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Dedicated to my father

JULIUS SHAPIRO

my hero and lifelong champion.


All that is personal soon rots; it must be packed in ice or salt.

—William Butler Yeats



PROLOGUE
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With his back against the sunset, a seventeen-year-old boy lingered on the docks along the Hudson River. By his calculations, it was a ten-minute swim from where he stood to the ship.

The new high school graduate waited, his soft grey eyes fixed on the City of New York, moored and heavily guarded on the Hoboken piers. The sun went down at six forty-five this day—August 24, 1928—but still he fought back his adrenaline. He wanted true darkness before carrying out his plan. At noon the next day, the ship would leave New York Harbor and sail nine thousand miles to the frozen continent of Antarctica, the last frontier on Earth left to explore. He intended to be aboard.

That summer, baby-faced Billy Gawronski was three inches short of his eventual height of five foot eleven, and his voice still squeaked. “You are a late bloomer,” his doting immigrant mother told him in thickly accented English. Yet the ambitious dreamer, born and raised in the gritty tenement streets of the Lower East Side, was as familiar with Commander Richard Evelyn Byrd’s flagship as any reporter assigned to cover its launch. The Antarctica-bound barquentine was an old-fashioned multi-masted ship that suggested the previous century, with enchanting square sails arranged against an almost impenetrable maze of ropes. The 161-foot wooden vessel spanned half a city block, her 27-foot beam taller than a three-story building. Sail- and steam-powered and weighing 200 tons, with sturdy wooden sides 34 inches thick, she had seen duty as an Arctic icebreaker for Norwegian seal hunters starting in 1885. On one run in icy waters in 1912, her captain had been the last to see the Titanic; just ten miles away, he’d been afraid to help the sinking ship, as he was hunting illegally in territorial waters. Like so many immigrants, the ship once known as Samson found her name changed when she arrived in America in 1928, becoming the City of New York. She was the most romantic of the four boats in Byrd’s cobbled-together flotilla, and the one leaving first—with the greatest fanfare—early the next afternoon.

Several times in his mind that evening, Billy dove into the Hudson and started swimming, only to find his feet firmly on land. But he had been on board the SS New York before. Nine days earlier, he and two thousand other New Yorkers had taken the Fourteenth Street Ferry to Hoboken, New Jersey, and gaped at the City of New York, moored next to the grand Dutch ocean liner the SS Veendam. The crowd was wowed with anticipation. Just past noon, the ship’s captain, Frederick Melville—second cousin of the nineteenth-century author Herman Melville—gave the okay, waving the first sweaty guests up the gangway, their dollar admission supporting the Byrd Antarctica expedition’s fund-raising drive. Several members of Melville’s crew, including the chief engineer, Thomas “Mac” Mulroy, and sixty-year-old veteran sailmaker John Jacobson, joined him in greeting the adoring public. No, he told them, Byrd was not aboard. Everyone still wanted to gawk.

When it had been Billy’s turn to board, he’d wandered the wooden decks, still cargo free to accommodate guests. The poop aft (rear deck) was elevated, housing Commander Byrd’s cabin, an elegant wood-paneled chart room, and a state-of-the-art radio room with technology that would let the explorers be heard no matter how far they sailed. Under the poop deck were spaces for the machine room and the radio generator. One level down were seven cabins—the cramped quarters where the men would sleep—as well as several storerooms, and lockers for holding mops and paint. He stood in the machine room with other tourists—men and women content to admire all the nifty gadgets. Also aft were the ship’s engine and oppressively hot boiler room.

None of these places had been right for a hiding spot. Forward proved more promising, with its large fo’c’sle (forecastle, a front deck), and a second, smaller fo’c’sle in the peak: a narrow hollow under the bowsprit (a thick pole projecting from the upper end of a sailing vessel) of the boat’s prow (the part of the bow above the water). Here, under this second hidden fo’c’sle, Billy had spied a good-sized space in a shelf. The exposed top fo’c’sle would be visible to anyone on the ship during the departure ceremonies, but the second fo’c’sle would remain dark. Satisfied with his investigation, the lad grabbed one of the commemorative paper cups set aside as a souvenir before heading for the ramp.

Afterward, still on a high, Billy had walked the New Jersey shoreline until he’d scouted the lookout site he was in now, a long distance from the ship but not out of reach for a superior swimmer like himself. Another ocean liner had taken the Veendam’s place next to the expedition ship in Hoboken’s busy Pier 1: the SS Leviathan, headed overseas the next day, too. The Leviathan dwarfed its famous ice-bound companion vessel in dock.

With the twilight not yet dissipated, Billy still had an excellent view of the many ships going up and down the brackish southern-flowing Hudson. Could a ship hit him as he swam? He ate what little food he’d brought: an apple and an egg salad sandwich. As for what he would eat after that? He hadn’t bothered to think about it.

Even under the dimming sky, Billy could make out the shadowed bodies of stationed watchmen, but he was unsure if they were Byrd’s crew or borrowed Coast Guards keeping vigil. There would be no sneaking up the gangway, the narrow metal plank for boarding. He would have to swim out to the unprotected side of the ship, the side facing the water. Who would think to guard the edges of the ship away from the pier? Once aboard, he did not have a sure grasp on how he would reveal himself to Commander Byrd or justify his presence on the expedition, but he trusted he could wing it.

In Byrd, Americans like Billy now had a superexplorer of their own—someone who could stand proudly beside England’s legendary Ernest Shackleton and Robert Falcon Scott, not to mention Norway’s Roald Amundsen, the crafty strategist who in 1911 had been the first to reach the South Pole, just five weeks ahead of Scott’s team. The thirty-nine-year-old blueblood Virginian “Dick” Byrd was a slight but strong man with a chiseled, smooth-shaven face. He looked the part of a hero and acted like one, too, admired already for the responsible, safety-first ethics he had demonstrated exploring the North Pole by ship and plane in 1926. Now he had set his eye on the South.

Byrd’s team would be the first American expedition to Antarctica since Lieutenant Charles Wilkes and his exploring party poked around the coast eighty-eight years before, in February 1840. And Wilkes had not even set foot on the continent itself.

When the commander’s four ships reached Antarctica, the coldest, windiest outpost imaginable, he would unload a specially designed Ford trimotor three-propeller transport plane with a seventy-foot wingspan—the first commercial aircraft sturdy enough to weather a 120-mile-per-hour flight over the South Pole; only 199 of the planes were manufactured. The wings and fuselage were constructed from corrugated duralumin, a light, strong alloy of aluminum, copper, manganese, and magnesium, while the landing gear and bracing were all steel. Byrd’s underlings would assemble it on the ice barrier that guarded the continent of Antarctica, and, with the aid of a pilot, he would fly over the polar plateau, proudly dropping the Stars and Stripes from the sky. Two more monoplanes (a plane with only one set of wings) were sailing on other ships farther southbound to 90 degrees south: a small Fokker and an even smaller Fairchild. With the introduction of airplanes to Antarctica, Byrd and his pilots would have the first bird’s-eye views of its great mysterious interior, and no doubt add to the fragmentary maps of the south polar region, a landmass Byrd believed to be greater than that of the United States and Mexico combined—at least five million miles. But as Billy told his family and friends, no one was sure.

Breathless articles in prominent publications such as Scientific American and Popular Mechanics heralded the dawn of the mechanical age of exploration and asked readers with the sketchiest knowledge of Antarctica to imagine a pilot seeing the United States from the air for the first time, spotting a Grand Canyon here, a buffalo herd there. Was Antarctica home to animals that had never been seen? Indigenous people? Lost dinosaurs?

Even Billy’s Polish grandmother, with her rudimentary English, agreed that it was marvelous to be living in an age when man could do such things as fly over a frozen continent. So why did everyone except his babcia scoff whenever Billy said he wanted to have a life as adventurous as Byrd’s?

In the rags-to-riches decade of the 1920s, everyone in the papers seemed to be living big, meaningful lives, from slugger Babe Ruth, to fashionable Coco Chanel, to comic genius Charlie Chaplin. Jews and blacks had broken through: the Marx Brothers achieved overnight fame after their Broadway debut, and provocative entertainer Josephine Baker packed them in at Paris’s Folies Bergère. New York City in 1928 was the rolling-in-the-dough town immortalized by F. Scott Fitzgerald, whose smash 1920 debut novel, This Side of Paradise, was assigned to English classes at Billy’s alma mater, Manhattan’s progressive Textile High School. Adults, or at least city dwellers, were having a grand old time; only the most sober investors knew that the stock market was not on a permanent high.

Even once-penniless immigrants were doing better for themselves. Billy knew he would inherit the one-man interior decorating business his father had established after arriving in New York as a destitute young man. Now that his boy would graduate in four short years from Cooper Union, a prestigious, free college in Greenwich Village, Rudy Gawronski was ready to add “and Son” to his sign. Billy’s application to Cooper Union had been decent; he supposed he had a knack for art as well as history and languages, but who wanted to study history when you could make history? The thought of a humdrum future stuffing furniture mortified him.

•  •  •

By nearly nine o’clock on that August night, darkness draped the sky, and lights began to sparkle on in the new downtown skyscrapers—young, electric edifices from a decade of big money. From where he crouched, Billy could see the pyramid atop the Bankers Trust Company Building on Wall Street; the wedding-cake-shaped thirty-story Standard Oil Building on lower Broadway; the forty-story Ritz Tower on Park Avenue; and the first of the city’s Art Deco towers, such as the New York Telephone Building on West Street, completed just months before. Great buildings that proved great things were possible.

Billy stayed awake hours into the night, guessing and second-guessing the right moment to jump off the pier. Glory was not for the skittish, he told himself. Still, he was scared about low visibility under blackened skies; afraid that he might lose his way and drown, although he’d easily managed dozens of river swims with his athletic father and with his downtown friends. But was anyone more determined than Billy to hitch a ride on the most famous rig in America? It was the bold, he was certain, who won the right to adventure.

A few minutes past four in the morning, he’d had enough waiting. The young man took a breath and plunged.



ONE

THE GOLDEN DOOR
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In 1907 dark-haired, mustached Rudolf Gawronski left Stanisławowo for New York at the age of nineteen. Billy’s future father traveled alone on the SS Campania, setting out from a Poland partitioned by the Hapsburg rulers of Austria to seek his fortune. The adventuresome textiles apprentice cleared Ellis Island in an old-fashioned suit and gladly took to a relative’s couch in a third-floor walk-up on East Eighteenth Street, near Gramercy Park. His cousin suggested he borrow some newfangled clothes and that Americans would like him better if he called himself Rudy.

He had not turned his back on all he’d left behind. Back in Europe, he’d courted pretty fifteen-year-old Fromia Zajac, baby sister of a friend, visiting her in Czernowice—a city under Austro-Hungarian rule—and leaving her with a memorable kiss. Rudy had not forgotten that she’d expressed interest in leaving for America, too. From his new city of residence, he maintained a flirtatious international postcard exchange with the girl. Fromia was not Rudy’s first love. He had also left behind a daughter named Stefanie under his parents’ care. When he became a widower is not known, nor is even the name of his first wife, but the mother of Stefanie was certainly not the young Fromia, who sent “real photo” postcards to Rudy’s first permanent New York address: c/o Deutsch Brothers, 319 Houston Street, on the Lower East Side. These hand-tinted postcards made from photographs of the sender showed Fromia to be movie-star slim with an ample bosom, her lips parted suggestively.

Deutsch Brothers was both a private banking concern and an interior decorating business. Rudy lived for more than a year in this basement superintendent’s apartment, until he was promoted from janitor to shop assistant and had enough for a better place. (He had worked as an interior decoration apprentice back in the old country.)

Not so long later, on April 6, 1909, the proudly literate Rudy would have read local Polish-language articles celebrating Admiral Robert Peary, an American navy man who claimed to be first to visit the geographical North Pole: a wet landscape dotted with floating ice. He had made the journey on foot, aided by a forty-three-year-old black man named Matthew Henson and four Inuit assistants. After Peary’s return, the US Congress promoted him to rear admiral, and New York’s members-only Explorers Club named him president. But a New York surgeon named Frederick Cook publicly challenged Peary’s claim, insisting that he was the man who had been there first—in 1908—along with two Inuit. Cook’s assertion infuriated Admiral Peary. Their supporters would dispute their achievements for months to come, a battle that researchers continued into later years. Most historians now believe neither explorer made it—both guilty of fudging coordinates for glory.

Rudy soon had more personal news: Fromia had said yes! He was getting a bride. In the fall of 1909, Fromia Zajac was vetted for disease and mental health, and on the same day, released from Ellis Island. Her “Rudy” waited for his seventeen-year-old fiancée past the immigration guards, where Fromia fell into her lover’s arms. Rudy couldn’t believe his luck. The chesty girl of five foot eight was more beautiful than he remembered. He encouraged her to quickly Anglicize her name, suggesting she go with Francesca, which, she agreed, sounded elegant. Scandal would dog them if she moved into his place before their wedding, so he had found her a temporary apartment at 57 First Avenue, in the Polish swath of Manhattan’s Lower East Side. He’d paid the first month’s rent.

An alderman at city hall wed the couple on December 30, 1909, and Francesca relocated to Rudy’s unimpressive one-room place at 165 Avenue A, with a bathtub in the hallway and a tiny kitchenette. On the bright side, the apartment was closer to the then-powerful St. Stanislaus Parish on East Seventh Street, the center of the Manhattan Polish community.

Imagine the sexual frustrations of a Catholic churchgoing couple of the era. Finally, on the last nights of 1909, they lay together. A son was born on September 10, 1910, nine months after their wedding night. Rudy let his wife pick the name to honor members of her family: William Gregory. They called him Billy—a good American name. The happy threesome took weekend trips to family-friendly sights accessible by trolley car or subway: Coney Island, and the Central Park and Bronx Zoos. Stefanie, Billy’s half sister left behind in Poland, would not arrive on American shores until 1929. For twenty years, Billy would be raised as a cosseted only child.

Francesca gained significant weight in pregnancy and continued to put on the pounds during the first few years of child rearing. Meanwhile, Rudy, a rugged five foot eleven, was exercising and in the best shape of his life. The once-happy couple began to bicker over domestic issues, especially with an exploratory toddler in the mix. Partly to escape quarrels at home, Rudy joined men’s groups, and Francesca volunteered as much as she could, especially for the Red Cross.

In Billy’s early childhood, Rudy found steady work as an interior designer and restorer of fine antique furniture in other people’s firms. He also secured a few independent clients, which let him put away extra for a rainy day. The Gawronskis soon had enough money saved so that Francesca could travel home to show off her child to her extended family back in Europe.

Rudy, grateful for a respite from fighting, decided to stay put in New York—ostensibly to head off cash-flow problems. Only mother and son traveled across the Atlantic Ocean via the steamship SS Patricia, a passenger liner built for the Hamburg-American Steamship Company. While there are postcards between husband and wife during this yearlong separation, the once-spicy content from their days of transatlantic courtship is conspicuously missing.

This early oceanic trip thrilled Billy, though, and after his months at sea as a three- and then four-year-old, he refused to take off his sailing suit. When anyone asked the articulate little boy, who could already read and write, what he wanted to be when he grew up, his mother answered for him: “He wants to be a sailor.”

Billy smiled big in several photos taken upon his return to New York: on top of a pony in the East Village; astride other of the city’s horses. Police officers were happy to indulge his cheeky requests, happy to show off their horses, delighting in a little boy so fearless.

The Gawronskis settled back into their lives near the Polish National Home, or as they called it, the Polski Dom Narodowy. This community center at the heart of a ten-block Polish neighborhood of tenement buildings centered on St. Mark’s Place on the Lower East Side, where neighborhood stores catered to homesick Polish-speaking residents, with pączki (jelly doughnuts) in bakery windows. Friends of friends held Bible study, and singing society get-togethers, and meetings of the men’s club to which Rudy now devoted most of his time: a gymnastic and political society called Dom Narodowy Sokot, or the Polish Falcons of America.

An American outgrowth of a paramilitary fraternal organization started in Poland in 1867, the Polish Falcons adopted a strenuous program of physical education to do their part in bringing on “Polish national rejuvenation through self-discipline and physical fitness.” The falcon was chosen as a symbol of strength and self-preservation. Fittingly for a society named after a bird, each group was called a nest. The first was founded in 1887, in Chicago, and soon there were twelve nests across the United States; the one on the Lower East Side was called Falcons Nest 7. In Polish-language handouts, the Falcons stated that they hoped to “exert every possible influence towards attaining political independence of the fatherland,” then under the governance of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. They fought for their adoptive homeland, too. Throughout the twentieth century, many brawny Falcons ranked as officers, in peacetime and in both world wars, where they proved among the fiercest Americans in battle.

Rudy, doing his small part to rebuild the Polish spirit, went to the gym religiously and took daily swims at the closest public pool. He never missed rowdy outings to Brooklyn’s Coney Island, at the edge of the Atlantic Ocean—and the group swims that took place even in the middle of the winter, with plenty of vodka to help the shock of the cold. Billy was excited to tag along on these manly swims. When the well-liked Rudy was voted in as president of Nest 7, he made sure his child learned not only to speak Polish fluently but also—and in some ways, more importantly to him—to swim better than anyone else. Billy was an impressive swimmer by the age of six.

To give her son an outlet for his considerable boy energy, Francesca enrolled him in free acting classes offered by the church community. Amusing photos of the “actor” were pasted into a family album: Billy dressed in Polish national costume, as a soldier, and even as an Indian.

A handful of especially precocious children were asked to recite poetry in front of the great pianist, composer, and political activist Ignacy Jan Paderewski, who was visiting the St. Stanislaus Parish to garner American support for an independent Poland. Billy was a natural selection. For years to come, his father clung to this favorite story about his son, telling new decorating clients how the great composer Paderewski complimented him on his boy’s recitation. As a grown man, Billy would recall, “The parish was the heart of my parents’ world and kept us going as a family.”

Polish politics were always on the lips of his parents’ friends. Fortunately, the kid with a notorious appetite had plenty to eat while waiting for never-ending partisan arguments to stop. Ladies in his church loved the way he complimented them at get-togethers, and they competed for his attention, waving and calling him over to try their home-cooked dishes. Potlucks were the highlights of church fetes, and each week, Billy stuffed his plate with competing offerings: a hunter’s stew called bigos; stuffed cabbage with mushroom sauce; a potato-lamb soup called z·urek (served up in a scooped-out loaf of rye bread); white borscht soured by sauerkraut; and comforting pierogies stuffed with each woman’s special filling, savory (meat, potato, kasha, sauerkraut with mushrooms or spinach) or sweet (cherry, blueberry, or white curd cheese). There were heaping servings of beef goulash and pork schnitzel topped with egg, and ogórki kiszone (dill pickles). But Billy always kept room in his belly for kielbasa, the spicy Polish sausage, which would be his favorite treat for a lifetime.

Although the Gawronskis were among the most active parishioners of the church, they decided their child was better off in local Public School 64 on East Sixth Street. They wanted Billy to gain a native speaker’s advantage in their adopted country. But they signed him up for Sunday Polish classes, which turned out to be enough; he soon amused extended family members by telling long jokes in fluent Polish. Over his lifetime, he would master five languages.

In 1918 the Gawronskis moved to yet another railroad flat, at 233 East Ninth Street, careful to rent in their parish. Even with two tiny bedrooms instead of one big one, life with an eight-year-old boy was still cramped.

By 1920, Rudy was yearning for open space and wanting desperately to move back to the reborn Second Polish Republic, which had come into being in November 1918, in the wake of World War I. Rudy’s hero, General Józef Piłsudski, had recruited the great Paderewski to become the new prime minister. Although the virtuoso wasn’t used to handling political crises, he would keep the position for almost a year before resuming his musical career, for which he had a well-deserved fanatical following.

Francesca preferred to stay put in a free America with its mind-boggling radio technology—a nation teeming with shops that sold things she actually wanted. Why go backward? To keep his struggling marriage, Rudy yielded first but decided he at least needed to see a free Poland once with his own eyes. In May 1922 he left New York with his émigré brother Walter aboard the Frederik VIII for a half-year visit back home. When he returned, there was still fighting, and financial struggle, and he and Francesca put off having more children.

But an active boy such as Billy needed company. Over the next few years, the parents agreed to a cat, a snake, rats, and, finally, a dog. Enter Tootsie, a stray black-and-white mutt. Animal rights crusading had recently taken hold in New York, and a new sort of dog show had been organized by the New York Women’s League for Animals. Unlike the Westminster Kennel Club Dog Show at Madison Square Garden (then on Twenty-Sixth Street and Madison Avenue), which catered to fancy breeds, this one, held way downtown in a working-class neighborhood near Lafayette Street, gave prizes to stray animals that had been adopted into loving homes. Fourteen-year-old Billy was keen to have his Tootsie compete in the contest, confident he was a sure bet to win. What other dog had been trained to ride a horse? He had worked all year with a milkman he’d befriended; horses helped deliver milk bottles, clopping along the streets among the city’s growing number of motorcars. The man had laughed when Billy asked if he could put his dog on his horse. Tootsie’s triumph on April 21, 1925, was covered in the New York Daily News and the New York Daily Sun. Billy, as he’d promised to his peers, had demolished the competition. He ate up the attention at school and also at home, where his mother proudly clipped her son’s delightful achievement for her still-thin scrapbook. In a few years, it would become a lot thicker.

•  •  •

At fifteen, Billy had an exciting new hobby: girls. Pocket money was desperately needed so he could ask female classmates to soda shops and silent movies without begging his father for a buck. His way with languages helped his search for an after-school job. Not many Catholics had a solid grasp of Yiddish from the street, but he did, thanks to his many Lower East Side stickball friends. Besides, Yiddish was so close to German, which he’d mastered in school. Jewish parents shook their heads in disbelief at a Catholic Pole’s lovely Yiddish, and had a proposal for him. Did he want to earn a dollar? Billy was soon in high demand as a Shabbos goy: a non-Jew hired for a bit of spare money to put lights on in Jewish homes on Friday nights and Saturdays, when the observant are forbidden by Jewish law to use electricity on the Sabbath.

Meanwhile, Rudy was growing more frustrated with his overcrowded living situation. What kind of success story was he if he still lived in a Lower East Side tenement? He had long dreamed of his own mom-and-pop interior decoration business, and was grooming Billy to be his partner and heir. He wanted his son to go to college, learn the new business ways; then his Billy would join him, and they would build a mini-empire together. When the pickiest customers of his firm needed a master upholsterer for everything from drapes, to ottomans, to velvet chesterfield sofas, they always asked for the “Polish man.” Boasting to Francesca that he had enough clients and money in the bank, Rudy insisted he was ready to give it a go as a solo contractor. Many of his forward-thinking clients had started out poor; they would support a man who thought big. And it was a good time for an ambitious businessman. Investors were buying stocks with gusto. People buy a lot of furniture when they’re making a lot of money, and, by 1926, there was a citywide economic flush. Fruit mongers from Little Italy now owned large groves in Florida after speculating on land. Jews owned stores they’d once worked at. America loved strivers.

When Rudy investigated storefront options outside the neighborhood, he didn’t mention his field trips, with good reason: his wife had happily found her own set of friends in Manhattan, mostly through the Red Cross, where she held an officer position. Francesca had been a budding suffragette and was quick to join the Democratic Party shortly after women won the right to vote in 1920 with the passage of the Nineteenth Amendment. She had joined the local ladies’ political club, too. Rudy feared her reaction to his desire to move the family away.

He was also finding his teenage son increasingly defiant, and on several occasions threatened a lashing when the boy played hooky from school. Because of Billy’s sophomore year finals, Rudy wouldn’t let him go to Richard Byrd’s parade on June 23, 1926, after having returned from the North Pole. What was more important, a parade or grades? Even in an era of triumphant tickertape parades for the likes of superstar athletes—including one that July for American golfer Bobby Jones, winner of the prestigious British Open; and one several months earlier for sea captain George Fried, who, with his heroic crew of the American luxury liner SS President Roosevelt, had rescued the sinking British steam cargo ship Antinoe in a winter hurricane—Byrd’s had been a noteworthy one to miss. The aviator had claimed a spectacular first aerial dash over the pole with his flying pal Floyd Bennett—although gadflies were already hinting that Byrd fudged the coordinates to heighten his profile. Nevertheless, most of America took Byrd’s word for it.

Rudy’s widowed mother was also newly arrived from Poland, bringing with her a collection of amulets and a rich set of old-world traditions, such as telling the family’s fortunes from dripped candle wax and tea leaves. Rudy quickly had it up to here with the old woman stuck in her superstitious ways. Between her, his rebellious teenager, and the newly politicized wife, there was nowhere to go but the living room. Rudy, a traditionalist, believed in staying with a woman; especially the mother of his son. But he was more convinced than ever that he should find them a place to live with more space. Why not just get his mother her own floor? That might quell Francesca’s concerns about her mother-in-law’s interference.

Still, it moved Rudy how tender his dear mother was with her only grandson. Billy always called Rudy’s mother Babcia, never Grandma, and she was so proud that her American grandson spoke to her in perfect Polish. When Babcia pinched her grandson’s prominent apple cheeks, kissing him on the head, Billy was anything but embarrassed. The stubborn modern youth and his antique grandmother with yellowed teeth and a crystal ball were the unlikeliest of allies.

Without Francesca, Rudy continued to take secret subway rides to Bayside, in Queens, after hearing of a thriving, small Polish community centered around the St. Josaphat Parish. The boxlike one-story church was erected in 1901 to serve the determined Polish who had left the crowded Lower East Side for the outer borough. There was also a pleasingly active Bayside Polish Democratic Club. Rudy braced himself for a fight at home and told his wife that he had already befriended the club president, John Stroebel, who knew every Pole in town—a connection he was sure would bring bread-and-butter upholstery customers to his door until the neighborhood’s movie stars called on him for interior decoration.

In the end, he was the husband, the breadwinner, and he had final say.

Rudy avoided buying in Bayside’s “Polack Town”—where the Negro families lived, too—fearing it might turn off snobby clients. He picked a roomy house located in the business district: a green-and-white single-family dwelling with a half-story attic and a storefront on the bottom floor for his business. The address, 4021 First Street at Ahles Road, was almost the farthest you could get from Manhattan without leaving Queens, but it was still within New York City, so Billy could continue to attend his excellent all-borough public high school. It would now be an hour ride into Manhattan, but it was easily accessible by the Long Island Railroad. He didn’t have to lose any friends.

To quell Francesca’s worries about losing her own friends, Rudy maintained that it would be a close enough walk to the new Polish church and club meetings. And so many people she knew were moving here, too! Fifteen thousand people lived in Bayside, double the number of a year before. Their new home wasn’t fancy like the grand estates near the Bayside Yacht Club, but it was convenient if she wanted to get into Manhattan without a car. It was only two blocks from the railroad, and it would be theirs alone—a triumph for two people who’d each arrived at Ellis Island with zilch.

As added incentive, Rudy promised animal-mad Billy that he could set up a tiny bee apiary on their property; understandably, he had refused to do so in a Manhattan apartment despite the books Billy had excitedly checked out of the library. Not only that, Rudy would help his son learn the craft that he knew from his youth in Poland. Billy couldn’t believe it: an apiary!

The Gawronskis took out a mortgage and moved in weeks later. They soon bought a car: a brand-new Ford Model A.

Francesca made it known that her boy would have plenty of time to learn the interior decoration trade later. The new apprentice-type errands Rudy demanded cut into the time Billy could spend reading in the library like he had back in Manhattan. Billy agreed with his mother, thrilled that he’d found a branch library down the block from his new home. As was his gregarious way, he befriended the female librarian, who routinely put aside Jack London, Joseph Conrad, and Herman Melville for him. She soon learned that he liked any literature about adventure, really, especially to the polar regions, the least-explored lands on Earth. Adventure novels had been popular with boys since the early nineteenth century, and with the advent of long-distance flight, the mid-1920s was a particularly rich time for the genre. Such books led many an inner-city working-class boy like Billy to feel that he could achieve his dreams.

Billy’s favorite librarian secured him an early copy of Dick Byrd: Air Explorer, an authorized biography in a series for boys that touted recent escapades by the most heroic. Roy Chapman Andrews discovered petrified eggs of a “million-year-old dinosaur”—he would later become director of the American Museum of Natural History; affluent Manhattanite (and great-great-grandson of Commodore Cornelius Vanderbilt) Douglas Burden encountered the nine-foot-long giant lizards of Komodo Island; Massachusetts Institute of Technology graduate R. Oglesby Marsh led a Central American expedition that brought back living specimens of “white” Indians of Panama’s Darién Gap to the Smithsonian Institution in Washington, DC. All were thrilling reads, but the book about his personal hero—which was reprinted five times in quick succession—captivated Billy most of all.

Time in the library, fine. What kind of father would argue with that? But now that the boy was sixteen, Rudy expected Billy to increase his responsibilities, starting with accompanying him in the new automobile to deliver finished work to clients. Why break his back when he had a strong son to balance the load?

The upstart decorator had perfected the contemporary look of 1926. He wasn’t stuck in the frilly Edwardian or Art Nouveau style some of his competitors were. With a few wealthy clients to his name, Rudy set his sights on an even richer celebrity clientele. There were still plenty to be found in Bayside: in response to rumors earlier in the decade of a third major New York City film studio being built in Brooklyn, the silent-film stars of the metropolis had joined in a mad rush to grab homes.

The first luminary to arrive and elevate Bayside’s reputation had been boxer-turned-actor James J. Corbett, who purchased 221-04 Thirty-Sixth Avenue, a Queen Anne–style house, with his second wife, Vera, in 1902. Corbett was a household name far beyond the two-block Bayside stretch that would one day be renamed Corbett Road. Nicknamed Gentleman Jim for his gracious manner, he was originally a bank clerk and was whispered to have had a college education. Way back in 1892, Corbett had knocked out the great John L. Sullivan in the twenty-first round to become the world heavyweight champion.

Billy and his parents were surrounded by glamour just out of reach. Their lower-middle-class Bayside neighbors called the nearby posh stretch overlooking Crocheron Park “Actors Row”—understandable when this family of movie lovers took roll call of the colony of silent-film stars who lived there or had until recently. Comic actor and director Buster Keaton, nicknamed “the Great Stone Face” for his signature deadpan expression, was one of the bigger names. Gloria Swanson was as revered for her clothing choices as for her romantic leads. Bayside was also home to John Barrymore and his wife, the “Goddess of the Silver Screen,” Dolores Costello, whom he’d met (and begun an affair with) filming 1926’s The Sea Beast, a loose adaptation of Melville’s Moby-Dick—Barrymore played Captain Ahab. Costello was the daughter of another prominent Bayside resident: the first matinee star, Maurice Costello, who back in 1911 had starred in an adaptation of Charles Dickens’s French Revolution novel A Tale of Two Cities.

Bayside was secluded but a handy enough commute to Astoria, Queens, home of the Famous Players–Lasky Corporation (soon to be renamed Paramount Pictures) and the Kaufman studios, and also to Vitagraph Studios in South Greenfield, Brooklyn (a neighborhood now called Midwood), which was rapidly losing its woodsy setting for outdoor films to highways and automobiles. Not long before the Gawronskis arrived in Queens, Warner Bros. had bought Vitagraph and moved most of its operations to the more bucolic Hollywood, with the exception of a few Vitaphone short subjects shot until they closed shop altogether in 1939. Producer-director D. W. Griffith still filmed in New York City—even in Bayside—although his box-office pull was waning a decade after The Birth of a Nation and Intolerance. The Jazz Singer, the first all-talkie feature-length film, premiered in 1927 at the newly opened Tower Theatre in Los Angeles, the first cinema specifically designed for these revolutionary chatty films, to unqualified success. The industry was going in a new direction—and out of Brooklyn. The rumored new studio had not yet materialized (and never would), and the glitterati had started a steady exodus to California.

Francesca was spooked. Rudy, however, wasn’t worried about Los Angeles’s rise, reminding his wife that the economy was still booming. And even if all the actors left, more rich people would buy their homes and want new tables and chairs. They were in the upholstery business, not the film business.

And for the time being, anyway, there were still actors around. Classes didn’t mix much in 1920s Bayside, but sixteen-year-old Billy saw the occasional star when he went to the local Capitol Theatre a few blocks from his home for vaudeville acts and motion pictures.

Some of the more developed boys his age were having more luck snagging dates to the movies; unfortunately for Billy, he desired girls more than they liked him. He was a great friend to have, and they might go out with him to be nice, but he was still so short and boyish, with a squeaky voice. Because he’d stayed enrolled in his Manhattan school, it was hard to meet local girls. On weekends especially, there was time to kill. When he wasn’t at the local library, he often hung around the firemen at Bayside’s Hook and Ladder 152 and Engine Company 306 on 214th Place and Griffin Avenue. Billy learned their terminology—words such as pumper engine and pumper truck—and one fireman let him hold a smoke mask in his hands. Pleased by his curiosity, the men encouraged him to consider a life as a firefighter when he was old enough. He said he would think about it; he did want adventure.

What every immigrant to New York craved was security, including Rudy Gawronski, who had no desire for a rootless existence. He was proud to have finally arrived in the (lower) middle class. Billy, however, let it be known that he preferred Manhattan to Queens, even with his friends at the library and the firehouse. One year, two years after he had left the Lower East Side, it was still where he felt most at home. Bayside was so far out in Queens that most kids didn’t know he was still in New York City; his old grade-school friends teased him about wherever the hell he was living these days.

Textile High on Manhattan’s West Eighteenth Street was a competitive trade school where Billy specialized in interior decoration to please his father. He had a solid B average, with his highest marks in history and languages, but also more than one C. His Polish was fluent from his many years of Sunday studies, and Billy had little trouble with German; having parents who grew up in the Austro-Hungarian Empire helped. He loved science, but it didn’t come as naturally as language and history. This bright boy dreaming of excitement was suited more for gestalt experience than for traditional education.

Textile High had been only two years along when Billy arrived for his first freshman day in 1924. Principal William Henry Dooley was a progressive educator who, after training at Columbia and Harvard Universities, visited garment trade schools in Europe and the high schools of the mill town of Lowell, Massachusetts, before setting up his great experiment: a feeder school for the New York garment industry. There were plenty of employment opportunities for Dooley’s well-trained graduates in the robust economy of the 1920s.

Billy dutifully enrolled in interior design classes such as History of Furniture, Color Schemes, and Coherence in Decorating, but he excelled off-curriculum, mastering his own quirky enthusiasms and playing well with others. He studied costume illustration (mandatory for both boys and girls), batik (a dying technique especially popular in Javanese design), and life drawing, where nude models posed for students in the school’s exceedingly progressive classrooms. His classmates learned commercial poster design and advertising. And Billy adored his art history elective, especially rule breaker Vincent van Gogh and his friend Paul Gauguin, who painted sensual South Pacific women. Billy loved the racy Gauguins.

He happily took his commute on the Long Island Railroad from the barn-red Bayside train station to Manhattan’s Penn Station every day rather than go to school in Bayside with dreamless kids who moaned about dirty, greedy Jews and lazy Negroes. Several of his friends at Textile High were black women who had been elected school leaders, such as Aurie Aileen Carter, an officer in the history and law club who was headed to Pratt Institute, and the class vice president, Florizel Cunningham, who’d been accepted to New York University. Why couldn’t those living lusterless lives in Queens grasp there was another way to think?
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“A thrilling adventure that captures not only the making of a man but of o nation.”

-DAVID GRANN, bestselling author of Killers of the flower Moon
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