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For all the children of the Marks Nathan Home


Preface

The King of Chicago is the story I wanted and needed to write since the mid-1970s but gave up on many times because of my father’s implacable refusal to tell me anything about his childhood, including his terrible upbringing in a Chicago Jewish orphanage called the Marks Nathan Home, a story I knew was full of violence and confusion. I wrote fifty or sixty pages at one time, on my Smith Corona typewriter, single-spaced on onion skin, based on speculation and guesswork rather than history, but those passionate pages, a fiery love song to my magnificent father, vanished long ago, in one cardboard box or another, lost moving from apartment to apartment, from house to house, from city to city. It is an enormous unburdening for me, a great reckoning, to finally learn all the facts and tell the complete story of my father and his father, to have held onto the faint traces of them for all these years, and given them, at last, their final, proper burial.

[image: images]

My father, Dan Friedman, was a self-described “junk man,” whose business, the Associated Salvage Company, was located on the South Side of Chicago within a few blocks of the Union Stock Yards, the vast meatpacking district that made Chicago, in Carl Sandburg’s words, “Hog Butcher for the World.” Anyone who had ever been near the Stock Yards during its heyday could not forget its awful stench, its reek of fresh blood and animal death. What was as bad as that smell, for a boy like me, was the unearthly noise coming from that corner of my father’s city—the shrieking, bellowing sounds made by cattle as they were electrically prodded out of railroad boxcars into the slaughterhouses. Dad parked his Coupe de Ville in front of his plant, where we would see dozens of butchers smoking cigarettes as they walked home from work, their white jackets covered with blood. This was the unglamorous neighborhood where my father worked his entire lifetime and made his fortune.

The fact that he made a fortune of any kind was a bit of a miracle. My father was orphaned as a child and grew up in the Marks Nathan Home with his five siblings, not an ideal start in life, quite unlike the privileged start my father provided me. My father went from abject poverty to wealth in his lifetime, and he did this on his own, self-taught, with little formal education, no father, and no mentor save his older brother Sol, who got Dad out of the Home at age eleven and helped raise and shelter him. My father rose from the lowest rungs of society, mastered the city, and became its king. He protected me and elevated me above him, achieving everything in life he set out to do, while showing and teaching me every secret about life in the dark city of Chicago, every nuance, shade and shadow, high and low, and I loved him for it.

His ascendancy did not happen overnight. His climb to the top took decades. For more than thirty years his life was marred by false steps, poverty, uncertainty, a move to Los Angeles to start a film production company that went bad fast and decimated his meager savings, an ignominious return to Chicago, broke again, and lack of support from all but Sol, who showed him the way. In Sol, a great, loving older brother, he had his only teacher, but both of them had an uphill slog during the 1930s. It was the Depression, after all. I did not see the years of struggle with my own eyes. By the time I was born, Dad was already king.

My mother, the beautiful Croatian girl he married, of pure Dalmatian stock—Adriatic people—was also born and raised “Back of the Yards,” one of the toughest, grittiest neighborhoods in Chicago, and she was proud of it. Her brothers, my uncles, were boxers, GIs who served at Guadalcanal and Iwo Jima, cogs in the Daley Machine, the bluest of blue collars. My mother’s younger brother, the war hero, taught me how to fight, to strike an opponent squarely in the jaw or nose with a clenched fist and knock him out—like this, he would show me, low in a crouch, smiling at me, showing me how simple it was. Her older brother worked the assembly line at the Studebaker plant.

Her parents spoke no English. My Croatian grandfather grew grapes in his backyard, made wine in his bathtub, and worked as a carpenter during construction of the Merchandise Mart. He was a heavy drinker and smoker and a silent type. I was the first person, on both sides of my family, to graduate university. My father’s college went bankrupt during the Depression. For my mother, college was never an option. She went to work for the telephone company. Because she was so beautiful, she worked in public relations.

My mother did not know what she was thinking when she married a Jew. His Jewishness versus her Catholicism did not come up as an issue until many years later, when it became an issue for me. When I was a teenager seeking direction, a learned, flamboyant, and much respected rabbi I met at the University of Chicago told me I did not qualify as Jewish because my mother was Catholic, making me “an assimilate.” I considered his words final, and me an outcast, until I arrived at my own solution many years later. Mom must have just blanked out on the whole Jewish question. The same for Dad. I don’t blame them. Everyone was trying to be secular in America in 1945. Everyone in America just wanted to be American.

Dad was all over the place emotionally, high and low, giddy then tearful, and this mercurialness, which he understood and acknowledged, he blamed on his traumatic upbringing in the Home. Mom told me, unsympathetically I thought, that she’d met several men over the years who were contemporaries of Dad in the Home who were not as “nuts” as he, but that was Dad’s view and he stuck by it. No one could tell him he wasn’t damaged by the Marks Nathan Home. We did not know. We were not there. Her continued diminishment of the severity of his Home years, her disparagement of his principal story line, frequently caused the most vicious arguments between them, which badly unsettled me and which I hated to see. She was cruel to him. Despite his strength, Dad was fragile, and this I understood about him.

He cried every day. Doors were routinely slammed behind him. Then he would be in love with a piece of music, any opera by Puccini, and would play it at full volume, and he would weep at that, too. He introduced me to Franz Liszt’s Hungarian Rhapsodies, which inspired me to dance around the room like a dervish in my pajamas. He was antisocial one moment, then the life of the party the next. He was sullen and withdrawn and needed bringing out, then he was holding court in the center of the room. I loved watching him, waiting for the switch to flip. He’d get lost in his reading or calculations and block out everything for hours. He would fight with my mother then bring home an enormous diamond or emerald bracelet for her that night, and all was forgiven, at least for the moment. He told me he wanted to divorce my mother when I was about ten, but when I begged him not to, pitifully, in tears, he relented and stayed married to her until his death.

Of course, the drugs did not help. As a little boy in the Home, he never slept, and as an adult, he developed a dependency on sleeping pills. Growing up in poverty without an intact family made him anxious and fearful, so he took anxiety meds. His physical health was never robust. He suffered from ulcers and took drugs for those, too. Dad once picked me up from a sleepover at a friend’s house and fell asleep at the wheel. We were cruising north on the Edens Expressway at seventy-five miles per hour, and the heavy black Coupe de Ville started to drift toward the median. I was awake and alert and grabbed the wheel. He had dozed off. “It’s those sleeping pills,” he said. “Talk to me until we get home so I stay awake.”

I preferred his light side to his dark side. I loved his jokes in Yiddish. Dad was American and born in Chicago, but like a Jewish Dr. Strangelove who couldn’t help himself, he’d blurt out a flurry of Yiddish insults when he was excited or agitated. Our neighbor Goldstein was farcocked (an idiot). Mr. Weinberg across the street was flablunget (confused). Zei gezunt (be well) he would say to me with a kiss, when he was putting me to bed. Sometimes, entire sentences would emerge from the depths: A mentsh zol leben shoin nor fun neigerikeit vegen (a man should stay alive if only out of curiosity).

When his brain was on fire, he’d free-associate about money, markets, and the vanity of human wishes in a way I have never seen equaled. His brother Sol became one of Chicago’s best courtroom litigators, but Dad’s talk was second to none. These Friedman boys spoke with authority, gravitas, and from long experience in the school of hard knocks. No one knew reality better than they. They were grounded like no others. They had risen from the depths and lived to tell about it. This was my father at his best, when I was most proud of him. None of my friends’ fathers could match his intellectual pyrotechnics, though none of them had started with less than he, and none of them loved their children more, even with his dramatic mood swings, which I had to master and understand because, after all, he was my father, as great a man as he could be, given his start in life in that black hole on the West Side of Chicago called the Marks Nathan Home.


Prologue

The greatest blizzard known to man paralyzed the indomitable city of Chicago on Thursday, January 26, 1967, when I was fifteen years old. The storm blew in overnight, taking everyone by surprise, including all the meteorologists of the day. Around five in the morning, in the complete darkness, my mother, frantic, woke me in my bedroom, my little brother sound asleep in his bedroom down the hall.

“Bernie Lynn just called,” she told me, warm in my covers.

Bernie was a friend of Dad’s, another junk man who raced cars over frozen lakes in northern Wisconsin during the winter months.

“He sounds like he is about to have a heart attack,” Mom said. “He says there is so much snow he can’t get his car out of the garage. He was trying to shovel but he can’t make it. Go to the end of the street, Danny. Go now and get your father.”

It was five o’clock in the morning and my father, typically, was in a big rush to get to work. Not working was unthinkable. Dad had walked through the snow to the corner so that Bernie would pick him up and, the theory was, they’d drive to work together on the far South Side, thirty miles away. That day, however, no one in Chicago was going anywhere.

I quickly got dressed and walked to the corner through wind and blinding snow unlike any I had ever seen. At first, I could not find Dad, and I panicked. Then, I saw him slumped down in a heap, already covered in a drift. I picked him up, shook off the snow, and carried him home. It was the least I could do, I loved him so.

Dad was babbling. I could feel his heart, against mine, racing.

“Don’t do this to me, don’t! Bernie’s coming. I’ve got to get to work.”

He was groggy and half asleep from all the pills and heavy narcotics he took every night before bed. He said he’d gotten tired walking through the snow and decided to just sit down and wait for Bernie. Then he had fallen asleep in the middle of the biggest snowstorm to ever hit Chicago. He could have died from hypothermia, right there in suburban Glencoe on Apple Tree Lane.

“Dad, Bernie is not coming. There will be no work today,” I said.

I led Dad back to his bed and then crawled into my own, feeling good about myself. The score was far from even, but finally, I’d gotten to do one small favor for him after all the enormous love he had bestowed upon me.


One

Kasiel Skolnick

Hyman Spector was a tall, slouching guy who always had a big cigar stuffed in the corner of his mouth. He and his pretty wife Mindy were our next-door neighbors for the great years on Apple Tree Lane, an entire street in an entire neighborhood of new split-level homes in Glencoe, Illinois, just north of Chicago. This neighborhood of ours was called Strawberry Hill, but there was no hill and no strawberries, only tall cottonwood trees shading a series of stagnant, algae-covered ponds known as the Skokie Lagoons. Seeds from the cottonwood trees blew over our neighborhood like so much cotton candy, into my mouth and hair as I pedaled my bike down the middle of Apple Tree Lane. I did not know it at the time, but nearly every house in Strawberry Hill was occupied by the children and grandchildren of recent immigrants to America, all of them Eastern European Jews who had arrived on the Southwest Side of Chicago and then, gradually, as they took root, moved north along the shore of Lake Michigan.

Hyman and Dad were great friends. When they walked together on summer evenings, their riotous laughter could be heard around the block. I’d join them on my bicycle as they walked, tall Hy smoking a huge cigar and little Dad puffing away on his Parliament cigarettes. They laughed and smoked their way around the neighborhood almost every summer night, talking to each other like spitfire, so fast that I had trouble keeping up with what was being said.

One Saturday morning Hy called the house and asked Dad to come over immediately to see something important, a new business project he was working on. My father sprang from the sofa and brought me along to help him consider this deal. So we walked next door, Dad and I—typical of Dad to involve me in everything, to get me thinking about business from an early age. It was midsummer, 1963, and I was twelve years old.

Mr. Spector had just purchased the rights to manufacture in the United States a novelty called the Lava Lite, and had a working prototype of this amazing device in the blacked-out basement of his house on Apple Tree Lane. This Lava Lite, like the tens of millions that came later, was a tall, cone-shaped glass vessel that contained different types of wax, which, when heated from below by a special bulb, floated around in odd shapes and colors like a precursor of what I would later know as an LSD trip.

I had never seen the fun-loving Mr. Spector so intense. He had an insane, ecstatic look on his face, a mad scientist in his dark basement, furiously smoking as he watched the weirdly glowing Lava Lite do its thing.

“What do you think, Dan?” Hy asked my dad. “We need just ten grand more. Then we are going into immediate production for the entire country. Can I count you in?”

Dad wasn’t as certain about this curiosity called the Lava Lite. He looked at it quizzically and was pleasant and polite but nonetheless noncommittal. He did not say out loud that he thought his friend Hyman Spector was a complete idiot for backing such an inanity as this, but I could read his mind and knew what he was thinking.

We left Hyman’s house without a deal and quickly walked home. Dad asked me what I thought.

“I really don’t know what to think, Dad,” I said.

“It’s completely crazy,” Dad said emphatically. “Nobody needs a Lava Lite.”

The emphasis was on “need.” In Dad’s world, people only bought stuff they needed. Dad was speaking from his own experience growing up on the Southwest Side of Chicago when people barely had enough money for food and clothing. Even at age twelve I knew that about him.

So just like that we whiffed on one of the greatest crazes of 1960s America, a get-rich-quick scheme like no other. It turned out people did buy stuff they didn’t need, lots of it.

Every morning, Dad drove the big Coupe de Ville on the Edens Expressway from our house in Glencoe to his plant on the far South Side of Chicago. Only a few months after that meeting, a huge Lava Lite factory was built on Irving Park Road near the expressway, with a fully operating forty-foot-tall Lava Lite perched on the roof, taunting us every time we drove into the great city. Our relationship with Hy Spector remained friendly, but it changed. We saw much less of him as his business exploded. He wasn’t seen smoking cigars, walking leisurely around Apple Tree Lane any longer. He was busy on Irving Park Road cranking out Lava Lites. I bought one myself, put it in my bedroom, and loved the thing, like every other kid.

For me, these were the best of times. I had everything I desired. We may have passed on the Lava Lite venture, but life on Apple Tree Lane was nearly perfect that summer of 1963.

Such happiness was not always the case for the men in our family. In terms of happiness, 1963 was a great anomaly. In fact, it might have been the greatest year in the previous hundred.
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Sixty years earlier, on February 12, 1903, a person of great importance to me, but of no notoriety or consequence, arrived alone in the Port of Baltimore aboard the SS Breslau, in steerage class, after a sixteen-day ocean crossing from Bremen, Germany. The 1,660 steerage passengers traveled in miserable conditions below deck, twenty people to a compartment, twelve toilets between them. Sixty more passengers traveled in relative comfort above deck in cabin class.

This passenger arriving solo, emerging on these shores alone, was my heroic, trailblazing grandfather. Like a wizard, he had a magical name, Kasiel Skolnick, and he was the founder of our family. Our American history began with him, his decision to escape Poland, his solitary journey across northern Europe to the port of Bremen, his ocean voyage in midwinter, and his arrival in Baltimore on his twenty-second birthday.

The name is Skolnick. Kasiel Skolnick.

Try not to forget it.

Kasiel’s emergency passage to America and my father’s childhood in the Marks Nathan Home was our Holocaust story, peripheral, a sidebar perhaps, but ours nonetheless. Dislocated, desperate, dismembered people, families and nations in rags—this was our starting point.

According to the ship manifest, he was completely impoverished. His personal property—his worldly goods catalogued at the port of arrival—amounted to three dollars, a suitcase, and the clothes on his back. Kasiel Skolnick was a Hebrew, 5'1½" tall, a tailor by profession, and unmarried. He could read and write basic English, and his health was noted as “good.” The money he had on him was running out fast. His ocean journey to America could have cost twenty dollars. With the remaining cash, he had to figure out how to get from Baltimore to Chicago to join his sister, Sarah. As his grandson, intimately familiar with his DNA, I’m certain he found this no problem.
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“Danny!” my father would always tell me with the greatest urgency when I was a small boy. “Forgive me! I make a lot of mistakes. Please don’t hold it against me! I don’t know how to be a good father because I never had one myself! Please forgive me. I am a poor, uneducated guy who grew up in the Marks Nathan Home. I know nothing about fatherhood. Please don’t hold it against me!”

This was my father’s standard response whenever I asked about his childhood, his Home years, or his father, the man we knew as Kasiel Skolnick. My father mounted a massive defense—it flew up like an enormous shield to deflect my most innocent and childlike inquiry. I wanted to know how we got here, as any kid would.

But it was impossible to hold anything against my passionate, energetic father. I loved him with all my heart.

“Dad,” I would tell him in return, mustering as much earnestness as I could, as small as I was, a young boy looking into his father’s agitated, often tearful, face. “You are the world’s best father. I would not trade you for any.”

He was my father. I was his son. What else was there?

And I meant it. I put my arms around him and hugged him and took in his scent—musty and bitter, a scent that repelled me, a scent that I loved. It was a lurid scent of a lurid man, born and raised in Chicago. When I crawled into his bed in the early mornings after he left for work, I was appalled and shocked by the sharp and bitter scent of his pillows and bedding, not understanding where it came from or how it was produced, but then I enveloped myself in it, knowing it was him, wrapping myself in my father’s strength. From the earliest age I turned the tables on my father, I loved him so. By twelve I had become his father. I could do this for him because I had a father who showed me how to love. Having been loved by him, however clumsily, I knew how to love in return, and I knew it was my job to protect and care for the man who had so protected and cared for me, especially from my mother, his wife, who was cruel and undermined his central life story. That was our pact, and it lasted until the day he died. It lasts until now, in fact, because it’s my love for him that drove me to uncover the truth and tell the story of his childhood, which he barely survived in the giant, powerful, and unforgiving city of Chicago.

Dad had a father, just not the superstar dad he wanted. Dad never knew his father and certainly did not appreciate him. Tiny, brave, swarthy, unknown, decisive, dirt-poor Kasiel Skolnick, who left Dad nothing but bitterness, was his father. Kasiel died in 1916, one year after my father’s birth. His death sent my father’s life, and the lives of Dad’s five brothers and sisters, into a tailspin that nearly killed them all. As for me, I knew virtually nothing of this incandescent grandfather of mine until I was nearly sixty years old. I tried my entire lifetime to learn his story but encountered roadblocks, obfuscation, lies, and denial, and had given up hope of ever discovering any information, any facts, about Kasiel Skolnick. I wasn’t even certain of his real name until 2014. This hole in me—not knowing my grandfather, my father’s unwillingness to share with me what little he knew—was something I adjusted to and learned to live with. Finally, it took four equally determined cousins working together nearly two years to unearth the truth about him, and even now his biography is incomplete. Parts of the story we will just never know, and that’s all right, we are finally at peace with that.

Little Kasiel, the grandfather who forged my future in America, arrived in the United States in 1903 to launch his attack upon the New World. What was he thinking? How desperate must he have been? Many of the Poles, Lithuanians, and Jews on board the Breslau with him arrived with less, some with as little as fifteen cents. Their occupations were invariably listed as “laborer” or “none,” and they were heading to join relatives in the Midwest: Chicago, Detroit, Cleveland, Steubenville. They were going where the jobs were, into the teeming, bleeding heart of heavy American manufacturing and industry, where many would be chewed up and spit out, living a life no better, no easier, than the one they left behind in Eastern Europe. The Jews on board the Breslau might have eluded the vicious pogroms and the Holocaust in Europe, but they could not avoid two World Wars and the Great Depression in America. For two generations, my family barely made it. Families, like nations, have trajectories. For us, February 1903 was low ebb. In the years to come, equally desperate chapters would follow.

Kasiel’s destination, according to the Breslau manifest, was 606 West 43rd Street in Chicago, the home of his brother-in-law, Isaac Serolnik Isaacson, already married to Kasiel’s sister, Sarah. This couple, Mr. and Mrs. Isaacson, would later appear as a bleak footnote in the childhood lives of their future, yet unborn, nieces and nephews.

This was a very big year for my grandfather, the biggest. Within months of his arrival in Chicago he married my grandmother, Jenny Pinkovitz, also newly arrived from Poland, a boarder with the Isaacsons on West 43rd Street. She was a tall, patrician-looking Ashkenaz whose pure white skin and intelligent features contrasted so sharply with Kasiel’s dark, classically Sephardic features, his full lips; olive skin; hooded eyelids; heavy black eyebrows; and tight, short-cropped black hair. At 5'6", the elegant, lily-white Jenny towered over her proud and robust husband. Kasiel married far above his station in life. Jenny Pinkovitz, his new bride, had a large, well-connected, and industrious family already firmly established and going places in Chicago.
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