to bring to school, the drop-off place, along with their newspapers. Everybody worked on at least two victory gardens, an individual patch in the backyard and a communal garden tended with the neighbors. Because of gas rationing, the Roths made the three-mile Sunday trip to Elizabeth on foot, skirting a cemetery and crossing a bridge over the railroad tracks. Both parents were conspicuous in their volunteerism. Herman was an air-raid warden, walking the streets at night shouting, “Turn your light out! Pull your shades down!” Bess sold war bonds at Chancellor Avenue School with other PTA mothers—passing out collection booklets to the students and encouraging them to buy twenty-five-cent war stamps; once they filled their booklets with seventy-five stamps, a total of $18.75, they could redeem it for a bond that would mature to a value of $25 in ten years.

Philip was conscientious about writing “newsy” V-mail letters to his older cousins and uncles in the service, and would always keep a tender memory of what they’d looked like in their uniforms. Every day, walking to school, he was reminded of their absence by the “terrifying symbol” of tragic sacrifice that appeared in several windows along the streets of his neighborhood: a Gold Star flag. According to a plaque that was later mounted outside the auditorium, fifty-seven students from Weequahic High were eventually killed in the war.



WHEN THE RENT WAS RAISED on the Roths’ Summit Avenue apartment, they moved three blocks away, in May 1942, to a somewhat seedier place at 359 Leslie Street—another second-floor flat in a two-and-a-half-family house that Bess made clean and pleasant. Moving day was especially memorable for Philip: as he departed 81 Summit that morning, his mother reminded him to go to their new apartment for lunch. So automatic, though, was his two-minute trot from school to their old back door (and perhaps he was rushing, à la Portnoy, to catch his mother in midtransformation from her teacherly guise) that at first he didn’t realize his mistake when he found the door ajar and heard men’s voices; he peeked inside and everything was gone! “Instantaneously I reasoned that there had been a German invasion and my mother had been abducted—or worse.” Abruptly his memory was jogged when he saw the men painting the walls, and he bolted over to Leslie, where his lunch, as ever, was waiting for him on the oilcloth cover of their kitchen table.

He was always in a rush to get to school, his speed hindered only by a traffic cop at the corner of Chancellor and Summit. Eileen Lerner remembered their class as a close-knit, promising group of kids, and Philip was “right up there”; indeed, when her mother once pointed out that she herself had gone to school with a famous person—orchestra leader Shep Fields—Eileen had a hunch that someday she’d say the same of Philip Roth. Both Chancellor Avenue School and Weequahic High were on a yearly two-term schedule that allowed some students to enter and graduate in January, and in fourth grade Philip skipped his second term (“4B”) and became a fifth grader; four years later he’d skip 8B to begin high school at age twelve. (“There are still things I don’t know because of those two half-years,” he mused in 2012. “Lay and lie.” He laughed. “I might spend my retirement . . .”) Before leaving his fellow fourth graders behind, Roth gave a rousing performance that fall as Columbus, stalking downstage in his cape and pointing dramatically into the audience: “Land ho!” he declared, while the others stood mumbling “mutinously” behind him. A revelatory moment: “Knowing that my mother was in the audience,” he said, “I remember feeling all the power that was in me.”

When asked in later years what his son was really like as a kid, Herman Roth accurately replied, “Philip was an all-American boy who loved baseball.” In that respect he was exactly like his friends. While doing homework or lying in bed, he kept his ball, bat, and glove close at hand—the standard “fetishes” of a Weequahic boyhood “that validated our own spotless credentials as American kids.” Later he’d channel his old fervor into a sprawling comic novel about a hapless, itinerant ball team, the Ruppert Mundys—a tribute, in part, to afternoons spent at Ruppert Stadium watching the Triple-A Newark Bears with his father and brother. Among major league teams he favored the Brooklyn Dodgers, and loved listening to the radio announcer Red Barber re-create the excitement of away games with the aid of ticker tape and a little stick to evoke the crack of a bat. Roth would later attribute his Dodgers fandom to the influence of John R. Tunis’s baseball novels (The Kid from Tomkinsville et al.), but his old neighbor Tony Sylvester pointed out that practically every man jack in Weequahic was pro-Dodgers (“Ducky” Steinberg, a boy on their block, was so avid he tossed his radio out the window when they lost). Roth’s most cherished memory of his team was the day he and a friend, Bob Lapidus, journeyed all the way to Ebbets Field (“we might have taken Conestoga wagons along the Oregon Trail to get there”) to see the great Jackie Robinson. “I saw you go eight for nine against the Pirates in a doubleheader in 1947,” said the “awestruck” Roth in 1972 (around the time he was finishing The Great American Novel), when he ran into Robinson at a book party for Roger Kahn’s The Boys of Summer.

On summer days Roth would leave home first thing in the morning and walk two blocks to Chancellor Playground—“the field”—where he’d grab a softball out of the equipment box and throw it around with new arrivals, until enough boys had gathered to form teams. The playground director, Louis “Bucky” Harris, was a kindly middle-aged man who coached football at Weequahic High during the school year; usually he’d play third base and coordinate five-inning round-robin games that went on all day (with an hour off for lunch), until five or five thirty.* On Sundays, after dinner, the boys would rush back to the field to watch a colorful group of men play for teams sponsored by Newark manufacturing companies—and this, too, was “bliss”: a lot of working Joes and the odd sports celebrity like Allie Stolz (“the local pug”) laughing and bantering in the evening twilight. In The Facts Roth eulogized “the field,” which would vanish amid construction of Untermann Field in the late 1940s: “If ever I had been called on to express my love for my neighborhood in a single reverential act, I couldn’t have done better than to get down on my hands and knees and kiss the ground behind home plate.”

He was less reverential on the subject of Hebrew school, which he began attending at the age of ten, three afternoons a week, for his grandparents’ sake. In those days there were no fewer than seventeen little shuls in Weequahic, mostly named after their streets, and Roth’s studies at the Schley Street Synagogue’s Talmud Torah took him two blocks in the opposite direction from the hallowed field. It was, said Roth, the only school where he failed to excel: “I didn’t know what we were reading or hearing: Abraham, Isaac—what is this stuff? Is it history? Fairy tales? . . . They lived in tents. I couldn’t figure this out; Jews in the Weequahic section, they didn’t live in tents.” On the other hand, it would have been “unnatural” for a Weequahic boy not to attend Hebrew school, and Roth “had no interest in being abnormal and unnatural”; also, it was what one did to become a man, and that he coveted dearly.

Talmud Torah was also the only school where Roth was a discipline problem, though he was hardly exceptional in that respect. The class bristled against the boredom of reciting the aleph-bet by making fun of their hapless refugee melamed, Mr. Rosenblum, whose effigy was hanged “more than once” from a lamppost outside the classroom window. Even for a heder, the grungy little yellow-brick building was “a shit school,” as Roth unrepentantly remembered—a place reeking of the boys’ uproarious farts, the pickled herring gobbled by an old sexton, and cat piss in the basement where the man kept his pets (“in fact his name was Katz”).

One boon of Talmud Torah, so Roth claimed, was that he “learned to be funny” there; he was also guided by the Borscht Belt shtick of Henny Youngman, by Jewish radio comedians such as Eddie Cantor and his beloved Jack Benny. Roth was, in fact, widely regarded as a smart aleck—“drawn to the rhetoric and postures of ridicule,” as he later put it. Marty Castelbaum described Roth’s style as “giving you the shiv”; a terrible athlete, Castelbaum was usually exiled to right field during softball games, and one day he made a weak throw that dribbled its way to second base. Trotting back to the bench once the inning was over, he was met by Roth and their friends. “Well, here comes Carl Furillo Castelbaum!” said Roth, referring to the golden-armed right fielder for the Dodgers. “How does it feel, Carl, to be able to throw to second in only three bounces?”—etc. Forever after, the boy was known as Carl Furillo Castelbaum.



DURING THE WORST of the summer heat, much of Weequahic removed itself to Bradley Beach, an outpost of the neighborhood on the Jersey Shore. The Roths usually went for a couple of weeks, at least, and sometimes Bess and the boys would take a place on Lareine Avenue for the whole summer, while Herman visited on weekends. The same two families usually shared a rental cottage with the Roths: Bill and Lena Weber and their son Herbie, who was Sandy’s age, and Joe and Selma Green, whose pretty daughter, Ruth, was three years older than Philip. As a matter of ritual, the parents would stop on the way down in Asbury Park, two miles to the north, and weigh their children on the big scale; at the end of the summer, returning, they’d do the same and “squabble over whose kid had gained the most,” said Sandy.

On Lareine the three families became one, the mothers cooking breakfast in a communal kitchen and then letting their kids run loose on the beach all day. The first year, when he was four or five, Philip stayed with his mother while Sandy and Herbie Weber went swimming or, on rainy days, to the local theater, watching Tarzan movies that left them bellowing like the Jungle King every time they barreled into the water. Later Philip was allowed to tag along, and Sandy was conscientious as ever about teaching him how to ride the waves, or taking him fishing along the Shark River Inlet between Belmar and Avon. At night, too (“as if he hadn’t had enough of a kid brother all day long”), Sandy would include Philip when the older boys ventured onto the boardwalk to play pinball and talk about girls. According to Sandy, Herbie Weber was a “veritable Scheherazade” when it came to telling fanciful stories about his make-out exploits, and once, when the three were lined up at a urinal, he made little Philip laugh so hard that he wheeled around and soaked Herbie’s white flannel trousers.

When he was sixteen, Sandy got a job running the Pokerino concession at the arcade (“sort of the peak of my career as a human teenager”), and at night he and his Weequahic pals would gather at a pavilion off the boardwalk and dance the jitterbug. After the war it would be Philip’s turn to dance and canoodle, inhaling the heady bouquet of sea salt in a girl’s hair: “I think I kissed more kisses between the ages of thirteen and seventeen than I will kiss the rest of my life,” he wrote in a 1959 paean to Bradley Beach, “Beyond the Last Rope.” As a boy, meanwhile, he pined for their lovely housemate, Ruth, albeit fruitlessly given the age difference; besides, Bess Roth seemed to hope she could interest Ruth in her older son. Already the girl called Bess “Mom” and confided in a way she couldn’t with her actual mother, while Bess gently warned her not to eat Hostess Cup Cakes once she began to fill out as a woman. “She was always cuddling me and making sure I grew up right,” Ruth Green Stamler remembered. “She didn’t have a daughter—it was me.” As much as she might have liked to have Bess as a mother-in-law, though, she simply couldn’t get excited about Sandy—a nice enough playmate when they were little, and later a skinny, quiet fellow bent over his drawing pad, quite unlike the burly shagitz (gentile) football player she began dating in high school (to Bess’s dismay).

Eventually Ruth fell out of touch with the Roths, though her children knew she’d been friends with a boy who went on to become a world-famous writer. One day, in 2009, her daughter read a newspaper piece about Roth, who said he wished he could see more of his childhood friends; without telling her mother, the woman wrote a letter care of his agent, and a few weeks later Ruth Stamler got a phone call at her home in San Diego: “Hi, Ruthie!” After a pleasant chat—Roth asked her to write down memories of his mother—the two agreed to meet for lunch the next time she was in New York with her son, an entertainment lawyer who had clients there. “Bess and Herman, are you looking down on this?” she said, sitting opposite Roth that October, at Nice Matin, a café down the block from his Upper West Side apartment. For two hours they pored over photos from their days on the beach, and finally just sat clutching hands. “I keep looking for ‘Ruthie,’ ” Roth wrote afterward. “Want her to transform herself into Ruthie.” As for Stamler’s impression, she remembered having a “lovely afternoon” but wondered why her childhood friend had looked so sad the whole time, for all his sweetness, and decided it had something to do with his lifelong obsession—“all these thoughts that he had to get out and put on paper.” “Lonely after she left,” Roth wrote. “The little girl who shared our childhood summers at the shore. . . . The two survivors. Frightening. The last two left who lived in that summer house from 1938 on. A man and a woman beyond sex.”



THE “LONGEST, SADDEST DAY of my young American life,” said Roth, was April 12, 1945, when FDR died of a cerebral hemorrhage just as the war in Europe was coming to an end. Roth was among the crowd in downtown Newark who stood, bereft, as the funeral train “passed with lumbering solemnity” during its trip from Washington to Hyde Park. When V-E Day came less than a month later, the Roth family sat around the radio listening to Norman Corwin’s long demotic masterwork, On a Note of Triumph, whose opening lines were fixed in Roth’s mind for all time:

So they’ve given up.

They’re finally done in, and the rat is dead in an alley

back of the Wilhelmstrasse. . . .

It went on like that for sixty-two pages, as Roth learned when he bought the book—the first he ever owned—and endeavored to memorize it. Corwin was his “first writing idol”: the author of an American epic that a patriotic young man, formed by the war, craved; he was the precursor to Roth’s next idol, Thomas Wolfe, and Wolfe in turn would lead to his all-time hero, Saul Bellow. But he never forgot Corwin, and the two became friends some fifty years later, when Roth got in touch while writing I Married a Communist. The novel was nominated for a Los Angeles Times Book Prize, and Corwin, almost ninety years old, happily attended the ceremony on Roth’s behalf in case his novel won (it didn’t).

The Roth family stopped going to Bradley Beach in the early years of the war, when the little towns along the Jersey Shore were blacked out, the beaches littered with detritus from torpedo warfare and patrolled by Coast Guard dogs sniffing the air for Nazi saboteurs. The Roths’ first summer back was 1944, and they were there again in August 1945, when atomic bombs were dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Japan surrendered a few days later, and that night people poured into the streets of Bradley Beach banging pots and pans and honking their horns. Kids formed a conga line along the boardwalk, and Philip was among them, his jubilation tempered somewhat by the sight of older people sobbing on benches—“probably the parents of boys who had been killed,” he thought. “The war was over and it was a wonderful thing, but not for them. They would have this grief forever.”

For years he and his schoolmates had been indoctrinated in the principles for which the country fought: justice, equality, freedom for all. Once a week they spent an hour singing hymns for every branch of the armed forces, and occasionally the anthem of the Chinese Communists (“which tells you something about the politics of the teachers in that school”), with its stirring rebuke of Japanese imperialism that so delighted Roth: “Indignation fills the hearts of all of our countrymen! A-rise! A-rise! ARISE! . . .” The prewar ways of racial and religious prejudice, it seemed, would evaporate in view of this great collective struggle. And yet: that first summer back in Bradley Beach had been blighted by the incursion of “lumpen kids” from Neptune, a nearby gentile town, who swarmed over the boardwalk yelling “Kikes!” and beating up any Jewish kids they could get their hands on. Such hatred was learned at home, burnished for generations, and perhaps impervious to history.

A gang of violent urchins was one thing, and the more subtle anti-Semitism practiced by the gentile executives at Metropolitan Life was another, but the latter was just as unfair and destructive in its insidious way. Herman Roth was under pressure not only to work harder at his everyday duties but also to appear “a nice and regular guy,” as Philip noticed, a man who knew his place and followed the rules. For this he’d been rewarded with a promotion by his district manager, Sam Peterfreund, perhaps the only Jew (other than the treasurer) who’d managed to penetrate the company’s august leadership. Herman was painfully respectful toward the man he always called Boss, a big dapper bald fellow with “a slightly mysterious German accent” whose occasional appearance at the Roths’ dinner table was “like the Second Coming,” Sandy recalled: “Everybody hung on his every word, and it was all bombast.” As for Philip, he might have shared a measure of his father’s awe, but the rule to which Peterfreund was a rare exception was rank injustice (“Indignation!”), and by the age of twelve Philip was determined to become “a lawyer for the underdog,” an ambition echoed by the motto he’d written in his eighth-grade autograph book: “Don’t step on the underdog.”†

And he was affronted by more than just the plight of his fellow Jews. Along with Newark’s first and only Jewish mayor, Meyer Ellenstein—whose two terms began the year of Roth’s birth—the boy was adamantly opposed to goyish bigotry against black people. Reform-minded blacks and Jews, to be sure, enjoyed considerably better rapport than in subsequent decades: black newspapers vigorously editorialized against Nazi persecution, and the Jews of Newark joined forces with black citizens on the local Interracial Council, the Socialist Party, and the Congress of Racial Equality. Mayor Ellenstein had placed advertisements in Southern newspapers alerting blacks to the availability of jobs in his thriving industrial city and supported their efforts to desegregate City Hospital. In Weequahic, however (where Ellenstein also lived), blacks were all but invisible; indeed, the only place Roth ever saw his family’s sweet-natured maid, Viola Johnson, was either in their house or on the corner, waiting for a bus back to the Third Ward. Viola came once a week, and Roth remembered that his mother went out of her way to treat the woman kindly, even preparing food for Viola’s family when she was sick and couldn’t work. Sandy took a somewhat less idealized view: Viola, like all the maids in Weequahic, was grossly underpaid and invariably called “the shvartze” in her absence. According to their cousin Florence—whose family shared Viola—Aunt Bess was “very democratic” about sitting down in the kitchen and eating lunch with Viola, after which she’d wash the woman’s plate and silverware with scalding water (“Oh, you know how hard it is to get mayonnaise off silverware these days,” Sophie Portnoy explains to her maid, when caught in the act of her furious scrubbing).

As an instance of his prodigious altruism, Alex Portnoy remembers the time he “led [his] entire eighth-grade class in refusing to participate in the annual patriotic-essay contest sponsored by the D. A. R.”—this because the Daughters of the American Revolution had barred black contralto Marian Anderson from performing at “Convention Hall” in Washington, D.C. Many years later, the president of Roth’s eighth-grade class at Chancellor Avenue School, Edward Sable, wrote a letter gently correcting Roth on a few points: “In Portnoy’s Complaint, Portnoy was the class president and Marian Anderson the performer. Marian Anderson’s situation mirrored the one of [black pianist] Hazel Scott seven years later”—i.e., in late 1945, when the actual boycott took place. “She also was not allowed to perform at Constitution [not “Convention”] Hall.” As for the student who led the boycott in Hazel Scott’s behalf, it was Edward Sable himself. “Eddie tells me in Portnoy’s Complaint that I organized it,” Roth remarked, “but I didn’t say I did it, I said Portnoy did it. I wasn’t going to have it in Portnoy’s Complaint that Eddie Sable did it.” But in earlier interviews Roth had, in fact, claimed that the boycott had been his idea (also that the performer in question was Anderson): “I had a friend named Eddie Sable who was class president,” he said in 2004, “and I said [to Sable], ‘We can’t participate in this essay contest.’ ”

Roth was disabused during a long phone chat with Sable in 2010. Sable explained that the letter proposing a boycott had been drafted by him and his older brother, then shown to their eighth-grade teacher, Sophia McCaffery, who wanted nothing to do with it; Principal Albin Frey, however, approved it without hesitation, and the thirty-six members of the eighth-grade class voted unanimously in favor of sending it to the newspaper. CHILDREN SHUN DAR CONTEST, read the headline in the Newark Star-Ledger: “Essays on ‘Why the DAR is Undemocratic and un-American’ will shortly bombard DAR headquarters.” The Star-Ledger mentioned four students who had met at Sable’s house to work out the details: Richard Sobel, Leon Ninburg, Ronald Traum, and Sable himself, the last of whom received threatening letters and phone calls after the article appeared, but also a heartening endorsement from Mrs. James Otto Hill, president of the Interracial Council: “We highly commend your actions taken in regards to the un-American ‘lily-white’ policy of the National Daughters of the American Revolution.” Roth, like Portnoy, also remembered that he and five other classmates had been honored at the CIO Political Action Committee convention that December, when the celebrated left-wing columnist Dr. Frank Kingdon approached the children onstage and said, “Boys and girls, you are going to see democracy in action here this morning.”‡ Whatever his vagueness about other details, Roth was fairly certain his fellow classmates on the dais included a Russian immigrant named Anita Zurav, who had “wonderful breasts” and carried a copy of The Daily Worker.

On January 30, 1946, Roth graduated from Chancellor Avenue School,§ and for the morning ceremony he and Dorothy Brand (“the smartest girl in the class”) had written a morality play titled Let Freedom Ring! The two main characters were Tolerance and Prejudice, and a surviving fragment of the script includes the latter’s opening monologue, in which he traces his villainous role in American history and concludes, “I am going to try to make pre[judice]. part of your ideal as it was part of the Nazi ideal.” The rest of the play is lost, but its authors remember that it involved Prejudice (Roth) and Tolerance (Brand) visiting the homes of various minority families, whom Prejudice naturally disparages in advance, only to be enlightened by Tolerance, who points out, say, that Italians don’t all smell of garlic and indeed aspire to get good educations and so forth. At last Prejudice slinks off in defeat, while Tolerance leads the class in singing Frank Sinatra’s popular tune about racial and religious harmony, “The House I Live In.” At Roth’s seventy-fifth birthday tribute at Columbia University, he referred to the play as his true “beginning” as a writer: “It isn’t perhaps entirely far-fetched to suggest to you that the twelve-year-old boy who coauthored Let Freedom Ring! was father to the author who wrote The Plot Against America.”





* Many years later, Bucky Harris’s son Brian got in touch with Roth to inquire whether he’d used his father as the model for Bucky Cantor, the playground director in Nemesis. “That he was called ‘Bucky’ and that he was a playground director at Chancellor—those were two identifying facts that I did indeed borrow for the hero of Nemesis,” Roth replied. “But beyond that I borrowed nothing in the book because I knew nothing about his life.” Some years earlier, as we shall see, Roth had inadvertently turned a far more glaring spotlight on Weequahic sports legend Seymour “Swede” Masin, a retired liquor salesman at the time.

† “There’s the title of your book,” Roth told me with a smile. (He said the same of “Land Ho!”)

‡ So Roth remembered it in various interviews. In Portnoy, Dr. Kingdon addresses Alex directly as the clear leader of the group: “Young man [italics added], you are going to see democracy in action here this morning.” Roth was perhaps chosen to attend the convention, with his five classmates, because he was eighth-grade vice president. It’s worth mentioning that Roth was apt to concede the fallibility of his own memory, especially vis-à-vis episodes he’d transmuted into fiction. He himself sent me the various newspaper clips corroborating Sable’s account.

§ On his final report card, Roth received As and (mostly) Bs in his academic subjects; his “personality” grades included As in Initiative and Industry, and Bs in Cooperation, Dependability, Emotional Stability, and Health Habits. He was a five-foot-four, 108-pound twelve-year-old at the time of his graduation.




CHAPTER


Four

ON MARCH 30, 1969, A MONTH AFTER PORTNOY WAS published, Roth’s father drolly warned him that his old rabbi, Herman L. Kahan, was asking around for his “telephone Number [sic] or address. . . . He probably did not cherish the Bar Mitzvah bit [in Portnoy] and wants to lay it on.” The “bit” had to do with “Rabbi Warshaw”—a.k.a. “Rabbi Syllable”—a “fat, pompous, impatient fraud” who stinks of Pall Mall cigarettes and ponderously commends Alex on his “one hunder-ed and-a fif-a-ty eight-a” IQ at the boy’s bar mitzvah. It was true Rabbi Kahan was a chain smoker, apt to send Philip to the corner store with a quarter for cigarettes (Old Golds, not Pall Malls), and Roth thinks the rabbi might have mentioned that the bar mitzvah boy was about to enter high school at the tender age of twelve (without actually specifying IQ), but otherwise he was “an unpretentious man” who tended to use the usual number of syllables when he spoke.

Roth acquitted himself at his bar mitzvah, at pains to impress family and friends, reading from the Torah “at breakneck speed (if not with full comprehension).” Afterward, though, he was done forever with the religious side of Judaism, telling his parents as much the next morning. Herman showed a little disappointment but was mollified by his levelheaded wife. Years later Roth would describe his personal religion, on a Post-it, as “polyamorous humorist.”



AT WEEQUAHIC HIGH the student population jumped after the war, so freshmen had to be bused to an annex at Hawthorne Avenue School, about fifteen minutes away. The first teacher Roth saw each morning, in homeroom, was Dr. Robert Lowenstein—Doc Lowenstein to his students—who’d recently been discharged from the Army Air Corps, for which he’d served in North Africa, Italy, and Yugoslavia. Lowenstein wore both his valor and his erudition (a Ph.D. in French literature from Johns Hopkins) lightly, and this “combination of braininess and masculinity” made a great impression on Roth; he gave such qualities to Murray Ringold in I Married a Communist, along with Lowenstein’s pronounced reluctance to suffer fools, which often took the form of hurling blackboard erasers at their heads. Roth never forgot the way he’d handled a couple of tough Italian kids, Albie and Duke, whose indifference to being “lovable, dutiful boys” (unlike the school’s Jewish majority) had aroused Roth’s curiosity. “How far can you guys spit?” Lowenstein asked the pair one day, when erasers had failed to do the trick. “Roth, open the windows.” While the others scrambled out of the way, Lowenstein told the Italians to stand across the room and try spitting all the way out the window; both fell short, whereupon Lowenstein sent a loogie sailing easily outdoors. “Now sit down and shut up,” he said.

In 1947, the Roths moved a few houses up the block to a first-floor flat at 385 Leslie, and Philip resumed walking to school—Weequahic High’s main building, next door to his old grade school on Chancellor Avenue. The high school had opened the year of Roth’s birth, designed in a handsome art deco style by the same architectural firm that had designed the swanky Robert Treat Hotel in downtown Newark; in 1939 a WPA mural was added to the school lobby, “History of the Enlightenment of Man,” a work of social realism that Sandy disparaged as the painterly equivalent of Norman Corwin: “stylized, heavy-handed—‘This Is America!’ Clank clank clank.” The basic effect, however, was elevating, a tone upheld by the school’s principal during those first two decades, Max J. Herzberg, a prolific book reviewer for the Newark Evening News and author of the Latin primer used by his freshmen. Roth remembered Herzberg as “a very academic, very serious man” and considered himself well served by the principal’s insistence that students memorize a list of poems including “Annabelle Lee,” “Invictus,” “When Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloom’d,” and the Prologue to The Canterbury Tales (“Whan that aprill with his shoures soote . . .”), which in later years Roth would “slowly recite over and over” every time he had to endure an invasive medical procedure with only a local anesthetic.

Weequahic High embodied the postimmigrant ardor for education, if not quite for culture per se—as Roth put it, “It wasn’t a culture of books; it was a culture with a tremendous respect for books.” The main aspiration, though, was professional success and the dignity that attended it (“Help, help, my son the doctor is drowning!”), and at Weequahic High the gravity of that pursuit was palpable. In its first three decades, the school was reputed to have produced more doctors, lawyers, dentists, and CPAs than practically any high school in the country, certainly in New Jersey, and the flip side of the coin was an almost giddy disdain for the pointless, goyish violence of contact sports—a spirit captured by the school’s unofficial fight song, a portion of which Roth included in Portnoy:

Give a yell, give a yell

A good, substantial yell

And when we yell, we yell like hell

And this is what we yell

Ikey, Mikey, Jake, and Sam

We’re the boys who eat no ham*

We play football, we play soccer

We keep matzohs in our locker

Aye, aye, aye, Weequahic High!

White bread, rye bread

Pumpernickel, challah,

All those for Weequahic,

Stand up and hollah!

So famously bad was the football team that its only victory, Roth’s sophomore year, sparked a riot of sorts. Indeed, until fullback Fred Rosenberg plunged two yards into the end zone for the 6–0 margin, the Weequahic Indians had never beaten Barringer High in their fourteen-year history; as time expired, the Barringer side of City Stadium began streaming ominously toward the Jewish seats. Roth remembered making it out to the parking lot and onto a bus, which was surrounded by “ten or fifteen of the enemy . . . hammering their fists against its sides.” The driver pulled away just as Roth slammed his window down on some viciously prying fingers.

Before Untermann Field was completed in 1949, a football game was about the only reason for leaving a neighborhood where everything was a few steps away and almost every face was familiar. Roth lived right around the corner from his favorite hangout, Halem’s candy store, where he could always find friends around the pinball machine indulging in “wise guy talk and sex talk”; another candy store, George’s, was right across the street, and doubled as a bookie joint. A little farther along Chancellor was a “Hot Dog and Chazerai Palace” (as Mrs. Portnoy would have it), Syd’s, where Sandy and Philip worked part-time filling paper bags with greasy delicious fries, served with a wooden fork. As Sandy remembered, all the mothers—not just his—had misgivings about Syd’s, and Philip would pay a final tribute to the place in Nemesis, wherein Mrs. Beckerman laments the polio death of a boy who “wanted to be another Louis Pasteur” but instead “had to go to eat in a place crawling with germs.”

Roth’s best friend, Marty Weich, lived at 287 Leslie, about a block away on the other side of Lyons Avenue. Tall, handsome, polite—“every mother’s dream of the Jewish prince,” said their friend Bob Heyman—Weich was a good student and a dutiful son, rushing to his parents’ kosher butcher shop after school (in college too) so he could help make deliveries. He was even a good athlete, the only one of Roth’s circle who made a varsity team, basketball, a sport that was nonviolent and hence respectable. The two boys had met in Lowenstein’s homeroom at a time when Roth was enamored of the Sweet Science—a legacy of wartime boxing nights at Laurel Garden, where he and Sandy had blown their allowances betting a nickel on each fight (“one of us taking the black guy and the other the white guy or if both fighters were of the same race we bet the light trunks versus the dark trunks”). Challenging the larger, gentle-looking Weich, Roth promptly flung off his gloves (elasticized but unlaced) when Weich began to “flail the shit out of [him].”

Many years later, while writing Indignation, Roth consulted Weich about the niceties of kosher butchery (“Flick two chickens, Markie”). And in the previous decade, the two had discussed a far more somber aspect of Weich’s history, one that they’d skirted back in their school days. As everybody in the neighborhood had known, though, Marty’s older brother Bertram (“Chubby”) had been shot down and killed during an air raid over the Philippines in 1944. His parents were destroyed by the news: his mother took to bed and wept for months (“stupefied, finished”), and his father, a genial man who used to love kibitzing with customers, fell silent and rarely spoke again except to family. This was the basis for the tragedy in Sabbath’s Theater—the death of Sabbath’s brother, Morty—and, fifty years later, when Roth asked for details, Weich still couldn’t discuss it without crying. (“The crying was a lesson,” said Roth. “I bet my money on Sabbath’s grief . . . that’s what propels his philosophy, his attitude: everything you love disappears.”) Weich remembered the terrible day he came home from school, age twelve, and saw the rabbi’s car and immediately knew the worst. When his friend Bernie Swerdlow came around to the back stairs for a visit, Marty burst into tears and shut the door on him.

Swerdlow was another member of Lowenstein’s homeroom at the Hawthorne annex, and it was he who told Roth about Chubby’s death when they first met. Swerdlow lived between Roth and Weich on Lyons, behind a tailor shop owned by his Russian immigrant parents—a family even more beset by tragedy than Weich’s: an older brother, Charles, had died two years before Bernie was born, while another brother, Sol, was schizophrenic and eventually lobotomized. As for Bernie himself, he suffered from colitis so severe that he had to leave school for two years and wear a colostomy bag. Unlike Weich (but very like Mickey Sabbath), Swerdlow rebelled against his misfortunes with an almost antic perversity—“a little devilish guy,” said Bob Heyman, who would “talk, talk, talk, talk.” Once, when Doc Lowenstein couldn’t get him to shut up, he yanked Swerdlow to his feet and slammed him against the lockers outside his classroom. The boy expected a “right hook,” but instead Lowenstein asked him what grammar school he’d attended, and thereby discovered that Swerdlow had come from a school for the handicapped, Branch Brook.

With Lowenstein, at least, Swerdlow probably didn’t touch on his precocious erotic career at the school, among disabled girls, and never mind the girl who lived upstairs from his parents’ shop and gave hand jobs! Such were the tales he told his pals with relish, and Roth paid close attention, later writing about Portnoy’s “lascivious classmate, Smolka, the tailor’s son,” to say nothing of the colitis-stricken, french-fry-eating Melvin Weiner. When Swerdlow miraculously went on to finish medical school (“he tried to screw female orderlies in the stairwell,” said Heyman) and become a psychiatrist—just like Marty Weich—he copped to being the model for Melvin Weiner (but not Smolka) in an interview with the Star-Ledger: “I am using the book [Portnoy] as an RX,” he told the newspaper. “I have patients—all males—with problems concerning their mothers and a relationship with guilt, and an inability to function as they should. . . . [Roth] used me so why shouldn’t I use him?”

Stuart Lehman was another friend with a blighted childhood—a matter too fraught to discuss at the time, though Roth would eventually canvass him as well, while writing Nemesis. Like Bucky Cantor’s mother, Lehman’s had died when he was a small child, and his father (for reasons unknown) had declined to raise him, leaving him in the care of his grandparents. Lehman’s friends called him “the Tiger” because he was so consummately the opposite: sweet and unassuming, he loved spending time at the Roth house, where he had a pair of de facto siblings and parents, too, since Herman and Bess doted on him and were forever encouraging him to stay for dinner (“Eat up! Eat what’s on your plate!”). When his grandfather died in 1954, just after Stu and the others had finished college, Bess wrote him a condolence note: “If, in a small way, we can make up to you for this loss, you know you have only to ask it of us. From the time you came to our home, as a friend of Philip’s, you have always seemed a part of the family.”

Somewhere toward the temperamental center of things was the puckish Bob Heyman, who lived in a one-family house on the more affluent part of Keer, below Maple Avenue; his prosperous father owned a necktie company, Beau Brummell Ties, and their next-door neighbor was the Apple King of Newark. Heyman’s parents and maternal grandparents were all born in America—his mother was a first cousin of Milton Berle, who would attend Bob’s wedding and meet Philip and the others—and they comported themselves, said Roth, with “no taint of Jewishness.” The family attended the grand Conservative temple on High Street, Oheb Shalom, and belonged to a suburban swimming club that Roth would use in the opening scene of Goodbye, Columbus. Perhaps the most potent status symbol was the finished basement chez Heyman: a spacious, pinepaneled rec room with its own bar, hi-fi, and bathroom. One day the exuberant Roth was there, singing along with the Four Aces, when he thrust his fist upward on the last word of “Tell! Me! WHY!” and put a hole in the ceiling. Alarmed, the boys ran to the hardware store for a bag of plaster and tried to patch it up, but Mr. Heyman was bleakly unimpressed by their work. “He’s a wise guy,” the man observed of the culprit.

Perhaps he was aware of Roth’s spot-on imitation of his Brooklynese hocking (nagging, berating) of his son, Robert, or “Robbit!” (For a time Heyman had a Japanese girlfriend who thought Roth and the others were saying “Rabbit”; thus she and her friends took to calling him Usagi—or even Usagi-san—rabbit in Japanese.) But the boys themselves were delighted by Roth’s shtick: “He was like a spark plug,” said Heyman, “a dynamo, and he made us funny.” For Roth’s part, the most cherished times of adolescence were the long bull sessions with his male friends, in somebody’s car late at night, when they’d laugh about their sexual frustration and plan the illustrious conquests to come—“something like the folk narrative of a tribe passing from one stage of human development to the next.” In 1982, Roth sat on the edge of a card game in Miami Beach, chatting with his widowed father and their old friends from the neighborhood; one of his playmates’ mothers took his hand and said, “Phil, the feeling there was among you boys—I’ve never seen anything like it again.” Roth replied (“altogether truthfully”) that he hadn’t either.



WHILE ROTH WAS IN HIGH SCHOOL, his father went deeply into debt after the failure of a frozen-food distributorship he’d started with friends. By then Herman had despaired of advancing further at Metropolitan Life, and the roughly $125 a week he made as an assistant manager seemed more meager than ever with two sons heading to college. The money he borrowed for the new business† went mostly toward the purchase of a big refrigerated truck, which he took out at night to make deliveries and hustle business; on weekends he drove to Philadelphia and attended to paperwork at the company’s office. But it was no use: by then Birds Eye had been marketing frozen food for more than fifteen years, and Herman’s enterprise foundered among the 140 or so competitors that had sprung up in the meantime.

As luck would have it, Metropolitan Life was finally feeling pressure brought to bear by FDR’s Fair Employment Act, and Herman was belatedly promoted to manager of the Union City district, about twenty minutes northeast of Newark. As Philip recalled, it was “the worst office in New Jersey,” full of “goyish drunks,” but if anyone could rout these miscreants out of bars and back to work, it was Herman. (“Big-shot goyim,” says Levov’s hard-driving father in American Pastoral, “the presidents of companies, and they’re like Indians with firewater.”) “Every nickel will be paid back” was the mantra with which Herman goaded himself over the next few years, becoming “a figure of considerable pathos and heroism in my eyes,” said Philip in 1974, “a cross of a kind between Captain Ahab and Willy Loman.” It was a hard time for both parents, and Sandy remembered a series of “mild but distressing” arguments arising from the constant niggling over money—even the odd quarter for ice cream after the movies. Because Herman was a renter with no collateral to speak of (and because the Met would have fired him if they’d caught wind of a second job), he’d had to borrow most of the money from his brothers, Ed and Bernie, to whom he hated being beholden.

Certainly it didn’t help, at the time, that Herman’s brothers were more successful than he. The owner of a cardboard box company, Ed had bought a one-family house in Irvington that his daughter, Florence, touted as “very elegant” by Roth standards, what with its fireplace flanked by built-in bookcases (“my father enrolled me in Book-of-the-Month Club when I was thirteen”) and fancy Victrola (“there was no Victrola at Bess and Herman’s”). Philip admitted that ownership of a one-family house put Ed “one step up” on the socioeconomic ladder, but the implication that his eldest uncle was a reader or otherwise refined was “over the top,” given the man’s sixth-grade education and slum-street manners. “He had a big voice and small brain,” said Sandy, and even Ed’s daughter conceded his foul temper and tendency to snipe: “When I went to high school, if I got a B, [he’d say] ‘Why didn’t you get a B+?’ If I got a B+, [he’d say] ‘Why didn’t you get an A?’ ” He was, in short, a less benevolent version of Herman; their niece Marilyn (Betty’s younger daughter) always regarded the latter as a kind man, whereas her most salient memory of Ed was the time she’d slugged him for being mean to her mother (“I was a tough Newark girl”).

Philip found his uncle entertaining in small doses, and Ed seemed to have a soft spot for his promising nephew. The highlight of their relationship was a 1948 trip to Princeton for a football game against Rutgers. Before kickoff, Ed took Philip to see the white clapboard cottage of a family hero, Albert Einstein, on Mercer Street. Ed made a point of warning Philip about Princeton’s anti-Semitic elitism, and both cheered for the state university, Rutgers, and its great Jewish All-American, Leon Root.‡ At Ed’s funeral in 1973, his nephew professed to be “stunned” when Aunt Irene, the widow, flung her arms around Philip and said of her “rough, aggressive, temper-ridden” husband, “Philip, nobody understood him.” “It wasn’t just writers who felt misunderstood!” Roth wrote a friend. “As a Kafka reader I oughtn’t to have had to be reminded.”

Uncle Bernie was the most successful of all, and easily the most worldly. Though he owned a small insurance company and lived in an elegant one-family house in upper-middle-class Maplewood, he was hardly a complacent Jewish bourgeois—on the contrary, he’d been an actual Communist in his youth, and was careful to point out to his nieces and nephews that they must never refer to his live-in maid as a shvartze. Bernie’s relations with the men in his family were bound to be problematic, going back to his decision to marry a portly young woman with prematurely gray hair, Byrdine Block, who came from a relatively affluent family of German Jews. “She’s not really Jewish,” Sender reportedly observed, while Herman indelicately wondered why his little brother wanted to marry a woman who “looks old enough to be your mother.” Eventually the brothers reconciled, but things fell apart again twenty years later, when Bernie declared that he was divorcing the mother of his two daughters and marrying a younger woman. Bess and Herman “were as stunned as if they’d heard that he’d killed somebody,” and naturally gave their support to Byrdine, a warm and gracious woman who was one of Bess’s knitting pals besides. When Bernie compounded the scandal by leaving his second wife a week or so after the honeymoon, Herman again saw fit to console the wronged woman.

“Bernie was on a different plane than Herman,” said his son-in-law, Don Aronson, who was persuaded to wear Paul Stuart clothing by the stylish Bernie (as was Bernie’s nephew Philip). For a while Bernie went through a Reichian phase and would sit in an orgone box—which, however, left him feeling enervated rather than revitalized, until it transpired that he’d placed the box above a doctor’s office and was being bombarded by X-ray radiation. At Duke University he underwent periodic fasting cleanses, and one night he phoned his daughter from Princeton and reported in a strange, halting voice that he’d joined an LSD experimentation group. “He was a man ahead of his time,” said his granddaughter Nancy Chilton, who noted that Bernie had collected Nakashima furniture well before it began appearing at the Metropolitan Museum; he took her to Nakashima’s woodworking studio in New Hope, Pennsylvania, when she was ten, and also on shopping expeditions for antique clocks.

As for that scandalous first divorce: Bernie and Byrdine remained such good friends that she was sometimes introduced as his “other wife”—this in light of his taking a third wife, Ruth, whom Byrdine and their daughter Margery had both insisted he marry, overcoming his reluctance after the fiasco of his second marriage. Meanwhile he kept his exasperation in check vis-à-vis the moralizing Bess and Herman, not least because he was fond of their children. “Sandy was his usual charming self,” he observed in passing after a 1966 visit with his brother’s family, though the main subject of his letter was the already rather famous Philip, a person of “dignity, refinement and beauty” whom Bernie had come to regard as a kindred soul. (“They’re all celebrity fuckers,” Sandy remarked of this common preference among the family.) “In my own way,” Bernie continued, “my feelings reached out towards Phillip [sic], and I found in him a rare human being. I can now understand a quality that must stem from the very marrow of his bones, that makes him the obvious genius that he is, and I just feel that his writings in the future will be even greater than that of the past because of this rare quality that I sense is within him.” One assumes Bernie felt vindicated three years later, with the worldwide success of Portnoy, which incidentally gave him and Byrdine a piquant new moniker for Herman’s wife: “Mrs. Portnoy.”



ACCORDING TO ROTH’S 1965 Midcentury Authors entry, the first book that made a momentous impact on him was Citizen Tom Paine, by Howard Fast—“a gifted mediocre writer” (as he later put it) who appealed to his youthful patriotism and burgeoning sense of social injustice. Still enthralled by Corwin, too, young Philip was writing radio plays that were apprentice exercises, said Sandy, akin to his own “drawing of Li’l Abner’s collar.” In I Married a Communist, the young Nathan Zuckerman hopes to impress a hard-boiled University of Chicago professor, Leo Glucksman, with his Corwin-and Fast-inspired play The Stooge of Torquemada. “Who taught you art is slogans?” Glucksman berates him. “This play of yours is crap. It’s awful. It’s infuriating. It is crude, primitive, simple-minded, propagandistic crap.” Mentors like Glucksman would come later for Roth; at the time he had Irv Cohen, a radical ex-GI who’d married his cousin Florence in 1946. The rangy, argumentative redhead had more in common with Philip than just a high-minded affinity for the common man; both were crazy about baseball, for one thing, and Cohen would fungo balls to the boy on Sunday afternoons and take him to Dodgers games at Ebbets Field. Cohen worked as a truck driver for his father-in-law’s box company, and sometimes he’d take Philip on delivery runs; best of all was stopping at a roadside diner after a long morning of unloading the truck, sweatily disembarking like a couple of real working stiffs.

Cohen had grown up poor in Newark and dropped out of high school, harboring the resentments of a bright, self-educated young man from a deprived background. Roth seemed to recall he’d read a few key books at Cohen’s behest—Looking Backward, The Jungle, Arthur Miller’s Focus—but mostly Cohen worked on him with “didactic hocking.” Unlike his fictional counterpart, Ira Ringold, Cohen was never a card-carrying Communist, but rather associated with the loose confederacy of left-wing causes known as the Popular Front; as such, he was an enthusiastic supporter of Henry Wallace, the 1948 presidential candidate for the Progressive Party, whose virtues he doggedly impressed on Philip. Cohen served as one of Wallace’s bodyguards during campaign appearances in New Jersey, and once Philip helped him set up chairs at a meeting of the pro-Wallace American Veterans Committee. Both Herman Roth and his older brother Ed took a dim view of Cohen’s politics. “Don’t give me that Commie crap!” was a frequent refrain when they engaged with the young man, who seemed especially determined to prevail in the presence of his protégé, Philip, who in turn was deeply torn: Strom Thurmond’s Dixiecrats were also draining votes away from Truman, and a vote for Wallace could help swing the election to the Republican Thomas Dewey. In the end Philip was relieved he couldn’t vote yet, and nothing but thrilled when Truman won. Soon enough, too, he became disenchanted with Cohen’s “simpleminded ideology,” though he thought of the man tenderly and attended his funeral in 2003. At the cemetery he asked Florence where her parents were buried, and lo, they were close at hand—right beside their obstreperous son-in-law. “Okay, Pop,” said Florence. “Irv is here. You’ve got someone to argue with now.”

For Sandy—and perhaps Philip more indirectly—the most important family mentor was Bess’s little brother, Mickey, a bachelor artist of humble means. Mickey kept a little photography studio in Philadelphia, coloring his black-and-white portraits by hand and sleeping on a couch in the back room. Summers he closed shop and traveled abroad to the great museums of Europe, reproducing the old masters with an impressive degree of technical skill.§ Sandy was rarely without a drawing pad from the age of thirteen or so, and his facility for dashing off likenesses was amazing to Philip and his friends. For high school Sandy had wanted to attend the vocational Arts High, which would have entailed a thirty-minute bus ride, but his parents preferred he stay close to home. It was Mickey who suggested a compromise, and so the boy began taking Saturday classes at his uncle’s alma mater, the Art Students League in Manhattan. Philip was astonished to learn that his teenage brother got to sit in the same room with a naked woman once a week, and there were even more naked bodies in the various art books Mickey gave him, including the classic work on anatomy drawing by Mickey’s old teacher George Bridgman.

After high school Sandy enlisted in the navy for two years, and when he was discharged in 1948 he enrolled as a commercial art student at Pratt Institute in Brooklyn, with all fees paid by the G.I. Bill. Almost every Friday night he’d come home to Newark, spread newspapers over the dining room table, set up his easel and other materials, and sit there doing his homework until his departure Sunday evening. By then the Roth house had become a social hub for the brothers’ friends, and, while Sandy worked, the “second- and third-hand Buicks” would pull up and the place would get noisy with kibitzing and laughter. Bess loved feeding so many nice Jewish boys, and Herman would join the card game and tell his jokes. Sandy’s circle of twenty-year-old pre-professionals were “raucous but not obscene” around Bess and Herman; when it was only the boys, though, the conversation quickly turned to sex. “What’d you get?” they’d ask one another about their Friday night dates. This was when Sandy’s jokester navy buddy Arnie Gottlieb would shine, dazzling the “hypnotized” Philip with his inspired lewdness: “He was the first stand-up comic I ever saw live,” he remembered. “I had talents in that direction myself, and Arnie was an unforgettable model.”

For the last year of high school, Philip and Marty Weich double-dated with a pair of pretty cousins, Betty Rogow and Joan Gelfman, and so it went for senior prom. After the dance their friends were planning to gather at Billy Rose’s Diamond Horseshoe in Times Square, and Philip—who’d never drunk anything alcoholic except Passover Manischewitz—asked his mother to name a drink he could order. Scarcely more bibulous than her son, Bess suggested he try asking for a “Canasta Collins,” and this he did. The waiter looked briefly puzzled (“probably there was no such thing”), then scribbled it down and canvassed the others. One by one, they all ordered Canasta Collinses.

According to his yearbook, Roth was on the Prom Committee and seemed to live up to the character summary under his senior photo: “A boy of real intelligence, / Combined with wit and common sense.” The wit part was reflected in such items as his “dream” of being appointed “Ambassador to Lower Slobbovia” (both he and Sandy were Li’l Abner fans) or even elected “5B President”—an allusion perhaps to his actual standing as 4A vice president. Common sense and solidity were further suggested by his other offices: he sat on student councils for both his 4A class and the school at large, and served as a so-called Sagamore (“a hall patrol jerk,” he explained, “who sat in a chair in one of the halls during a free hour to be sure that whoever was walking in the hall had a pass”).

Otherwise the flashy, grade-skipping wunderkind of grammar school (“Land ho!”) had settled into a passably diligent regular guy. The towering author who would someday appear on the cover of Le Nouvel Observateur as “Philippe Roth / Le roi” was a mediocre French student whose cutting up in class, with Dorothy Brand, was once conspicuously punished by their martinet teacher, Mademoiselle Cummings, who clapped her hands and made them stand in silence for “fifteen minutes by the clock.” He was a somewhat better Spanish student, but both languages dissipated over time and he was monoglot as an adult. Overall Roth was a B student who got occasional As in subjects such as English and history, Cs in math and PE, and even a D in physics (“I learned what it was to be dumb in physics”). Such a record seems mediocre amid the rampant grade inflation of a later era, but at Weequahic High, in 1950, it was good enough to rank Roth a respectable 15th out of a bright, industrious class of 173. Still, nobody envisaged him as a future Commandeur de la Légion d’Honneur. When The New York Times sent a reporter to Weequahic in the wake of Roth’s Portnoy notoriety, the consensus among his teachers was “intelligent but unimpressive,” and his pal Stu Lehman couldn’t help boasting that he (a pre-med student!) had outscored Roth in English on their college placement test.



ROTH GRADUATED ON January 25, 1950, and wouldn’t begin college until the fall; meanwhile he and his family endured a tragedy that would haunt them forever. Philip’s kindly aunt Ethel (“Ettie”), Bess’s oldest sister, had been the brains of the family, working as her father’s bookkeeper in her early teens. She and Bess adored each other, and looked alike, but Ethel lived in Pelham, New York, and toll calls were a luxury. The wife of a dry cleaner, Max Greiss, Ethel remained “a terribly nice woman” despite some pretty daunting sorrows: her son, Philip, suffered from ulcerative colitis, and her daughter, Helene, was mentally disabled. During their occasional visits to Weequahic, the two Philips (both named after their grandfather) would walk to the ball field at school, waiting every so often for Helene to catch up in her wandering way.

That spring Ethel was terminally ill with cancer of the tongue that had spread to the throat and lymph nodes. She needed round-the-clock care, but her husband was busy tending his shop, and their children had special needs of their own. Bess offered to take care of Ethel as long as it took. With Sandy at Pratt, she proposed to let her sister have his bed, giving Philip the option of sharing a room with the dying woman, or else sleeping on a couch in the parlor. “I wanted to prove I was strong,” Roth remembered, and of course he was fond of Ettie and loath to shirk his duty in caring for her. The woman was all too lucid and in agonizing pain, and would often have bad nights when she couldn’t hide her suffering; also, half her tongue had been cut away, and her speech was “spooky” at the best of times. “This was not usual,” Roth remembered. “Most kids didn’t have to endure that unless they were in a war zone.” Still, he was deeply impressed by his parents’ compassion. Bess was flawlessly loving and attentive, and Herman made a point of pretending that Ethel was on the mend, helping her to her feet each night and taking her on a “constitutional” around the parlor: “That’s a girl, Ethel, you can do it,” he’d say, while he led her tottering from one piece of furniture to the next, barely able to keep her feet.

Finally she was admitted to Mount Vernon Hospital, near Pelham, where she died in June. Nobody had told Dora that her oldest daughter was slowly succumbing to a terrible form of cancer; instead they said Ethel had had a sudden stroke and never revived. It didn’t matter: Dora went into decline and died the following February. As for Philip: though he’d often claim he was “glad” for the experience (“a tremendous education”), his brother thought it was “terribly traumatic” for such an impressionable young man. Curiously Philip was later convinced his aunt had died in 1946, when he was even younger and more vulnerable; he was startled to be reminded, late in life, that the episode had actually occurred shortly after high school. Remembering Ethel during a taped interview in 2004, he broke down and couldn’t speak for long intervals. “I learned too much,” he said in a choked and strangely childish voice. “I saw it, and remember seeing it. . . . Without my brother. My brother was gone.” He was also affected by his mother’s grief, which never went away. Ethel’s daughter, Helene, was sent to a group home in upstate New York about a year after her mother’s death, and one night, many years later, Bess was watching a news feature about that very institution when the adult Helene appeared on the screen—a “dead ringer” for her mother, and hence for Bess, who burst into tears. The nearest Roth ever got to converting the ordeal into fiction was in The Plot Against America, where little Philip’s amputee cousin, Alvin, shares a room with him. In real life he was sometimes irresistibly reminded of Ethel’s torment when he himself was suffering—as he was, many years later, from ghastly back pain that had intensified while he was trying to withdraw from Vicodin. “That poor woman,” he began to sob, “that poor woman.”





* A fellow Weequahic graduate, Charles Marcus, wrote a letter to Roth reminding him that the cafeteria at their almost all-Jewish high school had, oddly enough, “served delicious ham sandwiches.”

† In The Facts, Roth estimates “some $8,000” was borrowed; in various interviews and notes, he gives figures ranging from $18,000 to $30,000.

‡ The Scarlet Knights prevailed that day, 22–6, for their first-ever victory at Princeton. Roth later met Leon Root at the playwright Arthur Miller’s memorial service in Roxbury, Connecticut, where Root lived during the warmer months. Roth mentioned the 1948 Princeton game, and the two became friendly; since Roth lived in nearby Warren, he’d occasionally consult Root, an eminent orthopedic surgeon, about his back problems.

§ Or so I surmise based on the one Mickey Finkel painting I ever saw—not a copy of the old masters, but rather an accomplished portrait of his nephew Philip Greiss as a rose-lipped infant.




CHAPTER


Five

WITH EIGHT MONTHS TO KILL BEFORE COLLEGE IN the fall, Roth and a couple of his fellow 4A graduates, Bob Heyman and Gerry Lechter, got jobs as stock clerks at the bargain-priced department store S. Klein, which was soon to open a new location on Broad Street in Newark. For a month the boys took the PATH train into Manhattan to receive training at the mother store on Union Square; then, in Newark, they lasted six weeks or so before getting collectively sacked. “Watch the rack, or you’ll be watching it from underneath!” they’d shout, scampering through the crowded store to return items to the floor from the Refund Department, pausing only to ogle the Italian salesgirls. Sometimes, when the return items included ladies’ undergarments, Heyman would challenge Roth to see how quickly he could unhook a bra with his eyes shut.

During lunch breaks on Union Square, Roth had wandered over to the used bookstores along Fourth Avenue, and bought a number of Modern Library editions for twenty-five cents apiece (a third of his hourly pay). His first real exposure to serious literature had come two years before, when Sandy brought home a summer reading list from Pratt that included Anderson’s Winesburg, Ohio. In later years Roth liked to describe his younger self as “exogamous” (“I wanted to go out”), and he discovered the world beyond Newark largely through Anderson and other gentile writers with provincial origins in the South and Midwest—Faulkner, Dreiser, Lardner, Lewis, Caldwell—an aesthetic education he remembered on receiving his lifetime achievement medal at the 2002 National Book Awards: “through the ruthless intimacy of literature, its concreteness, its unabashed focus on all the particulars—through the passion for the singular and the aversion to generality that is fiction’s lifeblood—I would try to come to know their American places as specifically as I knew my own.” While still a teenager, Roth was captivated above all by the gargantuan lyricism of Thomas Wolfe, the lonely wandering epic novelist who sought to “set down America as far as it can belong to the experience of one man.” Wolfe was the catalyst for Roth’s ambition to become an artist of titanic appetites—geographic, intellectual, sexual—and he even succeeded in pressing Wolfe’s sprawling tomes on his friends. Heyman, in his retirement, would remember his old wistful longing to lead a Wolfean life, and try to revisit Look Homeward, Angel (“insufferable!”).

After he was fired from Klein’s, Roth lasted a single day working at a garage door factory in Irvington, sitting in a dark cubbyhole with a keg of nails he was supposed to sort by size. That done, his remaining five months of freedom were given over to softball games and flirting with girls who came around to watch. He also lifted weights, he said, so he could become strong enough to get a girl “to put her hand on [his] cock.” As he evoked the era sixty-two years later, “The erections of 1950 were exactly the same as the erections of 2012, but the erections of 1950 had nowhere to go.” Reflecting on the bygone phenomenon of blue balls (“no kid knows what they are anymore”), he described nights on a porch glider with the petite Elaine Goldberg, toward whom he exerted a “monumental” tenacity, to little avail. “Bent over like a cripple” afterward, he’d limp as far as a clump of bushes near the high school, “savagely beating off” to ease the pain, then proceed to Syd’s and sit down with Stu Lehman or one of the others. (“You got the blue balls?” “Yeah.”) Another erotic milestone for the boys was the time they lied about their age to get into the Little Theatre, on Broad Street, and see Hedy Lamarr run naked through the woods in Ecstasy (“This is it!” they whispered, jostling one another as the scene approached). There was also the Empire Burlesque, where Roth would sometimes claim to have been a virtual regular (“I spent many Sunday afternoons there,” he said in 1958), though later he recalled a single anticlimactic visit around the age of fifteen, when he ruefully learned that seedy comedians outnumbered the women in G-strings.*

Perhaps the closest Roth and his friends came to sex were necking parties in Heyman’s finished basement—“the most beautiful word in the English language,” as Roth liked to say (he also insisted it was one word: “finishedbasement”). Daytime they’d while away the hours playing Ping-Pong and telling jokes; at night they’d bring dates and dance to Billy Eckstine records (“while pressing your groin as hard as possible into the groin of your sweet young partner”). Roth’s main date that first year out of high school was Joan Bressler, who’d been two years above him at Weequahic and now attended teachers’ college in New York. A relatively sophisticated young woman, Bressler introduced him to contemporary fiction in the form of her favorite author, Truman Capote, whose work he read with a certain deference at the time. Six decades later, though, Joan Bressler Greenspan (by then a widow living in River Edge, New Jersey) received a letter from her old boyfriend setting her straight on that point: “Capote and I got to know and dislike each other in the sixties, and I liked seeing him skewered in that movie about him.† An unpleasant and a limited writer.”



DURING HIS LAST YEAR at Weequahic High, Roth had toyed with the idea of pursuing journalism rather than law, and an adviser suggested he consider applying to the University of Missouri. “You’re not going to Missouri,” said his father. “It’s too far away and we can’t afford it.” Roth had hoped to get at least as far afield as Rutgers’ main campus in New Brunswick, but he was turned down for scholarships both there and at the local campus in downtown Newark, almost certainly because he had to report his father’s income—a decent figure now that Herman was a district manager—but couldn’t mention the man’s even more impressive debts, lest the information get back to Metropolitan Life. Fortunately the fees were negligible at Newark Rutgers, where he’d be joined by his friends Weich, Lehman, and Swerdlow, but not Heyman, who went away to Lafayette College in Easton, Pennsylvania.

Every weekday morning Roth rode the number 14 bus for twenty minutes to Raymond Boulevard, whence he walked another ten minutes to one of the two buildings that composed the physical plant of his then four-year-old college: a refurbished brewery on Rector Street, where he had his biology class and lab, and a refurbished bank building about five blocks away, near the Newark Museum, where he took Composition and Literature, Intermediate Spanish, and History of Western Civilization. The only greenery was a wedge of Washington Park (“drunks and all”), so named as the site where George Washington “had trained his scrappy army,” as Neil Klugman points out in Goodbye, Columbus. Roth loved his classes and got straight As, and at one time or another considered majoring in every subject, including biology. His zeal was fed by a number of first-rate professors who’d been purged from more prestigious academies in New York, casualties of the pre-McCarthy blacklist, a fact that naturally resonated with the future “lawyer for the underdog,” as Roth still fancied himself. Also he was now surrounded by books on a daily basis at the Newark Public Library, where he spent hours between classes roaming amid the open stacks—a once novel concept promoted by its legendary librarian, John Cotton Dana, who’d also provided the city’s growing immigrant population with collections of books in French, German, Polish, Lithuanian, and Italian. “What took place here was a robust engagement with all the new society had to offer,” Roth said of the palazzo-style building that embodied, for him, the best of Newark, and served as an abiding reminder of his own intellectual flowering.

Around noon Roth would take his brown-bag lunch out of his briefcase and sit with classmates in the park—sometimes old friends, but also new Italian and Irish acquaintances from high schools (Barringer, South Side) that had once seemed strange and hostile to a sheltered Weequahic boy. For Roth this was perhaps the best part of college, the very meaning of adulthood—“a great emancipation from Jewish xenophobia,” as he put it, from a ghetto-bred paranoia toward goyim that scarcely distinguished between Polish peasantry and Thomas Jefferson. Even at home he couldn’t escape it—as when Herman didactically reminded him of the time Sender had beaten his twenty-three-year-old son Ed “to prevent him from marrying a worldly woman”: “They don’t have that kind of discipline anymore,” Herman concluded, whereupon his sixteen-year-old son bolted from the dinner table in a rage. Not for nothing would Roth, in Portnoy, give the name Hymie to the brutal uncle who manhandles his son Heshie for even considering marriage to a shiksa—the “key moment” of the novel, as far as its author was concerned.

And this was only one aspect of the “poignant abyss” widening between him and his father, his education deepening in direct relation to his disdain for Herman’s coarseness. In The Anatomy Lesson, Zuckerman remembers the comfort he found, as a young man, rereading an old Partisan Review essay by Milton Appel, reminiscent of a 1946 essay by Appel’s model, Irving Howe, “The Lost Young Intellectual,” which touches on the vastly different ideas a Jewish father and son, in America, tend to have about the uses of higher education: “The father desires in his son the fulfillment of his own undeveloped and frustrated ambitions.

“My son shouldn’t have to work in a shop” . . . he will literally work himself to death so that his son can go to college. But—and here is where the tragic conflict erupts—to the father intellectual achievement has become wedded to professional success—this he learned in America. . . . But our intellectual who has rebelled against the standards of bourgeois capitalist society cares little about professional success; he wishes to be a great novelist or immerse himself in a great cause, neither of which are particularly remunerative occupations. What is the good, asks the father, of my son’s education, his intelligence, his edelkeit [refinement]—if he can’t make a living? And what is the good, asks the son, of being a success if it means succumbing to philistine standards of values?

Such a conflict would particularly arise (He’ll starve to death!) when Roth began losing interest in a legal career. Meanwhile, Herman’s anxiety mounted as his promising boy became more independent—more “worldly,” for better and for worse—until the father’s surveillance seemed to border on the obsessive: Where are you going? . . . Where is he? What time is it? . . .

Roth longed to go away—to live on a proper campus, where, not incidentally, he could pursue a less furtive love life. Around Thanksgiving he encountered the once hapless Marty (“Carl Furillo”) Castelbaum, chatting with friends on the corner outside Halem’s candy store. The young man was transformed: poised and dapper in his white bucks and Bucknell sweater, chatting easily about his pre-med courses and life on campus. Many years later, an elderly Dr. Castelbaum laughed when reminded of Roth’s impression of him as newly mature circa 1950: “That’s not what happened. I had a picture of the shiksa—that’s what happened.” But then, arguably, a tall blonde shiksa was the essence of what Roth had meant by “maturity” and “campus” (in a letter to John Updike, in 1988, he mentioned his appreciation for the actress Kim Basinger and added, “She was what I was looking for at Bucknell”). “This?” he said outside Halem’s that day, gazing at the photo Castelbaum had produced from his wallet. “You’re going out with this?” The young man assured him it was so, and Roth decided then and there that Bucknell was for him.

In March 1951, he and his parents drove to Lewisburg for an interview with Dean Mary Jane Stevenson. Right away Roth was favorably impressed by the five-and-a-half-hour drive through bleak Pennsylvania coal towns, reassured that the college wasn’t easily reached via public transportation. Then they hit the lush Susquehanna Valley, the cupolas and spires and chiming clock on campus: the whole ambience of small-town gentile America, Republican and middle-class, but otherwise unpretentious and welcoming. Castelbaum was there, too, showing them around, and he didn’t fail to point out Larison Hall, where his shiksa girlfriend lived.

That spring Roth got a job selling Collier’s subscriptions door to door, determined to pay his way through college as much as possible. Every morning a crew chief drove him and five others to a different neighborhood in some nearby town. Underage when he was first hired, Roth later claimed to have applied for a Social Security card under the name Jack Phillips, and thus he introduced himself to various housewives. As he demonstrated his spiel in 2006: “ ‘Hi, I’m Jack Phillips, from Crowell-Collier. You folks get Collier’s?’ I’m behind the screen door. ‘No!’ [mimicking a customer’s nasty voice]. ‘Well, it’s been revamped and revitalized! . . . I got a copy here if you’d like to see it. . . .’ ” A suave, good-looking eighteen-year-old, Roth was sometimes invited inside by lonely matrons, albeit with no better result than the odd sale or glass of lemonade, to his lasting chagrin. (“One of the guys used to say ‘Keep your dick in your pants. You can ruin your life.’ I wanted to ruin it.”) Still, he got four dollars per subscription, and managed to sell two or three a day—“a fortune to me”—and loved all the Wolfean wandering around strange neighborhoods, wondering about all the singular little lives behind every door.‡



WHEN THE TIME CAME to leave, Roth felt as excited as George Willard at the end of Winesburg, Ohio (“Hey, you George. How does it feel to be going away?”)—though of course their destinations were inverted, given that George was escaping to “the city” and Roth to a place very like Winesburg. For the first leg of the journey he took his first-ever plane trip, on a little prop plane with “a sloping cabin floor,” to Williamsport, where he caught a bus for the last twenty-five miles to Lewisburg. If he wanted a different world than Weequahic, here it was: “The campus was entirely white,” he remembered. “I don’t think there were any Jews on the faculty.” As for other marginal groups: he would later learn that his foremost mentor, Mildred Martin, was paid roughly half what her male counterparts made, and while homosexuals were certainly somewhere on campus, they were decidedly closeted. Of the three gay men Roth thinks he encountered at Bucknell, one was the art teacher and the other two were among his first three roommates, all Jews. One would become a friend of Roth through their participation in the drama society, Cap and Dagger; Roth later heard this man had come out of the closet after some thirty years of marriage with children. Another shared a bunk with Roth, a boy named Dick who would serve as the model for the insufferable Flusser in Indignation. “Why? Afraid you won’t get your beauty sleep?” he taunted the others, when they asked him to turn off his phonograph in the middle of the night. After a few days, Roth went knocking on doors and found an empty bed among quieter roommates: Gordon Mogerley and Don Fagin, engineering and C&F (commerce and finance) majors respectively, who stuck to their studies except when Fagin discreetly played jazz records at a seemly hour.

While Roth (still pre-law) spent almost every night in the library until it closed, the goyim of Bucknell were “getting drunk, getting pinned, [and] not studying”; also they liked cooling their heels at the movies, whereas Roth figured he saw maybe two movies during his entire time in Lewisburg. Ten years later, as one of the country’s leading young Jewish intellectuals, Roth would opine for a Commentary symposium that Jews of his generation were united not by “a complex of values or aspirations or beliefs” but rather by a “powerful disbelief”—to wit, “the rejection of the myth of Jesus as Christ.” Thus, an especially hateful requirement, at Bucknell, had been weekly chapel attendance during which Roth would sit dourly reading Schopenhauer. “I felt like a Houyhnhnm who had strayed on to campus from Gulliver’s Travels.”

While home for Thanksgiving, he was all the more eager to catch up with Marty Weich, Bob Heyman, and Stu Lehman. They went to New York that Friday and hung around the Biltmore Hotel, hoping to meet college girls, and finally parked in front of Roth’s house on Leslie Street, where they hilariously rehashed their failures until sometime after midnight. What Roth would later describe as the “worst domestic disaster in our life as a family” began when he tried the back door of his first-floor flat and found it had been double-locked. “Shhh, quiet,” his mother whispered, after he’d pounded the door, “your father’s furious.” “How the hell do I know where you are!” Herman shouted from his bedroom, and his son shouted back: “It’s none of your business where I am!” “You could be in a whorehouse!” Amid Herman’s ranting, Bess urged Philip to go to bed, and Sandy, home from Pratt, whispered “Take it easy, forget it.” The next morning, however, Philip heard his father in the parlor going on about whorehouses again and sprang out of bed to confront him: “Goddamn it, leave me alone! Don’t you know what I am? Look what I do!”—meaning the grades, the nice friends, and a decent measure of filial piety besides. But his father insisted he’d end up throwing it all down the drain, and kept repeating, in tears, “You’re a plum! You’re a plum!” Finally both men ended up in their rooms, at opposite ends of the apartment, while Sandy tried calming his brother and Bess worked on her husband. In retrospect, Philip would trace his father’s crazy, baseless worry to the trauma of losing his brothers Morris, Charlie, and Milton—but then, too, in light of certain events, he would come to view it as not so baseless: “The worries of parents are legitimate,” he said. “Things are gonna befall their children. So their hearts break for their children before they even fuck up because they are gonna fuck up.”



THAT FALL Roth joined the all-Jewish fraternity, Sigma Alpha Mu, though he’d also been rushed by a nondenominational local house, Phi Lambda Theta, and even the gentile Theta Chi, whose only Jewish member had a gentile name and happened to be president; the latter tried hard to persuade Roth to join, but Herman had lectured his son about the advantage of being with Jewish boys, and besides Philip worried his role as “an honorary WASP” might sap his natural exuberance. Indeed, he admired the way his SAM brethren managed to assimilate at Bucknell without sacrificing a certain flamboyance inherent in being Sammies, as they were called, which always reminded Roth of “the pushiest of pushy Jews, Sammy Glick.”

During his brief association with the Sammies, Roth befriended a colorful C&F major named Dick Denholtz, and the two wrote, directed, and starred in a “wildly uninhibited” burlesque of Guys and Dolls (“a musical I knew note by note and word by word”), set at Bucknell, which was the hit of the interfraternity Mid-Term Jubilee. Less rewarding, but no less madcap, was the Sammy “Sand Blast”: an indoor beach party, in February, that involved removing all rugs and furniture from the downstairs dining hall and two living rooms, so the entire first floor could be flooded with three inches of sand. Roth thought risking a collapsed floor was a bit much for the would-be bacchanal, which in fact wasn’t all that memorable: the coeds’ bikinis exposed barely an inch of midriff, and Roth’s own spunky blonde date—a young woman nicknamed the Bos (for Bosom)—proved every bit as virtuous as the others. For months afterward, the food had bits of sand in it, and the greasy fare at the SAM house—prepared by an alcoholic ex-sailor naturally called Cookie—had been none too savory to begin with. Given that the house was “a pigpen” smelling of sweat socks, and that it was three times farther from the library, where Roth longed to be, than the men’s dorm, his departure after a single year was almost inevitable.

At first his passion for learning was more promiscuous than ever. He’d found his constitutional law class so engrossing that he’d accepted an invitation to spend a semester at American University in Washington, D.C.—but then became enthralled with his world literature class and decided to double-major in English and political science, and finally dropped pre-law altogether. One of the teachers who influenced his decision was C. Willard Smith—“Willard” to students in Cap and Dagger, with whom he liked to take small parts in campus plays. A Princeton man of cheerful, tweedy demeanor, Willard invited Roth to take over Literary Criticism one day and read his paper on Thomas Mann’s Mario and the Magician, a novella everyone in the class had been assigned to critique. While Willard twinkled in the back of the room, Roth assumed the lectern and read with calm authority—a “Land ho!” moment that made him decide, on the spot, to be a literature professor.

Roth’s class in American drama was taught by a tall, bespectacled, balding young man named Bob Maurer, the son of a butcher from Roselle Park, New Jersey, right next to Elizabeth and Newark. One evening the two bumped into each other on campus, and Roth explained he was coming from a meeting of the yearbook staff. Maurer inquired why he was interested in the yearbook, and Roth replied, “Because I think I ought to learn to get along with people.” Maurer’s response was a revelation to the young man whose father had pressed on him, at age fourteen, Dale Carnegie’s How to Win Friends and Influence People: “Why would you want to learn a thing like that?” Maurer, a gentile, loved chatting with Roth about their nonintersecting New Jerseys, and soon he invited him and his friend, Pete Tasch—by far the best and funniest students in Maurer’s class—to have dinner with him and his wife, Charlotte, who for three years had been William Shawn’s secretary at The New Yorker.§

The couple struck Roth as nearly ideal human beings—“smart, humorous, deeply tolerant”—and their “dinky” redbrick house became a favorite hangout for the rest of his time at Bucknell. On Saturday nights they’d sit around drinking Gallo wine and listening to E. E. Cummings, the subject of Bob’s ongoing dissertation. During the Army–McCarthy hearings Roth would rush down the hill from his morning class and watch a tiny-screened TV with Bob—both of them pacing the floor, raging, while Charlotte made them sandwiches. Most compelling of all, perhaps, was the stylish way the couple dealt with poverty: “it seemed to confer an admirable independence from convention without having turned them, tiresomely, into fifties bohemians,” Roth wrote in The Facts. This—along with the pedagogical authority he’d discovered in Willard’s class—helped confirm him in his choice to live austerely as a scholar and/or “a serious writer who was so good that his books made no money.”

Among fellow students, Roth’s best friends were Tasch and Dick Minton. The three had resigned together from Sigma Alpha Mu during the fall semester of Roth’s second year in Lewisburg; afterward they filled time working on the campus humor magazine, Et Cetera—founded the previous year under the stewardship of one Anne Schoonmaker, who’d primly declared in her first editorial, “Material which depends on filth for laughs is not humorous.” Roth, however, was inspired by Cummings’s gleeful lines about starting a magazine “fearlessly obscene,” and, taking over as editor that fall, he purged the old staff in favor of Tasch, Minton, and a few like-minded others. Essential to the tone of the thing were the urbane Maurers—especially Charlotte, given all she’d gleaned from her time at The New Yorker. “One of our friends, a sociology major if you’re interested, told us an amusing story the other afternoon,” began a typical item from Et Cetera’s “Transit Lines,” a “two-page miscellany of putatively witty reportage,” as Roth put it, that owed much to The New Yorker’s “Talk of the Town,” including its arch deployment of the royal we.

The larger mission of Roth’s Et Cetera was to provide a smart, witty alternative to the inane campus newspaper, The Bucknellian—all the more after the presidential election that year, as Roth asserted his solidarity with the “civilized minority” who’d supported Adlai Stevenson versus “the philistine majority who had overwhelmingly elected Eisenhower President.” In uber-Republican Lewisburg, Roth had made a point of wearing a Stevenson button and even campaigning door to door for “the poor benighted egghead,” as he later wrote a friend. He also tried raising the public’s consciousness about the evils of McCarthyism with a Browningesque monologue in Et Cetera, “I’d Like to Be More Definite but You Know the Times,” in which a well-meaning coward gives hesitant voice to his indignation: “some people from a certain state in a certain country have as their spokesman a certain senator / . . . unfair and sort of vile and sour / Sort of has just—well, just—well, for crying out loud, just too damn much power!” And certainly, in a better world, The Bucknellian would have felt scooped when Roth assigned a long piece on the Lewisburg Penitentiary to Tasch, who even wangled an advertisement from the place that “made you want to commit a crime and go there,” said Roth.

Roth and Tasch learned the hard way about the trickier aspects of putting out a magazine. Roth had wanted to solicit articles from faculty, and that fall his crusty but lovable history professor, J. Orin Oliphant, obliged him with a facetious piece about the misuse of English. After a long night with Tasch at the printer in Milton, across the Susquehanna River, Roth rushed to Oliphant’s office with a copy hot off the press: “Thank you, Philip!” said Oliphant, opening the magazine to his piece. “Oh my god! Oh Christ! It’s not in order!” Indeed, the sleepy lads had put an earlier part of the man’s article after what was supposed to be the end, and so on. “All right!” Oliphant sighed at last. “You tried and it didn’t work!”



FOR ROTH, the promise embodied by Castelbaum’s shiksa was slow to bear fruit, and indeed Bucknell seemed puritanical even by the standards of Eisenhower’s America. Men outnumbered women four to one, and the women were sequestered in the old “Girl Seminary” buildings, Larison, Harris, and Hunt, down the hill from the men. Grim housemothers guarded the virtue of their charges, who were expected to be back in their rooms no later than eleven at night (eight for freshmen). “No men could go anywhere near the dorms unless he was meeting one of the girls,” Roth remembered, “and then he could wait with his coat on in the downstairs common room (while being administered a dose of saltpeter . . . some believed that it was liberally sprinkled onto the food prepared for unknowing males at the university dining hall).” For the amusement of a few close friends, Roth composed a ditty he liked to declaim “in stentorian tones”: “Larison, Harris, and Hunt, / that’s where they keep all the cunt.” During his first year, Roth had pursued cheerleaders such as Pat McColl and Annette Littlefield, who drew a hard line at any form of petting, and no wonder: When Roth’s friend Jane Brown was admonished by the Waspy Honor Council for “inappropriate kissing,” she suspected it had more to do with her boyfriend Eddie’s Jewishness than her behavior per se. As her big sister in Kappa Delta remarked, “They think we’re crazy for dating Jewish boys, because we can’t marry them.”¶

At the beginning of junior year, Roth had presided over a meeting to recruit new staff for Et Cetera, and one of the girls in attendance was Ann Sides, who became art editor and began dating Roth. “I was highly susceptible to slight, pretty blondes with brains,” Roth wrote her in 2009, shortly after he’d sent her a copy of his latest novel, Indignation, which contained certain key details derived from their affair. At Bucknell, Sides had been a member of the sorority most known for its pulchritude, Tri Delt, though she considered herself an “odd girl out” there: her first two years had been spent at Kutztown State Teachers College (“an overgrown high school”) in her hometown of Williamsport, until she dropped out and spent a year working as a chambermaid at a nearby resort. “We kicked dead leaves and talked about Thomas Wolfe,” she replied to Roth in 2009, when he asked her to remind him how they’d spent time together. They also went to a football game and, more notably, a “drunken brawl” at the Sammy house, after which, in the backseat of somebody’s car, they engaged in heavy petting; Sides returned to her sorority suite drunk and “delirious” (“I was pretty sure I was in love”), singing and dancing, and, like Jane Brown, was hauled up before the Honor Council for ambiguous reasons.

The episode that ended things took place at the local cemetery, a traditional trysting spot, where Roth had driven Sides in his roommate Ned Miller’s car: “to my astonishment and hers,” Roth remembered, “she performed fellatio.” Roth claimed this was nothing he wanted or expected (though he thought he might have taken his penis out, in hope of a hand job)—indeed, all he knew about such an act, he said, was that “whores did it”; in the moment he remembered thinking the girl’s parents must be divorced. Sides remembered things differently. “It wasn’t the least bit romantic,” she said, claiming Roth had put a hand on the back of her head: “I think it was more of an encouragement, not coercive, but I didn’t know how to politely withdraw.” It may have been so, given that Roth would concede more than once, in all apparent innocence, that one had to “have an aggressive side” in those days to get anything in the way of sex: “I don’t mean nasty aggressive; I mean a forceful nature.”

Roth was seventy-six when he got back in touch with Sides, post-Indignation, inquiring with sincere curiosity what she’d made of the incident at the cemetery (a linchpin scene in the book). “I was surprised,” she wrote back, “—no, I was appalled. . . . I didn’t have any resources for dealing with it so I just cut you out of my life.” That was another thing they remembered differently: how it ended. Like Marcus in the novel, Roth recalled being unable to make sense of things and moreover suspecting there was “something a little broken” in Sides, so he kept his distance. Sides, in turn, had had similar feelings of remorse and confusion, but was quite certain she was the one who broke it off, when Roth called a couple of nights later to ask her out for another date. In fact she was so upset she phoned her father immediately afterward and told him about the breakup (though not what had led up to it). “Well, you don’t need to be dating a Jewish boy,” he said, betraying an anti-Semitism whereof she’d had no previous inkling.

“I feel very tenderly toward her,” Roth said, a few years before he was moved to contact Ann Sides Bishop. “If there were any reason to go to the reunion, it would be to see this seventy-two-year-old woman.” As it happened, Bishop had been “dining out on Philip Roth for years,” as she put it: her granddaughter had been a Ph.D. candidate at Penn a few years after Roth’s time as a celebrated faculty member, and the young woman was “lionized” when her colleagues learned that her grandmother had dated Roth. As for Bishop’s impression of Indignation, she differed with certain of the objective details but was struck by her affinity with the character she’d inspired, Olivia Hutton: both were intelligent and more than a little tormented; while at the dreary college in Williamsport, Bishop had also considered (without actually attempting) suicide. For a few years after Indignation, she and Roth wrote occasional letters until it “saltpetered out,” said Roth, who meanwhile had typed up notes for a new story he never got around to writing, “The Elderly”: “I send copy of Indignation. Get letters. Hers terrifically intelligent. Begin to phone. Pretend it had been different. . . . Tell me about your alcoholism. . . .”



THE MAURERS AND OTHERS loved to hear Roth hold forth about his old Jewish neighborhood—the sexual misadventures of the Seltzer King, the ravenous appetites of “the 300-pound bon vivant Apple King”—but no such exuberance, or any Jews even, made their way into his apprentice fiction. Roth, in The Facts, was candid about his main influences: “In those first undergraduate stories I managed to extract from Salinger a very cloying come-on and from the young Capote his gossamer vulnerability, and to imitate badly my titan, Thomas Wolfe, at the extremes of self-pitying self-importance.” His first published story (in the May 1952 Et Cetera), “Philosophy, or Something Like That,” owes its diction and whimsy almost entirely to Salinger. As the ten-year-old narrator observes of another kid, “He was a pretty good catcher, but, boy, he was fat—like a cigar. That’s funny. I’m funny, you know?” There’s also a bit of evocative scab-picking (“The kind of scab you get when you fall down from skating”) that was surely borrowed from “Just Before the War with the Eskimos,” whereas the final quip (“I’m not allowed to play with Pantheists”) seems more or less the original product of a sophomore mind. Capote would prove a more congenial master, as Roth’s strongest Et Cetera story by far, “The Fence” (May 1953), was a virtual homage to the author of Other Voices, Other Rooms (“I wanted to have a picture taken, like Capote, on the couch,” said Roth). “The Fence” features another ten-year-old narrator (indeed the story takes place on his tenth birthday), who the reader infers is privileged, given the “winey carpet” his toes brush “faintly,” though the rest of the setting is vague except for an orphanage next door—transplanted, horses and all, from Weequahic. The titular fence separates the narrator from some frolicking orphans, to whom he guiltily tosses one of his birthday gifts, then a ball, but the orphans have wandered away. “I had held so tightly to the orphanage fence that the pattern of the wire was printed upon my palm,” the story ends, with nice understatement.

After resigning from the Sammies, Roth’s social life was divided between Et Cetera and the “oddball members of Cap and Dagger,” with whom he gathered for nightly rehearsals in Bucknell Hall, an elegant little nineteenth-century building with a cathedral ceiling. Roth’s roles included Happy Loman in Death of a Salesman (“MA-awm!” he’d later mimic his aggrieved response to being called a “philandering bum”) and the Shepherd in Oedipus Rex, but he made his most lasting impression as the raffish Ragpicker in The Madwoman of Chaillot. Jack Wheatcroft, a young instructor who went on to become a lifelong friend, first met Roth in his Ragpicker makeup and commended his performance—a moment Wheatcroft would remember while presenting Roth with Bucknell’s highest honor, the Stephen Taylor Medal, in 2008:

Fifty-six years later still I can see the slight nod and controlled smile of acknowledgment I received. Since he was in costume and makeup, I had no idea what Philip Roth looked like. But I did recognize his poise, dignity, graciousness, qualities that the Ragpicker had not exhibited. And I sensed that such a difference meant that Philip Roth had to have an understanding of the complex relationship that exists between a fictional character and what we call the real self. Well, the Ragpicker and Philip Roth have gone on to live together for fifty-six years.

That spring of 1953, a transfer student from Endicott Junior College in Massachusetts, Elizabeth “Betty” Powell, began coming around to Cap and Dagger rehearsals to prompt from the script or otherwise help the director. Like her predecessor, Ann Sides, Powell was a slight, pretty blonde with brains—an honor student (in psychology) who rather intimidated Roth with her worldliness, the way she chain-smoked and drank martinis. “Stop mooning!” she’d chide him, whenever he tried wooing her. As it happened, her sophistication was cultivated, and her pensive expression bespoke a troubled past: her parents were divorced, and she lived with her mother in Teaneck, New Jersey; her father (“a goy drunk”) was a commander in the navy, and both he and her brother were on the roughneck side. During visits to campus, the brother would always insist on drinking too much with Betty and Philip, and the latter would invariably vomit.

“She wouldn’t give me a tumble in the beginning,” said Roth, who pressed his cause until finally he persuaded her to have “clumsy” and eventually “less clumsy” sex. The couple liked eating dinner in town, and afterward would stop at the Wheatcrofts’ on Third Street for coffee and dessert. Jack adored Betty, and took to calling her the Booper after Betty Boop; much of her and Roth’s hasty coupling took place on the Wheatcrofts’ bed during joint babysitting jobs (“I got more ass on Jack’s bed than he ever did,” Roth observed, before adding in an explanatory way: “He and his wife slept there”), or else on the laundry room floor in one of the (men’s) dormitories. A sense of boon companionship was born of such furtive exertions, and the two became inseparable. The previous summer Roth had happily worked as a counselor at Pocono Highland Camp in East Stroudsburg, Pennsylvania, and toward the end of junior year he phoned the director and got him to hire Betty, too. Like Bucky and his girlfriend in Nemesis, the two would slip away from campfires and row a boat out to a little lake island to make love.

For that year’s Thanksgiving, Roth took Betty home to meet his parents, and was gratified by how easily she “shed the wryness” and became sweet and gracious. If there was any strain, it was all between Philip and his father—or rather it was all on Philip’s part, as he was more appalled than ever by what he considered the man’s vulgarity. (“He didn’t know about Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, the Pearl Poet. . . .”) Even then Philip knew he was being unfair, that Herman was doing his best, but still he couldn’t bear it; he felt like Emma Bovary hating the sight of her husband’s back.





* That one visit (or many) to the Empire did afford Roth with his all-time favorite joke (“as every woman I’ve ever been with knows”), which he recounted as follows: “Two guys in these dirty mangy tuxedos are on the stage and they’re walking toward each other as if it’s on the street. And suddenly one guy says to the other guy, ‘How do you pronounce it: Hawaii or Havaii?’ And the guy says, ‘Havaii.’ He says, ‘Thank you,’ and [the other guy] says ‘You’re velcome.’ ” Roth exploded with laughter. “It’s still the best joke I’ve ever heard.”

† Almost certainly Capote (2005), with Philip Seymour Hoffman, rather than the similar Infamous (2006), with Toby Jones, since Hoffman gave a public reading from Roth’s Everyman, in 2007, and it would have been natural for Roth (who otherwise watched very few movies pre-retirement) to research the actor via his best work.

‡ Forty-seven years later, Roth went to the Social Security office in Torrington, Connecticut, to inquire why he wasn’t receiving his checks, and so discovered his money had hitherto gone into Jack Phillips’s account.

§ Shawn was nonfiction editor at the time, and Charlotte Maurer remained friendly neighbors in Maine with one of his writers, E. B. White. Shawn was named chief editor after founding editor Harold Ross’s death in 1951.

¶ One night, in 2011, Roth was walking his old classmate Jane Brown Maas back to her apartment on the Upper East Side, when he regaled her with his old “Larison, Harris, and Hunt” ditty. “My god,” she thought, “suppose Philip Roth were to be hit by a car and die right here. The media would ask me what were his last words.”




CHAPTER


Six

ROTH’S FAVORITE PROFESSOR AT BUCKNELL WAS MILDRED Martin, a wry, middle-aged Midwesterner who earned his respect with a gravitas that was often mistaken for severity. “She scared nine-tenths of the student body,” said her student Jesse Bier, “mostly by false reputation, but she was essentially the kindest of human beings, however skeptical her mind.” A lifelong spinster who “rather shrank from physical contact” (Bier), Martin lived in an eighteenth-century clapboard house on South Front Street with a faculty couple, Harold and Gladys Cook, and together they drank nightly martinis for most of their adult lives. Possessed of “solid learning” she was keen to impart, albeit with no desire to seem impressive about it, Martin provided a crucial service for Roth: “She valued me. This is what I needed and what I got. . . . Look, somebody has to tell you that you’re smart and that you’re doing the right thing.” His friendship with Miss Martin would continue to evolve until her death more than forty years later.

The highlight of Roth’s undergraduate career was “The Seminar”—Martin’s two-semester, invitation-only honors course that covered the entirety of English literature “from its beginnings to the present,” or from Beowulf to Stephen Spender, as things stood then. For nine credit hours per semester (the equivalent of three regular courses) the workload was immense: Students had to read one or two books a week, as well as fifty pages in Albert Baugh’s Literary History of England, an underlined copy of which Roth would forever keep on the library table of his Connecticut living room. Because of Baugh, he liked to say, “I still know who Barnaby Goodge is and what Tottle’s Miscellany is and am the only person on West Seventy-ninth who has read Ralph Roister Doister.” Some of his other reading included Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus, a lot of Shakespeare (four plays, the sonnets, “The Phoenix and the Turtle”), Tom Jones, Tristram Shandy, the major Romantics, at least one novel from Trollope’s Barchester series, Thomas Huxley, selected passages from Ulysses, and more. Students wrote a lot, too: at least one weekly critical paper and a summary of the assigned Baugh pages, all of it “scrutinized for accuracy and for common sense by Miss Martin.”

The class of eight students met for three hours every Thursday afternoon, either in the Vaughan Literature Building library, or in Miss Martin’s living room on South Front Street. Sitting beside the fireplace in the latter, Roth would admire the old rugs and floorboards, the vast shelves of books, and look forward to his own “life of reading books and writing about them”—and, of course, talking about them. Discussions often got heated, as students sought to impress Miss Martin with their superperceptive sniping at “unsubstantiated” opinions, or criticism that was merely “subjective.” As Roth recalled, “She herself had no more animus than a radar screen locating objects in space: what Mildred Martin located were our weaknesses of observation and expression. Nothing imperfect flew by her unnoted. She was the first of my scrupulous editors—the sternest, the most relentless, the best.” In 1991, during a videotaped chat with Roth, Martin still remembered the excitement of that particular seminar class—her best ever, she thought, along with the 1948–49 group that included Wheatcroft—and laughed about the time Roth and Minton had become so exercised over a line in Yeats’s “Sailing to Byzantium” that they stood shouting at each other while “Tasch was egging you on.”

ROTH: I remember! Dick was wrong and I was right. . . .

MARTIN: . . . I never had people so excited about the meaning of a line. Do your students ever get that excited in New York?

Martin also remembered the “four frightened girls” in class, daunted by the brilliance of Roth, Minton, and a TA named John Tilton (“smart in an academic way,” Roth said of the last, “but no flair”). On December 2, 1953, Martin wrote a reminder in her diary that Roth had agreed to teach her world lit class in her absence (“I did,” said Roth, “and loved it”), and on December 15, she reflected, “When I was 21, in comparison with Roth and Minton, I was a child.” In the same entry she noted that Susie Kiess had stopped coming to class, and “Mrs. Bender” had dropped, too, after bursting into tears while Roth read his paper on “The Fight at Finnsburg”; fleeing to the kitchen, Mrs. Bender returned at last to say “I know the answer to that question,” gave it, and disappeared forever. Martin did not seem disconcerted, and indeed looked forward to the remaining two girls’ departures after every Thursday class, while the boys went on bickering and the five of them would “[begin] to have a really good time.”

Along with his cherished Baugh, another old college book Roth would retain to the end was an anthology of essays, Toward Liberal Education, wherein he’d discovered the satire of Philip Wylie, the now all-but-forgotten author of Opus 21, Generation of Vipers, and Finnley Wren. To the young Roth, Wylie’s mandarin railing against “Momism,” advertising, and popular culture in toto was a bracing revelation. Later Roth would revisit his idol and find his work “pompous, mannered, superior, arrogant . . . everything I must have loved then”; indeed, at the time, Wylie was a crucial step toward framing certain grievances against the crasser bumpkins on campus and his own upbringing.*

The quintessence of local vulgarity was still The Bucknellian, especially as it existed in 1953, under the editorial hand of Barbara (Bobby) Roemer, a popular girl on campus who also served as vice president of Tri Delt and captain of the cheerleading squad. It occurred to Roth, in retrospect, that his infamous attacks on her newspaper were a little aroused by jealousy—students actually read the thing in droves, which could hardly be said of Et Cetera—but then, too, it was just a ghastly rag: “If you’re a satirist you’re being thrown a slow curve with The Bucknellian,” he said, “and you just time yourself and just smack it out of the fucking ballpark.”

“There is a theory that if a thousand monkeys were chained to a thousand typewriters for an unspecified number of years,” Roth’s editorial for the Spring 1953 issue began,† “they would have written all of the great literature that has been set down in the world by human beings. If such is the case, what is holding up production of The Bucknellian? We do not expect Miss Roemer and her cohorts to turn out great literature, for, after all, they are not monkeys, but we do expect them to publish a newspaper.” Thus Roth explained his motive for including, as that issue’s centerfold, a satirical facsimile of The Bucknellian that mimicked, among other things, Miss Roemer’s own well-known editorial voice: “Gee whiz, why can’t we have some school spirit here at ivy-covered B. U.! Huh, why not? Boy, at other schools they yell their heads off at athletic contests; they go hog wild, at other schools!” Another typical item in Roth’s Bucknellian came with the headline TRI DELTI [sic] AND PIPHI TIE FOR FIRST IN ANNUAL CAKE BAKE; PHI MU TAKES THIRD SPOT WITH MARBLE CAKE and went on soberly to record that the Phi Mu’s entry had been relegated to third place because of a lack of “fluffiness” and “texture” in their product. CHEERS TO CONTINUE read another headline—and so on.

The parody was a hit among the campus smart set, and one of the letters published in the subsequent (May) issue of Et Cetera was jointly signed by Mildred Martin, Bob Maurer, Jack Wheatcroft, and one Ruth Lavare: “We wish to commend you and your staff for having absorbed one of the lessons for which students come to college—that criticism intelligently used is one of the best instruments for directing inevitable change.” Another of Roth’s admirers, C. Willard Smith, wrote to congratulate him on the “good humor” and “satirical wit” of the facsimile per se, allowing that it made its point “if the shoe fits.” Willard continued, “But in the editorial, you virtually presented Miss Roemer a pair of I. Miller super specials of exact size. . . . I might even add that your editorial seemed to me almost unchivalrous.” Willard was far from alone in thinking so. Bobby Roemer was reduced to tears and (some say) scarred for life, and her managing editor, Red Macauley, came knocking on Roth’s door and seemed ready to deck the “little Jewish Swift,” as Roth called his younger self—“Swiftberg.”

And Swiftberg wasn’t done. A year later Roth introduced his second Bucknellian parody with an editorial titled “A Physician’s Apologia,” from this epigraph by Dryden (no less): “he who writes honestly is no more an enemy to the offender, than the physician to the patient, when he prescribes harsh remedies to an inveterate disease.” Reminding the reader that he’d previously addressed the condition of Bucknell’s “diseased newspaper,” Roth reported that his mockery had struck some as “cruel and callous, and others (more perceptive) as immoral and/or immature; a few were struck by the unfortunate truth of the remarks. If The Bucknellian was struck at all, I fear its granite skin was not pierced.” Once more unto the breach, then, with another satire composed mostly of banal spoofing of Roemer’s fondness for frat gossip and school spirit. One item, however—based on an actual weekly feature in the newspaper—made the campus community take startled notice. “Girl of the Weak [sic]” was illustrated by Matisse’s Odalisque Seated with Arms Raised, a nude with hairy armpits, and purported to be about Honor Goodgirl: “Since Honor is an Education Major, she is on the Dean’s List. She is from her local state, and is also a sea-shell collector of sorts, an amateur horticulturist, and a virgin. When asked to comment upon this wide variety of interests, she said, ‘I really am a virgin.’ ”

The dean of men in 1954 was a former Bucknell football star named Mal Musser; lanky, bald, and affable, the man was a foremost proponent of what the college liked to call its Hello Spirit—a spirit Musser thought Swiftberg had roundly abused. Answering Musser’s summons, Roth found the man grimly surveying his portrait of Honor Goodgirl. “Young man,” said Musser, once Roth had seated himself, “this is not in the Bucknell spirit. The Bucknellian is a fine”—etc. Roth was also censured by the Board of Publications, and while no one demanded that Et Cetera shutter its offices, Roth (like Marcus Messner in Indignation) was all but certain he’d “fucked [him]self.” Soon he’d be expelled and drafted, if not sent to Korea; at the very least he’d lost his chance at a decent graduate school scholarship. Nor did it help (he suspected) that his name was Roth, that his associates were Tasch, Minton, and a Sammy business manager named Pincus—“a little nest of Jews,” as he later put it.

All but broken for the time being, he was “nearly in tears” when he appeared on Miss Martin’s doorstep. “ ‘Well,’ ” she remembered saying, “ ‘if you’re going to be a satirist you’re going to be misunderstood all your life.’ And he kind of gazed at me and said, ‘Is that true?’ ” In Roth’s case it was eminently true, and he would come to view Honor Goodgirl as an emblem of his future greatness—“the work of an incipient Mickey Sabbath” who’d left his “quivering sensitivity” behind. For Bobby Roemer, the parodies were perhaps the first dark clouds swarming along her horizon. Some fifteen years later she came to the office of Dr. Martin Castelbaum and noticed his Bucknell diploma while he took her history. She asked him when he’d graduated, and he told her. “Don’t you know me?” she inquired, a little frantically. Dr. Castelbaum—who’d rarely stepped outside the library in college, and whose romance with the shiksa was, truth be known, as chaste as it was short-lived—confessed that he didn’t. The woman burst into tears: “Those were the happiest days of my life! I was editor of The Bucknellian, I was a cheerleader, I was everything at Bucknell!” And she rushed out of his office, never to return.‡

“How richly it fulfills the promise of Honor Goodgirl!” Charlotte Maurer congratulated Roth in 1971, on the publication of Our Gang, a tasteless satire of the Nixon administration. “I imagine that only Bob and I, and possibly Mildred Martin, remember how long you’ve been a master satirist,” she said, naming the novel’s co-dedicatees.



THOUGH MORE STUDIOUS than ever, Roth would court disaster in a way that his father, for one, might have foreseen. Seniors were allowed to live off campus, and that year Roth and Tasch took rooms at a boardinghouse belonging to a pious white-haired widow, Mrs. Purnell, who informed them forthwith that women (that is, one’s fiancée) were allowed to visit only on Sunday, for tea, and only then if the door was left open. One Sunday evening, a few weeks into his final semester, Roth was lying in bed with Betty Powell when he heard his landlady return from what he thought would be a longer family visit in nearby Mifflinburg; waving Betty under the bed, Roth hastily got dressed, grabbed a book, and smiled at the bleak-faced widow on his way out. He planned to go around and open a window for Betty, but the old lady was in his room like a shot, prodding the girl with her foot: “Get out of there, you hussy!” Roth spotted Betty fleeing the house, and walked her back to her room before returning to confront Mrs. Purnell. He found the woman dialing (presumably) the dean of men. “You had no right to scare that girl that way!” Roth blustered, foreseeing his “life in a shambles,” especially given his relations with Musser.

He found refuge at the Maurers, asking to speak alone with Bob. “Have you paid your rent?” Bob asked the haggard Roth, who replied he’d only paid half. Bob assured him that the mean old widow wouldn’t dare risk forfeiting half her rent money, now that it was too late in the semester to find another lodger, and meanwhile laughter exploded from the kitchen where Charlotte had been listening. Roth slept at his friends’ house for a couple of nights while awaiting a last, fatal summons from Dean Musser. When nothing happened, he returned to his room chez Purnell, and sure enough his landlady never mentioned the incident again, nor did Roth invite Betty to visit, even for tea.

Within weeks another disaster loomed: Betty’s period was late. Both she and Roth had applied for prestigious graduate school scholarships, but if Betty was pregnant they’d have little choice but to marry and stay in Lewisburg—living amid the quonset huts of Bucknell Village, supporting themselves as TAs while earning their homely Bucknell master’s degrees. For a couple of weeks Roth waited for Betty each night outside the student commons, and each night she’d greet him with a fraught little shake of her head; one night, however, she arrived beaming. Roth was likely the more ecstatic of the two: “Having narrowly escaped premature domesticity and its encumbering responsibilities,” he wrote in The Facts, “I abandoned myself to dreams of erotic adventures that I couldn’t hope to encounter other than on my own.”

On April 15, 1954, Dean Musser informed Roth (“Hearty congratulations”) that he was one of a handful of seniors elected to Phi Beta Kappa, and a week later Miss Martin noted in her diary that Roth had come around to discuss the speech he’d been chosen to give at the induction ceremony. He was also one of eight magna cum laude graduates (plus a single summa), having received mostly As and the odd B in ROTC and C in PE. As for Betty Powell, she was the recipient (cum laude) of the Wainwright D. Blake Award for Outstanding Senior in Psychology.

Back in New Jersey that June, Roth faced a dilemma: after three months on a waiting list, he’d finally been offered a full scholarship to the University of Pennsylvania, where a brilliant older cousin, Sandy Kuvin (then pursuing his medical studies at Cambridge in England), had attended both college and graduate school; Kuvin had nothing but good things to say about the place. Meanwhile the University of Chicago had immediately offered Roth a scholarship, but a few alumni had “given [him] reports not entirely satisfactory,” as Roth wrote to Miss Martin in the “Lord Chesterfield” diction (as he later put it) that he adopted in his early letters to that formidable woman. One factor tipping him toward Chicago was his admiration for the university’s former (until 1951) president, Robert Maynard Hutchins, whose classic essay opposing college football, “Gate Receipts and Glory,” had also appeared in Roth’s beloved anthology, Toward Liberal Education. In an early draft of Zuckerman Unbound, a young Nathan imagines himself quoting the essay in a speech, amid the kind of fastidious little cues Roth himself was apt to scribble into the scripts of his every public utterance:

“The substitute for athleticism,” as Robert M. Hutchins had written in “Gate Receipts and Glory,” “is light and learning. (Pause for alliteration to sink in) The colleges and universities which (Sarcastically) taught the country football, can teach the country that the effort to discover truth (Significant pause), to transmit the wisdom of the race (Significant pause), and to preserve civilization (Significant pause) is exciting and (Bitter irony) perhaps important too.”

What would prove the decisive consideration, however, was that Betty Powell had accepted a scholarship to Penn. That summer the couple met for lunch at the Biltmore, and Roth calmly announced he was going to Chicago, in light of which he didn’t see the point of continuing their affair. “I didn’t do it with relish,” he remembered. “I did it with dispatch. I had no finesse. . . . That was the first blow I ever dealt a woman.” Saying goodbye at the Port Authority Bus Terminal, Roth watched his old girlfriend leave on an escalator, where she began to sob; with some little surprise he realized she must have loved him after all.

She was, in fact, already replaced or soon to be. On June 28, Roth began work as a counselor at a YMHA day camp, Forest Lodge, a fifteen-mile bus trip from Newark. “I took my twelve ten year olds into the forest for a hike,” he wrote Miss Martin at the end of that first day; “moccasined Arctic trapper that I am, I proceeded to lose myself and the group; it took us two hours to find our way out; we walked about eight miles; for a moment—I must admit—when it looked as though they were going to have to send a helicopter out to find us, a tiny stab of panic rose in my gallant breast.” Nowhere in this account was any mention of a fellow counselor named Maxine Groffsky—a stunning eighteen-year-old who caught Roth’s eye while diving gracefully into the pool. A willowy girl with hair “the color of an Irish setter,” Groffsky had a kind of blasé athleticism that Roth evoked in his letters by calling her Jordan Baker, the jaunty golfing socialite in Gatsby. The model for Brenda Patimkin in Goodbye, Columbus, Groffsky was from suburban Maplewood rather than Short Hills (in the novella), though both places were on either side of South Mountain Reservation—an uphill trip from Newark “that brought one closer to heaven,” as Neil Klugman would have it, what with the sweeter breezes and grander houses at that elevation.

The couple began seeing each other day and night; on weekends they played tennis in South Orange, and Roth was a regular guest at the Groffsky dinner table. Roth would tweak a few facts, but otherwise the family mirrored the Patimkins at every salient point: Maxine’s older brother, Paul, was a basketball star at the University of Michigan, and their younger sister, Irene, was an assertive kid who attended kosher summer camp and later moved to Israel. What the children had in common was the doting solicitude of their father, Herman, a roughhewn Polish immigrant who’d made a killing as a wholesale glass distributor.§ Maxine’s attractive mother, Belle, was old friends with Uncle Bernie’s first wife, Byrdine, whose daughter Margery had been friends with Maxine at Columbia High School—another reason Philip was so readily accepted by the family, though the proper Belle kept an eye on things. When Maxine proposed visiting her boyfriend in Chicago that fall, her mother quashed the idea: a girl who pursues a boy so obviously is not “conventional,” she explained, with some little severity.

“I was never a wise guy with parents,” Roth said of his younger self, whose perfect manners vis-à-vis the Groffskys were belied by his tendency—once he began sleeping over at their big five-bedroom house on Richmond Avenue—to skulk the halls after hours and have sex with Maxine. Still, he was careful not to betray certain Philip Wylie–esque perceptions of their garish prosperity and the way it shaped their souls; for Bob Heyman’s benefit, though, he tried to explain what he would later dramatize far better: “They are crude and solid and as happy as God will let them be, they are gluttonous and warm and fearful and sometimes loving and selfish and generous too; and that is their problem.” Certainly Paul Groffsky suspected none of this; that fall, Roth made a point of cheering on his potential future brother-in-law at the Northwestern game, in Evanston, and really he didn’t consider Paul a “lunkhead”—à la Ron in the novel—so much as “boring,” whereas Paul was at pains to point out, later, that he didn’t really own the Ann Arbor equivalent of a “Columbus record”—“E. E. Cummings reading to students (verse, silence, applause)”—though he did have a record of Big Ten fight songs that he played “more than once.”

The big point of the affair, for Roth, was sex—a rather prosaic business with Betty Powell, and anything but with Maxine, or Mackie as he called her. Nor was there any controversy about getting a diaphragm, since both were eager to enhance their pleasure, and indeed about the only detail Roth recalled of that transaction was Mackie’s breezy announcement afterward: “I’m wearing it.” At the beginning of September—a few days before he left for Chicago and she left for her freshman year at Cornell—the couple joined Stu Lehman and his fiancée at a rental house in Loch Arbour on the Jersey Shore. Lehman remembered thinking that Roth and his new girlfriend seemed “made for each other. . . . They were both very attractive people—tall, good-looking—and she seemed to be able to handle his acerbic sense of humor and his sexual appetites, at least as far as we knew.” At the time Roth professed to have low expectations for the teenager’s suitability as an intellectual companion, conceding to Heyman that “she has her charming moments, which it is often worth waiting for”; however, with respect to her way of slipping into his cabana, say, and blowing him before he changed into his trunks, he was considerably less ambivalent. “No doubt [Betty Powell] is far more understanding and clever than Mackie,” he wrote Heyman, “but I wonder what is more important. I was beginning to doubt my masculinity until Mackie responded so healthily and beautifully. It’s paradoxical, I think, that Betty, who is certainly more feminine than Maxine, should be the cold one, and that Maxine, the girl-boy, should play the role of the woman so much better.”





* Roth’s girlfriend during much of the sixties, Ann Mudge, turned out to be related to Wylie—a “jolly” man whom Roth was thrilled to meet over dinner one night in 1964.

† Et Cetera was published quarterly, but the dating of its issues was erratic. Sometimes they were dated by season (“Spring”), sometimes by month (“May”), and sometimes neither (“Mid-Year”).

‡ When Roth received the Taylor Medal in 2008, The Bucknellian tracked down its old editor, Barbara Roemer Gibb, for a comment: “There never was and there won’t be a response,” she replied, calling the attack “unprovoked.”

§ When I asked Stu Lehman to describe Herman Groffsky, he said the man bore an “incredible” resemblance to the actor who played Mr. Patimkin in the movie, Jack Klugman. I doubt Roth would have disagreed: by far his favorite scene (perhaps from any movie based on his books) was between Mr. Patimkin/Klugman and his beloved daughter, at the wedding, where he tells her she can have anything in the world she wants.




CHAPTER


Seven

ROTH WOULD OF TEN REFER TO HIS FIRST YEAR IN CHICAGO (1954–55) as the best of his life—a time when he’d pursued his “Byronic dream” of “bibliography by day, women by night.” It began with his second-ever plane trip, followed by a cab from Midway to the Windermere Hotel in Hyde Park (where he’d stay that first night only), during which he excitedly asked his old black cabbie where he might find Robie House and Oak Park (Hemingway) and so on. Finally the man glanced over his shoulder and said, “Son, if you can’t get laid in Chicago, you can’t get laid anywhere.” Guided by the novels of Nelson Algren, Roth dropped his bags at the hotel and headed to a strip bar on the corner of Dearborn and Division, where a young dancer named Pepper put a hand on his thigh and sat chatting with him while he bought her overpriced drinks out of his tiny student budget.

For the first week or two Roth took a cramped room at the International House, befriending a former ballet dancer from Panama who was fun to “pal around with,” at first, until one night he made a pass at Roth. “I wouldn’t hurt you, baby,” the man laughed at Roth’s utter astonishment. Finally, after a frantic four-day search, Roth found more suitable quarters at the Disciples Divinity House on East Fifty-seventh—a “magnificent” room, he wrote Heyman, “big, light, and full of character (Gothic as all get-out).” Most of Roth’s twenty or so housemates were Protestant divinity students, though soon enough Roth struck up friendships with a couple of Jewish boys in the English department, Barry Targan and Herb Haber, who also took rooms at the Divinity House. Haber remembered a certain amount of raillery among their Christian housemates, who debated whether Jews were heathen or pagan, properly speaking, and did they have any real chance of attaining heaven?

An excitable fourth was added to their circle in the person of Arthur Geffen, a Brooklyn prodigy who’d left high school early to enroll in Hutchins’s three-year master’s program. Geffen supported himself as a part-time bartender at the University Tavern, where he and Roth would compete to see who could make Haber and Targan fall off their stools laughing. Roth’s routines included an impersonation of Bobby Kennedy talking in a Bugs Bunny voice, as well as a more or less constant flow of improvisation with Geffen (“Alongside him I’m John Wayne,” said Roth)—long tipsy evenings when they’d play Iago and a jive-talking Othello, or speak entirely in Hemingway locutions. The university was, in short, a kind of demi-paradise for Roth: “like some highly evolved, utopian extension of the Jewish world of my origins, as though the solidarity and intimate intensity of my old neighborhood life had been infused with a lifesaving appetite for intellectual amusement and experimentation.” In the classroom, too, the friends from Brooklyn and Newark could better grapple with “the intimidating power of Henry James and literary good taste generally” by remembering that Isabel Archer was, after all, a typical shiksa.
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