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FEINGOLD






INTRODUCTION

LIVING IN THE REAL WORLD




Senator Hillary Rodham Clinton was livid. Her face turned red and her angry words were aimed directly at Russ Feingold, the junior senator from Wisconsin. “You’re not living in the real world,” she told him in front of about twenty of their Democratic Senate colleagues at a closed-door strategy meeting in the Senate’s elegantly appointed LBJ Room highlighted by nineteenth-century frescoes.

It was Thursday, July 19, 2002, four months after President George W. Bush had signed into law the McCain-Feingold campaign finance reform legislation, the first major reform of federal campaign laws since 1974. That earlier reform was triggered by Watergate-related big-money scandals. Two decades later, the fund-raising scandals associated with Bill Clinton’s 1996 reelection campaign had added fuel to the fire for new reforms. Access to the Clinton White House, and to the president himself, had been for sale. Big-money Clinton contributors were eligible for White House coffees. Even bigger contributors got to stay overnight in the Lincoln Bedroom, or share a ride with the president on Air Force One. All of this was at least unseemly if not illegal. But what was unquestionably illegal were large foreign campaign contributions that poured into the Clinton reelection campaign from China and elsewhere. In the words of Johnny Chung, who got caught in the foreign money scheme: “I see the White House is like a subway: you have to put in coins to open the gates.”

The Watergate reforms of 1974 were intended to outlaw unlimited campaign contributions from corporations, labor unions and wealthy individuals. And for a time, they did. But a loophole emerged by 1988, thanks to creative thinking by campaign operatives and a compliant Federal Election Commission. The fund-raising rules had changed. And while Bill Clinton and his friend Terry McAuliffe, the man with the golden touch who became chairman of the Democratic National Committee in 2001, did not invent the practice of collecting six-figure campaign checks, they elevated it, so to speak, to near-perfection.

This had become the “real world” for Democrats: the party of the people, of Jefferson and Jackson, had become dependent on wealthy contributors for its electoral successes—such as they were. Although Bill Clinton was elected twice, he received less than 50 percent of the vote each time, and his party lost control of both the Senate and the House, the House for the first time in some forty years.

By 2002, the real-world Democratic Party was addicted to soft money, the Washington jargon for unlimited, largely unregulated campaign contributions reminiscent of the Watergate era. In fact, the national Democratic Party had become virtually as successful raising money from fat cats as the Republican Party. Surprisingly, the big fund-raising disparity that gave Republicans the money advantage at election time was among small donors. Over many years, the Democratic Party leadership had gotten lazy; it lacked imagination and a vision that could appeal to ordinary Democratic-leaning citizens. Instead of inspiring and mobilizing them, the party’s influential Washington leaders—lawyer-lobbyists, campaign consultants and senior members of Congress—decided the easiest path to political success led to the doors of wealthy donors, including those in the corporate world. If this strategy sometimes required changing the Democratic Party’s policy and message and moving to the political right, then that is what they would do. It was a strategy that Russ Feingold and other dissenting Democrats began to call scornfully “Republican Lite.” On a range of important issues for Feingold, from international trade agreements to corporate power to health care, he felt the Democratic Party’s capacity to offer sharp, compelling policy alternatives had been compromised again and again because the party’s candidates had become so dependent on corporate lobbyists and their clients for campaign contributions.

Feingold’s passion for reform had led him to join forces with the Republican John McCain to pass campaign finance reform legislation. Feingold believed so strongly in changing the system—he called it “legalized bribery”—that he risked his Senate seat in 1998 by following a self-imposed ban on soft money that gave his challenger a big fund-raising advantage. Many observers thought he had made a fatal mistake. On election day, John McCain called Feingold from Arizona. Win or lose, McCain said, he wanted to let his friend know how proud he was of him. Feingold, detecting that McCain had heard some bad news about his prospects, said: “Don’t worry. We’re going to win this thing.”

On election night, when the final votes were tallied, Feingold had won by more than 35,000. He quickly became a hero to a broad range of political observers. New York Times conservative columnist William Safire wrote, “Idealism lives. The Democratic victory that did my heart good” was Feingold’s. “That new Don Quixote demonstrated how a campaign finance reformer could win by running against soft money and practicing what he preached.” A Washington Post editorial said that “the country owes Feingold for a welcome lesson and his personal example.”

But the Democratic Party establishment in Washington was not impressed. It thought Feingold needlessly risked losing a Democratic seat. And, later, Democratic strategists believed the new McCain-Feingold law was going to be a disaster for the party. So, on July 19 in the LBJ Room, Hillary Clinton and a Democratic Party lawyer began exploring how they could persuade the Federal Election Commission to adopt regulations that, in effect, would gut provisions of the new law and keep the soft-money pipeline flowing to Democrats. Feingold had objected. He said it was a troubling display in a party that supposedly stood for reform. That is when Hillary Clinton told him: “You’re not living in the real world.” He was surprised and taken off guard by her remarks. He remembers saying to himself, “Stay cool, and everything will work out just fine.” Feingold responded to Clinton: “Senator, I do live in the real world, and I’m doing just fine in it.”

News of the Clinton-Feingold exchange became public, and the following week, in a New York Times editorial titled, “Hillary Clinton’s ‘Real World,’” she was excoriated for her interest in joining forces with “the troglodytes on the Federal Election Commission who would love to poke all sorts of crippling loopholes in the nation’s brand-new campaign finance law.” In a final shot at Clinton’s “real world” attack on Feingold, the Times said: “Americans prefer the world of Senator Feingold. It is also the law of the land.”

The disagreement between Russ Feingold and Hillary Clinton symbolizes a critical divide in the Democratic Party—and the divide is about much more than how to fund campaigns. Fundamentally, it is between those who believe the modern Democratic Party should become the party of bold ideas and reform, and those who think it should continue to play it safe and, with rare exceptions, accept the status quo. On foreign policy and national security, the divide is between those Democrats who opposed the Bush administration’s decision to invade Iraq, as Feingold did, and those who are fearful of challenging the Republican Party’s reckless policies and lapel-pin patriotism. On civil liberties in post–September 11 America, the divide is between those Democrats who are loud-and-clear critics of the Bush administration’s expansion of executive power, and those who are near-voiceless in the face of the administration’s disregard of the rule of law and democratic traditions.

Russ Feingold caught my attention because he represents the progressive side of the Democratic divide more clearly and authentically than any successful politician on the national stage. His roots run deep into the Progressive Era of the early twentieth century, a period personified by two men, Theodore Roosevelt and Wisconsin’s legendary governor and later U.S. senator, Robert M. La Follette.

While Roosevelt is one of John McCain’s heroes, La Follette is Feingold’s role model. On Feingold’s late-night tours of the U.S. Capitol that he conducts for old friends who visit him in Washington, one of his highlights is a stop in the Senate Reception Room, where there are portraits of the five greatest senators of the republic’s first 150 years selected by a commission created by then-senator John F. Kennedy. One is La Follette. He was called “Fighting Bob” not least because he battled tirelessly against big-money interests of his own Republican party in pursuit of honest, effective government and policies that improved the lives of millions of ordinary Americans. And not surprisingly, La Follette was much more popular with ordinary Americans than he was with his party’s establishment leaders.



After Feingold’s celebrated 1998 reelection victory, I began observing him more closely when I periodically returned to Wisconsin, where I grew up. I tried to see Feingold either giving a speech or at one of his listening sessions. When he was first elected to the U.S. Senate in 1992, he made a promise to hold these sessions in each of the state’s seventy-two counties every year. I have attended nearly fifty, maybe more than anybody except for Feingold and his staff. It was in these intimate gatherings, typically in small, rural towns all over the state—Bayfield, Coon Valley, Blanchardville—that I began to get a sense of the man.

Small-town America is familiar and fond territory for Feingold. He grew up in Janesville, a blue-collar and agricultural town in Rock County, which had long been a Republican stronghold in southeastern Wisconsin. At these listening sessions, he sounded very much like one of the local civic leaders, and not like the Rhodes Scholar and Harvard Law School graduate that he is.

Russ Feingold is fifty-four years old, still a young man for a senator in the first half of his third term. With a little political luck and good health, he may only be at the midpoint of a long Senate career. So, on the one hand, with his career still unfolding, a definitive biography is premature. On the other hand, Feingold’s story is important because he represents the kind of courageous leadership that is so urgently needed in these troubling times.

I began interviewing Feingold well before he was reelected to a third term in 2004. Although he has been generous with his time, this is not an authorized biography. I have examined the public record, interviewed his siblings, friends and foes, journalists and other impartial observers. I hope that I have given him a fair shake—and, in the process, I hope that I have used his story to encourage others—public officials and ordinary citizens alike—to act on their idealism and take risks to transform the “real world” into the kind of world that we would like it to be.










CHAPTER1


“I’M FOR KENNEDY!”




For much of the twentieth century, the two biggest annual events in Janesville, Wisconsin, were the week-long Rock County 4-H Fair and the Labor Day parade, a fitting tandem for a town surrounded by cornfields and pastures and home to a huge, sprawling General Motors plant.

In August of 1960, when seven-year-old Rusty Feingold and his dad, Leon, went to the fair, as locals called it, there were far more four-legged animals in Rock County than people. In fact, there were three times as many milk cows, hogs and pigs, and sheep and lambs as there were men, women and children. Slightly more than 35,000 of the two-legged variety lived in Janesville, the county seat. Janesville experienced a population explosion of 40 percent between 1950 and 1960, mostly the result of post–World War II births among existing Janesville families. The Feingolds were an example: while Nancy and David were born during the war, the number of Feingold children doubled when Russ was born in 1953 and his sister Dena two years later. So, while the town now had many more people, most of the families who lived there had not changed. In 1960, the “City in the Country,” as the Janesville Gazette liked to call it, looked the same and had the same traditions for as long as most could remember.

Going to the fair was one of those traditions. Billed as the country’s oldest 4-H county fair, the first was held in 1930 on some thirty-five acres along Milwaukee Street in the heart of Janesville. Throughout Rock County, young people belonged to local 4-H Clubs, which was part of a national leadership and education program for rural youth. They pledged “their allegiance to the improvement of the Head (thinking), Heart (loyalty), Hands (skills) and Health.” In the summer, they would come to the fair in Janesville to compete for blue ribbons by exhibiting their calves, pigs, sheep, canned goods, baked items and sewing skills.

There were other attractions at the fair in 1960, such as the music by Red Hedgecock and the Hedgechoppers, the annual horse-pulling contest and the sideshow and carnival rides. Like all children, the Feingold kids looked forward to the rides. But it was not the first thing they were allowed to do. Each of the four children has a clear memory of their parents saying: “No, first you’re going to go through the barns. And you’re going to see the animals and see the people who really make this area what it is.” And it was also made clear to the children, Russ Feingold recalls, that their father’s livelihood as a lawyer in town was connected to the hard work and success of the area’s farmers. The Gazette, the conservative, staunchly Republican daily newspaper, expanded on Leon Feingold’s lecture to his children in an editorial on the eve of the 1960 fair. “The big reason for coming to the fair next week is to view once more the products and the work which give this area and the nation its agricultural assets and to renew appreciation…of the competitive system which flows through American life.” The fair, the Gazette noted, will give youth the chance to “experience triumphs and disappointments in preparation for adult life” in the free enterprise system. And so, before they hit the midway, the Feingold children and their parents would dutifully walk through the dairy barn and the sheep barn and maybe get to talk with an eventual blue-ribbon winner like the girl from Johnstown whose 935-pound Shorthorn steer named Buddy was declared “the champion over all breeds” that year. Another Feingold family tradition was buying a lamb at the county fair auction. The auction was started in 1955; it’s always held on Friday and continues to this day. Leon and his wife, Sylvia, would buy a lamb that was being sold by the son or daughter of a friend or a client of Leon’s. After the lamb was slaughtered, the Feingolds either shared the meat with friends or froze it and used it throughout the year.

By Tuesday, August 2, the opening day of the 1960 fair, trucks and trailers hauling families and their animals had descended on Janesville from the little towns in Rock County, a nearly perfect square 28 miles across with a southern boundary that touches Illinois. For Janesville and other Rock County residents, the fair was certainly about agriculture and economics, but it was also a celebration of civic and political life. The fair was largely organized and run by volunteers, hundreds of them from every sector of the community—blue-collar workers from the GM plant and the Parker Pen Company, their bosses, small businessmen, bankers and professionals who represented the Kiwanis and Rotary Clubs, and mothers and even their children. Women volunteers helped with the annual “Fashion Fiesta,” which attracted some one thousand spectators at the big home economics auditorium tent on Friday night. On Saturday night, three volunteers—the wife of a high school agriculture teacher, a 4-H adult leader and Leon Feingold representing the Janesville Chamber of Commerce—were judges for the gala parade in front of the grandstand. The fair, the grandest event in Janesville year in and year out and the source of great local pride, was dependent on the goodwill, cooperation and participation of its citizens for its success.

The Rock County 4-H Fair was a must-stop event for local politicians and party activists. In an election year such as 1960, it was a good place to pass out campaign literature, schmooze and press the flesh, especially when the weather cooperated. And the weather throughout the 1960 fair was ideal, except for a violent summer storm of high winds and rain that ripped through the fairgrounds on opening day. Although brief, it was the worst storm in the fair’s history. Worst hit were the Republican Party’s tent and the sideshow tent at the far north end of the midway. There, according to a report, “Coy Mangram, the bearded snake charmer, was sleeping on a cot near his snake pit when the big tent went down.” Fortunately, he suffered only minor injuries and, by noon the next day, Mr. Mangram, his snakes and the Republicans were back in business.

When it came to politics in Rock County, whether it was at the fair or at the voting booth on election day, Republicans ruled. For the first sixty years of the twentieth century, only two Democratic presidential candidates carried Rock County or Janesville: Franklin Roosevelt in 1936, and Harry Truman by a whisker in 1948. For most of those sixty years, Wisconsin was a Republican-dominated state, and small farming communities such as Janesville and the rest of Rock County were where the Republican base lived. The political expression “rock-ribbed Republican” did not originate in Rock County, but it was an apt description of the county’s politics.

Although Rusty Feingold couldn’t have imagined the special scene of a presidential year at the fair before he arrived with his dad, he came that day already possessing a keen, even extraordinary interest in politics. Oh yes, like many other seven-year-old boys, Rusty was interested in baseball because his dad was. But unlike other young boys, Rusty was also soaking up his dad’s even greater passion for politics. “He talked about politics incessantly,” Feingold recalls almost a half-century later. “I knew who the state senator was and the state representative. My dad was nuts about politics, whether it was a [local] judicial election or for president. He’d sit there at dinner, talking about Kennedy, Adlai Stevenson, Gaylord Nelson, the city councilman down the street.” Feingold remembers it as a great political feast. “It was like all you could eat,” he says. “And I just sat there and listened to it all and remembered it all.”

Leon Feingold, a staunch Democrat, may not have realized what kind of life-altering impact he was having on his younger son—that his passion for politics, especially for elective politics, was being transplanted deep into his son’s soul. There is an irony here because, many years later when Russ Feingold was in his twenties and telling his dad that he wanted to run for office, Leon tried to discourage him. He himself had run twice for local office as a young man, but as a father he had come to believe it was not a good career choice for one of his children. For Russ, of course, Leon’s midlife reappraisal came much too late. “That’s where my father made his mistake,” Feingold says, recalling the lasting impact of all of those vivid, wonderful political stories his dad told around the dinner table. But it wasn’t only the stories; the deal may have been sealed at the 1960 county fair.

To an adult, the political scene at the fair was familiar. The Republican and Democratic tents were separated by a hundred paces, as they always were. And the hand-pumping and backslapping was a time-honored ritual. But to Rusty Feingold, the world that he had only heard about was suddenly vivid and real, with sights and sounds that were beyond his imagination.

On a given day, there was more action at the Republican tent, which that year “centered largely on the Republican congressional primary,” the Gazette reported. The winner of the three-person contest was assured a seat in Congress. When his Democratic dad stopped by the Republican tent, Russ Feingold remembers the warm, friendly greeting, “Hey, Leon,” and soon his dad was shaking hands and chatting with everybody. Even then, Rusty Feingold was struck by the exchange of friendliness and mutual respect. “We walked right in there, and it was the most important thing he ever taught me [about politics],” Feingold recalls. “We shook everyone’s hand. They kidded him [because] they were friends. And he introduced me to the state senator. This guy was like a god. He was a state senator! I was impressed by that, like some kids would be impressed if they met a baseball player.”

But the real attraction at the fair, the one Rusty had been waiting for, was in the other tent. “I was a little guy with glasses,” Feingold says, and “all I wanted to do was go to the Democratic tent because my dad had talked this up.” There he saw a big, captivating photo of John F. Kennedy, maybe not life-size but lifelike and inspiring. Kennedy’s voice filled the tent, energetic excerpts of his speeches flowing out of the loudspeakers. And when the speeches were not being played, Feingold remembers seeing “one of those old record players. And there was Frank Sinatra’s voice coming out: ‘He’s got high hopes, he’s got high hopes, he’s got high in the sky, apple pie hopes.’ It was John F. Kennedy’s campaign song.” All of this was immediately thrilling, and on the spot Feingold remembers announcing, “I’m for Kennedy!” And not only that, Feingold admits, but it was around this time that “I was running around telling people I wanted to be president, that I wanted to be the first Jewish president.” He recalls this with a good amount of amusement and recounts the teasing he’s taken over the years about his childhood presidential ambitions. But he also admits that “it would be impossible for me to pretend that at any point between the ages of seven and twenty-nine that I didn’t want to go into politics.”

On election day in 1960, John F. Kennedy fared a lot better nationally than he did in Rusty Feingold’s second-grade classroom. In fact, Rusty was the only student who voted for Kennedy. He was crushed and crying when he got home and told his mother what had happened. Clearly, it had not been much of a consolation that his teacher also voted for Kennedy. Maybe she did it to comfort her lone, devastated Democrat. Or maybe she, too, identified with the new president-elect. Rusty Feingold’s second-grade teacher just happened to be named Mrs. Kennedy.



Russ’s grandfather Max Feingold’s journey to Janesville started in a shtetl near the city of Minsk, and included a decade-long layover in Rochester, New York. He came alone, a Yiddish-speaking, Russian-Jewish boy of fourteen, in 1906. By the time his ship docked in New York, he was not only in the New World, but he had adopted a new identity. He boarded the ship as Max Winogradoff and stepped off as Max Feingold. How and why this happened is not entirely clear. The family version that has been handed down over the years is that Max was angry with his uncle who had arranged the trip. In mid-voyage, he decided that he was no longer a Winogradoff and, figuratively speaking, plucked Feingold out of the air. If there was a more earthly inspiration, nobody remembers it.

Either in New York City or in Rochester, where Max stayed with relatives, he met Dina Katz, who came from Minsk. They were married while Max worked a variety of jobs, including a stint at Bausch & Lomb. But his labor-union-organizing activities were not helping his economic prospects, and in 1917, Max, Dina and their two children, Leon and daughter Voltairine, or Volty as she was called, headed to Janesville. Max Feingold’s first appearance in the Janesville City Directory lists his occupation as “junk peddler,” a job that may have been connected with the small scrap metal business started by two of Dina’s brothers who were already living in the town.

When Max Feingold and his family arrived, Janesville was on the cusp of great changes that would reshape the town’s economy and government for the remainder of the twentieth century. It was the beginning of a new, transformed Janesville in which Max and Dina’s children and many of their grandchildren, including Russ, would grow up.

The old Janesville had been created by the first white settlers in the mid-1830s after the Black Hawk War of 1832. The war, which spread along the Rock River in Illinois and into Wisconsin, was named after the courageous American Indian Black Hawk, leader of the Fox-Sauk. Although Black Hawk was ultimately driven off the land by frontiersmen and the military, his fierce resistance to the brutal, relentless pursuit of him and his people made him a hero in the eyes of many enlightened Americans.

By June of 1836, one of the early settlers who appeared on the scene was Henry F. Janes. He laid claim to land in soon-to-be Janesville that would also become the site of the Rock County seat. Janes “immediately prepared to establish himself as a permanent settler,” building a cabin that served as a tavern for a new settlement on the east side of the Rock River. The Rock would become something of a dividing line between the east and west sides of town. But while Henry Janes put the “Janes” into Janesville, his stay was brief. In fact, he turned out to be a peripatetic, promiscuous father of other Janesvilles stretching from Iowa to California.

For much of Janesville’s first seventy-five years, the land that surrounded it defined the town’s fortunes and fabric. An early, hometown history of the Janesville area noted with pride that “the county of Rock is one of the best agricultural districts in the West, [and] there is scarcely an acre within its limits which cannot be profitably used for farming purposes.” The first big crop was wheat, and flour mills soon popped up in Janesville. But before the turn of the century, the wheat had depleted the phosphates in the soil and was replaced by other crops including tobacco, plus dairy farming. Janesville changed accordingly, boasting new tanneries, shoe and cigar makers, dairies and farm implement manufacturers to satisfy the need for plows, threshers and reapers. And for a time in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, one of the largest Janesville industries was the cotton mills, where the majority of workers were women.

Most of Janesville’s economic activity was local until the railroads connected the area to a larger world, including Chicago ninety miles southeast and Milwaukee seventy miles to the northeast. Janesville became a big railroad town. By the beginning of the twentieth century, scores of freight trains and passenger trains chugged through each day. Even by the late 1950s, there were still enough trains running through Janesville that they captured the imagination of young Rusty Feingold. Almost a half-century later, he recalls the enchanting sound of the train whistles disappearing into the darkness of a summer night.

The Janesville that Feingold’s grandparents, Max and Dina, entered in 1917 was not rich or poor, not boom or bust, not backward but not especially innovative or dynamic either. It was mainly a blue-collar town run by small businessmen who took turns as Janesville’s mayor. The population had increased only modestly in recent years to about 14,000. New Englanders such as Henry Janes had founded Janesville, but small waves of German Lutheran, Irish Catholic and some Scandinavian immigrants rolled in throughout the late nineteenth century.

With the Irish low on the socioeconomic ladder, “Janesville’s political culture expressed a fusion of New England pietism and German Lutheranism,” according to a historical study of early Janesville. In 1917, there were very few Jews in Janesville—for a time, Dina’s brothers’ families may have been the only ones—and that would not change much even up to the present.

Janesville was not known for having many visionaries. One of the exceptions was Joseph A. Craig, after whom Russ Feingold’s high school would be named. By 1918, Craig was the general manager of Janesville’s largest business, the Janesville Machine Company. It made farm implements, as did a struggling California company that had been purchased by Detroit-based General Motors and its founder, William C. Durant. Durant tried to entice Craig to Detroit to revitalize his faltering Sampson Tractor operation. Instead, the cagey Craig convinced Durant to move the operation to Janesville and merge with his company. The new operation, GM’s Sampson Tractor Division, was up and running by the spring of 1919—and soon new workers poured into Janesville. Within eighteen months, the town’s population zoomed from 14,000 to 20,000.

It was around this time that Max Feingold and a partner, Harry Filvaroff, also a Jewish immigrant, opened a small grocery store, the Blackhawk, on Vista Avenue, on Janesville’s East Side. They later moved into a somewhat larger location a half-dozen blocks away on Racine Street where Max would stay until the late 1940s.

After what seemed like such a promising start, the Sampson Tractor Division was shut down in 1922, the victim of a farm depression and poor tractor designs. But the Janesville GM factory also started making Chevrolet trucks and, later, Chevrolet cars—and, almost immediately, this operation was a big success.

When J. A. Craig convinced GM’s Durant to locate a manufacturing plant in Janesville, part of the deal was that Janesville would improve its schools, housing, roads, bridges—everything that was required to attract and sustain a much larger workforce. Previously, the city fathers’ governing philosophy, such as it was, was “the epitome of fiscal conservatism,” and that government should do “as little as possible.” Janesville’s teachers were often among the lowest paid in the state, schools were overcrowded and the city streets and sidewalks were frequently in bad repair. All of this changed in the new, post-GM Janesville when Janesville adopted a city manager form of government and hired Henry Traxler as its first city manager, in 1923. He served in the post for twenty-eight years, the longest of any chief administrator in Janesville history.

Traxler, a Jew born in Milwaukee in 1899, was trained as a civil engineer. His engineering background helped when Janesville embarked on long-delayed public works projects, but he also brought to Janesville a view of government that was typical of the Wisconsin progressive tradition. Improved public services were high priorities, but so, too, were carefully managed, parsimonious budgets. The city streets got cleaned, but at half the old cost. Gas and oil were purchased in bulk to save money. As early as 1924, the Traxler administration could boast, “No new general city bonds have been issued…. Everything has been paid for in cash.” With Wisconsin progressives, efficient government and fiscal prudence were not empty slogans; they were simply the way government was supposed to work. And honesty and high ethical standards were practical, indispensable ingredients of efficient government because they curbed tendencies toward cronyism, graft and other forms of corruption.

Russ Feingold’s father, Leon, was five years old when he came to Janesville with his parents and younger sister, Volty. At home when the children were growing up, the parents spoke Yiddish to each other but mainly English to their children, recalls Volty. Three more girls—Miriam, Lillian and Deborah—would be born in Janesville.

Life for the Feingolds in the 1920s and 1930s revolved around work, family and, for the parents, a strong interest in the larger world of politics and ideas. The store on Racine Street included produce, flour and sugar in bulk and a meat section in the back that was run by Max’s partner. For a time, there was one gasoline pump in front of the store. Racine Street was not only a primary east–west street in town, but it was also Highway 14, which you could take to Chicago. The store hours were long; Volty recalls her mother walking to the store after dinner and driving the short distance home with Max in his Chevrolet truck when the store closed. When the children were older, they sometimes worked in the store on weekends and in the summer.

As time-consuming as the store was, and as tenuous as the Feingolds’ finances sometimes were, nothing was more important than the family. Volty remembers a home that “was filled with warmth and love.” The Feingolds simply enjoyed doing things together. There were summertime picnics at nearby Clear Lake or Lake Geneva, and periodic family meals with their aunts, uncles and cousins in Janesville. For a good number of years, the cohesiveness of the family had much to do with its isolation as a Jewish immigrant family in Janesville. If there was a family problem or crisis, for example, Leon and Volty, even when they were quite young, joined their parents as sort of a “committee of four” to come up with solutions.

Education was a shared family value and took several forms. Doing well in school was important. From an early age, all five children knew they would go to college. All would graduate from the University of Wisconsin in Madison, the beginning of a Feingold family tradition. Leon started college in 1931, and Volty arrived on campus three years later. She remembers that after paying the tuition of $37.50 per semester, she didn’t have enough money to live in a dorm. So she rented a room from a Jewish family, one her parents knew.

Having their children learn about Judaism and maintain their Jewish identity were also important to Dina and Max. Some of this happened at family gatherings—for example, one of Dina’s brothers in Janesville, who was perhaps the most religiously observant of the extended family, would arrange to have somebody from Chicago conduct Yom Kippur services for the Janesville families. But Dina and Max also arranged to have Jewish college students from Madison come down to Janesville to teach Hebrew to their children. In the Feingold home, the emphasis was not on religion per se, but on the culture, history, language and values of Judaism and what it meant to be a Jew. Interestingly, Dina and Max saw many of their Jewish values and view of social justice reflected in the political leadership of Wisconsin’s La Follettes. Volty remembers how much her parents admired them all, Robert M. and his two sons, Bob and Phil.

Both parents, especially Max, also had a lifelong interest in the establishment of a Jewish state. “My dad was so much of a Zionist,” says one of Volty’s younger sisters, Debbie. Max followed world events through Yiddish language newspapers he received from New York. Dina’s reading included the literary classics that were translated into Yiddish. One of her favorite plays, Debbie remembers, was Ibsen’s A Doll’s House. After her death in 1948, the Feingold family donated Dina’s collection to the Library of Congress.

Throughout much of the 1920s, Max’s Blackhawk grocery store, General Motors and Janesville did well. The store had established itself, in part because of the success of the GM plant. The plant, actually a hybrid of the adjacent Fisher Body and Chevrolet plants, celebrated the production of its 500,000th car on April 9, 1929. It was also the year of record production in Janesville: 125,000 cars were turned out by some 2,200 workers, no doubt many of them and their families customers of the Blackhawk grocery.

But when the Great Depression hit, production plummeted and workers began losing their jobs. A tax dispute between GM and the state of Wisconsin made matters worse. And then the Janesville Gazette headlined the worst news of all: “Chevrolet Plant Closing Great Blow to City; Last Car Produced Sept. 17, 1932.” GM announced that its Janesville executives were being transferred to Detroit, Flint and other cities. It looked like the end of the line for GM in Janesville. And the future of the Blackhawk grocery must not have looked too bright either. Max Feingold and his partner sold groceries to their customers on credit when they needed a little help from paycheck to paycheck, or when there were temporary layoffs at Janesville’s other factories. But a complete shutdown by the largest employer was different. And by now, Dina and Max had five children to feed.

After a bleak fourteen months, General Motors suddenly announced that the plant was reopening. To many in Janesville, it must have seemed like a miracle. Euphoria was sweeping through the city just in time for the start of the Christmas shopping season of 1933. Janesville’s leaders organized the biggest celebration that had ever been seen in southeast Wisconsin. They called it the Janesville Jubilee Day, and it was held on Friday, November 24. The Gazette reported that “some 30,000 persons, young and old alike, took full advantage of the festivities.” A free dance attracted five thousand people packing the Franklin Gardens. An estimated 23,000 flocked to free, all-day movies at the town’s three movie theaters. At the Myers, the line waiting to see Rafter Romance starring Ginger Rogers and George Sidney “stretched for blocks on East Milwaukee Street down almost to Main, and around the corner onto South Buff.” An evening banquet at the Monterey Hotel featured Wisconsin’s governor, Albert Schmedeman, who was also at the front of the mammoth Jubilee parade that afternoon. Two miles long, it included virtually every civic and youth group in town; marching bands from the high school and the Salvation Army; a calliope; and Santa Claus and his reindeer.

But the highlight for many was the parade’s Fourth Division, comprised of “several hundred Chevrolets dating from 1913 until the present.” What a glorious sight that was! Most of the Chevys were driven by their owners—or in the case of Max Feingold, by his twenty-one-year-old son. As the Gazette reported: “Leon Feingold was the driver of a truck operated by the Blackhawk grocery, the firm which claims to be the first to buy a Chevrolet truck in Janesville.” Indeed, back in 1923, Max Feingold did buy the first truck off the GM line. And eighty-four years later in 2007, the Janesville General Motors plant is the oldest in the country. In a certain sense, it can be said that it all started with Max Feingold. A framed photo of Max standing, smiling and looking hopeful in front of his Chevrolet truck is prominently displayed in his grandson’s Senate office. Embedded in the scene is not only the history of a family, but also the story of a new, emerging middle-class America. It was the Feingolds’ American Dream.










CHAPTER2


“RENEGADE BY NATURE”




By the time Russell Dana Feingold was born on March 2, 1953, in Janesville, his parents had been married for thirteen years but were only beginning to enjoy a more comfortable middle-class life. It had taken the better part of twenty years before they had a real family vacation. Feingold’s brother, David, recalls the first one, around 1956 or 1957, a driving trip along the Mississippi River to New Orleans. Well into the 1950s, the Feingolds’ one-and-only family car was a 1938 Buick, a hand-me-down from Leon’s father.

Leon Feingold started with virtually nothing after he graduated from the University of Wisconsin Law School in 1937. He immediately returned to Janesville, rented space in a small law office and started his own career as a solo practitioner. Among his first clients were members of the United Automobile Workers union at the General Motors plant; he prepared their income tax returns for a dollar each.

On a March day in 1939, Leon borrowed his father’s car and drove forty miles to Madison for a date with a Jewish girl that had been arranged by his oldest sister, Volty. The young woman was Sylvia Binstock, a bright, charming senior at the University of Wisconsin majoring in French and minoring in German. He picked her up at the French House, and they went out for dinner and dancing at the Chanticleer in Middleton, a popular place with college students. “We hit it off pretty well,” Sylvia recalled, “but I didn’t know if I’d hear from him again.” But before a week passed, Leon phoned from Janesville, saying he had some business in Madison and asking for another date. Two months later, Leon asked Sylvia to marry him, and she quickly accepted. Since neither had much money, they waited more than a year before they were married in September of 1940. In the ensuing years, there was a consensus in the extended Feingold family that, as Volty put it, “one of the best things that ever happened to Leon was marrying Sylvia. She was a magnificent person.”

Sylvia was born in 1919 in Memphis, Tennessee, where her immigrant parents, Isaac and Rachel, lived for a time before moving to Denver, joining other relatives. How and why the Binstocks started off in Memphis is not clear; one of Isaac’s younger brothers, who preceded him to the United States, may have directed Isaac to a business opportunity in the Bluff City.

Before immigrating to Memphis around 1900, Isaac lived in a small town near Tarnow, in what is now Poland but what was then part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. There the family name was Binenstock or Bienenstock. Isaac came from a large family—he may have had as many as fifteen siblings, although his relatives in the United States and Canada have not been able to account for all of them. Many remained in Europe—and Isaac’s mother, Miriam Feige Binstock, even returned to Europe after her husband died in Memphis in 1918. In Europe during World War II, many Binstocks did not survive Hitler’s evil. Miriam, who was Russ Feingold’s great-grandmother, was killed in the Holocaust, as were at least nine other Binstock relatives, according to documents at Yad Vashem in Jerusalem. Most were shot and killed in a bunker in the final liquidation of the Tarnow ghetto in 1943.

Sylvia Binstock was a menopause baby, as people used to say, an unplanned second child arriving twenty-three years after the birth of her brother, Louis. And it was Louis who became the star of the Binstock family, a second father to Sylvia and a revered figure among Russ and his siblings. The fact that Sylvia’s older brother was a rabbi, and a prominent one by the time Sylvia met Leon, had made a big impression on Volty, and on Leon as well. The Binstocks were still living in Memphis when Louis, a gifted student, graduated from high school. The Binstocks had little money—Isaac was probably more suited to be a Talmudic scholar than a businessman—and Louis assumed college was out of his reach until a wealthy benefactor stepped into the picture. Louis graduated from the University of Tennessee and then from its law school. But he soon found his true calling, inspired by a Reform rabbi’s speech. After graduating from rabbinical school and postings with Reform congregations in Baltimore and Charleston, West Virginia, Louis became the senior rabbi at the new Temple Sinai in New Orleans in 1926. In New Orleans, he became well known for his eloquence, liberalism and civic work, and when he departed ten years later to lead one of the country’s largest Reform congregations, Temple Shalom on Chicago’s North Side, he was accorded a round of public tributes. One of the encomiums came from New Orleans’s black community for Louis’s civil rights work. Grateful black leaders presented him with an inscribed silver bowl.

Louis encouraged his sister Sylvia to attend college, even though their parents didn’t have the money for her tuition. But when she graduated from high school in Denver, she recalled, “I had a scholarship to a two-year women’s junior college in Denver. I could live at home. My brother said if I would take that, he would send me anywhere I wanted to go for the last two years. So I did that.” After the two years, she wanted to go to the University of California in Berkeley, but her mother said that it was too far from home. Sylvia talked with a dean at the junior college who told her he knew someone at the University of Wisconsin and that maybe he could help her get a scholarship there. “That sounded pretty good,” Sylvia remembered thinking. “When my mother heard that, she was thrilled. And that’s how I got to Wisconsin.”

After Sylvia and Leon were married in Denver and honeymooned in the Canadian Rockies and the American West, they moved into a small Janesville apartment. For Leon, there was never any doubt that he would come back to Janesville after law school; it was home and he loved it. Volty, on the other hand, couldn’t wait to leave. She thought Janesville was confining and dull, a good place for farmers who liked to shop at J.C. Penney’s on Main Street, but not a place for her. Going to the university in Madison had opened up a new, exciting world of possibilities for Volty, and when she graduated, she left Janesville for good. In retrospect, she realized that as close as she and her brother had been, “We saw things differently.”

Adventurous and outspoken, Volty describes Leon as very deliberate, “the kind of person who had a plan and he would proceed with the plan.” He also was serious and sober, honest and highly principled, even as a young man. Many years later, after a lifetime of practicing law and playing prominent leadership roles in Janesville’s civic life, it was not unusual to hear somebody in Janesville say to Russ or to his brother, David, “Leon was the finest person I ever knew.” Indeed, he was the kind of small-town lawyer reminiscent of Harper Lee’s Atticus Finch.

Leon’s lofty principles and love of politics led him to run as the Progressive Party candidate for Rock County district attorney in 1938. Like his parents, Leon had been inspired by the legacy of Fighting Bob La Follette. The Wisconsin Progressive Party, founded in 1934, recalled Fighting Bob’s own Progressive Party and his presidential candidacy in 1924. Although unsuccessful, La Follette won 17 percent of the national vote, more than any third-party candidate for the remainder of the twentieth century until Ross Perot won 19 percent on the Reform Party ticket in 1992. But in 1938, the Wisconsin Progressive Party was losing its electoral steam in the face of opposition from a coalition of conservative or Stalwart Republicans and Democrats. Phil La Follette, Fighting Bob’s younger son, was defeated decisively statewide in his bid for an unprecedented fourth term as governor—and he lost in Rock County by two to one, as did Leon Feingold. For Leon, fresh out of law school, his showing in Janesville, where he carried six of the town’s fourteen wards, was at least respectable. And if he had to lose, losing to his good Republican friend John Matheson was not the worst possible outcome, either.

According to family members, Leon Feingold only ran for public office once more, a losing race for the Rock County Board, although there are no public accounts of it. But he became an active, occasionally influential participant in the rebirth of the Democratic Party in Wisconsin.



“The first time I ever saw Russ,” recalled Tom Fairchild, was on a drive through Janesville when Fairchild stopped to say hello to his good friends Sylvia and Leon. “They said before you leave, you must see the new baby. And there was Russ in his crib.” Not many months before in the 1952 election, Thomas Edward Fairchild was the Democratic candidate who ran against Wisconsin’s Republican senator, Joseph McCarthy. The Feingolds were deeply involved in the grassroots, statewide “Joe Must Go” campaign. When he was growing up, Russ Feingold heard stories about anti-McCarthy strategy meetings that were held at his house. His father would tell him that right there, on that sofa, was where Ruth Jeffris sat. Jeffris was a member of the very Republican Janesville family that owned Parker Pen, the second largest employer in town. Like many Republicans in Wisconsin who might’ve been conservative on some issues but who were civic-minded, Ruth Jeffris despised McCarthy’s divisive, mean-spirited tactics. She helped to fund The McCarthy Record, a nationally circulated booklet that documented McCarthy’s transgressions.

The Feingolds campaigned hard for Fairchild, of course. But although the Fairchild-McCarthy race tightened in the closing weeks as more voters came to see McCarthy as a dangerous demagogue, Fairchild could not close the gap in a year when Republican presidential candidate Dwight Eisenhower took Wisconsin in a landslide. Still, even in a losing effort, Fairchild’s exceptional intellect, decency and integrity won him the lasting respect of Democrats and many Republicans.

Tom Fairchild and Leon Feingold became friends when they were classmates at the University of Wisconsin Law School, although their personal backgrounds were quite different. Tom’s father was a prominent Wisconsin lawyer and conservative Republican; he had been his party’s nominee for Wisconsin governor in 1910. As late as 1932, his son Tom seemed to be following in his father’s footsteps, campaigning for Herbert Hoover’s reelection in Mercer County, New Jersey, while Tom was a student at Princeton. But the Great Depression, the New Deal and Tom Fairchild’s return to Wisconsin and the university changed his political direction.

On the Madison campus, excitement about Roosevelt’s New Deal was palpable. Wisconsinites played key roles in the Roosevelt administration; one, for example, was economics professor Edwin Witte, sometimes called “the father of Social Security.” Fairchild took several of Witte’s courses—and, along with Leon Feingold and other bright, politically engaged students, joined the campus Progressive Club. The club became a meeting place for budding political leaders who, by the late 1940s, would be key players in the emergence of the state’s revitalized Democratic Party.

Until the demise of the Wisconsin Progressive Party after World War II, leading Progressives resisted becoming Democrats, despite the fact that the vast majority had supported many of Roosevelt’s New Deal policies. There were a variety of reasons, not the least of which was that running statewide as a Democrat in Wisconsin was almost always a losing proposition, just as running as a Republican in the Deep South was. Also, many Progressives identified strongly with the anti-slavery legacy of Lincoln’s Republican Party and felt uncomfortable, to say the least, sharing a political home with Southern, segregationist Democrats.

Even as late as 1946, at an anguished meeting of Wisconsin Progressives in Portage, the Progressives were not quite ready to become Democrats. A majority voted to rejoin the Republican Party, following Young Bob La Follette’s decision to run for reelection to the U.S. Senate as a Republican in 1946. But when La Follette lost to the then-little-known Joe McCarthy in the Republican primary months later, it was not long before younger Progressives began gravitating to the Democratic Party. And the first Democratic electoral successes came much sooner than anybody expected.

In 1948, some young Progressives were persuaded to run for various offices as Democrats. One of them was Tom Fairchild, who didn’t even know if he was a Democrat when he received a pitch from his friend, Jim Doyle, the father of Wisconsin’s current governor. “Jim assured me,” Fairchild recalls with a laugh, “that nobody was going anywhere on the Democratic ticket that year. Everybody knew that Truman couldn’t win”—and, of course, neither would anybody else on the Democratic ticket in Wisconsin.

But soon after Fairchild agreed to be the Democratic candidate for attorney general, newspapers began ridiculing the Republicans for slating highly unqualified candidates, including Fairchild’s opponent. Fairchild began to think, “Well, maybe there’s a chance here.” And to test out his emerging optimism, Fairchild went to Janesville on a memorable Saturday to see his old friend. “The very first person I went to see was Leon Feingold,” Fairchild remembers. At first, Leon was skeptical but then reconsidered and said, “Maybe you got something. I’m going to call some people.” And Fairchild listened as Leon “called a whole bunch of Janesville Republicans and Rock County lawyers who were known as real staunch Republicans. And before he was through,” Fairchild says with a big smile almost sixty years later, “he had gotten endorsements for me from several of those guys. And from there on, that was it. I won by sixty thousand votes.”

In fact, Fairchild was the first Wisconsin Democrat to win a statewide race since 1932. Truman carried Wisconsin, too. And several young, progressive Democrats were elected for the first time to the state legislature—among them was Gaylord Nelson, who, twelve years later, would become only the second Democrat in the twentieth century to be elected governor.

After 1948, Tom Fairchild never won another election. After he lost to McCarthy in 1952, he went on to a distinguished career on the Wisconsin State Supreme Court and then as chief judge of the U.S. Court of Appeals for the Seventh Circuit. After his retirement from the bench, his law clerks established the annual Thomas E. Fairchild Lecture at the University of Wisconsin Law School. In 2005, Russ Feingold gave the Fairchild Lecture, an eloquent defense of one of the most controversial votes of his Senate career, a vote he cast in the impeachment trial of Bill Clinton.



The pent-up demand for goods and services following World War II brought prosperity to virtually every part of the country, surprising many economists who thought depression-like conditions would return when the war ended. The United States was about to become the world’s first middle-class society—and the growing auto industry was the vehicle, as much as any, to a new way of life for millions of Americans that was unimaginable not many years before. One in six manufacturing jobs—in steel, rubber, road construction—would soon be tied to the auto industry. And little Janesville, with its big GM plant, epitomized the new prosperity of the 1950s.

For almost everybody in Janesville, the 1950s were very good years. The year Russ Feingold was born, GM’s Fisher Body and Chevrolet plants added a second shift. By the end of 1953, production of Chevy cars hit 144,000, a 45 percent increase over the previous year. Soon the plants were producing sleek models with rear fins, such as the beautiful Bel Air, that are now prized classic cars selling for many times the original cost.

Starting in the 1950s, the United Automobile Workers union negotiated agreements with GM that provided Janesville workers for the first time with a pension at sixty-five years of age—it paid $1.50 per year of service to a maximum of $45 a month. For the first time, workers were also eligible for accident, hospital and life insurance. By the mid-1950s, a beginning assembler at the Chevy plant earned the magnificent sum of $2 an hour. There were other sizable companies in town—Parker Pen, where many young women fresh out of high school could find good jobs, Gilman Engineering and Gibbs Manufacturing. But GM was the largest employer. It defined the postwar promise and identity of Janesville more than any other, as it had from the day that Max Feingold bought the first Chevrolet truck.

General Motors was not only booming, but so, too, was business in Janesville’s old downtown. Friday night was the big night for shopping. Unless you arrived early, it was hard to find a parking place on any of the streets near Bostwick’s department store. Plans for new schools were on the drawing boards, and new houses and subdivisions were going up everywhere. The father of Russ Feingold’s childhood friend Pete Duesterbeck taught himself carpentry after he returned from the war and was quickly in demand as a homebuilder. Many of his clients, Pete recalls, were GM executives who had been transferred to Janesville from other GM plants. “He was a custom-home builder,” Pete says, “and a lot of times the executives wanted their houses reproduced” to look like the old houses they used to live in. Pete’s father steered some of his real estate work to Leon and Sylvia Feingold, who started a title and abstract business that Sylvia managed for many years.

The Feingolds’ house on Vista Avenue where Tom Fairchild saw Russ in his crib was not one of the new postwar houses. It had been built in 1931 by Russ’s grandparents Max and Dina. They had purchased a vacant lot a few blocks from Max’s Blackhawk grocery store and had the house built with the help of some bartering deals. Russ’s aunt Volty recalls helping her mother decorate the new house, and it was home to Volty, Leon and the other three sisters throughout their school years. But in 1948, Dina, who was only fifty-eight, died of Hodgkin’s disease. After her death, Max took a trip to Israel, fell in love with the new country and moved there permanently in 1950. Leon and Sylvia, who had been living in cramped quarters a few blocks away with their two children, Nancy and David, moved into the Vista Avenue house.

The Feingolds’ two-story, white clapboard Dutch colonial with black shutters would not have been out of place in a New England town. It had four bedrooms upstairs, but it was not a large house, nothing like the grand Queen Anne Victorians built in the 1880s on Courthouse Hill about a mile away. The approximately 1,600-square-foot colonial, which somehow looked bigger from the outside than it was, was on a block of houses of similar size but varying designs. By Janesville standards of the 1950s, it was a nice, comfortable house, although Russ Feingold thought it had been designed for small people. “In the Feingold gene pool, Dave and I are giants in the Feingold trait category,” he says. (As adults, the brothers, at approximately five feet, nine inches, were noticeably taller than their stocky father.) What added some charm to the property were the stately Dutch elms that lined Vista Avenue out front, and the large, fruit-tree-filled backyard that included a rock garden. The backyard at 1207 Vista was a favorite of Russ’s. “When I was growing up, the backyard was like a grocer’s yard,” he says. “There were big cherry trees, apple trees, currant bushes, raspberries, strawberries. It was a little bit of a food wonderland.” The lovely rock garden was created by Russ’s grandmother Dina, and inherited by Sylvia.

On Russ’s block, and in the immediate neighborhood, there was no shortage of kids to play with. A good many were Russ’s friends from kindergarten through high school—and some have remained close friends to this day. And his sister, Dena, who was only two years younger than Russ, was part of the neighborhood group. Dena remembers that by the end of the summer, the grass around the Feingolds’ house was worn down because so many of the hide-and-seek games were played there. Dena, Russ and the other kids could walk or bike to just about anyplace they wanted to go in Janesville. All the public schools Russ attended were within walking distance. Downtown, with its movie theaters, Woolworth’s and the library, was only about a mile away. Nearly across the street from the Feingolds’ was Vista Park, a square block of level, green grass where you could hang out, play sports and, in the summers, enjoy arts-and-crafts and other programs offered by the Janesville Department of Recreation. Vista Park also had a drinking fountain, and older boys would terrorize younger ones by “kidnapping” them, setting them on the fountain and turning on the water. That was about as violent as things got among Russ’s circle of friends or, for that matter, among most of Janesville’s kids growing up in the 1950s.

Russ’s bedroom was in the back of his house, overlooking the fruit trees and bushes and a large willow tree. His room was also above the kitchen, and he recalls being awakened by the clanking of pots and pans as his mother made breakfast. “To this day, I am immune; I can wake up and go back to sleep seventeen times a night.” Her children regarded Sylvia as a wonderful cook, although she wasn’t so sure. But even she admitted that her pies were exceptional. Everybody thought her pumpkin pie was superb. But Dave’s top choice was the apple or cherry, while Russ’s favorite was lemon meringue.

On a typical evening when Feingold was growing up, his parents were home by five o’clock, and everybody was seated at the dinner table shortly thereafter. His mother did all the cooking, as well as everything else around the house, her children remember. By all accounts, Leon and Sylvia were a great match, two people with shared values and superior intellects. But Leon also was an old-fashioned traditionalist, the undisputed head of the house, who left the domestic duties to his wife. After dinner, he often disappeared downstairs to read. Gregarious and even jovial in public, he tended to be quiet, sober and reserved at home. Politics was often the dinnertime topic, but there were frequently others that reflected the range of Sylvia’s and Leon’s interests. Both loved the theater, art and music. Opera regularly filled the Feingold house, and they drove to Chicago periodically to attend performances by the Lyric Opera and the Chicago Symphony. The theater productions that the Feingolds took their growing children to see in Chicago or Madison often had political or social themes, such as Sunrise at Campobello, Inherit the Wind and The Diary of Anne Frank.

Another of Leon’s passions was baseball, specifically the Chicago White Sox. On a summer night, you could find him on the front porch, sometimes with Russ or Dave, listening to a Sox game on the radio. Being a White Sox fan in Janesville was unusual; most locals who followed baseball in the 1950s became Milwaukee Braves fans after the team moved from Boston in 1953. In looking back on his Janesville childhood, Feingold jokes that he was different from most of his classmates in three ways: “I was one of the only Democrats, I was one of the only Jews, and I had some sports affiliations that were out of the mainstream.” As a young kid, he says, “the most dangerous was being for any Chicago team.” To another child, being something of a lone wolf on such important matters as politics, religion and sports might have felt uncomfortable. Russ Feingold, even as a very young child, reveled in it. “I have always been sort of a renegade by nature,” he says.
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