




















[image: image]





ALSO BY MYRA MACPHERSON


She Came to Live Out Loud:
An Inspiring Family Journey Through Illness, Loss, and Grief


Long Time Passing:
Vietnam and the Haunted Generation


The Power Lovers:
An Intimate Look at Politicians and Their Marriages





“ALL
GOVERNMENTS
LIE”



THE LIFE AND TIMES OF
REBEL JOURNALIST I.F. STONE


Myra MacPherson


A LISA DREW BOOK
SCRIBNER
New York   London   Toronto   Sydney




[image: image]


A LISA DREW BOOK/SCRIBNER
1230 Avenue of the Americas
New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com


Copyright © 2006 by Myra MacPherson


All rights reserved, including the right of
reproduction in whole or in part in any form.


SCRIBNER and design are trademarks of
Macmillan Library Reference USA, Inc., used under license
by Simon & Schuster, the publisher of this work.


A LISA DREW BOOK is a trademark of
Simon & Schuster, Inc.


For information about special discounts for bulk purchases,
please contact Simon & Schuster Special Sales:
1-800-456-6798 or business@simonandschuster.com


DESIGNED BY LAUREN SIMONETTI


Text set in Minion


Manufactured in the United States of America


1   3   5   7   9   10   8   6   4   2


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


MacPherson, Myra.


“All governments lie”: the life and times of rebel journalist I. F. Stone/
Myra MacPherson.


p. cm.


Includes bibliographical references and index.


1. Stone, I. F. (Isador F.), 1907-1989.


2. Journalists—United States—Biography.


I. Title.


PN4874.S69M33  2006


070.92—dc22


[B]  2006042389


ISBN-13: 978-0-684-80713-3


ISBN-10: 0-684-80713-0


eISBN-13: 978-1-416-52539-4




In memory of JACK D. GORDON,
the love of my life, who fought courageously
to make this a better world







—I. F. Stone


All governments lie, but disaster lies in wait for countries whose officials smoke the same hashish they give out.








FOREWORD:
THE IMPORTANCE OF BEING IZZY AND THE
DEATH OF DISSENT IN JOURNALISM



—I. F. Stone on government manipulation of the media


You’ve really got to wear a chastity belt in Washington to preserve your journalistic virginity. Once the secretary of state invites you to lunch and asks your opinion, you’re sunk.


In writing this book it has not been easy keeping up with the fast-breaking news about a man who has been dead for seventeen years. Lest you think I jest, reflect on this.


In 2004, Philip Roth gave I. F. Stone a walk-on part in his masterful work of fact and fiction The Plot Against America. In Roth’s mesmerizing “it can happen here” tale of fascism triumphant, Charles A. Lindbergh, in real life the international aviation ace and Hitler admirer, has defeated FDR. On page 316 of the novel, I. F. Stone is carted off with FDR New Dealers Bernard Baruch, Supreme Court justice Felix Frankfurter, and other real famous men by President Lindbergh’s gestapo-style FBI as pogroms begin in America. Roth’s novel vividly relates the fear among American Jews in 1942 when fascism was a real threat. Back then, journalist I. F. Stone was among the alarmed who excoriated isolationist Lindbergh’s coziness with the Third Reich.


Uncanny echoes of Stone are heard in concert halls, on radio, or on CDs of the Kronos Quartet as his distinctive voice dips in and out of the music. With a continued war in Iraq, the Kronos Quartet and composer Scott Johnson found new poignancy and symbolism in Stone’s antiwar lectures for peace taped decades ago and incorporated into “How It Happens,” Johnson’s 1993 work for amplified string quartet. Stone’s twenty-two-year-old words punctuate a world that remains as frightening as when he spoke them—a combustible Middle East, North Korean and Iranian nuclear threats, and a messy, unnecessary war in Iraq—“How much bloodshed, cruelty, suffering? How many survivors to wonder? Was it a Canadian goose, or a real ICBM heading one way or the other, that set off the great conflagration? Think what would have happened if—” Stone’s voice is deliberately and dramatically ended in midsentence.


What appears to be a fleeting apparition of owl-eyed Izzy rushes by in the background of real footage of a McCarthy hearing in George Clooney’s award-winning 2005 movie on Edward R. Murrow, Good Night, and Good Luck.


The twentieth century’s premier independent journalist, known to everyone from the corner grocer to Einstein as Izzy, is honored on campuses that award I. F. Stone chairs, fellowships, and scholarships. Institutions rank his tiny one-man Weekly in the Greatest Hits of twentieth-century journalism. In one major study, Stone’s Weekly placed number 16 in the top 100, behind coverage of Hiroshima, Watergate, the Pentagon Papers, My Lai, and the work of early-century muckrakers. As an individual voice, he placed ahead of Harrison Salisbury, Dorothy Thompson, Neil Sheehan, William Shirer, James Baldwin, Joan Didion, Murray Kempton, and other worthies. Some who once ruled Georgetown and political society, such as columnist Joe Alsop and the acerbic H. L. Mencken, did not make the cut. Walter Lippmann placed 64. Such are the vicissitudes of life for journalists who once stood so high. “This kind of list is needed in journalism,” said Mitchell Stephens, of NYU. “Nobody thinks of journalism in terms of decades or centuries.” It is important to examine why some endure.


And Stone endures. He is quoted in the New Yorker and the New York Times, remembered as an inspiration by Bill Moyers and Seymour Hersh—arguably the best investigative reporter today—and anyone else who despairs of modern journalism, especially the unquestioning acceptance of governmental spin. He is a lone “courageous” voice remembered by Michael Cross-Barnet in a 2005 recollection of his own father’s ruined career during the Red Scare: “The New York Times Shafted My Father.” Defending the Times editor Melvin Barnet, Stone had asked back then, “How can the Times editorially support the Fifth Amendment and discharge those who invoke it?” Bloggers bill themselves as the next Izzy. Then the right-wing chorus falsely called Stone a Red spy. The list goes on.


Stone went from a young iconoclast in the 1930s to an icon during the Vietnam War. In the fifties, he spoke to mere handfuls who dared surface to protest Cold War loyalty oaths and witch hunts. A decade later, he spoke to half a million who massed for anti-Vietnam War rallies. He became world famous.


Today, Izzy’s remarkable immediacy leaps off the pages. Not only is he a sheer joy to read, his views take on vital importance, as if he had written them just this morning, illuminating the tumultuous first five years of the twenty-first century.


“There was increased reliance at home and abroad on suppression by force and an increasingly arrogant determination to ‘go it alone’ in the world.” This was not written when George W. Bush ignored the United Nations, colleagues, international treaties, and advice of allies and started a war but by Stone during Cold War escalation.


“All governments are run by liars …” This was not about the weapons of mass destruction or subsequent other Iraq War lies but those told during the Vietnam War.


“It is not a private quarrel between the Israelis and Arabs. It’s a world concern—and of great concern to America, as a great power, to have stability and peace. And there is no way to have peace without some modicum of justice. The Arabs can not be held in second-class citizenship and bondage. If something isn’t done pretty soon the lines may harden, each side will destroy its own moderates—and then they will move on to destroy each other.” That was not about today’s discord or the wall built by the Israelis to keep out the Palestinians in 2004, but Stone’s sorrowful warning years ago.


“Almost every generation in American history has had to face what appeared to be a menace of so frightening an order as to justify the limitation of basic liberties—the Francophiles in the days of the Alien and Sedition laws, the Abolitionists, the Anarchists, the Socialists in the days of Debs; Fascists, anti-Semites and Communists in our own time.” Some saw “compelling arguments for suppression.” Stone argued against this, claiming that a country founded on basic freedoms had “managed to get through before.” This was not about the excesses of the Patriot Act but about investigative assaults and secret surveillance of citizens in 1949. Then as now, fear galvanized citizens into silent support. The terrorists of 9/11 and continuing worldwide terrorism made it easy to sell the Patriot Act—and to resell it to a cowardly Congress as 2005 drew to a close. The very name echoes those deployed the Cold War Red Scare, when congressional inquisitors decided who was “un-American” and President Truman instituted the “Loyalty Oath.” Stone would have led the pack in uncovering—once again—illegal domestic spying in the twenty-first century and ripped into the Patriot Act for its trampling on the Bill of Rights, which included forcing clerks and librarians to turn over lists of what citizens read, and detaining a thousand “suspects” with no evidence. Jailed without charge, forbidden to see lawyers or family, the vast majority were innocent of federal crimes of terrorism. Bush’s team had grossly inflated the number of terrorist actions. Justice Department stonewalling thwarted media access, yet available reports were overlooked. Such documents would have had hound dog Stone salivating at the joy of the hunt.


“There still seem to be many worthy gentlemen … who wish to anchor the world in a sea of narrow minds (including their own) and hold it there, lest it move forward … They are utterly out of place in this age of rationalism.” This was not about the current forces of Creationism but the first go around, with the famous 1920s Scopes Monkey Trial and written by a fourteen-year-old Izzy.


This book combines biography, a historical treatise on the press, and Stone’s running commentary on twentieth-century America. All are necessary to draw some present-day lessons from the life and times of I. F. Stone. At pivotal points in their careers I have twinned outsider I. F. Stone with insider Walter Lippmann because they are dynamic examples of opposing approaches to journalism. Presidents and kings were so much a part of Lippmann’s life that when he visited Paris, his forwarding address was in care of Charles de Gaulle. He wrote speeches for presidents and never saw the dichotomy, lecturing younger colleagues like James (Scotty) Reston to remain detached. “Walter was more engaged with more presidents from Wilson to Lyndon Johnson than anybody in the press! He was always in the White House,” Reston once exclaimed to me. Meanwhile, Stone was blackballed by the National Press Club after his premature gesture of civility in a Jim Crow era, inviting a black to lunch there.


A vital companion theme is the repression of dissent that Stone and others faced in the twentieth century and which continues to this day. Stone never confused dissent with disloyalty, as mainstream media and the government so often do. Stone fervently loved this country, viewing dissenting voices as crucial for keeping it true to its ideals.


Since Stone wrote and thought everything out loud in the public arena, there are no private papers or memos and only sparse correspondence—the stuff of conventional biographies. Because of this, one extraordinary lie has been promulgated by the far right bent on besmirching Stone’s legacy. They repeat the falsehood that Stone’s family burned his papers, hinting at some dark conspiracy. They deduced this from Nation writer D. D. Guttenplan’s innocent observations that Stone had left no papers. After more than a decade of examining Stone, I can sadly attest to Guttenplan’s accuracy and applaud his continual debunking of Izzy-the-spy lies that the neocons spread. However, I hope to provide new insights from numerous unpublished reminiscences of family and friends, unpublished interviews with Stone, his massive and unpublished FBI file, recently declassified Russian, Chinese, and North Korean documents, and his own riveting words that flowed by the millions during nearly seventy years of writing and speaking. Stone’s style combined a comic’s gift for one-liners, an eye for the “significant trifle,” and trenchant analysis of world affairs.


Major reasons underscore the importance of revisiting Izzy. His life was fascinating, his observations of a half century ago ring with amazing significance today, his work and methods should be taught in all journalism classes. As this book will show, he is a sheer delight to read, evocative, provocative, and witty. He needs to be known by journalism students and a young audience. Finally, he needs to be defended from posthumous lies perpetuated by today’s right-wing media.


His work helps evaluate the best and the worst in today’s journalism. Although Stone inspired many, he was too much of an original to be fully emulated. His vibrancy and zest for life, his enthusiasms for everything from disco dancing to Demosthenes, his curiosity and hound-dog tenacity, would have made I. F. Stone unique in any arena. But he was especially so in Washington. Most of the time, he simply didn’t give a damn if he was an outcast. He slaved to make history and current events “fun” a favorite word. He struggled always to write his “soufflés,” articles and books as airy as confections despite the substance larded into each sentence.


Best of all, commented journalist and novelist Nicholas Von Hoffman, “There are so few troublemakers and he was a wonderful troublemaker. He had such wonderful guts. He defied the social fears which make cowards of most of us. He was his own person in the ice age of big, controlling institutions and organizations. He could stand alone and stand apart and therefore stand for what he believed in.” Stone was nothing like today’s prepackaged bloviators pickled in self-importance who offend and lampoon easy targets that feed their flocks’ prejudices. An equal-opportunity deflator, when Stone perceived injustice, inequity, or lies billed as truth, he sometimes turned intimate fans into intimate foes. Izzy collected countless critics left, right, and center, alienating just about everyone at one time or another. He loathed pontificating, thumbsucking pundits and carefully crafted a breezy, provocative style. Never far from his autodidactic grounding in the classics and philosophy, Stone possessed a memory of confounding accuracy; a scholar’s grasp of the past that he applied to current events with dazzling relevance; a trial lawyer’s proclivity for the tough question. Coupled with these attributes, Stone’s skepticism regarding the professed nobility of government intentions served him well.


In the same year that Stone died, 1989, Nightline’s anchor, Ted Koppel, said of the establishment media, “We are a discouragingly timid lot … people whose job it is to manipulate the media know that … many of us are truly only comfortable when we travel in a herd.” Even Stone’s great outspoken colleague Murray Kempton once told me, “I have a tremendous need to pass a test of fraternity when I’m on a story. I’m much more of a herd man than Izzy ever was.” Stone was comfortable traveling alone.


Government leaks tossed out at private dinner parties were as suspicious as hand grenades to him. And a reporter had to “bone up” in advance and ask good questions to get both news and respect from officials. “You can’t just sit on their lap and ask them to feed you secrets—then they’ll just give you a lot of crap.” The First Amendment was Stone’s bible and Jefferson his God. Stone never stopped preaching against secrecy in government. “Inevitably such organizations [the FBI, CIA, NSA] become means of inhibiting the exercise of freedom of liberties and intimidate people.” Few but Stone had the nerve to ridicule FBI director J. Edgar Hoover at the height of his power, calling him a “glorified Dick Tracy” and “the sacred cow,” knowing full well that Hoover would retaliate. From the thirties to his death in 1972, Hoover endlessly hounded Stone, amassing thousands of pages, staking out such subversive activities as buying cigars, picking out groceries, writing letters to his hearing-aid company. The FBI bugged his phone and pawed through his garbage. Comrades in the hunt were the CIA, State Department, Army, Internal Revenue Service, U.S. Post Office, and U.S. Passport Office.


“Secrecy is hardly new,” said commentator Bill Moyers, who worked for one of the legendary White House liars, Lyndon Johnson. Speaking of today’s President Bush, Moyers added, “But never has there been an administration like the one in power today—so disciplined in secrecy, so precisely in lockstep in keeping information from the people at large and, in defiance of the Constitution, from their representatives in Congress.”


For the first five nightmare years of Bush’s reign, a compliant White House press corps, known to some in the trade as “access whores”; a conglomerate Murdochian right-wing drift; “liars for hire” paid by the administration to tout its programs; deferential acceptance of administration fibs—all are disgraceful capitulations to power. It is frustrating to observe such follies where mainstream media shies from accurately informing the public, burying major stories in an avalanche of celebrity trash. During the Iraq invasion, jingoism replaced journalism. With Pan-Cake makeup and microphones at the ready, an enthralled crew of the embedded embraced battle (many of whom had forgotten their own devotion to ducking the Vietnam War). Early reports were tailor-made for Army recruitment posters, with the exception of some hard-hitting reporters such as Mike Cerre for ABC-TV.


Instead of reporting scandals, establishment newspapers created them. Fiction appeared in articles in the New York Times, the self-proclaimed newspaper of record. Both the Times and the Washington Post were forced to issue postmortem mea culpas for their unquestioning hype of Bush’s WMD false raison d’être for war. Their admission that they’d buried stories expressing doubts—written by a fine Post reporter, Walter Pincus, who was inspired by Stone—demonstrated the folly when administrative sources are sacrosanct. Which illustrates Stone’s dry comment “Establishment reporters undoubtedly know a lot of things I don’t. But a lot of what they know isn’t true.”


Only after President Bush ignored the tragedy of a Hurricane-wracked New Orleans, only after U.S. troop deaths in Iraq reached 2,000, only after the cost of war reached into the billions did mainstream media begin assertively challenging what had been a highly scripted five-year media propaganda blitz. A miracle would be the day that the media did not show up for hollow photo ops such as the “Mission Accomplished” and “Plan for Victory” obscenities. As 2005 came to an end, indictments fell like snowflakes, and journalists began reporting on a host of Republican scandals, leading with the resignation of Cheney’s top aide, Scooter Libby, after his indictment on five counts—obstruction of justice, perjury, and false statements—in the probe of White House leaks to journalists regarding the outing of CIA agent Valerie Plame. (Not until April 2006 revelations of Libby’s testimony did the mass media start to question Bush’s sound-bite denials of his involvement in the leaks.) The Washington Post’s Dana Priest broke the story of CIA secret prisons in Europe; the Los Angeles Times broke the story of a Defense Department contractor that paid Iraqi journalists to run fake upbeat war stories in Baghdad media; Time’s embedded reporter Michael Ware exposed phony administration claims that an assault was primarily led by Iraqi forces. Still, it took the New York Times a full year to disclose that it had learned of warrantless wiretapping of U.S. citizens.


No discussion of a free press is without a heated look at “objectivity”—a deceptively simple concept. At its very worst, what is collected in an “objective” fashion can be a major trap (witness every single story garnered from a spin-minded administration source; the prime example is the New York Times’s Judith Miller’s—as well as reporters on other publications—credulous reporting on WMDs, which obviously seemed “objectively accurate” to their editors at the time). Because it was the vaunted Times, television followed with inaccuracies based on its coverage. After the Times finally chastised Miller for her blind acceptance of false WMD information and her dealings with Libby, her career there was over. It is time to resurrect Stone’s warning: “You cannot get intimate with officials and maintain your independence. No matter whether they are good guys or bad guys don’t get intimate with them or you’ll lose your independence and they’ll use you.”


The fifteen-second sound bite is carefully crafted by spin doctors to mask or deflect news and is religiously regurgitated on TV.


Stone rejected the idea of the reporter as a robot with no political passion or insight. “Without forgoing accuracy and documentation,” Stone argued, reporters did not need to be “neutral.”“There’s no use interviewing anybody,” he said, “if you’re only going to ask them baby questions.” Said Izzy, “A newspaperman ought to use his power on behalf of those who were getting the dirty end of the deal…. And when he has something to say, he ought not to be afraid to raise his voice above a decorous mumble, and to use forty-eight-point bold.” “Izzy’s point was that reporters were not stenographers,” said investigative reporter and author Scott Armstrong, who organized the campaign that convinced President Clinton to veto the Official Secrets Act—a provision that would have for the first time in U.S. history criminalized the unauthorized disclosure of government information by federal employees and whistle blowers. “Izzy was eternally disappointed that so many were not willing to find the public records and say, ‘These two points have been said and it’s wrong. Here’s what the record shows.’”


Or, as Stone put it, what often bothered him more than the presence of opinion was the lack of news in articles. As British publisher Lord Northcliff uttered, “News is something someone wants to suppress. Everything else is advertising.”


Finding Real News means searching beyond the carefully crafted word of official dissemblers. Faux objectivity is when one gets lies, in the guise of formal statements, from the Robert McNamaras and the Scooter Libbys and Tom DeLays and Kenneth Lays and presidents and prime ministers. Real objectivity is when reporters dig into documents, find a credible whistle-blower source, or learn things on their own and verify them.


As a columnist, when he was not doing straight reporting, Stone committed no crime when he voiced his opinions or marshaled facts to fit his ideology and principles. Nonetheless, his enemies on the right, who consistently do the same, castigate him for the sin of having opinions. Stone advised young writers to keep in the back of their minds, no matter how impassioned their feelings, that “you may be full of BS” and, unlike many pundits, was not overly concerned about being viewed as right or wrong. He knew that such analysis depended on the prevailing political, social, and cultural framework of the moment. “Either you’re going to sit on your ass and write your preconceptions or you’re going to be a good reporter and that means being inconsistent. You change your mind or admit an error because things are very complicated and people do change and it’s fascinating to watch them.” Stone also learned to “go into the bowels of government where the really good sources are. They are good public servants, very often breaking their hearts with frustration. They’re the best kind of source.”


As Bill Kovach, chairman of the Committee of Concerned Journalists, notes, “Izzy’s lasting strength rests on his fierce independence and on documentation. His independence is what inspired us and in many cases shamed most of us much of the time. But it was the material Izzy produced from his close reading of the official record and careful listening of official words that was valuable to the public and to history. When Izzy allowed his deep beliefs to override his journalism or verification he got himself into trouble. But his objective method—his objectivity as a journalist—is what brought him back to earth.”


Scotty Reston recalled his tribute when Lippmann turned seventy-five: “I said that the great achievement of Lippmann was that he was a great definer of issues and that he used the news as a peg for his philosophy of government. He defined the issues better than anybody else. Well, he didn’t like that. He wanted to be judged on the basis of whether what he had written and what he had proposed was right or wrong. And that record was not very good.”


Stone was far from a mere dissenting polemicist. “Izzy realized some things that most journalists forget—when the decision on the controversy is taken, it is only then that you really begin to have available to you the facts that brought the crisis about,” reflected Reston. “Most reporters, I among them, usually when the decision is taken, go on to something else, but not Izzy…. He would go back and read and interview and then bring together a story about what had really happened—which was usually so much better and accurate than the day-to-day coverage.”


At Stone’s death in 1989, a laudatory Washington Post editorial nonetheless chided Stone for “misappraising” some societies and rulers. Scoffed Von Hoffman, “They should look to themselves and the establishment press who urged going slow on the ‘Negro question’ when Izzy was taking black judges to lunch, couldn’t see—and even defended—Vietnam while Izzy was seeing something else, or when they played into Cold War fanaticism and helped the China lobby to exist for years.” A longtime anti-Stalinist, Von Hoffman said, “On Russia, certainly Izzy can be criticized, but in so many other arenas his vision stands up far better than most establishment journalism.” Stone was far ahead of the pack regarding numerous momentous and pivotal trends in twentieth-century history: the American labor movement, Hitler and the rise of Fascism, disastrous Cold War foreign policies, domestic purges, covert actions of the FBI and the CIA, the greatness of the civil rights movement, the horror of Vietnam, the strengths and weaknesses of the antiwar movement, the disgrace of Iran-contra, and the class greed of Reaganomics.


Initial research on this book began in 1990 when Google and bloggers were unknown terms. The Library of Congress was home while studying Stone’s roots and political leanings, early socialist and labor movements, the New Deal, the cold war and the “Red Menace” decade, Stone’s controversial book on Korea, and civil rights.


Many of the 1960s civil rights activists and anti-Vietnam War protestors who made I. F. Stone’s Weekly a success never knew his rich past. Child publisher at fourteen, in 1933 the twenty-five-year-old Stone was the youngest editorial writer on a major daily, slashing away at Hitler, whose ascendancy was largely ignored by Walter Lippmann. As a thirties radical, Stone mingled with the famous: Charlie Chaplin and Orson Welles, Clifford Odets and John Dos Passos, James Thurber and Heywood Broun, Lillian Hellman and Dashiell Hammett. Future talents who were teenagers in the forties—Joseph Heller and Jules Feiffer and Philip Roth and E. L. Doctorow—read Stone in PM and The Nation.


Stone wrote millions upon millions of words on everything from Woodrow Wilson’s peace initiatives to Ronald Reagan’s Star Wars. He had a roiling history with fellow Jews; beloved when he became the first reporter in the world to travel illegally with holocaust survivors to Palestine, he was soon denounced by some as a Jew hater for championing the rights of displaced Palestinians.


Stone achieved the remarkable: he reached the age of eighty-one without growing old. Buoyed by a childlike ebullience, he often used a line that Moyers now loves to repeat when he praises Stone: “I am having so much fun I ought to be arrested.”


During the Vietnam War, Stone’s truth became so popular that his Weekly made money. A toiler outside the system, Stone was never one to take a vow of poverty and reveled in buying his wife a mink coat, joking that he had become a war profiteer. His irredeemable optimism made it all sound simple, but he worked long and furiously, relying on his own digging so that by the time he approached an official he was ready to confront him with facts. Stone’s digging brought no cozy enshrinement in Washington’s power circles during the dark days of McCarthyism. A stunning change occurred in the last years of his life. When Stone died, mainstream journalists who had once ignored him were stumbling all over themselves to laud “Izzy.”


Then came posthumous vilification. After Stone was safely dead, right-wingers displayed their estimable courage by slandering Stone as a Soviet spy. By misrepresenting information found in decrypted Russian memos unearthed a half century after the fact, they continue their calumny into the present. Worse, mainstream media have repeated these lies, often unquestioningly.


One would like to simply dismiss, for example, the rants of Ann Coulter, the Queen of Sleaze, whose aversion to the truth is matched by an utter lack of decency. Before the Internet, talk radio, and cable TV, such extremists were relegated to fringe publications. Today, the far right, no matter how baseless their arguments, have found prominence and financial heaven. Sadly, every uncorrected falsehood, such as her lies about Stone, remains in the blogosphere, often repeated by a mainstream media scrambling for an audience.


Therefore when it applies to Stone or his work, material that surfaced well after his death has been addressed in the body of the book. Unfortunately, Stone cannot defend himself as he did so aptly in life. He once described to me how he felt about politicians and journalists who had shunned him during the fifties: “I used to walk across the lawn at the Capitol and I would think, ‘Screw you, you sons of bitches. I may be just a goddamn Jew Red to you, but I’m keeping Jefferson alive!’”


Stone was lauded for his ability to find exposés in documents that other journalists were too lazy to read or overlooked when they did read them. Again, it is not so easy to take a fresh look, to disabuse oneself of the perceived wisdom that is the stock-in-trade of government documents and press conferences. Friend and fellow journalist Christopher Lydon said, “Izzy was the only journalist, surely, who comes close to the notion of genius.”


Stone would not have disputed that opinion. Fresh from his bestselling triumph The Trial of Socrates, eighty-year-old Stone told an audience that he had written a speech for Socrates. In fact, he said, it was a damn good speech. In fact, “I think that if Socrates had delivered it to the jury, he would have gotten acquitted.” Stone enjoyed the ensuing laughter but in no way felt his assessment was a joke.


One criticism of Stone is that he gave Communist dictators more slack than right-wing demagogues during the thirties and forties. Even friendly critics argued that he was late to voice full-fledged criticism of Stalin’s horrors. When he did, in the mid-fifties, his passionate admission lost him subscribers who still clung to the Bolshevik dream. However, his critics are incorrect when they paint him as uncritical of the USSR or American Communists; as far back as the thirties, Stone was assailing the system’s repression. He belittled the “little Stalins” in the American Communist Party (CPUSA). During McCarthyism, Stone repeatedly advised America to not “go the way of Russia.” Stone’s inconsistencies as well as his thinking on this subject are addressed.


Stone was attacked for thinking that the road to peace with Communist regimes was through diplomacy rather than tough threats of war. Irony did not escape him in 1988, at the age of eighty. “Who would have thought it?” he remarked. “First, President Richard Nixon—that old Red-baiter—met with Mao. Now Reagan, the great opponent of the ‘evil empire’! Who would have dreamt that he would head for a summit with Gorbachev and drop back from the nuclear abyss?” (Stone chuckled at how Reagan’s actions had alienated all of the “kooks” in his corner.) Stone couldn’t have been more pleased that these two heroes of the right had approached the Communists in the manner that Stone had been vilified for advocating all along.


As columnist Robert Scheer wrote in 2005, the terrorizing predictions of a unified international Communism never happened. Long ago, Stone was alone in American journalism when he argued that the domino theory was wrong, that Communist leaders played one against the other and their ideological internationalists were subdued by pragmatists. Vietnam now is a prosperous free-enterprise partner with the United States. Historical rivals China and Vietnam “compete for shelf space in Costco and Wal-Mart,” providing cheap labor for capitalism, noted Scheer. As outraged as Stone had been, he asked why the United States had not recognized this pattern, particularly Ho Chi Minh’s nationalism. Instead 3 million Vietnamese and fifty-eight thousand Americans died in a war without purpose. Scheer added, “Sound familiar?”


Stone did not live to see the collapse of the Soviet Union, but he had traveled a long road since his adolescent enthusiasm for the 1917 Russian Revolution. In later life he ardently befriended Communist dissidents. “There are great risks in a free society, but the risks of dictatorship are even greater…. The only thing that made it look good was the absence of a free press and a solid wall around it.”


After a long detour, I returned to Stone in 2002, having received the last batch of some five thousand pages of FBI files. I realized rudimentary explanations were in order for a new generation, most of whom no doubt think that a person speaking of HUAC is referring to some man named Hugh Ack, as did a young transcriber of my audiotape interview with the eminent John Kenneth Galbraith. That inquisitional body which terrorized leftists for decades, the House Un-American Activities Committee, was no longer recognized by its famous abbreviation.


By then, my office was a canyon of FBI boxes. Many Stone files are redacted and missing, despite fruitless years of appeals; Stone was dead, informants—FBI “moochers” Stone termed them—were dead, the USSR had collapsed, no conceivable threats to national security existed. Still, the remaining files form a fascinating paper trail of invasions and assaults on private citizens. Hoover spent a great deal of taxpayers’money, sometimes illegally and always secretively and unethically, on what any sane person would think was a fairly needless exercise. On pain of death Stone could not have contained himself from writing and saying everything he thought.


Stone took the long view. American history had always “been marked by recurrent periods of paranoia, bigotry and fear of new ideas,” he noted, but he remained optimistic and loyal. In the slaughterhouse that is human history, despite its flaws, America’s democracy was one of the few “bright spots,” he always said. This did not mean that Stone ever stopped trying to goad it toward a more perfect union.


People often mistook Stone’s passionate arguments for personal animus. Stone never hated anyone, with the exception of Cold Warrior John Foster Dulles, whom he dismissed as the “Cracked Cato of Capitalism.” If Stone had been a sour, curdled gadfly, his legacy would have been spent long ago, like those of Walter Winchell and Westbrook Pegler. Like all interesting people, Stone was as complex as he was controversial. He could be prickly and kind, generous and unconcerned, self-absorbed but consumed with society’s underdogs. He could be peevishly impatient on deadline, then all smiles at dinner. He suffered fools not at all, but spent hours encouraging young writers.


“I used to get extremely discouraged, but he never did,” said his longtime friend and editor of the Progressive magazine, the late Erwin Knoll. “Whenever I was complaining about some horrible political action, he would say, ‘Look, you’re so lucky! You’ve got a ringside seat on this magnificent spectacle, the world! Enjoy it!’” Knoll said Stone’s mistakes came from his idealism, “incurable optimism,” and the desire to think the best of mankind. “When Lyndon Johnson suspended the bombing of North Vietnam, Izzy said that meant the war was about to end. A few days later I turned on the news and we had resumed the bombing. My phone rings and it was Izzy. And he says, ‘I was wrong and you were right. I don’t know how to make it up to you—except to offer you a refund on your subscription.’” (Then, as always, a mere $5 a year.)


The great caricaturist David Levine portrayed Stone with a demonic gleam in his eye, digging out the dirt in Congress. Stone said, however, “I don’t think the primary job of a free journalist in a free society is digging out the dirt. That’s part of it, I suppose. The real problem is to provide greater understanding of the complexities in which your country and your people and your time find themselves enmeshed. That’s our job, to translate these issues, to study them. The primary job is not to disgrace anybody or defame them, but to provide understanding.”


⋆ ⋆ ⋆


As Stone often pointed out, the press, as it used to be called, was never as good as the myth. Historically, the control of news by the powerful was rampant. In Stone’s day, family newspaper dynasties, wealthy businessmen, and government allies predominantly shaped the news and were typically antilabor, anti-New Deal, anti-civil-rights. Yet one could still find diversity and dissent printed by courageous publishers more interested in telling the truth than in large profits.


Today’s vast media monopoly is no longer a fresh story but remains a disastrous new low, blocking diversity, severely hampering the public’s right to know and substituting pap for truth. The far right are richly endowed by those with a vested interest in staying wealthy; their radio and television stations, newspapers, magazines, books, and Web sites disgorge to a global audience misleading information on everything from Bush tax cuts to the war on terrorism. The success of the right’s takeover of information is described by scholars Anne and Paul Ehrlich: “Individuals who would simply have been run-of-the-mill fools haranguing a few dozen people on street corners in 1904 can command the attention of tens of millions of radio or television fans in 2004.”


Ideology is matched by ignorance, dispensed to an often uncaring or gullible audience. On CNN in 2004, a morning-show host, Jack Cafferty, quipped that the start-up liberal-based network, Air America, was a “Communist radio network.” When his cohost suggested liberalism wasn’t the same as communism, Cafferty answered, “Aren’t they synonymous?” That old canard, the myth of the liberal media, still sells; neocons know that they only have to use the word in a title and mainstream media will anxiously interview them or review their books to prove that the word does not apply to them. Cowardice should not be confused with credibility, but it is.


Telecommunication has transformed news gathering like no other revolution since the Gutenberg press. Those who started in journalism pounding typewriters and prowling libraries find Web sites an unfathomable miracle. In five minutes on the Internet, for instance, I was able to pull up the translated telegrams of Stalin to Mao during the Korean War. Ancient articles are produced in a click, and newspapers polish their Web sites as much as their subscription lists. Something unique has occurred in gathering “news” in the Iraq war that could make war correspondents obsolete and cause havoc with military censors. Soldiers are returning from a day’s battle and instantly disgorging what happened in e-mails home. Yet this lightning ability to disseminate information has produced a troublesome database of lies as well as fact, trash and flash as well as insight. Rummaging through the blogosphere attic necessitates inexhaustible, exhausting attempts to separate truth from fiction.


Finding dissenting voices requires reading, a Paleolithic practice of dim recollection for the MTV crowd. Countless media watchdog groups, authors, and columnists such as the Nation’s Eric Alterman and the New York Times’s Frank Rich, have brilliantly addressed the good, the bad, and the ugly in today’s megamonopoly media. And Jon Stewart’s Comedy Central Daily Show spoof of media and politics is often hilariously accurate. Luckily, a host of the best journalists, many of whom were influenced by Stone, are still found in such publications as the New York Review of Books, the New Yorker, the Nation, and in smaller magazines like the Washington Monthly. In sad capitulation to the right, Los Angeles Times columnist Bob Scheer was fired in 2005 and replaced with neocon columnists. Luckily, voices of truth survive in media watchdog organizations such as FAIR, on the Web, and in independents like Molly Ivins, Jim Hightower, and Bill Moyers. Many continue to see Stone as a beacon. Said Ivins, the leader in an unpopular posse pursuing and exposing George W. Bush, “I get courage just knowing Izzy is out there.” Note that she did not use the past tense. Let us hope there will be a regenerative process with future generations, although the comments of one journalism professor at a major university are despairing; he told me that only 14 percent of his pupils were interested in print journalism. Stone would have regarded that as terrific odds. “All you can do, if you’re lucky,” he used to say to young journalists, “is change the odds a little…. You mustn’t feel like a martyr. You’ve got to enjoy it.”


Stone once protested, “I don’t have a pessimistic view—I have a long view. If you want to change the human race overnight in a couple of meager centuries, of course it looks pessimistic. I have a basic democratic faith that there is a modicum of reason in all of us. And that’s all we have to build on. And that’s very precious.” At the age of eighty, Stone sounded a warning much needed today: “Without that faith there is no reason for being a journalist. It’s all we have to work with. That’s supposed to be what motivates us.”


He paused. “That is the heritage we have from Jefferson.”




“ALL
GOVERNMENTS
LIE”
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The Making of a Maverick












1
COMING TO AMERICA



It was 1951, a harsh year during one of the darkest decades in American history for public, or even private, dissent. Friends were “naming names,” telling the government of Communist, or merely fellow-traveler, friendships. Often the connection was tenuous, to a life buried in a distant past, but lives were being ruined. The FBI was spending millions in man-hours and money to stalk “Reds,” that four-letter invective for anyone who might have embraced the Russian Revolution in the twenties or joined the Communist Party in the thirties or simply defended similar goals, such as organizing workers or fighting for civil liberties. Friends fled to Mexico, committed suicide, turned on one another. Even one’s books could wreak havoc if a friend informed on a well-kept leftist library to the House Un-American Activities Committee, known as HUAC.


Isador Feinstein Stone was sickened by what he viewed as America’s dangerous tilt toward fascism. He had traveled to Europe on a writing assignment, then urgently commanded his wife, Esther, and his two teenage sons, Jeremy and Christopher, to join him. Now they were living outside Paris.


It was Passover, a religious holiday that Stone had been known to pass over. Throughout his life, I. F. Stone loved to present a nonpious persona, joking that he was a “pious Jewish atheist.” Still, he kept his bar mitzvah gift of Graetz’s History of the Jews until his death and always felt “deeply Jewish.” Now, in 1951, Stone decided to have a seder and asked his youngest son, Christopher, to invite a French Jew from school. As Stone read about the ancient exodus of Jews from Egypt and phrases of oppression and slavery, his voice choked and he stumbled over the words. Christopher thought his father was faltering on the Hebrew, but, looking over, saw tears in Stone’s eyes. Christopher squirmed with teenage embarrassment that a friend might see his father crying.


A man more often of robust optimism, Stone never discussed the tears. From what wellspring did that emotion stem? Was he thinking of the centuries of Jewish persecution? Of the 6 million recently slaughtered in Hitler’s ovens? Of the holocaust survivors with whom he had formed a strong bond five years before? His memories of 1946 were fresh. That year Stone, as the first journalist in the world to travel with European Jews on their illegal journey to Israel, endured the stench of their dank hold as they ran the British blockade. Crowded with him were Jews whose nightmares were as indelible as the numbers tattooed on their arms. Stone wept and hugged them when he said good-bye. Now, six years later in Paris as he read from the Haggadah, was Stone crying for his troubled America, so under the spell of hatred for “Reds” as to have lost all regard for those special American freedoms guaranteed in the Constitution? Stone was seriously considering self-imposed exile, in Israel.


His tears could have been for all of these reasons. There were, in that ugly time, so many reasons for which to weep.


Being a Jew whose family had fled czarist Russia was an important factor in shaping Isador Feinstein Stone, his mind and his theories, his decisions and his life, and drew him until the end of his days into controversy and ostracism. Isador’s very being was in itself barely removed from the shtetl. His father, Bernard Feinstein, fled to America from Russia in 1905, only two years before Stone’s birth—a time when Lenin, Trotsky, and Stalin belonged to the future.


Bernard was but five in 1881 when cataclysmic events shaped a harsh future for all Russian Jews. On a sunny day in March, a woman waited determinedly by a St. Petersburg canal for the passing of a sledge escorted by Cossacks. As it came in sight, she waved a handkerchief. Her signal was followed by an explosion, and “on the snow, huddled against the canal wall, lay a man with greying side-whiskers, whose legs and belly had been blown to shreds.” The murder of Czar Alexander II was blamed on the Jews. In retaliation, new decrees destroyed the economic core of Jewish life, lasting until the 1917 revolution. They could not move from village to village, and rural commerce and community were all but eradicated. Doctors and lawyers could not practice, merchants could sell nothing but what they made by hand. Synagogues were silenced. Driven into poverty, 40 percent of Russian Jews were completely dependent on charity by the end of the nineteenth century.


Czar Nicholas II had succeeded Alexander III in 1894. His rule made the life of Jews during Bernard Feinstein’s last ten years in Russia particularly intolerable. It was easy to dismiss a czar who was, at the age of twenty-six, still playing hide-and-seek with friends, but the weak and infantile Nicholas was dangerously pliable and abetted by his legacy, Alexander’s reactionary court. The leading anti-Semite was its religious leader, Constantin Pobedonostsev. Some forty years before Hitler’s final solution, Pobedonostsev plotted his own form of extermination. A group of Jews who petitioned him in 1898 were told that “one-third [of you] will die out, one-third will leave the country, and one-third will be completely dissolved in the surrounding population.” When revolutionaries fought back, Czar Nicholas and his followers systematically pitted restive peasants against the Jews, who comprised a disproportionately large part of the revolutionary underground.


Jew baiting had worked successfully for eons throughout Europe, often providing a distracting antidote to revolutionary fervor. In 1903, orchestration was nevertheless needed to arouse the typical Russian peasant into murdering en masse. For that, newspapers were employed. In the province of Bessarabia the sole newspaper, the Bessarabetz, was a “sensation-mongering anti-Semitic journal.” Its editor was subsidized by the czar’s minister of the interior from a special slush fund. When the mutilated body of a Russian boy was discovered near Kishinev, the editor repaid the czar’s largesse. The boy’s uncle openly confessed to the murder, but headlines blared that it was a Jewish ritual murder. Handbills printed on the newspaper press called for the people of Kishinev to avenge the murder with “bloody punishment.” The illiterate were whipped into a frenzy by those who could read.


On an April day in 1903, the massacre of Kishinev Jews began. For two days the police studiously remained in their barracks. Russian eye-witnesses described people torn in two, babies’ brains splattered, bellies split open, tongues cut out, women’s breasts cut off, men castrated, blinded, hanged, hacked to death.


This time, it was a pogrom to live in infamy; not only the Russian intelligentsia but Europeans and Americans, Jews and Christians, organized mass protests in major capitals. Pogroms continued nonetheless. The indifference of most Russian gentiles to the Kishinev slaughter was a warning to Jews throughout that snow-swept world. Bernard Feinstein, twenty-seven at the time, had been born into this unrelenting nightmare in a Ukrainian village called Gronov, not far from the Bessarabian province.


Feinstein never spoke to his children about those years. Like many Jews so subjugated, his education was nonexistent. He was the youngest of seven, with four brothers and two sisters. His mother, Rachel Tonkonogy, owned and operated an inn and raised seven children alone after her husband, Judah, died when Bernard was an infant. Rachel was daring enough to chase the Cossacks away with a whip when they came to the inn, a family legend that enthralled young Izzy.


Rachel was strikingly independent. One of her daughters, Eta, came to Rachel one day with a problem. She didn’t think she really loved the man who was smitten with her. “What should I do?” she asked. “Marry him,” Rachel advised. “If it doesn’t work out, you can always get a get” (a religious divorce). Aunt Eta came to America and eventually married three times. Although all seven of Rachel’s children escaped czarist Russia, Rachel never left Gronov.


How this Russian family acquired the Germanic name Feinstein remains a mystery. Bernard’s grandfather was Mordecai Baer Tsvilichovsky. Like many Jews, some in the Tonkonogy-Tsvilichovsky clan compounded the confusion by giving each son a different last name in order to hide them from Russian Army conscription rolls. Desperate Jews even maimed their sons to save them from conscription. Of the six hundred anti-Jewish decrees enacted from 1825 to 1855, one sealed the fate of Jewish sons. The age of conscription for Jews was lowered to twelve. At that age, Bernard ran away from home, no doubt to escape conscription, but nonetheless became one of those poor Jewish children pressed into service. By 1905, when he was twenty-nine, Bernard had spent several years in the Army, no small testament to his ability to survive; conscription for Jews meant death or virtual life imprisonment. In his memoirs, Alexander Herzen mourned for conscripted Jewish boys: “these sick children, without care or kindness … were going to their graves.” Conscription was a means of forced conversion to Christianity. Barracks masters beat, starved, and whipped Jewish boys to make them attend church services. Meanwhile, grieving parents said the kaddish, the mourner’s prayer for the dead, for sons who had never even been bar mitzvahed.


After years of such hardship, Izzy’s father planned his escape in 1905.


By virtue of inclination or circumstances, Bernard, unlike his firstborn son to be, was not a man who challenged existing conditions. He was not among the young Jewish Russian revolutionaries, socialists and anarchists who read Karl Marx and dreamed of overthrowing czars and organizing workers. When the Russian Army marched off en masse to Manchuria to fight the Japanese in 1904, revolutionaries seized the moment. As the year 1905 dawned, it looked as if a united workers’ front might triumph. On Sunday, January 22, throngs of unarmed workers marched toward the czar’s palace in nonviolent protest, armed with nothing more than icons, religious pictures, and banners. Songs and chants turned into screams and shrieks, only to be silenced by the steady blast of rifle fire from the palace guard. Children and women were deliberately trampled to death by Cossacks on horseback. At day’s end, more than fifteen hundred men, women, and children lay dead or wounded in the crimson snow.


This massacre, forever known as Bloody Sunday, galvanized workers and students throughout Russia, and by that autumn they had organized a paralyzing general strike. After months of uprisings, assassinations, strikes, and mutinies, Czar Nicholas II was forced to meet the people’s demands. A parliament, or Duma, to be elected by the people was established. Jews would be addressed for the first time by that title of freedom, citizens. They could live and work where they wanted, attend universities. No longer the pogroms. “No longer,” however, was short-lived. By December, the czar had repelled the revolution and quickly revoked the constitution. The workers’ soviet (council) was dissolved, its members imprisoned. And Jews were massacred in pogroms fueled by the czar. Inflamed by a revolution gone wrong, peasants savagely responded to the government’s anti-Semitic demagoguery.


Kiev’s pogrom haunted Sholem Aleichem forever. Known primarily in America as the dispenser of gaiety and humor in his Fiddler on the Roof versions of shtetl life, Aleichem re-created in his novel In the Storm the harsher reality he had personally witnessed. Seeking refuge in a Kiev hotel, Aleichem and his family awakened to shrill cries. It was the beginning of a three-night blood feast. In the street below Aleichem’s hotel room, hoodlums beat a young Jew to death with heavy sticks as a policeman casually looked on. Aleichem’s fiction retains the immediacy of truth. Russians were “breaking down doors, shattering windows, throwing, flinging, whipping, and hurling.” With the cry of “Death to the Jews!” echoing, Aleichem’s novel moves to a train station on a wet, cold morning after the pogroms. Jews crowded so close it was almost impossible to breathe, waiting for trains to take them to a new world; old women in babushkas, silent children in shock, mothers gripping bundles of cloth that held all that was left of family possessions. “The word America was heard more often than any other…. They imagined America to be a kind of heaven.”


Bernard Feinstein was among that historic Jewish emigration to America. Nearly half a million streamed to America from 1904 to 1907, predominantly from eastern Europe. In the decade from 1900 to 1910 the total was 1,037,000. When word had passed through Bernard’s outfit that they might soon be sent to fight in the Russo-Japanese War, he crept away from camp and headed toward Poland. A deserter and a Jew who could have been shot on sight, Bernard trudged torturous miles until he reached Hamburg, Germany. There, he boarded the next ship bound for Liverpool.


In his new, uncertain world and speaking only Yiddish, Bernard gratefully embraced his scholarly older brother Ithamar (called Shumer), who had settled in Cardiff, Wales, when fleeing Russia a few years before. After a short stay with Shumer, Bernard made the final leg of his journey.


Bernard was medium built and short, with blue eyes and curly black hair. Toughened by years of hardship, he was energetic and ready to savor the American dream along with countless other greenhorns. For days Bernard endured the reeking filth of steerage with its open troughs for toilets. He joined a long line of weak and groggy immigrants prodded along by immigration officials grown callous to this daily flood. The sickly or suspect, marked with colored chalk—H for “heart,” K for “hernia,” Sc for “scalp,” X for “mental defects”—would be sent back. Petrified children watched as consumptive or frail relatives were pulled out of line and disappeared.*


By the time Bernard arrived, he was a familiar, unwelcome species. The previous wave of Jews, arriving in the mid to late 1800s, had settled in the Lower East Side of New York. Many had moved on and some had prospered handsomely. Now there was growing concern; what repressions could be in store for all Jews if Americans tired of this flood of penniless foreigners? Already there had been attacks from everyone—wealthy WASPs fearful that a glut of foreigners would wreck their carefully constructed caste system, and American workers fearing competition in the labor market. This new crop, with their stuttering attempts at English, faced hostility, scorn, and ridicule, not just from Americans, but from German Jews who had been off the boat for fifty years.


By 1907, the ninety thousand Jews arriving in New York City annually were mostly from Russia and Poland. Jews numbered roughly one-quarter of the city’s total. They were the pushcart peddlers, garment cutters, and tailors who huddled in the Jewish quarter, where rats swarmed through open garbage and scurried across beds at night. Infants and elderly died from diseases caused by open sewers. There was no hiding from violence and crime, always twin companions in such hovels.


Just as German Jews had earlier endured the scorn of haughty and well-established Sephardim from Spain, it was now the Russian Jews’ turn. Embarrassed that these “wild Asiatics” could be considered kin, prosperous German Jews saw themselves more as Americans of German descent than Jewish. Anti-Semitism poured from pages of the German Jewish press. The Hebrew Standard sneered that the “thoroughly acclimated Jew … is closer to the Christian sentiment around him than to the Judaism of these miserable darkened Hebrews.” The German Jew created the slur of anti-Semites, kike, to describe the Russian Jew, because so many of their names ended in ki.


The Germanic Feinstein might have shielded Bernard, but his Yiddish was a giveaway. Yiddish was “piggish jargon”; German Jews tried to insist that it was understood only by Poles and Russians, when in reality Yiddish is a Judeo-German combination easily familiar to German Jews.


For all poor immigrants, America’s paradise in reality became tenements and tireless work. Jewish newcomers were consigned to the lowliest jobs in the overwhelmingly Jewish garment trades. Young women developed curvature of the spine from hand-operating twenty-five-pound pressing irons. Old men in yarmulkes who stood for fifteen hours a day, cleaning and pressing cloth, walked forever stooped.


A 1903 report on the New York slums recounted the dangers of these firetraps with their vile privies, rickety stairs, broken plumbing pipes emitting sewer gas throughout the dark and fetid houses, pigs, goats, and horses in the cellars. Here, immigrants provided millions of dollars annually in rent, and slumlords were quick to denounce any who protested their living and working conditions. Labels, to be hurled against workers with fury and resilient effectiveness throughout the twentieth century, were used to diminish the protests of slum Jews. They were “radicals,” “traitors,” and “anarchists.” Meanwhile, slumlords came in all denominations. Collecting millions in revenues from disease-ridden tenements, resisting the barest of health codes, was New York City’s oldest, richest, and most fashionable religious parish, Trinity Church.


Reformers and socialists forced some tenement reforms, and a few conscientious newspapers alerted readers to the plight of immigrants. Jane Addams compared the “happy condition of Philadelphia” to other urban slums, but she had not inspected Philadelphia and only voiced popular hearsay. When Bernard arrived in Philadelphia, the majority of homes had no indoor water. Foul seepage from broken and open sewers and outdoor toilets or “vaults” (the labor department report felt the need to qualify) “may” have been responsible for Philadelphia’s high typhoid fever rate.


Feinstein headed for Philadelphia because relatives were there. Prohibited in Europe from owning land and excluded from most professions, Jews had by default turned to merchandising. In their adopted country Jews continued to abound in commerce—from the wealthiest manufacturer to the poorest back peddler. Russian arrivals heard of immense wealth accumulated by German Jews and legendary figures such as Joseph Seligman. He started as a peddler and became a multimillionaire merchant and financier, a member of the exalted “Our Crowd,” which aped the WASP 400 in opulence and conspicuous consumption.


By 1905, fortunes via this route were far from certain, but it remained one of the few avenues for poorly educated newcomers. And so Feinstein became a peddler. It was as if he had taken a page from Joseph Seligman’s blueprint: “Sell anything that can be bought cheaply, sold quickly at a little profit, small enough to place inside a pack and light enough to carry.” Bernard sold watches, slim and light and glistening in his case as he walked the streets of Philadelphia.


One of Bernard’s friends was David Novack. David had one brother, Raphael, and three sisters, Celia, Bella, and Katy. These five were all that survived of thirteen children born in Odessa. Like many immigrants, the Novacks set sail in shifts, sending for other relatives when they could get the money. Katy had left with her father, who later sent for her mother. Katy was a favorite of brother David’s. When she smiled, dimples creased her cheeks. David was happy to introduce the lively Katy to his friend.


She was ten years younger than Bernard. In March of 1907, Bernard married the twenty-one-year-old Katy. Soon she was pregnant. On a night that gentiles everywhere were celebrating, Bernard and Katy Feinstein’s first son was born. It was Christmas eve, December 24, 1907.


They called him Isador—which was quickly and irrevocably shortened to Izzy.


*In the spring of 1907, more than fifteen thousand immigrants arrived at Ellis Island in one day, although the maximum number had been set at five thousand. Haste resulted in criminally unsanitary practices; in 1922, British ambassador A. C. Geddes witnessed one doctor examining a line of males for venereal diseases or hernias. As he inspected their private parts, the doctor wore rubber gloves. “I saw him ‘do’ nine or ten men,” reported Geddes. “His gloves were not cleansed between cases.” Howe,World of Our Fathers.





2
BEGINNINGS



When I. F. Stone became famous, his features seemed made for political cartoonists such as David Levine and Jules Feiffer. They captured a cheerful curmudgeon: round cheeks deeply dented by dimples, jolly wattles, cherubic smile, the gleam in those slightly bulging eyes peering out from behind incredibly thick glasses. Writers strained for descriptions. He was “a dumpling of a man, who appears to have the head of an owl on the body of a penguin.” Aware that literary allusions might escape a TV-drenched generation, some writers compared him to cinema characters Yoda or E.T. It took Stone to provide a distinctive description, as he watched himself in a taped television interview looking short and squat, his full lids rhythmically blinking behind those glasses. “Good God,” he said, “I look like a Jewish bullfrog!”


In earlier years, Stone found little humor in his looks, which later settled into character and caricature. It was something to make fun of when one felt as secure and, in his own iconoclastic fashion, as institutionalized as Stone and so well-known that New Yorker and other national cartoon captions referred to him simply as Izzy.


Izzy once revealed paradoxical feelings: “When you grow up a short, little Jew, funny-looking, with those funny-looking glasses, and you adore these six-foot WASP beauties who won’t look at you …” A screen came down on that insecure recollection. “Personally I felt I was Galahad, but I was Isador. Who calls anybody Isador?” For his first thirty years, Stone was Isador Feinstein. In 1937, he created the name I. F. Stone.


Infant Izzy was as cherubic as he was in old age. Dark ringlets curled in profusion, his chubby cheeks were pierced by dimples, and his eyes held a steady gaze. For the first three years of his life, Stone was surrounded by an enraptured mother, one set of grandparents, several aunts and uncles. Whatever strife the often-absent, hardworking Bernard experienced as he grasped English and the peddler’s trade were unknown to his toddler son. In one early photograph, the family is the picture of middle-class respectability. Bernard stands beside Katy, his hand resting on the back of her high-backed chair, wearing a dark suit, starched shirt, and bow tie, slightly askew. He has kindly eyes, the barest impression of a smile. Katy is buxom and wears a high-necked dark dress, adorned with embroidery at the wrists and neck and a gold watch pinned to her left lapel. Her curly brunette hair is constrained in a rolled pompadour. Izzy and his mother share a quizzical gaze. Her left hand firmly holds Izzy’s right as he leans against her knee. Izzy’s hair is slicked down; he wears a starched white dress and a look of perplexed dissatisfaction, left arm reaching out as if to bolt from this confining exercise.


Katy was Izzy’s blanket of security. For five years, Izzy had his mother to himself. In those five years, Izzy and his mother forged a deep bond, not to be superseded or broken by the arrival of three other children. Izzy benefited from such special treatment, enjoying a lasting self-confidence, sometimes with displays of autocratic petulance. As Freud noted, “A man who has been the indisputable favorite of his mother keeps for life the feeling of a conqueror, that confidence of success that often induces real success.” Such an idolized firstborn looks upon himself as “his majesty, the baby.” In later life, Izzy often assumed that people would indulge him.


But that pampered childhood had dark shadows. During his infancy, Izzy’s vivacious mother fell ill with one of the first episodes of a manic-depressive, or bipolar, psychosis that pursued Katy Feinstein all of her life. Izzy was abandoned, in a sense, during his mother’s breakdown, and he was cared for by his mother’s parents, who spoke only Yiddish, which became Izzy’s first language.


When Izzy was about three, there was a major uprooting. Life was not all bliss in the melding of Feinsteins and Novacks. To put distance between Katy and her family, the trio left Philadelphia at Bernard’s urging. Katy’s illness may have been exacerbated by her relationship with her mother. Perhaps Bernard’s avowed agnosticism did not set well with his in-laws, who refused to visit unless Katy and the unobservant Bernard followed Orthodox dietary laws. At any rate, the trio settled in Richmond, Indiana, far west in those 1910 horse-and-buggy days. Izzy startled the neighbors in this “very small gentile town.” As he toddled down the street, he greeted surprised strangers in Yiddish.


⋆ ⋆ ⋆


Peddlers had to sell to gentiles to make a living. Perhaps Izzy was ashamed of his father’s peddling; he never mentioned it in numerous interviews and once said that his father bought a store in Richmond. Other family members vividly recall that Feinstein set out every day with horse and wagon to sell and sometimes took the train to more distant towns. Katy and her toddler son were left alone, and waiting to be fed in the barn was the horse. Katy feared the beast. Years later she would delight Izzy, dramatizing how she would open the top half of the double door, fling in an armload of hay, than flee to the kitchen.


Izzy was almost five when his first brother was born, on September 6, 1912. For seventeen years of his life, he was known as Max. Only when Max dug out his birth certificate to obtain a driver’s license did the Feinsteins see Marcus. (“It must have been the creative effort of some country clerk,” recalls brother Lou, who was born in 1917.) After that, Stone’s brother was always called Marc.


When Max/Marcus came along, Izzy had a new diversion. Three months shy of five, he started kindergarten. In a class picture, Izzy is the only child smiling, albeit slightly. He wears a navy blue sailor suit and high button shoes. His expression conveys a slightly bored haughtiness. In love almost from birth with the written word, he was never equally enamored of school and often felt above the level of his particular class.


Lonesome for family, Katy persuaded Bernard to return to Philadelphia with Izzy and infant Max. The last straw was a terrifying night of thunderstorms. As a nearby river flooded, they scrambled to the top of a hill and the railroad station. They took the first train east, never to return.


In Camden, New Jersey, Bernard unsuccessfully tried to run a butcher shop. The family then moved six miles east, to the village of Haddon-field, where Bernard and Katy opened Feinstein’s Dry Goods Emporium, later called Ladies and Gents Furnishings, in what had been the 1859 town meeting hall. It stood on the corner of the main street, Kings Highway, and looked like the setting for a Western movie with its watering trough and hitching post and one step leading to a long, low porch. The family lived above the store and in two spacious rooms at the rear.


In this quiet Protestant community, Izzy was aware that the Feinsteins were different, along with a handful of other Jews in the trades. Many residents were middle-class Republicans who worked as junior executives in Camden and Philadelphia for RCA, Campbell’s Soup, insurance companies, banks, and public utilities. Izzy’s parents were only casual Democrats, but Stone recalled that the only other Democrat in his class was an Irish Catholic. There were no Catholic churches or synagogues in Haddonfield.


During World War I, this town of five thousand mirrored the rest of small-town America—observing rationing and exuding patriotism and xenophobia. Postwar normalcy brought prosperity, “rugged individualism,” and hostility to things foreign or challenging to a myopic status quo. It was a time of Babbittry and God-fearing bigotry, when “Bolsheviks” and blacks could be run out on a rail with no thought to one’s churchgoing conscience by “homo boobiens,” as H. L. Mencken termed them.


Izzy vividly recalled his first brush with racial bigotry, when he witnessed a brave act of protest in small-town America. Eight-year-old Izzy was awakened by the sound of chanting and looked out the bay window in his second-floor bedroom. A group of blacks had left their segregated part of town to picket the showing of D. W. Griffith’s Birth of a Nation at the movie house down the street. As he watched this gathering in the shadowy light, young Izzy felt that something was terribly wrong for grown men and women to resort to such measures. Griffith’s 1915 landmark epic exalted a post-Civil War South where white sheets didn’t stay on the clothesline. No matter his revolutionary film technique, Griffith’s racist thrust, with the Ku Klux Klan riding to the rescue, caused rioting in some cities. A few years later, a flourishing Klan, half a million strong across the nation, paraded in sheets and hoods past the White House and in small towns, spewing hatred of blacks, Jews, Catholics, and immigrants, lynching and beating and branding.


Even in small-town Haddonfield, the Klan staged a hooded march down Kings Highway. Haddonfield’s handful of Jews apprehensively closed their doors. As the Klan surveyed onlookers from behind their hoods, Bernard determined to make a small sign of protest. He stood in front of his store, staring them down. Standing next to his father, Lou recognized from his shoes and height a Klan customer who often joked with him. The next day, the man walked past. “Hi, I saw you in the parade yesterday,” piped up Louie. Bernard grabbed his son by the arm and steered him inside the store with a smart swat on the behind. Only years later did Louie realize that one did not publicly recognize a Klansman—particularly when he was the town’s police chief.


Roughly divided in half by tracks of the Reading Railroad Seashore Line, Haddonfield’s West Side boasted spacious homes and a private eighteen-hole golf course. The Feinsteins lived comfortably enough over the store but did not associate with this wealthy world except through customers. There were rare ripples of excitement when the horse-and-buggy fire brigade dashed out of the firehouse across the street. On Saturdays, farmers came to town, hitching their horses at the Feinstein’s Dry Goods Emporium’s watering trough, stomping into the store in heavy work boots, perfuming the store, which Katy would air out afterward, with manure and sweat.


Outside the store, trolley cars clanged to a stop on their six-mile journey to Camden. Next door was the candy store, run by two old maids and their deaf brother. Down the street was the pool hall, cigar store, hardware store, and the meeting hall of the Independent Order of Odd Fellows. Kings Highway was originally built by British troops during the revolution; some of the buildings were pockmarked by bullet holes, reminders of battles between American and Hessian troops. In 1931, eighteen-year-old Marc published a directory of Haddonfield, and his twenty-three-year-old brother attempted to liven up his contribution. Izzy reported a 1752 occurrence: “the hussy,” an Irish servant girl, ran off with a manservant. “Even in those days,” added Izzy, “the servant problem was acute.” Izzy archly overreached by paraphrasing Hamlet as he described an eighteenth-century suitor: “Estaugh, if not sicklied over, was at least greatly slowed up in his lovemaking, by the pale cast of thought.”


The Feinsteins prospered enough to afford a live-in maid, a situation so foreign to one cousin that he remembered it a half century later. The maid was a necessity for Katy. She had become an excellent businesswoman, despite cooking and caring for what must have seemed a continuous round of “only” children: Marc was five years younger than Izzy, Louie was born another five years later, and Judy, the youngest, was born seventeen years after Izzy. Katy raced from her kitchen to the front store to wait on customers and, unusual for a woman in those days, went on buying trips to Philadelphia, striking hard bargains for merchandise. Soon Feinstein’s was the rival of Fowlers Department Store, their main competition.


Filling the store were bolts of cloth, ready-made dresses, men’s caps and hats, overalls, work pants, stiffly starched shirts, silk stockings, corsets, and brassieres. The Feinstein brothers began clerking young and by the time they were teenagers were so expert at sizing up women that they could suggest a size 36 or 38 bra with assurance. Old patterns were never discarded; they became the specialty of the Feinstein bathroom. Izzy and his brothers never saw toilet paper until they left home.


Between waiting on customers, Katy concocted superb meals. Her fruit strudel and hamantaschen, served at Purim, were unsurpassed. The Jewish Sabbath was not observed because Saturday was the busiest day in the store, but Friday-night candles were lit and prayers said before the traditional dinner of chopped liver, chicken soup, and boiled chicken. The kitchen opened onto a back porch where a barrel filled with marinating garlic pickles stood. White brine on her sons’ hands instantly informed Katy when they had raided the barrel. Over the store was a roomy upstairs with a library-playroom, rear enclosed porch used as a sleeping room in summer, large living room, and three bedrooms. Bay windows faced Kings Highway, and young Izzy would watch trolley-car lights dancing across the ceiling at night.


In those upstairs rooms, lying on a couch, gorging on pretzels and books, Izzy found a world that took him far from the dreariness of waiting on customers, far from other boys and girls whose thoughts were on such foreign amusements as sledding, baseball, and congregating at the ice cream parlor.


“Izzy was a child of the Enlightenment,” reasoned one friend, Marcus Raskin. “His optimism came from his belief in reason and knowledge. His idea was that the more you knew and the more that you could put things into a historical context, the more science there was, the more enlightenment there was, the more progress there would be. And so the idea of doubt about the kinds of positivist rationality which had developed over the course of his lifetime was never strong. It really almost didn’t exist.”


Even as a small child, Izzy had begun his lifelong inclination to question, to search for facts. He was very much afraid of ghosts. One night, Izzy forced himself to stand, wide-eyed in one corner of the room in the dark, waiting for ghosts to come and do whatever ghosts do to little boys. After quaking and blinking into the darkness, Izzy deduced that ghosts did not exist and went to bed. He slept ghost-free nights from then on and said with finality and certitude that ghosts did not exist. A child less certain of the empirical evidence of one night could have hypothesized a more angst-filled scenario; that it was, say, merely the ghosts’ night off. But not Izzy.


With his hunger for books and ideas, Izzy was a misfit. Such a loner’s childhood, not uncommon for writers and thinkers, often provides a necessary solitude for intellectual reflection. For the alien, the critical eye is nurtured. In later life, Izzy’s selective memory painted an idyllic childhood in a “wonderful town,” but sometimes a different picture surfaced, and Stone would admit that it was lonesome being a radical bookworm in a very small Main Street kind of town. “I was kind of a freak,” he said. As he walked down the streets, taunts of “four eyes” and “bookworm” and “kike” trailed Izzy, epithets that made Marc cringe and vow never to be like his brother. Izzy made up his own world, filled with characters and ideas from another time and place.


Before he could read, Izzy would sit in a trolley car with a book in front of him and pretend, moving his lips. Then came one of the “biggest thrills of my life,” Izzy recalled, still with enthusiasm, when he was in his sixties. Young Izzy was poring through his first-grade reader “with the lovely pastel illustrations showing a bird on a windowsill, and the words underneath it saying … ‘The bird sat on the windowsill,’ and being able to figure it out was just tremendous! And I’ve been reading ever since.”


Stone cherished books as a wealthy dowager prizes emeralds, an art collector his Rubens, an addict his drugs. Never an unimpassioned intellectual, he devoured ideas and philosophies, then distilled them into his own thinking, his intellectualism vibrating with zest, passion, outrage, romanticism. Throughout his life Stone turned long-dead heroes into intimate friends. “I’ve been on a Horace binge lately,” he said late in life, fondling his collection of poems by the ancient Roman satirist like a lovesick teenager holding a collection of love letters. “Memorized five or six poems in the last two weeks. Horace was such a great artist. I’m just in love with him. I wake up at night and do some Horace in my head. It’s like fingering a string of pearls.”


This is but a fragment of one of those bursting-with-energy monologues, when Izzy was in his sixties: “I remember coming home after school in the fourth or fifth grade with three or four books and gobbling them up all in one afternoon. Later I remember the thrill of reading Marlowe’s Tamburlaine with that wonderful line ‘Is it not passing brave to be a king and march in triumph through Persepolis?’ And I can remember the thrill of discovering Milton, and being out in the woods … reading Keats and Shelley and Wordsworth. While I was in high school, I discovered the Fragments of Heraclitus. He was the founder of the dialectic, and in his work you get it in its pure form—his first mystical insight into the identity of opposites. Then I read Plato and a bit of Aristotle, though I didn’t care much for him, and through a forgotten book of Giovanni Papini’s called Thirteen Men I first heard of the Chinese philosopher Kwang-tzu, who was a kind of Chinese Heraclitus, a follower of Taoism, but many ways much greater than Lao-tzu…. Oh, wait, I just remembered—one of the books I loved most as a child was Don Quixote. I can remember … bursting into tears at the moment of tragic lucidity when Don Quixote wavers and sees that he has been living in a world of illusion.”


After reading about Herbert Spencer, Izzy set about finding his works. “There were very few places in town that had books,” he recalled to writer Andrew Patner, then related this anecdote. Izzy heard that a woman named Groves had Herbert Spencer’s First Principles. One day when Izzy came home from school, his mother said, “Mrs. Groves came around today, and we had a very odd conversation. She wanted to know if you were an invalid,” Mrs. Feinstein said in her thick Jewish accent. “So, I said, ‘No, Isador’s not an invalid. He’s not sports—but he’s not an invalid.’And then she asked if she could loan you some book you had asked her for.” Izzy realized that Mrs. Groves had asked his mother if Izzy was an infidel. “This was a very church town, and she wanted to clear things with my mother before she gave me such a heretical book.”


There was much about the Feinstein family to like. Katy was often bright and gay and loved to dance, whirling with abandon to folk dances. Next to walking, it was the one expression of physical exercise that appealed to her son Izzy all of his life. Katy saw humor in her everyday world, making up nicknames for customers that reflected weaknesses. When one woman, who bought only sale items, entered the store, Katy would whisper in Yiddish to her sons, “Here comes the Remnants Lady.”


Instead of belaboring his hardships in czarist Russia, Bernard concentrated on life in America. “He was full of tricks,” recalls Lou Stone. One time Katy was preparing a feast for nearby relatives. She made a Jewish dish, similar to dumplings, with a mixture of potatoes and onions drawn up into a pouch of dough. Bernard spied the dumplings and remade one, inserting cotton balls instead of the potato-and-onion mixture. Bernard boiled it in water, then served it to one of his relatives. His sons, in on the gag, tried not to laugh as they watched the man trying to chew the dumpling.


Izzy’s parents talked to each other almost exclusively in Yiddish. With little formal education, they were bright and read both the English and Yiddish newspapers. “You could always tell the politics of a Jewish household in those days by which Jewish paper they subscribed to,” Izzy recalled. “If they were Communists, they got the Freiheit; if they were socialists, they got the Forvits, the Forward; if they were religious, they got the Morning Journal; if they were liberal, they got the Tug, the Day. We took the Tug.” Not radical enough for young Izzy, the Tug was “from a literary point of view, the best, the most literate of the papers.”


Interesting characters filled Izzy’s extended family, such as the thrice-wed Aunt Eta, who sold dresses in a teeming outdoor market in Philadelphia. Other children in the family were intrigued with the bustle, the bargaining in exotic tongues, but Izzy distanced himself from many such outings. There were also regular Sunday visits to Katy’s parents. Izzy’s love of humor—“he prized wit above all,” said his daughter, Celia—was like a congenital trait. Esther used to joke that his side of the family would “kill their Grandmother for a good joke.” Actually, Izzy adored Katy’s mother, who was much like her grandson—a nonstop talker who “held everyone spellbound with her stories.” (When she first met the apolitical Esther, Izzy’s fervent Zionist grandmother surprised her by asking her for donations for Palestine.)


Yet “he was going his own way, very young,” recalls Lou. “He was not family-oriented.” Izzy was, in fact, regarded as a snob by cousins because he cared so little for the family or their interests. The one family member who really intrigued Izzy was Uncle Shumer, who had befriended Izzy’s father in Cardiff on his journey to America. Shumer now lived in nearby Philadelphia. Poverty had forced the scholarly uncle to work as a cap maker. He was an ardent Zionist who wrote eloquently, and his religiosity and pride in being Jewish were the cornerstones of his life. In his will he admonished his children, “Do not permit your children to assimilate; above all, do not permit your children to marry those of another faith. Be proud of your Jewish ancestry, which is the pride and bulwark of all civilization.” Remaining a “Pintele Yid” (a Jew to the minutest detail) meant “more to me than my very life.”


Izzy eschewed his uncle’s religious fervor, although he loved reading the Bible: “It’s full of barbarism, horror, brutality, and primitivism, but it’s also full of some of the most extraordinarily vivid writing, and some of the great teaching of mankind.” All of his life, Stone laced his one-liners with biblical references. Wrestling in old age with new technology, Stone sighed and said, “The only thing God didn’t give Job was a computer.” And, after mastering ancient Greek: “Perhaps I should learn Hebrew, too, so that I can complain to God in his own tongue.”


Izzy’s love for Shumer was boundless. In 1934, when Izzy was twenty-six, he wrote this eulogy: “I shall always remember what fun it was as a small boy” to visit his tanta Elka and uncle Shumer. “… There were always books aplenty at Uncle Shumer’s, to read in bed in the mornings.” His aunt was “lovable,” and Uncle Shumer was “framed always in a certain majesty; calm, dignified, patient—a veritable Jove of an uncle to an admiring small boy, full of the grandest stories, answering the very hardest questions. So it seemed to a small boy. And to a small boy grown up, seems still a figure, spiritually beautiful—scholar, philosopher, gentleman, learned yet kind and simple, without bitterness or rancor or envy. Human.”


By then, Izzy was not so much of an atheist that he couldn’t add, “When God walked with the sons of men, He must have walked with such as my Uncle Shumer.”


Izzy gravitated to Uncle Shumer in part because he was not close to his own father. Shumer seems to have been the ideal father substitute, the scholar Izzy wished to emulate. Izzy and his father argued frequently, and the tension between them was palpable enough for even young Louie to notice. Some of the problem stemmed from the typical demands a father places on a firstborn son, and subsequent rebellion. This cultural pattern was intensified in early-twentieth-century Jewish-immigrant households where sons were encouraged to excel academically, only to regard their uneducated Yiddish-speaking fathers contemptuously. In The Jews in America, Arthur Hertzberg persuasively argues that “the children of the immigrants had no role models.” Sons angry at their “powerless fathers … had no choice but to invent themselves, as Jews and Americans.” Many observers inaccurately characterized Eastern European immigrants as dominated by socially conscious firebrands when, in fact, Stone’s father was typical of the majority of Jewish immigrants, who were merely struggling to survive, not to change the world.


“The only political act by my father I remember was that when the armistice was declared to the First World War … my father wanted to ring the bell [of the local fire department].” It would be a false alarm and “he’d be fined five dollars,” Stone said, laughing as he recalled the incident to Patner. “So he paid the five dollars and rang the bell!”


His parents were not entirely devoid of political interests. When Stone was twelve, his mother took him to visit friends who ran a south Jersey summer resort. “Their daughter was a good friend of Felix Frankfurter. And on their library table I found, for the first time, Nation and New Republic,” he told Patner. After that, his mother bought him the magazines. By the time he was in his twenties, Stone would be writing for both.


Like other children from his background, adolescent Izzy drifted toward intellectual socialists for inspiration. Sholem Asch presented this picture in his novel America 1918: “In their children there awoke a yearning for unshackled liberty.” They admired Jewish intellectuals who argued that Jews should stand up against bosses for the rights of labor, not cower before anti-Semites, and “confront their tormentors.” The theme of socialist novels and essays was one of fighting back. That feisty pattern seemed bred in the bone of Izzy.


Coupled with the denigration of the father was the “Invention of the Jewish Mother” as Hertzberg termed it. “Contrary to popular mythology, the Jewish-American immigrant mother was not a transplant from Europe; she never existed in the traditional Jewish culture” (although in the Old World wives did run shops while their husbands read the Talmud or prayed). In America, however, “her labor helped eke out the family budget and made survival and schooling possible. Her own anger with the schlemiel, the father, helped to feed the rebellion of the children. She raised her sons to achieve for her what her husband had failed to do.” This general description mirrors much in Stone’s early years—his scorn for his father and the dry goods business, the flashing example of an energetic mother emancipated from subservience by virtue of being an equal breadwinner. High-spirited Katy was no silent Victorian wife. She fought often with Bernard about the store and how it should be run.


And the couple quarreled over the battles between Izzy and Marc. During their intense clashes of sibling rivalry, Katy so clearly favored Izzy that Marc would howl in indignation. The best pieces of chicken were always for Izzy, Marc sobbed. Such seemingly insignificant childhood incidents are often burned into one’s memory, emblematic of a condition that created long-lasting insecurity, anger, or conflict. Years later, Marc recalled this still gnawing act of unfairness. He “strived in many ways to compete for Mom’s love,” scrubbing her kitchen floors, cleaning her stove, and once racing home from the drugstore to present her with a gift of perfume. This was not enough to receive the affection lavished on Izzy, who took it for granted.


Katy slipped money from the cash register to Izzy, so that he could buy ties in Philadelphia at Wanamaker’s. Bernard stormed at her for aiding his son in such perfidy. His own ties were not good enough for this adolescent, who had taken to wearing his prized Wanamaker’s ties in a bohemian manner, flipping one end over the other, without a knot. Stone was his own master of the universe, determined to go his own way. His father’s hopes of having the firstborn as a partner were dashed early; unlike his brothers, Izzy balked at even helping in the store. In no way did he envision a future as a petit bourgeois shopkeeper.


Bernard’s chances for the scholarly pursuits Izzy so admired had been thwarted by his impoverished childhood and the demands of earning a living. Stone recalled a few shared moments with his father, such as trips to the Philadelphia Yiddish theater, but Marc and Louie profited from the tension between Izzy and his father and eagerly accepted the roller and ice skates, bicycles, and jackets he bought them. According to Marc, Bernard was not demonstrative or affectionate, but Lou disagrees. Tears welled up when he recalled of his father, “He was not stern. I remember as a little boy standing behind the counter, how he would put his hand on my head, stroke it, because he loved me. I belonged to the Boy Scouts, and he would take me to camp, help me participate in overnight hiking, bought me a bike.”


Determined not to follow in his father’s footsteps, Izzy was nonetheless deeply influenced by both parents—struck by their honesty, hard work, and ebullient storytelling. His father’s agnosticism and skepticism made a lasting impact. Izzy’s father held all politicians in scorn. His customary comment—that they came around only during elections and were never seen or heard from again—mirrored Izzy’s sardonic opinion of power players. Izzy developed some of his father’s traits, from the sublime—his gift at storytelling—to the ridiculous—his inability to drive a car. The curse was apparently congenital; Izzy behind the wheel was a notoriously lethal weapon.


Marc had no desire to emulate Izzy, this “shadowy figure.” He craved to be the opposite, “to play school sports, bowl, hang out at the drugstore and ice cream parlor with the ‘in’ crowd.” He shot pool and played craps. Still, “the cruel childish taunts of Kike and Christ Killer continued into the teens. Though I might hang out with the drugstore crowd, I was not invited to their parties.” Like Izzy, Marc was a “Jew with eyes only for shiksas.” The pain of being snubbed was “deep and lasting. It was many years before I learned to handle the many faces of anti-Semitism, including my own.”


Although Izzy often contended that being Jewish was no curse, he could recall only one high school friend, a gentile with the improbable name of Gerhardt van Arckle. He later became general counsel to the National Labor Relations Board and remained “quite friendly to me during the witch hunt, when he was ‘respectable’ and I was not,” Stone told Patner.


In his teens, Izzy was well on his way to becoming a quintessential outsider. Recalled classmate Margaret Hartel Farrington, “He was not popular. Would I call him a nerd? Well … oh, that’s a word that came to life long after my time. As far as I was concerned, Izzy was so intellectual he was far above my comprehension. He sure was different. He had too many brains upstairs for me to know him well.” Mystification remains in her voice nearly seventy years later when she says, “He loved Latin.” Stone portrayed his love of Latin differently: “I had four years of high school Latin and absolutely hated it. They were cramming it down my throat—here I was, a bookworm and a lover of poetry, hating Latin!—and then Gissing, with his love of the classics, and Montaigne and Gibbon (which had the dirty parts in Latin and the real dirty parts in Greek) made me realize what I was missing. After I graduated from high school I bought one of my great treasures, an edition of Catullus, Tibullus, and Propertius. And I began to read Latin with such joy and pleasure.”


Izzy and Margaret were in extemporaneous-speaking contests. Izzy’s high-pitched voice was overshadowed by the eloquence of his words. “He was shy socially but he could get up and express himself beautifully,” recalls Farrington. Hardly the class clown, Izzy was once suspended after he closed the windows and opened some overripe Limburger cheese he had brought to class, hoping that the teacher would be assaulted by the smell when she opened the door.


The Shield, the yearbook for Haddonfield’s graduates of 1924, graphically demonstrates an atypical sixteen-year-old Izzy. Most descriptions were typical of high school student yearbooks: amiable, lively, happy, cheery, stylish, debonair, cute, winsome, dreamy. Hobbies included talking, making friends, getting rich, a Victrola, football, golf, giggling, dates, and dances. The “Noted For” column included flapper haircuts, good looks, “that car,” “tickling the ivories.” What was needed most: “a chaperon,” “some snap,”“a haircut,”“a new laugh.” All this was absent in Izzy’s entry, where his name was misspelled “Issy.” His hobby was reading. He was noted for “his theories.” What he needed most was “common sense.” Favorite expressions mirrored the twenties vernacular: “Oh gee!” “Step on it!”“Holy smoke!”“Hey, goofus!” “Golly!” Izzy’s was dour denunciation: “There is no truth.” Judging from his friend van Arckle’s entries, he was Izzy’s stylish opposite. He was “cosmopolitan,” his hobby was “everything,” what he needed most was “a new line.”


Izzy’s intelligence either awed or bored most Haddonfield classmates, who, said Farrington, were “content to remain right here” after graduation. The painful effort at wit in the class prophecy said, “I wandered down Main Street and stopped expectantly at Feinsteins [sic] store. Izzy was there, but he was busy convincing his mathematics teacher that the square of the hypotenuse could not possibly equal the sum of the squares of the other two sides because to a certain extent the hypotenuse is longer than either of the other two sides. I made a bee line for the door.”


In the yearbook, Izzy’s picture is opposite Farrington’s. She was wearing a flapper headband and beads. Izzy was dressed in a tie, hair slicked back, face slightly to the side. His glasses were removed; Izzy looked almost matinee-idol handsome. “That’s the best picture you’ll ever see of him,” remarked Farrington. Izzy’s extracurricular activities were slim: president of the chess club his sophomore year, small parts in the junior sketch and senior play, extemporaneous-speaking contests his freshman and senior years. “Knowledge is power” was the phrase used to sum up Izzy. The paean to his intelligence continued, “And he is our philosopher! It doesn’t seem believable that one head could hold so many theories, ideas, etc. The sad part about his ‘wisdom’ is, that we Seniors find it too profound for our mental capacity to grasp.”


Such praise gives no hint of Izzy’s third-place finish—third from the end, that is. “School interfered with my reading,” he once quipped. “I wasn’t dumb, I just didn’t do any homework.” That pattern continued, and Izzy dropped out of the University of Pennsylvania a few years later. The thrills he lovingly recalled were not in the classroom but in the woods near his home—reading Keats and Shelley and Wordsworth and Plato and Aristotle. “I felt very romantic after I left school,” Stone recalled of his dropout days. “I’d go to the library and read two books on Lucretius in Latin and French, a poem of Sappho, and have a wonderful time.”


Stone was enormously inspired by writers who battled the entrenched ills of capitalism and political corruption. “I wanted to fight for the disadvantaged. So I became a young radical.” Stone was no help to those who tried to analyze what made him so inclined. He displayed a lifelong aversion to self-analysis and a rather astounding myopia when it came to examining emotions or behavior. Stone seldom engaged in introspection or spoke of his private feelings. Definitely not a man for the couch, Stone never embraced Freud or the 1920s parlor fad of discussing ids and egos that greeted the famed psychoanalyst’s controversial findings. Although he was fond of quoting Freud’s observation “we overlook what we do not wish to see,” Stone referred to this in the context of why reporters missed pertinent information, not in the sense of self-analysis. When he was eighty years old, Stone spent a morning tracking down an out-of-town reporter to praise the writer for using the word “psychobabble” to criticize journalists attempting to psychoanalyze Jesse Jackson’s mind and motives.


Stone could weep at poetry or a divinely written passage, speak and write passionately against or for an issue, rip into mendacious politicians, but, paradoxically, never applied the same microscope to himself. People who profess lifelong “friendship” with Stone have been known to stop in midsentence and, stunned, recognize how little they knew of his private thoughts and feelings or, even, the facts about his life. No doubt Stone would have made a poor novelist; absent was that grist of familial and childhood remembrances that so well serve the best fiction.


Instead of being exposed, the personal was tucked into darkness. This was not an uncommon characteristic in Stone’s era, and one could even call it a merciful contrast to today’s dreary celebrity confessionals. His wife, Esther, put the most positive face on this trait: “Izzy never looks back. He’s never talked about his childhood or the past. He has a zest for life, for every new day, that I’ve never seen in anyone else.”


His son Christopher feels that Stone’s reticence did not stem from lack of sensitivity but from lack of interest in what he viewed as trivial. However, even Christopher acknowledges that his father took this trait to puzzling lengths. “He was a very private person and he didn’t share, except with Mom.”


Childhood was seldom recalled. Nor was Katy’s devastating mental illness or the shattering effect that the depression had on Stone’s parents. Good times were seldom mentioned, the worst were simply taboo. “I’ve got to tell you, these folks are strange,” says Christopher, referring to his parents’ “undiscussable” attitude.


In later years, when Stone was lionized by young interviewers, he resisted attempts to examine him, replying with such superficial comments as “I was a cocky son-of-a-bitch kid.” He steered away from questions of what motivated him, replying with such stock answers as “I was born a liberal and for the underdog.” While simplistic and guarded, that answer nonetheless contains significance. Who else but another underdog could empathize to the degree that Stone did? But his “underdog” status did not stem from poverty, as did that of the slum people he inexplicably dreamed of as a fourteen-year-old and vowed from then on to help. Stone’s penchant for the underdog, some critics feel, turned into more of a shtick in his later prosperous life, but an early empathy stemmed from a combination of both insecurities and intellectual gifts.


“What made Izzy tick?” mused his friend Marc Raskin. “I think there are two things. One, he started from enormous insecurity in life: height, looks, didn’t finish college, on the left, Jewish. All of those things that, in fact, hardened him to criticism and made it necessary, in his own mind, to be better than others. When I say insecurity, it was long since gone by the time Izzy was an adult, but I think it was an instrument to propel him forward, in the sense that he didn’t have certain things that others had. The second factor is that voracious appetite for knowledge, that encyclopedic sense, that extraordinary memory, made it possible for him to see any specific particular in a much grander conception than most people.”


Stone’s son Christopher feels that his father’s outsider role as a Jew in Haddonfield created a heightened awareness and suspicion to “not accept the status quo. He didn’t have this [suspicion] to a level of piercing annoyance. He benefited from being the stranger. It wasn’t corrosive. It didn’t make him less, it made him more.”


Stone once admitted, “It’s a help to be born a Jew because you have an extra perspective as an outsider.” However, he quickly protested, “But I had a wonderful time growing up in a WASP town. I didn’t feel persecuted or discriminated against.”


Chris felt his father’s “acute instinct for lies and a suspicious character” were crucial to his work. “He was able to harness these elements—that could have been deployed in destructive ways—to real advantage as a journalist; distrust and flashes of biblical anger and righteousness and all of these things. Journalism is a good career for that. He had an instinct that somebody was trying to put something over on him.”


Stone’s brother Lou, regarded as the “sweet one” in the family, dispenses with the intellectual exercise and says simply that “egotism” played a strong part in Stone’s drive. “Izzy was an egotist from the very beginning. He used to get bawled out by my mother and father for being so self-centered. He felt that he was right and other people were wrong. He believed in himself. He was self-centered in the sense that he was always motivated to concentrate on what his interests were,” says Lou, but softens the comment, “At the same time he could be very generous and thoughtful.”


Judy, the sister born seventeen years after Stone, is his staunchest defender. Despite the distance in ages, Judy and Stone became close friends later in life. She saw Stone’s self-absorption in a different light. “People would say that Izzy was self-centered—when Lou or Marc would say it, it used to really get me angry. I felt it was not self-centered—because what he was centered on was the state of the world, and not himself. With Izzy, it wasn’t me, me and I, I. He wasn’t talking about himself, but rather the substance of the conversation.” Other friends have referred to Stone as an “incorrigible monument to opinionation” and argue that his ego took the form of having to dominate the conversation, no matter how world-directed.


All three of Izzy’s siblings chose writing careers and similar leftist politics even though that meant remaining in their older brother’s shadow. They considered him possessed of a genius unlike that of any other family member, however bright they all were.


When Izzy was thirteen, a chance meeting occurred that seemed as unpromising as it seemed mundane. It became so pivotal that it shaped the course of his entire life. A stylish young matron, Jill Lit Stern, heiress of Lit’s, Philadelphia’s largest department store, was living in Haddonfield. At four feet eleven inches, with fair skin and delicate features, her Dresden shepherdess appearance hid an iron will. Spoiled and bossy, Mrs. Stern had her peculiarities, among them, decorating herself and her house almost entirely in shades of blue, to enhance her eyes. Eventually her family could not abide the color.


One afternoon Mrs. Stern walked into Feinstein’s Dry Goods Emporium to buy some blue ribbons. Inside the darkened store was a lone child, wearing huge round glasses, hunched over a book. Izzy had been dragooned into watching the store. He did not look up when she entered, nor did he make any attempt to disengage himself. Mrs. Stern cleared her throat. Still, he did nothing. She said rather sternly, “Young man, I see you’re reading a book.” Izzy stopped long enough to reply, “Yes.” Taken aback by his indifference to waiting on her, Mrs. Stern then commanded, “What are you reading?”


Izzy startled her speechless. Looking up, this gnome, with his owlish gaze, gave a withering, one-word reply: “Spinoza.”
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Jill Lit Stern was stunned and intrigued by this strange creature behind the dry goods counter, reading Baruch Spinoza, that seventeenth-century renegade Jewish philosopher and scourge of rabbis. Twenty-one years older than Izzy, she had recently settled in Haddonfield, a choice preferable to stultifying upper-class Philadelphia. A Bryn Mawr graduate, Jill Stern “fashioned herself an intellectual,” said her daughter, Jill Capron, and pursued Yeats, Swinburne, Barrie, Coleridge. The imperious Mrs. Stern was stopped in her tracks by her new acquaintance, who took her, a Jew, to task for being a “Quaker assimilationist.” Surviving such impertinence, Izzy became her protégé and lifelong friend.


The Stern mansion, built in 1816, contained luxurious paneling, sweeping staircases, exquisite fireplaces. Its book-crammed library became Izzy’s second home. According to legend, the house contained the ghost of Walt Whitman, America’s great poet, who had lived his last years in a tiny house on Camden’s Mickle Street, six miles away. Jill Stern took charge of restoring Whitman’s Camden house and, during the renovation, invited the custodian to spend the night in her Haddonfield mansion, where he abruptly had a stroke and just as abruptly died. Soon the Stern cook was telling the world that Whitman’s ghost had obviously resented the intrusion, followed the custodian to the Stern home, contributed to his untimely demise, and set up shop.


Superstition aside, Whitman was among the many giants who figuratively lurked alongside Izzy in his new heaven on earth. Izzy wallowed in everything from the great romantic writers—Emily Dickinson and Flaubert and Trollope and “the Russians”—to the evolutionary tomes of Herbert Spencer. (Spencer would have been a kindred spirit: the two shared a repugnance for the ordinariness of the classroom.)


Whitman, another voracious autodidact, was a favorite—“a great influence in my life,” Izzy said. “From him I got a feeling of naturalness and purity about sex.” Whitman’s poems, combining exquisite tenderness and a sexuality shocking for that era, hypnotized many an ardent youth.


Izzy was also deeply drawn to Whitman’s fiercely independent journalism. As the feisty twenty-two-year-old editor of New York’s Aurora, Whitman composed a coda for Izzy’s young mind to emulate: His newspaper “is bound to no party.” It is “fearless, open and frank in its tone.” He attacked crooked politicians, police harassment, and cheap wages that sent poverty-stricken women into prostitution, and called for regulation and inspection in brothels. Whitman fought legislation that would divert public money to parochial schools. His church-and-state-separation stance took no quarter. After a mob attacked St. Patrick’s Cathedral and stoned the bishop’s residence, Whitman wrote, “Had it been the reverend hypocrite’s head, instead of his windows, we could hardly find it in our soul to be sorrowful.”


Whitman grew accustomed to the inevitable quarrels with publishers and to being fired. Whitman’s clarion call to youthful Izzy was to resist much and to wage “heavy” war against pernicious influences.


At fourteen, Izzy started his newspaper, The Progress. While many a teenager tinkers with creating a broadsheet, The Progress was not concerned with high school fare. In the first edition Izzy quoted from Antigone: “Nothing in use by man for power of ill can equal money.” Izzy crusaded for Gandhi’s fight to free India and supported President Woodrow Wilson’s peace plan. Izzy lovingly kept a few issues wrapped in plastic until he died.


Izzy was at his prophetic best with this comment on political parties: “To stay in power has become the fundamental purpose of the Democratic and Republican parties…. Parties are no longer the organ of a part of the people, they have simply become hereditary things like blue eyes and cancer.” At that time the country was in the throes of President Warren G. Harding’s mediocrity.


Four years before his death, Izzy told a friend, “I was a strong Wilsonian at elementary school. I still think Wilson was a great president in many ways, although he was a terrible imperialist in Latin America, I realize.” Stone did not assess Wilson’s role in crushing dissent when the president encouraged the passage of the Espionage Act of 1917 and the Sedition Act of 1918, which began decades of abusing constitutional freedoms. Izzy’s editorials were on page one. One radical notion no doubt made him blush in later years: “Why not give the President the powers of a premier? Give him the power to dissolve Congress and ask for another election.” With Harding at the helm, it is hard to believe that Izzy could have found this a viable solution.


In 1925 the Scopes “monkey” trial captured the nation’s attention with former presidential candidate William Jennings Bryan battling famed lawyer Clarence Darrow. Tennessee schoolteacher John T. Scopes was charged with violating Tennessee law that prohibited teaching the theory of evolution. The nation’s press crowded into that small Southern courtroom, and H. L. Mencken captured the aura of God Almighty ignorance with his poison pen. Giggling flappers in short dresses and rouged knees watched shaggy-haired Darrow, stripped of his coat in the steaming heat, thumb linked in a purple suspender, destroy Bryan.


Three years before the trial, Izzy triumphantly headlined an April 1922 Progress editorial “Bigotry Defeated Again!” Izzy wrote that Bryan’s “new role as a modern Torquemada failed when the Kentucky Legislature turned down a bill to prohibit the teaching of Darwinism, agnosticism, atheism and evolution in the public schools by a vote of 42-41. [Torquemada, the head of the Spanish Inquisition, became a style tic, invoked by Stone all of his life to illustrate nefarious actions.] However there still seem to be many worthy gentlemen in Kentucky who wish to anchor the world in a sea of narrow minds (including their own) and hold it there, lest it move forward…. Bryon [sic—Izzy often said that “typos are worse than fascism,” but one of his hated typos had escaped scrutiny] and the 41 gentlemen from Kentucky are a thousand years behind the times.” The spark of Izzy’s later vibrancy surfaced: “They belong to the Middle Ages when free thinkers, philosophers and Jews were considered the best fuel for bonfires (there was never lack of fuel). They are utterly out of place in this age of rationalism.” Bigotry’s defeat was short-lived. The Kentucky legislature passed the bill in a subsequent session, and the famous ensuing trial wound up with Scopes being convicted, then acquitted on a technicality.


Izzy’s paper also contained silliness: a “Nut-E Poem” … “When the whales of Wales wails …” And fiction, redeemed in Izzy’s eyes no doubt because the woman eschews a rich man’s gold for a poor man’s “silver of romance.”


The four-page sheet was printed in the shop of a local weekly. After setting radical fare such as Izzy’s call for the cancellation of war debts and a twenty-five-year international arms-suspension agreement, the linotypist predicted, “between meditative squirts of tobacco juice, that I would come to a bad end.” Izzy coaxed brother Marc to sell the three-cent paper to commuters on the train. A quarter bought a subscription for the whole year, which was, alas, an optimist’s dream.


The third issue of The Progress attempted to capture a popular following. It plugged the upcoming installment of a novel, the adventures of Clay Lindsay, a cowboy who “cleaned up New York gangsters.” But Lindsay rode off in a cloud of dust; there were no more issues. Bernard halted his son’s enterprise after three issues, concerned that Izzy might well flunk high school. Izzy proudly listed his embryonic endeavor in his Who’s Who listing: “editor and publisher of the Haddonfield Progress.”


The premature death of The Progress did little to halt Izzy’s addiction to newsprint. A defiant Izzy got a job on the Haddonfield Public Press, and as a fifteen-year-old high school junior he was stringing for the Camden Courier. He was fond of joking, “I started as a publisher and worked my way down.”


During his freshmen year at the University of Pennsylvania, the philosophy major was at a crossroads—whether to become an academician or pursue the scruffier profession of journalism. Stuffy lost out to scruffy. “The smell of a newspaper shop was more enticing than the spinsterish atmosphere of a college faculty.”


As a young journalist Izzy began to perfect his blend of scholar and reporter. He pounded out stories on deadline, cigarette dangling, peppering his sentences with the goddammit


The teenage reporter haunted libraries and secondhand book stores the way other newspapermen savored saloons. He read the Persian poets and mystics and haltingly tried to learn Chinese. He gobbled up Gide, then Balzac and most of Flaubert. His German was “mostly Yiddish, but it’s good enough to read Heine.” As a cub reporter he discovered Charles Beard, the progressive historian. “His historical materialism is somewhat oversimplified, I think now, but what an eye-opener then!” One of the first books Izzy bought was The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire; $2 at a secondhand store paid for Gibbon’s six-volume edition. Izzy kept the set all of his life. He had an early love for Santayana but hated Hegel. “I think the dialectic is very important, but I feel that he was a real belly-crawling servant of the Prussian state.”


Still, by 1925, one year after high school and not yet eighteen, Izzy had learned something about the less aesthetic Jazz Age, even discounting the braggadocio in his letter to Michael (Si) Blankfort, a friend from University of Pennsylvania days who later became a prominent Hollywood screenwriter and novelist. Writing to Blankfort, who was in Marienbad, Izzy crackles with enthusiasm as he leaps from topic to topic on hastily typed sheets filled with typos, grammatical mistakes, and atrocious misspellings: “Were [sic] just going [sic] the news here of the anti American feeling in France. I’d have loved to have been in one of those fist-fights between students American and French holigans [sic].”


But it was Izzy’s roaring social life that would have struck dumb his old Haddonfield classmates. “Four-eyes” Izzy, who had never had a date in high school, “went to Atlantic City for a weekend with [two male friends] and a sweet little brunette who works on the paper, has a deuced lot of sound sense, lives utterly out of my world—beauty, dizziness, etc.—has a lovely body, is hot as hell, and I’m going to drop her soon for fear the thing’s getting too serious.” Schoolboy swagger and sexism marches across the page: “I’d love to have her as a mistress but she’s not the kind who was made for it (not enough intellect, independence) born to be a wife and mother…. By the way, I just finished Shaw’s preface to Getting Married.” Izzy counseled Blankfort to read the misogynist’s views “before you marry. Wow of a lot of sense. (my prose is neither decorous nor grammatical but its late afternoon here in the office and hot as hell and I’m too damned tired to worry about. Prose).” Izzy then shifted back to sex: “Went to a grand booze party Sunday night with Jack, Sid and brunette and met a nymphomaniac restaraunteure [sic] (female of course in case you don’t know what an N. is), a police chief, a docter [sic] from Iowa and his bride and had hell of a good time.”


The rest of the letter revealed Izzy’s more public passions—politics, books, theater: “Great things doing over here. Coolidge is slipping fast as hell, insurgency growing strong in Congress, four or five Coolidge candidates severely beaten, a colossal scandal in Pennsylvania. Been having a hell of a lot of fun on the paper. At present general assignment, rewrites and city hall … Also helping on theaters.” Bragged Izzy, a director phoned to say “mine was only intelligent review he got.” Izzy panned Pirandello’s Six Characters in Search of an Author, which he “razzed” as “melodrama thinly disguised with pretentious platitudes.” Izzy thought he might become dramatic editor of the Camden Morning Post next season. “If so you shall have shot at dramatic criticism.”


Izzy was still struggling with college. “I get up at six every morning to go to work and get home about six thirty and believe me I’m too damned tired to do much studying. Or reading. Read Gilbert Canaan’s ‘Round the Corner,’ a fine and beautiful work, Thomas Hardy’s poems (gnarled as oak trees, one grapples them with the mind), a lot of Shaw who is becoming old-fashioned in many of his plays but who has a remarkably sane common sense mind.”


A cryptic sentence regarding the health of his ever-bad eyes follows: “Going to see eye doctor this week.” And then: “If you made some real observations on Fascism in Italy, things seen more than things thought [emphasis added], write it up and send it to me. If its good we’d love to print it. Hope my letter hasn’t been too long and all that. In revenge you can inflict one as long on me…. Iz.”“Cum veritate” followed. Izzy could not resist a touch of the intellectual show-off—“ablative, by the way.”


Independent thinkers always deeply influenced the teenager. In his library/ shrine in the Stern mansion he gravitated not only to the radical words of Whitman, but to the revolutionary socialism of Jack London, the utopian anarchism of Kropotkin, and the militant muckraking of Lincoln Steffens, Upton Sinclair, and Ida Tarbell. They were rebels all, battling the system despite all odds. “For me, a newspaperman was a cross between Randolph Hearst and Galahad. Galahad, because you’re always going and rescuing maidens in distress.” Stone’s choice of Hearst, the titan of yellow journalism, may seem curious to those unfamiliar with Hearst in his incarnation as a socialist reformer, as publisher of the pre-World War I Cosmopolitan, then one of America’s great muckraking journals. “He was pretty progressive before the First World War. In those days he was a marvelous all-round newspaperman.”


While Stone was bent toward radical thought, it cannot be stressed enough that he was also a man of his times—at least the times as defined by the intellectuals of his era. To understand Stone’s intellectual and political base, one has to look at the development of ideas by American intellectuals and activists that preceded him. He was among those 1930s activists who “revealed, however unconsciously, a far greater sense of their relation to and dependence on the past,” notes historian Richard H. Pells. The New Deal was, in effect, born in turn-of-the-century activism, which molded the outlook and expectations of those who later shaped FDR’s policies.


The czarist subjugation of Jews like his father solidified Stone’s detestation of authority and his awareness of persecution. Pivotal in forming his radicalism was the popularity of socialist reformers and the phenomenal success of turn-of-the-century muckrakers who exposed the worst of capitalism. These progressives had an abiding faith in rational persuasion and social change through education—an ideal lure for writers “who eagerly enlisted in the army of reformers,” noted Pells.


In later years, the word iconoclast was affixed to Stone’s name, as if linked by a computer key. But in truth, young Izzy was a conformist of sorts, in step with an influential group of questioning and dissenting young rebels of the twenties and thirties—a more potent force than their numbers suggest. “My introduction to radicalism and to socialism was through books,” he said, and enthusiastically recalled how those who inspired him were not outsiders in their day. “Socialism was definitely part of the American mainstream. [There were] a lot of good WASP socialists and a lot of wonderful working-class intellectuals from Europe, and we had a lot of WASP idealists,” he related to Todd Gitlin. “The Emerson crowd. Wonderful combination of very socially minded people and strong individualists. Pro labor union.”


Again, Stone, although precocious, was reading rather popular fare for his crowd. “There was a big market in popular editions of radical writers…. The one I remember most was Kropotkin.” One has to travel eighty-six years into the past to understand the world Stone knew in 1920 when he was reading Kropotkin, just three years after the Russian Revolution had upended the world. The collapse of the czars and the rise of Bolshevik Russia was a monumental shift as historically phenomenal as its death in 1989 with the collapse of the Berlin Wall. For the first time, a communal vision imagined by socialists was being tried on a grand scale. Amidst the chaos of 1917, radical intellectuals saw hope; standing behind the Communist manifesto were 160 million people inhabiting one-sixth of the globe. Bolshevik leader Nikolai Bukharin was predicting that “social classes will transform themselves completely and new classes will rise from their ruins.”


At first, the revolution did liberate a nation from a dark and bloody past. While many idealists, including Stone, clung to the theory behind the revolution, if not the application, Stones’s friend Bertrand Russell, among others, repudiated his pro-Communist stance as early as 1920. Visiting Russia, Russell witnessed none of the “kindliness and tolerance” he revered, but a Communism in which immense power was concentrated in the hands of the few. He warned American socialists against “slavish imitation,” even while he was persecuted in America, jailed for protesting World War I.


When the red flag first flew in Moscow, who would have predicted that the Communists would one day be called “conservatives,” a hard-line old guard toppled by today’s free-market “revolutionaries”? That Bukharin’s “social classes” would indeed transform themselves—from apparatchiks to biznesmeni and konsooltants? And that Mafia-style corruption would prevail in the new capitalistic society?


In that long ago, revolutionaries such as Kropotkin risked death to free men from despotic czars. Not the stereotypical anarchist bomb thrower, Kropotkin abhorred violence. He detoured from pacifism only to support Russia against Germany in World War I. Prince Peter (spelled Pyetr in some accounts) Alekseyevich Kropotkin came from the highest ranks of Russian aristocracy; he romanticized the “great-heartedness” of the serfs and naively rested all his belief in the common man.


Kropotkin’s saintliness captivated young Stone. Arrested in 1887 and imprisoned in France in 1882 for his support of “revolutionary propaganda,” Kropotkin escaped to London and spent many years in England and Europe. Continuously imprisoned and hounded for his beliefs, Kropotkin managed to attain a popular following.


In Conquest of Bread, written more than one hundred years ago, the idealism that lured Stone is obvious, but even then Kropotkin feared that Russia’s collectivism would lead to reactionary takeover. His hopes destroyed, Kropotkin excoriated Lenin in 1920 for the “repulsive” act of taking political prisoners. “Vladimir Ilyich, your concrete actions are completely unworthy of the ideas you pretend to hold … you have no right to soil the ideas you defend by shameful methods.” He presciently added, “What future lies in store for Communism when one of its most important defenders tramples in this way on every honest feeling?”


Despite listening to the messages of Kropotkin and Bertrand Russell, Stone was also hearing the opinion of another hero and muckraker, Lincoln Steffens, who after visiting Russia pronounced his famous “I have seen the future—and it works.”


⋆ ⋆ ⋆


One reason for resisting criticisms of Russia back then was because the often inaccurate and antirevolutionary American conservative press bred a sense of mistrust regarding accounts from the closed society. When U.S. soldiers invaded Russia in 1919 and 1920 as allies of the White Russian army, mainstream papers applauded America’s attempt to kill the revolution and lied to the American public about the United States’ role in this civil war. Then, in the late twenties and early thirties, during a respite from blazing anticommunism, correspondents for leading newspapers such as the Christian Science Monitor and the New York Times printed glowing accounts of the new Russia. Unfortunately, these accounts were as untruthful as previous right-wing attacks.


For descendants of Russian Jews such as Stone, it seemed that anything had to be better than the anti-Semitic czars. In those heady early revolutionary days, when one of their own, Leon Trotsky (né Lev Davidovich Bronstein), was included among its leaders, the plight of Russian serf and Jew alike did look better.


Karl Marx has been both sympathetically interpreted and criticized through the years; what Marx really meant is still being argued, especially since Russia’s Communism has resoundingly failed. Before his death in 1883, even Marx was heard to grumble that, given all the interpretations of his work, “I am not a Marxist.”


The Communist Manifesto, Marx and Engels’s fiery call to arms written for the International Communist League, explodes with bitter protest: “Wherever the bourgeoisie has risen to power … it has left no other bond between man and man but crude self-interest and callous ‘cash-payment.’”


Marx saw “Communism” as “the positive abolition of private property,” necessary to end terrible inequities: “Bourgeois claptrap about the family and education … becomes all the more disgusting … by the action of modern industry, all family ties among the proletarians are torn asunder, and their children transformed into simple articles of commerce and instruments of labor.” At that time, the concept of a just and democratic capitalism was unknown. In England, as Stone pointed out, the working class had not yet won the vote. Europe was ruled by monarchs and despots. America was being raped by robber barons making their fortunes through child and immigrant labor. In one Manchester factory in 1862, a person’s average workweek—during one six-week period—was eighty-four hours.


Marx saw as inevitable the internal collapse of capitalism and an after-life where the means of production, distribution, and exchange would be socially owned; its guiding principle would become, in his famous words, “from each according to his capacity, to each according to his need.” Marx wrote little about what this new society would be like. (The architect of actual socialism was Lenin, the interpreter of Marx for Russia.)


Marx’s brilliant analysis of capitalism, Das Kapital, took the poverty-stricken Marx eighteen years to write. There were flaws in Marx’s theories, but as Heilbroner writes, “The astonishing fact is that so many of these predictions have come true … how profits fell, how capitalists sought new machinery, how each boom ended in a crash, how small businesses were absorbed in each debacle by the larger firms.”


The problems Marx diagnosed within the capitalist system remain hauntingly troublesome, especially today’s disparity between rich and poor, which exceeds even that of the robber-baron era. However, Marx misread the proletariat mind. History shows that workers wished to emulate the bourgeoisie, to be allowed “inside,” to possess the same rewards of private property and money rather than to sack the system.


For years, Stone’s glib analysis of what he felt an ideal government should be was a “fusion of Jefferson and Marx.” He was seldom asked to define how this would actually work. The radical youth who thought that the “abolition of private property was the answer” subsequently “lost that faith when I saw what has happened to the Soviet Bloc.” Where Marx went wrong, Stone believed, was in thinking that the proletariat would become an overwhelming majority. “In none of the advanced industrial countries is the industrial working class the majority. There’s a new middle class.” Stone had long called for a melding of ideas that included the middle class, a position consistently rejected by dogmatic leftists in his day. But Stone was no economist and did not really apply his mind to understanding economic theories. In truth, “socialist” Stone was too independent to embrace socialism or any ism. He once said, “I call myself a socialist—but I hate collective action!” In later years, he recognized that he “was sort of a socialist by conviction in a general sense but an individualist by temperament.” Stone would have been a collectivist state’s nightmare, clapped in jail inside of a week had he lived and written in Russia, Cuba, or China.


During the 1948 witch hunts he quipped, “I know that if the Communists came to power I’d soon find myself eating cold kasha in a concentration camp in Kansas gubernya.”


⋆ ⋆ ⋆


Jeffersonian democracy was another matter. Stone retained a schoolboy’s fervor for Jefferson and America’s foundation of free thought and speech unknown in Marxist countries. Like many journalists, Stone cherished Jefferson’s stirring and oft-quoted imprimatur: “Were it left to me to decide whether we should have a government without newspapers or newspapers without a government, I should not hesitate a moment to prefer the latter.” Stone overlooked Jefferson’s own vices in that department. Vilified by opposition papers, Jefferson suggested that editors categorize the contents of their papers under four chapters: Truths (“the first chapter would be very short”), Probabilities, Possibilities, and Lies. As president, Jefferson lured a friendly publisher to set up shop in the nation’s capital with printing-contract patronage. Such blatant news management assured that political journalism was dominated by Jefferson’s party press.


Unlike modern historians who offer a discriminating view of Jefferson, the slave-owning father of slaves who sided with fellow Southern agrarians at the expense of federalism, Stone uncritically extolled the Founding Father. Stone spoke of Jefferson as if he were a flesh-and-blood friend, a colleague with whom to slip out for a brandy—tossing in asides such as “that’s what Jefferson thought” during conversations. “Jefferson brought the Enlightenment to this country. He gave newspapermen a status they’d never have otherwise. It doesn’t exist in England or anywhere in Europe. There they just follow the upper class around like street sweepers.”


Stone’s intense belief in the foundations of this country was why he could write and speak so critically of administrations and politicians that he felt were violating those precepts. “America is the first nation in modern times where the common man could stand erect. In ancient Greek society every damned aristocrat believed his great-grandmother was fucked by a god,” he exclaimed to writer Bill Thomas. “So he had Olympian blood; he was different from the rabble.” At another time, Stone said, “In no other society … do nonconformists have stronger built-in constitutional safeguards they can appeal to. And nowhere else is freedom of the press so fundamental, so much a part of a secular national ideology.”


Another intimate was the seventeenth century’s John Milton. Stone once seemed shocked that a young reporter had never heard of Milton’s Areopagitica. (Others would be surprised that this generation had heard of Milton.) Stone constantly touted Areopagitica, “the most eloquent defense of a free press ever written—a malediction on journalism schools which do not make their students read it!” In 1643, Parliament passed an act requiring that all books be licensed by an official censor before publication, a major attempt to silence political and religious opposition. Threatened by this prepublication censorship were Miltons works, which included tracts arguing for the right to divorce in the case of incompatibility, a contention no doubt induced by his own unhappy marriage.


Areopagitica, written in 1644, was his answer to the censors. A rhetorical showpiece, it has survived as a great tract because it went beyond the confines of a parochial debate on prepublication censorship. Milton argued that suppressing a good book suppresses what is highest and best in man. Censors would doubtlessly be ignorant men who could not possibly judge what had been written. He further argued that if there was vice in the offing, so be it, contending that it is essential to learn about vice in order to know virtue. Stones favorite passage is “Who kills a Man kills a reasonable creature, Gods Image; but he who destroyes a good Booke, kills reason itselfe.”
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RAKING THE MUCK
AND RED, WHITE,
AND BLUE PATRIOTISM



—Official report detailing abuses of 1920s Justice Department raids


[The arrested were] kept in jail for five months; beaten, starved, suffocated, tortured and threatened with death in futile attempts to extract admissions.


Since the beginning of the republic, politicians and newspaper publishers have routinely paid homage to the First Amendment, but history is replete with dismal acts by them and the courts to curb freedom of speech and thought. As Jefferson said, “Freedom of the press … is … the first shut up by those who fear the investigation of their actions.” Generally a rich, conservative, and cautious species, publishers are often content to squelch the truth if it offends those who feed them—advertisers, corporate interests, or friends in high places; a publisher was often, said Stone, “a man who made a million bucks selling toilet paper and bought a newspaper as a tax loss.”


Stone admired the exceptions, such as abolitionist agitators who were beaten by angry mobs and sometimes murdered for their antislavery publications. The greatest influence on Stone was a band of courageous journalists and publishers who took on big business and machine politics at the beginning of the twentieth century. Their exposés reached eager millions. The era of “muckraking” had an impact beyond its years, transforming laws and igniting the next generation of reporters like Stone.


Such influences are regenerative; the best journalists can point to those from the past who inspired them, and they, in turn, make an impact on the next generation. For Stone, men like socialist Eugene Debs and his fearless band were lasting inspirations.


By 1900, a nation of struggling immigrants had endured the worst of the industrial revolution. During the post-Civil War years, the continent had been “looted on a scale unrivaled in the history of human greed … made possible by use of brute force, by the devious throat-cutting of business rivals, by an almost universal system of bribery and corruption,” wrote historian Fred J. Cook. Wildly popular were journals that “gave voice to deep-seated and long-lasting anxieties, grievances and suspicions.”


George Seldes, whose hard-hitting In Fact was Stones “model for my weekly,” wrote, “All muckraking, crusading, debunking, reforming, and investigative reporting aimed at exposing corruption and enlightening the public has been the work of the liberals. There has never been exposure of corruption, crookedness, falsification of history, robbery of the public, or propaganda to manipulate the public mind originating or engaged in by the right.”


The American Socialist Party was a vibrant six-year-old when Izzy was born in 1907. Its charismatic leader and an editor of an astoundingly popular socialist paper, Debs struck a chord with toilers across the country—New York immigrant garment workers, Kentucky coal miners, Oregon loggers, Washington timbermen, Kansas farmers. Immigrants who could read English joined conscious-stricken members of the middle class in following Debs and the passionate Appeal to Reason. Under the headline “All Hail the King!” a 1908 article noted that Standard Oils net profit for 25½ years was $929 million—more than was “paid to all the kings of Europe and presidents of North and South American nations.” Foes falsely painted Debs, whose appeal truly was to reason, as a murderous revolutionary: “I believe in change—but by perfectly peaceable and orderly means.” With his bald dome, thin lips, and high-buttoned suits, Debs looked like the capitalists he opposed, but looks deceived thoroughly; Debs began working on the railroads at fourteen, and from that day on “my heart has been with the working class.” His rhapsodic thoughts mesmerized audiences: “Gold is god and rules the affairs of men.”
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