












OTHER BOOKS BY NORMAN PODHORETZ


Doings and Undoings

Making It

Breaking Ranks

The Present Danger

Why We Were in Vietnam

The Bloody Crossroads

Ex-Friends











[image: Image]


THE FREE PRESS

A Division of Simon & Schuster Inc.

1230 Avenue of the Americas

New York, NY 10020


Visit us on the World Wide Web:

http://www.SimonSays.com


Copyright © 2000 by Norman Podhoretz

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


THE FREE PRESS and colophon are trademarks of Simon & Schuster Inc.


ISBN-10: 0-7432-0576-6
ISBN-13: 978-0-7432-0576-4











My son John Podhoretz not only gave me the idea for this book but then also made invaluable editorial suggestions, and I dedicate it to him in the same spirit of love and gratitude in which I wrote it.











O beautiful for spacious skies,

For amber waves of grain,

For purple mountain majesties

Above the fruited plain!

America! America!

God shed his grace on thee

And crown thy good with brotherhood

From sea to shining sea!

—From “America the Beautiful”

by Katharine Lee Bates (1893)










INTRODUCTION

“God’s Country”

As far back as the eighteenth century, the great literary critic and lexicographer Dr. Samuel Johnson, a fervent Tory who might have been expected to think otherwise, famously dismissed patriotism—to give love of country its proper name—as “the last refuge of a scoundrel.” And for at least the past hundred years, patriotism has been treated even more derisively by American writers and intellectuals than it was by the towering Englishman who came before them. It has been associated not only with scoundrels but with charlatans, demagogues, fools, nativist bigots, and the “boosterism” that H. L. Mencken, Sinclair Lewis, and so many others once mercilessly ridiculed to such lasting effect.

Nationalism, a related though distinct phenomenon, has perhaps fared even worse. Since it suggests pride in, more than love of, country and carries with it besides an intimation of defiant bellicosity which at its extreme edges becomes jingoism or chauvinism, nationalism has often been excoriated as the main cause of war. There was a time, for example, when it (rather than, say, the character and traditions of the German people or the grievances arising from the Treaty of Versailles or the mysteriously persistent power of anti-Semitism) was widely blamed for the rise of Nazism.

On the other hand, love of country, and pride in it, is so common a feeling among peoples everywhere in the world that there seems something almost fatuous, if not positively perverse, about making an issue of it. Celebrating or condemning patriotism, and even nationalism, is rather like praising or deploring human nature itself. After all, even a lifelong radical like the philosopher Bertrand Russell could say of his own country that “Love of England is very nearly the strongest emotion I possess.”

I feel much the same way about America, land of my birth, “land that I love.” (I can still hear those words being belted out every week on the radio by Kate Smith, a big star of the 1940s in her signature song, “God Bless America.”) But I only plumbed the depths of this feeling in the course of being driven, almost against my will, to defend the country with all my might against its ideological enemies on the Left from the late 1960s on. These were people who had been my own political allies and personal friends up to the point where they were seized by a veritable hatred of America; and it was because I could not stomach the terrible and untrue things they were saying about this country that I wound up breaking with them.

Eventually, with a pit stop or two along the way, I sought and found refuge on the Right, not least because its attitude toward America was in complete harmony with my own. But then, in the mid-1990s, there unexpectedly came an outburst of anti-Americanism even among some of the very conservatives I thought had been permanently immunized against it. I should have known better than to be surprised, familiar as I was with the traditions on which the conservatives were drawing and which they were now updating. These were traditions that had mostly originated in America itself in the period after the Civil War, but reinforcements had also been imported from Europe (where, by the way, anti-Americanism was just now enjoying a resurgence evidently fueled by resentment of the fact that the United States had been left by the fall of the Soviet Union as the only “superpower” in the world).

The motives and the issues behind this outburst on the Right in America had little if anything in common with the ones that had formerly animated the Left (and that lived on in various disguises and mutations such as bilingualism and multiculturalism). To my sorrow and dismay, however, the end result was uncomfortably similar in a disheartening number of respects.

What to do? The truth is that I encountered a stiff inner resistance to buckling on my slightly rusted armor for yet another campaign: “Why should the agéd eagle stretch its wings?” Edmund Wilson, commenting in his critical classic of the 1930s, Axel’s Castle, on that very line from T. S. Eliot’s great poem “Ash Wednesday,” said that it made him “a little tired at hearing Eliot, [then] only in his early forties, present himself as an ‘agéd eagle’ who asks why he should make the effort to stretch his wings.” But when those words of Eliot popped into my own head, I was already pushing seventy, and it made me a little tired to think of going back into combat over a phenomenon that I had fondly imagined I would never have to deal with again, and certainly not on the Right. Unable, however, to help myself, back I went anyway. Fortunately for my tattered ensign, this new round had a very much shorter duration than the first and did not (I hope!) leave me, as its predecessor had, with a new set of ex-friends.

Another stroke of good luck from my point of view was that I did not feel the same obligation to open up a second front by replaying the struggle against the latest wave of European anti-Americanism. An older version had occupied me as a young student in England nearly a half-century earlier, when an even more virulent resentment over the predominance of American power in the aftermath of the Second World War had become pervasive throughout Europe. But I was living in America now, I no longer visited Europe much, and this time I was more than content to let that particular cup pass from my lips.

Yet the resurrection of anti-Americanism on the Right in America itself also turned out, perversely, to be a stroke of luck. From my point of view, it was (if I may be permitted a small sacrilege) a felix culpa on the part of the Right, in that my being summoned from the reserves into active duty, and having to defend this country once more, served to remind me of why I loved it so much. In addition, it refreshed my sense of why (unlike, say, England or France) America was always being denigrated and defamed. And it also helped me realize why merely rebutting these attacks in a polemical mode, as I had spent much of my adult life doing, was not enough. Beyond being defended by a counterattack against its assailants and an exposure of their misrepresentations and slanders, America deserved to be glorified with a full throat and a whole heart.

That is exactly what I want to do here through telling—and with only as much polemic as is needed (again a line from T. S. Eliot pops into my mind) “to swell a progress, start a scene or two,” or set a context—the story of how and why my love affair with America developed, how it ran into a rough patch, and how it then emerged with all doubts stilled and reservations removed, leaving me uncharacteristically full of optimism and good cheer. America, according to some who have preceded me in their attitude toward it, is “God’s country.” This is, as the pages that follow will attest, a judgment with which I have no inclination whatsoever to disagree.






PART

I







“Who Is He, That Uncle Sam?”

It all began with language.

I was born in this country, in the Brownsville section of Brooklyn, but as a very small child I spoke—or so family tradition has it—more Yiddish than English. My father, Julius Podhoretz,*1 had been here for eighteen years and my mother, Helen (neé Henyeh),2 for ten when I came along in 1930, and they both knew English reasonably well. But my paternal grandmother, Runyeh,3 lived with us when I was little, and she barely spoke English at all despite the fact that she too had been here for quite a long while. The same was true of my other three grandparents, all of whom, in accordance with the invariable custom in their generation, were in marriages that had been arranged by their parents without consulting them.

*The derivations of this and all other Jewish names mentioned below can be found in the numbered endnotes beginning on p. 237

These marriages, incidentally, had been duly solemnized by rabbis “in accordance with the law of Moses and of Israel,” but in the pre-World War One era, few East European Jews bothered getting them ratified by the state, to whose authority in such matters they were largely indifferent. In the eyes of civil officialdom, therefore, their children (that is, the immediate ancestors of the vast majority of American Jews stemming from that part of the world) were legally considered bastards. Hence when these children were issued passports, the documents would bear the surnames of their mothers.

Unaware of this, and presumably never having inspected the papers she had carried with her, my own mother suffered a great shock upon arriving at Ellis Island in 1920 at age seventeen. Expecting to be met by her father, M’shitzik4 Woliner, who had gone to America before the war broke out and had been cut off for six years from his family in Galicia (then a province of the Austro-Hungarian Empire), she waited and waited and waited as “Henyeh Werker” kept being summoned to be picked up. Finally, she was the only one left in the cavernous hall. She had been a little girl when her father last laid eyes on her, but peering through the gate he realized that the lone young woman standing there disconsolately was his daughter, and when she was then allowed through the gate, he reintroduced himself not with an embrace or a kiss but by yelling at her for failing to come forward. At this display of her father’s characteristic mode of address, she burst into tears and told him that she thought her name was “Henyeh Woliner,” not Henyeh Werker. (In America, though the “Henyeh” soon became Helen, she would as often be referred to by the former as by the latter.)

There is another story connected with my mother’s arrival in America that I cannot resist telling here, so powerfully does it capture the wonders of the America I love and have set out to glorify, but it requires fast-forwarding all the way from 1920 to 1950. That was when I was graduated from Columbia University, which I had attended for four years on a scholarship endowed by Joseph Pulitzer—a Jew from Hungary who had come to this country much earlier than any member of my family and had grown rich and powerful as a newspaper publisher. Now, having partaken of the fruits of Pulitzer’s success in America, I was about to embark for Cambridge University in England on a fellowship endowed not by a Jew but by a quintessentially American WASP lady named Euretta J. Kellett.

Two Kellett fellowships, one for Cambridge and one for Oxford, were awarded every year by Columbia, and in 1950 the Oxford-bound winner was someone named Emmanuel Chill, whom I had never met. In those days, the Kellett was considered an important enough award to be announced in the New York Times, with pictures of the two Fellows included in the story. “You know,” my mother said upon reading the Times piece, “when I came to America, an older girl named Ida Chiel* from my village was on the same ship, going to join her husband, who was the son of Mendel Chiel. She already knew a little English, and during the trip she taught me to say, ‘How do you do, my dear father,’ so I could greet him like a regular American when we landed ” (an effort which, as we have seen, turned out to be sadly wasted under the circumstances). “Anyway, I lost touch with her after a while, but I’ll bet Emmanuel Chill is her son, named after Mendel. Probably this Emmanuel takes after Mendel too, because he was very educated. He could even understand the Polish newspapers, and so he was the one we all depended on to bring us news during the war. I remember how we would all get together in the marketplace every week to hear him read in a loud voice with his big glasses on his nose.”

*She pronounced the “Ch” as “kh”—a hard and guttural sound that does not exist in English.

To this I responded impatiently, “For Godsakes, Mom, I don’t even know if the guy is Jewish. Anyway, it’s too crazy.” Undeterred, she announced she was going to telephone Emmanuel Chill’s mother. “Don’t you dare!” I shouted, deeply embarrassed. But behind my back, she dug up the number, which turned out to be listed in the Bronx phone book, and when a woman’s voice answered, my mother said, “Mrs. Chill,” this time using the soft “ch,” which she was capable of pronouncing when she wanted to, “I’m the other mother and I’m calling to congratulate you.”

After Mrs. Chill had politely thanked her, my mother, not missing a beat, asked her if “by any chance” her first name was Ida. And of course it was, and of course this “other mother” was the very same Ida Chiel with whom mine had traveled to America, where, after drifting apart, they would both live as members of the working class. Yet America had found two of their sons there, plucked them up, and deposited them into a great university in which Jews were still only grudgingly welcomed (the unacknowledged Jewish quota at Columbia until the late 1950s was 17 percent of the total undergraduate population). To top it all off, a mere thirty years after these two young girls from a tiny hamlet in East Europe had crossed the Atlantic in steerage and landed on Ellis Island, America was sending their two sons back across the same ocean, only now in grand style and to a very different part and level of the continent.

The name of Harry Golden is no longer much remembered, but this Jew from the Lower East Side of Manhattan, who moved to North Carolina and became a very popular newspaperman down there, wrote a big best-seller in the early 1960s whose title by itself summarizes the theme that unites this story with a thousand others of similar, if less melodramatic, impact: Only in America.*

*“Only in America” became the tag line of many good jokes and stories. Thus, when the Lord Mayor of Dublin came to visit New York, and Casey Stengel (or was it Yogi Berra?) of the Yankees learned that this high official of the capital of Ireland was Jewish, he is alleged to have shaken his head in wonderment and said in all seriousness, “Only in America.” I am tempted to say the same thing about the proximity of the two villages—Podgorecz and Rogatyn—from which I and the financier and diplomat Felix Rohatyn each got our names (though he himself was born in Vienna before emigrating to the United States as a child escaping from the Nazis.)


Back now to the other side of my family and why my father’s mother Runyeh lived with us when I was little. It was not, as one might think, because she had become a widow. Her husband, my other grandfather, Yidl5 Podhoretz, to whom she had presented five sons while they were still in Europe, was very much alive when she left him not long after their arrival in America. Allegedly the breakup resulted from disputes over the distribution of his “paydeh,” which was a new Yiddish coinage, derived from the English “pay day,” that came to be used by many immigrants to describe the family finances.

Naturally there was more to it than that. Dark rumors circulated that Runyeh held Yidl partly responsible for the suicide of her youngest sister Perel,6 who had leaped to her death from the window of the fifth-story cold-water flat she had been sharing with them in a tenement building on the Lower East Side of Manhattan. Perel had a clubfoot and was very homely to boot, but she had been rescued from spinsterhood by being married off in Europe to a hapless and totally penniless cousin when she was in her late twenties and he was only about nineteen.

With her new husband, der schvartzer Yankl7 (“the black Yankl”)—meaning not that he was swarthy but that he had dark hair and was thereby distinguishable from another of their cousins, der roiter Yankl, whose hair was red—Perel had a baby. This baby would become Nathan Podhurst in America, where he would work all his life as a shipping clerk in one of the factories that made up New York’s bustling garment center. But despite being in this lowly occupation, Nathan would see nothing incongruous about getting an endless supply of “business cards” printed up for him. These he would distribute with a great flourish even to his close relatives, including the little children among them, announcing every time he did so: “Here is Nathan Podhurst, with a capital N and a capital P.”*

*He pronounced his own name with a Yiddish accent as “Nayt’n Podhoist.” As for why it was Podhurst rather than Podhoretz, see endnote 1 .

But this was many years in the future. When Nathan was still an infant, with nary a capital letter to his name, his father derschvartzer Yankl fled to America, where (like my grandfather M’shitzik) he was happily stuck by the outbreak of the First World War. When the war ended, Perel followed after, but Yankl, older now, less docile, and wised up by his exposure to the freer ways of America, refused to resume living with her, and she moved in with my grandparents. No amount of pressure or cajoling from the family could make Yankl change his mind and take her back. Becoming as a result more and more despondent, Perel finally committed suicide.

It was probably because my grandfather Yidl had been insufficiently sympathetic to her pathetic youngest sister, and not because of disputes over paydeh, that Runyeh left him. And it was entirely characteristic of my family that the explanation offered for Perel’s suicide should have been as bowdlerized (for the sake not only of the children but of themselves too) as the one offered for Runyeh’s breakup of her marriage. Perel, they said, trying to dye her hair with henna, had put on too much, and the result was an itching so intense that it drove her first crazy and then out of the window. Even as a kid, I smelled something fishy in this story. But I thought it the better part of prudence to let sleeping legends lie. Anyway, probing into this one would have been a useless exercise, since it was inconceivable that a truthful account would ever be forthcoming.

Similarly in Runyeh’s own case: one day, whatever the cause, she packed up her stuff, including the huge pots and pans she had carted over with her from Europe. Thus encumbered, she and her youngest son, my uncle Meyer, then in his late teens, moved without so much as a by-your-leave into our small apartment in Brooklyn where, as my mother would still be complaining with undiminished resentment sixty or more years later, there was no room in our overstuffed cupboards for those pots and pans. Runyeh also forbade her husband to visit. Hence poor Yidl—as they told me when I grew old enough to be let in on such stories—was forced to take many endless trolley rides from lower Manhattan to Brooklyn and hover secretly across the street from our apartment building in order to catch a glimpse of the infant grandson (me) he adored but could never again embrace.

It goes—or should go—without saying that leaving her husband did not mean that Runyeh had changed her mind about the institution of marriage. To be sure, even if she had wanted a divorce, it would have been virtually impossible for her to get one under Jewish law (to which she was strictly faithful) unless her husband agreed to give it to her; and Yidl, who evidently harbored dreams of reconciliation, would never hear of it. But in truth, she had no desire for a divorce, either; nor did she wish to remarry when her husband died.

What she did want was to become an American citizen, and she wanted it passionately enough to spend many months boning up with the help of my only sibling, my big sister Millie—five years older than I—on the facts about which she expected to be quizzed by the judge. Who was the first President?; what was the Constitution?; who freed the slaves?: these were the things to which she memorized the answers, rehearsing them in her painfully broken English. At last the great day came. But the judge, who must surely have been an anti-Semite, asked this elderly and obviously religious Jewish woman only one question: “Madame, do you believe in bigamy?” Imagining, probably, that bigamy was one of the principles of the American Constitution to which she was about to swear fealty, Runyeh instantly answered, “Sure,* judge,” and that was that.

*A word she pronounced as “Shoo-a.”

Bewildered by her rejection, she turned to my mother, her daughter-in-law, who had accompanied her to the hearing, and asked in Yiddish what she had done wrong. Upon being given the explanation, her indignation reached about as high a pitch as any human being could experience without bursting into a thousand pieces. “That scoundrel!” she exclaimed, “me he asks such a question?!” Thus it was in a bizarre connection with marriage—a kind of divine retribution, as she may well in the secret recesses of her heart have taken it, for her own sins against the institution—that her ambition to become an American citizen was frustrated.


Yidl died in 1934 when I was four years old, and I remember him only well enough to know that he was infinitely more loving and tender than my other grandfather M’shitzik. In this, M’shitzik was not all that unusual. Indeed, men like him were sufficiently common in the culture of East European Jewry to have a designation of their own—he was a bayzer Yid, an angry Jew—though I doubt that another so perfectly realized a specimen of the type ever existed. He might make a rare exception in the case of his granddaughters and my mother, but neither his other two daughters nor his two sons nor I or any of his other male grandchildren were ever on the receiving end of so much as a smile.

And it got worse as he became more and more religious. Strictly Orthodox to begin with, he grew with the passage of the years in America (during most of which he worked as the shammes, or sexton, of a musty old Brooklyn synagogue) into an ultra—what in Israel would come to be called a haredi.* Later, when I got to know a bit about these matters, I realized with a jolt one day that he was not very learned, and I used to joke that since the 613 commandments binding upon a pious Jew were not enough for him, he had invented new ones, like a prohibition against whistling, which he was firmly convinced had been ordained by God.

*Literally, a “trembler”—before God, of course.

Not surprisingly, then, it was just as far from roses in the marriage department for my mother’s parents as it was for my father’s. Which is to say that M’shitzik and Esther Malkah never “got along,” either. This was the euphemism employed by my mother, the eldest of their five children, to describe what was in fact a loathing so intense that husband and wife literally ceased speaking to each other until death did them part (she went first in an accident when I was in my teens, and he passed away about twenty years later, shortly after settling in a haredi community in Israel). But not content with refusing to speak to each other, they also spoke against each other, even to their own grandchildren.

Once, for example, M’shitzik warned my sister Millie, then about eight or nine, not to eat anything her grandmother might feed her when she visited, since it might well be poisoned. (In view of the fact that what Esther Malkah fed her was Millie’s favorite sandwich—which consisted of sliced radishes and raw onions smothered in chicken fat between two pieces of heavy black pumpernickel bread, with a side dish of extremely sour pickles—he may inadvertently have had a point.)

Unlike my father’s parents, however, M’shitzik and Esther Malkah never actually separated once they were reunited in marital misery after being apart during the years of the war. M’shitzik seemed to prefer seething to splitting up, and Esther Malkah was too timid to leave him. Instead, she spent as much time as she possibly could hiding from him in our apartment, thus replacing on a part-time basis my other grandmother Runyeh, who was eventually installed in an apartment of her own right around the corner from ours. There Runyeh contracted cancer and then followed her estranged husband Yidl into the grave only four years after he died of a bronchial infection that he might have survived if his spirit had not been too broken to fight.

These tangled domestic arrangements were totally at variance with the sentimental picture that later developed of that generation of pious Orthodox Jews: the men with their full beards and sidecurls, dressed in long black coats and hats to match,* and the women with their unadorned ankle-length dresses and shaytlach (the wigs—cheap, rarely washed, and often smelling unpleasant—that married women were required to wear), which was exactly what all four of my grandparents looked like. Unusual or not, the poisonous marital relations between both sets of my grandparents had an indirect and lasting effect on me, deriving from the fact that none of them ever learned much English or bothered trying to speak it.

*It would have surprised most of these men to learn that their sartorial fashions, which the less learned took for granted as having been prescribed by Jewish law, had actually come down to them from neither the Bible nor the Talmud but from the way Polish and Russian noblemen had dressed in the Middle Ages.


But before explaining how and why this turned out to be so consequential for me, I cannot resist fast-forwarding once again to another highly evocative story, this one about my maternal grandmother Esther Malkah.

Being unable to speak English did not mean that she was totally ignorant of it. Once in a while—sometimes with comical results, sometimes not—she would even throw an English word or two into a Yiddish sentence. The most extraordinary example I can think of was her exclamation upon hearing on the big Zenith console radio in our living room the slogan “Uncle Sam Needs You.” This was during the Second World War, and her youngest son, my uncle Maxie, had just been drafted, an event to which she responded as yet another of the great calamities that life cruelly refused to cease visiting upon her. Was it not enough that she had been left by her horrible husband to fend for herself and their five little children through the bombardments preceding the conquest of their village back “home” in Galicia by the Cossacks and the daily hunger that accompanied the Russian occupation of it?* (Too weak and depressed to bear up under these hardships, she had made a habit of passing out every Friday night before the onset of the Sabbath, thereby leaving my humiliated but brassy preteen mother to run shouting through the village, “Mama just fainted again, please come help.”) With all that behind her, did she now have to endure the anxiety of waiting to hear that her youngest son had been killed in yet another war?

*The temporary conquest of Galicia was the only victory the Czarist army achieved in the First World War before being driven back, triggering a series of events that opened the way for the Bolshevik takeover of Russia in 1917

It was just too much, and so turning to me sitting next to her on the couch, she cried: “Ver iz er, der Uncle Sam? Im hob ikh extra in dr’erd!” (“Who is he, that Uncle Sam? Him I would especially like to send six feet under.”) I suspect that adding the English word “extra” seemed to her to make the familiar Yiddish curse (literally, “in the earth,” but it might also be rendered as “go to hell”) more directly appropriate to its intended target. I must have been about eleven or twelve at the time, and full of wartime patriotic fervor, but, understanding enough by then not to argue with her, I confined myself to explaining what her sudden explosion of wrath showed that she had already intuited—that the figure of Uncle Sam was a stand-in for America.

Whenever I have told this story, I have been asked in wonderment how it was that my grandmother should have felt so little stake in the American war against the Nazis who in the very part of the world from which she stemmed were murdering Jews like herself, including actual relatives of her own. Why on earth should her fury have been directed not against Hitler but against “Uncle Sam”?

The answer is that so beaten-down and withdrawn was this stooped and wizened old woman with the face of a thousand wrinkles (who, I now realize with a shock as I conjure up that face, was then only in her early sixties, younger than I am now), and so exclusively preoccupied was she with her private troubles and woes, that it is entirely possible she knew nothing about the war and its connection with the fate of the Jews of Europe. For unlike my other grandmother, Runyeh, who avidly followed the serialized novels in the Yiddish papers every day, Esther Malkah was barely, if at all, literate.

But even if she did know more or less what was going on, she was altogether incapable of minding anyone’s business but her own, which extended to her children and grandchildren and not a micromillimeter farther than that. Compared to their welfare, nothing was of any importance; and anything that harmed them (a category that self-evidently included being drafted into the army) was bad, period, with no discussion or elaboration needed or even allowed.

So it was that this piteous creature, who could be ignorant of, or perhaps even indifferent to, what was happening to the Jewish people among whom she had been born and then grown up and lived, was the same woman who some years later got herself killed by not hesitating an instant in chasing her two-year-old granddaughter, my cousin Sharon, into the street and throwing her own body between the child and an approaching automobile.


Flashing back now to the main point I was about to make when I so rudely interrupted myself: because my grandmothers (like my grandfathers) never learned much English, and because the two of them spent so much time with us as a result of their unhappy marriages, just about all the talking done at home throughout my childhood (including by me, a nonstop talker even then) had to be conducted in Yiddish.

Yiddish was, of course, the native language of Jews in the shtetlakh—the small towns and tiny villages—of Russia (and its domains), Poland, Rumania, and Hungary from which they had all emigrated to America. Galicia (Galitzia in Yiddish), the particular place from which, as I have indicated, my family came, was a province that could be described as being located in Southeast Poland or Western Ukraine, depending upon the political circumstances of a given period. To complicate matters even further, when my father left in 1912, it was with an Austrian passport, Galicia then still being part of the soon-to-be-defunct Hapsburg empire, with its capital called Lemberg. By 1920, when my mother left, the Treaty of Versailles had awarded Galicia to Poland, and the name of the capital had been changed to Lwow. When the Soviet Union ruled that part of the world between 1939 and 1989, it remained Lwow. But since the same province reverted to the newly independent Ukraine that emerged from the breakup of the Soviet empire, Lwow has become Lviv.

In terms of their national origins, then, my people were similar to a Jew I once knew from a town on the border between Hungary and Rumania. When asked what country he hailed from, he would reply that it was an impossible question to answer: on one day the residents of his town might be citizens or subjects of one state, and then on the next of another, while all the while neither they nor the town itself ever moved even an inch in one direction or another. “My town,” he would grin, “was a miracle: it always migrated while staying in the same place.”

Jews from other parts of East Europe like Russia proper, Lithuania, and northern Poland, and even more so from Germany, looked down upon the Galitzianer as backward ignoramuses and ne’er-do-wells—the hillbillies, as it were, of the Jewish people. There was a particle of truth to this accusation which it would carry me too far afield to explore. But this tiny particle was overwhelmed by and smothered in so much bigotry that to this day it comes as a surprise to certain people when I inform them that rabbinical sages existed in Galicia who were the equals in learning of their counterparts in the talmudic academies of Vilna8 (which modestly styled itself “the Jerusalem of Lithuania”). Even more surprising is the revelation that the Haskalah, the Jewish Enlightenment—the movement that carried the Jews into the modern age, as an analogous one had earlier done for Western Christendom—had roots among intellectuals in Galicia (itself a concept that to believers in the stereotype sounds like an oxymoron) at least as deep as those in any other part of the East European Jewish world.

But perhaps the single bit of knowledge about Galicia that evokes the greatest amazement and/or amusement is that the author of the once notorious novel Venus in Furs, Count Leopold von Sacher-Masoch, from whose name the term “masochism” derives, came from and lived there.* To be sure, Sacher-Masoch was an Austrian nobleman, not a Jew. Yet he was a fervent philo-Semite who (when he was not concocting fantasies of being tormented by a dominatrix) wrote tender and loving sketches about the very Galician Jews who were so despised by their own coreligionists elsewhere. † But then, the minute anyone still in thrall to the negative stereotype of the Galitzianer hears this, astonishment gives way to wisecracks. On second thought, comes the retort, it figures that the father of masochism, and an aristocrat at that, would, if only through a subtle literary gesture, have abased himself before the lowly Jews of Galicia. Or: if Sacher-Masoch had lived in Berlin, he would probably have found no psychic profit in admiring the Jews there, who were too civilized to suit his purposes of self-abasement. Or: if his obverse, the Marquis de Sade, had been a native of Galicia rather than of France, his imagination would probably have gone to even greater lengths of cruelty in contemplating the Jews around him. And so on.

* So, too, though born in the next century and located at the opposite end of the spectrum running from vice to virtue, did Karol Wojtyla, who would grow up to become Pope John Paul II.

† This friendly attitude toward Jews may be the only thing besides Galician roots that Sacher-Masoch had in common with Karol Wojtyla.

The accent in which the Galitzianer spoke Yiddish was broader than the one used by the Polish Jews to their north, and much different from the one that identified Jews in the territories ruled by the Czar of Russia, especially Lithuania (“Litta”), which, though much closer to the Russian than to the Galitzianer accent, had a distinctive sound of its own. These Russians and Litvaks and Poles far outnumbered the Galitzianer among the Jewish immigrants to the United States between the 1880s and the early 1920s (when the previously wide-open doors were slammed shut until the 1960s). Being in a majority, they had the power to make fun of the Galitzianer accent as yet another element of that group’s alleged inferiority, even though none of the many accents in which Yiddish was spoken throughout Eastern Europe had any authoritative claim to greater correctness or cultivation than any other.

In any event, when I was a little boy, I spoke Yiddish—naturally like a real Galitzianer—as fluently as I did English. Furthermore, my English was so marked by a Yiddish accent that I was often mistaken for a recently arrived immigrant. Thus, when I was playing on the street with my friends, with whom I used English, grownup passersby would ask each other (in Yiddish), “Who is that little greenhorn?” To which I would respond with a combination of embarrassment and indignation.


This accent created a problem when at the age of five I was sent to the local public school, P.S. 28 (the very one that more than thirty years later, in 1967, would become the center of a great and highly portentous dispute between black radicals favoring “community control” and the largely Jewish United Federation of Teachers).

My memory of the incident is naturally dim. But it is clear enough to confirm the general accuracy of another favorite family tale, this one about a teacher who came upon me climbing alone up a staircase, apparently lost and in search of my class which had peeled off in some other direction while I was distractedly looking elsewhere. “Where are you going, little boy?” this teacher asked. “I goink op de stez,” I am reputed to have replied. At this, the teacher instantly marched me off to the principal’s office and had me placed in a remedial-speech class.

Obviously I could not have known such details at the time, but this teacher, like most of her colleagues, was a middle-aged Catholic woman of Irish ethnicity and (in the lingo of those days) an “old maid.” Probably representing a majority of the teachers in the elementary division of the New York City public-school system of the 1930s, they were something like (and may even have seen themselves as) secular nuns. Be that as it may, they took their duties no less seriously than they would have done had they been wearing full habits and teaching in Catholic parochial schools. Of course, the most important of these duties was to make sure that their pupils learned how to read, write, and compute. But they had other solemn responsibilities as well, stemming from the special composition of the kids who had been put in their charge. This was the very height of the age of the “melting pot,” and one of the main jobs of our teachers was to throw us into it and heat it up to as high a temperature as it might take to burn out our foreign impurities and turn us into real Americans.

That practically all of us had been born in America was of no account, since we were still marked by the habits and ways and mores of our immigrant parents at home. About a third of the student population of P.S. 28 was, like me, the offspring of Jews from tiny villages in East Europe; another third was made up of the children of immigrants from Sicily or Naples (who mostly spoke Italian at home, just as I did Yiddish); and the rest were Negroes whose parents, though not precisely immigrants, had recently come from the rural South and were just as foreign to the ways of the big city as the Jews and Italians. This being the Great Depression, we had one other thing in common: we were all dirt poor.

Not all our fathers were unemployed, though. My own, for instance, had a job as a milkman with a big company called Sheffield Farms, which meant that he drove all night long with a horse and wagon delivering orders to the stoops of broken-down old private houses and the doors of apartment buildings (that is, tenements). Like many of his generation who had been raised in extremely religious Orthodox households, he had gradually ceased observing more and more of the commandments that it would once have been unimaginable—and in Europe impossible—to violate, including the prohibition of work on the Sabbath. As outrageous as this was in the eyes of his parents, it was fortunate for his wife and two children. For the precious job he had managed to find in a time of mass unemployment required working on Saturday, and he would therefore have been unable to hold it if he had remained Orthodox. Not remaining Orthodox, however, did not entail joining either of the other two branches of American Judaism and becoming Conservative or Reform: the synagogue he did not attend, except on the High Holidays and other special occasions, was Orthodox; and in his own eyes, he was now a bad Jew (something like the Jewish equivalent of a lapsed Catholic).

As a milkman during the Depression, my father earned somewhere between two and three thousand dollars a year, which was the most he was ever to make in his entire life, including in the postwar age of affluence. This explains why—and it is only one of the multitudinous sociological oddities of my background that it took me ages to discover were not normal—my mother looked back on the Depression as a good rather than a bad time. For one thing, she was spared the shame that almost all of her neighbors had to suffer of being “on relief”—a shame that was not lessened by the fact that so many others were in the same boat through no fault of their own. Furthermore, prices were so low in the 1930s, that even wages as minimal as my father’s could buy a lot of groceries. The downside of these circumstances was that we always had relatives living with us either for free or for a pittance that theoretically covered their room and board. Thus, following my grandmother Runyeh’s departure, a cousin and then an uncle moved in, each of whom in turn shared a bed with me and complained vociferously about how I always kicked them in my sleep.

The same economic oddity—reinforced by my mother’s vivacity and hospitable nature—also accounts for the full house of aunts, uncles, and cousins who visited us every Sunday from the Lower East Side, distant neighborhoods in Brooklyn, and even the much farther-away Bronx. Such journeys could take an hour or even two in each direction, depending upon the number of transfers from subway to bus or trolley that might be required; but, nothing deterred, they kept coming without letup or surcease, gorging themselves on my mother’s cooking and baking, playing pinochle, and consuming endless gallons of coffee and/or tea (drunk in a glass with lemon). “Those days,” my mother—possibly the only person in America who looked back upon the Great Depression fondly—would say in future years when my father was still earning a pittance as compared with almost everyone else around her, “In those days, I was a queen! A queen!”

Among the neighbors “on relief” over whom her imagination reigned was one of her own younger sisters, who lived in an even smaller apartment in the same building as we. As grim and stingy as my mother was lively and generous, Gertie (or Khaya-Gittl) finally achieved release from the disgrace of being on the dole when her husband Hymie’s younger brother wangled him a job on the loading platform of a small dairy owned by a friend. I never knew whether the cases of milk my uncle Hymie would bring home with him every day had been pilfered or were a perk of the job. But, acquired by fair means or foul, they were used by Gertie to go into business for herself. Her “route” consisted almost entirely of nearby relatives whom she bullied into buying from her instead of going to the grocery store or getting deliveries from big companies like the one my father worked for.

Having received her merchandise for free, Gertie might have been expected to sell it at bargain rates, especially to my mother* and her other siblings. But such a thing was not in Gertie’s nature. She regarded it as axiomatic that her prices should be exactly the same as those that were charged by the stores or the milkmen, giving her a profit of one-hundred percent (minus the work her husband put into shlepping the goods home and the labor she added in delivering them to her customers).

*I should explain that my father’s “route” was in a different neighborhood, and so we were not his customers. Nor did Sheffield give him a price break on milk, let alone let him have it for free.

So scrupulous was she in following this pricing practice (her own home-made version of the Marxist theory of the surplus value of labor, of which she could never have heard) that one day, when the major dairies announced a rise in the price of milk, Gertie informed her customers that she was no longer charging ten cents, or however much it was, a bottle. When they asked her why, she solemnly replied, “Because milk just went up a penny.” Out of a combination of the pity they all for some obscure reason felt toward her, together with the fear of provoking the righteous wrath that, having gently tried to bargain her down in the first place, they knew was sure to erupt if they rejected this demented demand, everyone, including my mother, went along.

Gertie and Hymie had a son, Raphael (called Rafie), who was exactly a year older than I, and though we actually took a dislike to each other almost from birth, we were constantly thrown together because our two families lived in the same apartment building. We were also forced by our mothers into a never-ending rivalry in school. Everything he accomplished I was expected to equal or (God should only be so good to my mother) surpass in the following year. Unfortunately, the competition got off to a bad start from my mother’s point of view because he had not been assigned to a remedial-speech class—whatever that might be; and whatever it was, certainly it could not be interpreted as a badge of honor—upon entering first grade. Neither had any such disturbing thing happened to my sister five years earlier.


In the age of multiculturalism that dawned on America a half-century later, any teacher doing to a black or Latino or Asian kid what that teacher did to me would (I exaggerate only slightly) have been surrounded in a trice by federal marshals materializing out of the very walls of the school, arrested for attempted cultural genocide, read her Miranda rights, and carted off in handcuffs to the applause of the child’s parents and sundry liberal spokesmen. But luckily for me, neither my parents nor those of any of my contemporaries would ever have dreamed of questioning the right of the school to conduct itself as it saw fit, either in this or in any other matter.

They did not, for instance, take offense when their children were inspected every morning for clean hands and fingernails and teeth. They did not rise up in anger at the clear implication that when a child of theirs received a demerit for some deficiency of personal hygiene, this was a reflection on them and an adverse judgment on their parental competence. They did not storm into the principal’s office protesting that their ancestral cultures had a different attitude toward things of this kind (which was in fact true of all three groups in my school).

Nor (shifting now to another sensitive area) did the Jews among them object to the hymn their children sang every morning in assembly: “Holy! Holy! Holy! Lord God Almighty! / Early in the morning our song shall rise to Thee: / Holy, Holy, Holy! Merciful and Mighty! / God in Three Persons, Blessed Trinity.” When, already well into adulthood, I heard this hymn being sung somewhere and it dawned on me for the first time what the words signified, I burst out laughing at the thought of the furies that would now have been unleashed on P.S.28 by the American Civil Liberties Union and Jewish defense organizations like the Anti-Defamation League and the American Jewish Congress. They would have condemned the singing of any hymn, even one drawn from the Hebrew Bible, as an egregious violation of the separation of church and state, and they would have regarded a blatantly Christian hymn like “Holy, Holy, Holy” as an especially aggressive act of religious discrimination against the Jewish children to boot. In the 1930s, however, the First Amendment was not yet interpreted by the courts as prohibiting prayer in the public schools. And besides, I would bet that the Irish-Catholic ladies who chose “Holy, Holy, Holy” and who knew next to nothing about the Jewish religion or its relation to Christianity, innocently thought that it was nonsectarian because it contained no explicit mention of Jesus.

What added to the comedy and also the poignancy of the situation was that neither we children nor our parents (who heard us sing the hymn on special ceremonial occasions to which they would be invited and which they would respectfully attend) had the foggiest notion of what we would have been affirming and celebrating had we understood the words. Moreover, even if they had, I doubt that they would have had the nerve to object any more than they did to the daily inspection of their children for proper habits of personal hygiene. The authority of the school was absolute so far as they were concerned; and they humbly accepted, and indeed were grateful for, the efforts it made not only to educate their children but to Americanize them as well.*

*I was astonished to learn from an essay by John O’Sullivan in National Review that even in the city of Liverpool, England, and as late as the 1950s, the same fingernail inspection was conducted. It would appear that children like himself, who had Irish names (though his mother actually was English), were no more assumed by their teachers in England to have been taught how to look after their own persons than we Jews, Italians, and Negroes were in the America of the 1930s (ironically by teachers whose own roots were in Ireland), and were therefore thought to need help if they were to become properly Anglicized.

It was, by the way, this experience of hymn-singing in P.S. 28 that turned me into a bemused skeptic when—in one of the central battles of the “culture wars” that would be unleashed in the subsequent decades—the issue of prayer in the schools heated up. So far as I could tell on the basis of my own experience, both the proponents and the opponents wildly exaggerated the effects of either permitting or prohibiting the kids to engage in religious exercises of whatever kind during school hours.

Of course, I had no problem understanding the symbolic importance of this issue, in connection with the battle over the role of religion in American life and its claim to a place in what Father Richard J. Neuhaus dubbed “the public square.” I also understood that Jews who lived not in New York but in parts of the country where they were a small minority surrounded by Gentiles felt threatened, and inevitably discriminated against, by any infringement on the religious neutrality of the schools their children attended: they knew from their own experience that any such infringement was bound to have a Christian flavor.

Still, it seemed a bit bizarre to me that these fears should have been exacerbated rather than relieved by the decline from the late 1940s onward of anti-Semitism in America.* But now that Christians were less eager to persecute them than to marry their sons and daughters (as my friend, the social critic and editor Irving Kristol, observed in one of his justly celebrated quips), Jews suddenly began realizing that there were benign as well as evil ways through which their own survival as a distinct people could be endangered. It was out of this worry that the issue of “Jewish continuity” was destined to be born in the 1990s and to grow into almost as great a preoccupation of the American Jewish community as Israel had been since that country’s physical survival had come under direct military assault in 1967.

*This decline is discussed at length below, in Part Three.


But all that was still in the far historical distance when I was assigned to the remedial-speech class in P.S. 28. I was only five or possibly six years old then, and I remember very little about it. What I do remember is that I sat for a semester (or was it a whole year?) with kids who had other and more serious kinds of defects than a foreign accent that needed to be corrected, such as stuttering, lisping, and trouble with “s” or “l.” No matter: we were all put repeatedly through the same exercises, which were designed to condition us into placing the tongue and shaping the mouth so as to make all the consonants and vowels come out sounding right.

Apparently the end result was to eradicate all traces of my Yiddish accent but without putting a Brooklyn accent in its place. How this came about is still an enigma to me, considering that even most of my teachers spoke Brooklynese (recognizable not from the “dese” and “dose” of showbiz caricature but from the pronunciation of certain vowels). So, for that matter, did all my friends and schoolmates, except the Negroes, every one of whom had a Southern accent. Was it racism that kept them out of the remedial-speech class, or did the peculiar prejudices of the day regard a Southern accent as more acceptable than a foreign one like mine?

I cannot answer that question with any greater confidence than I can comprehend how I emerged from remedial-speech training sounding more like an announcer on one of the “coast-to-coast” radio programs of the 1930s than like a kid from a Brooklyn slum. (Most of these announcers affected a kind of neutral English, purged of any regional flavor, presumably to avoid putting off potential listeners from this part of the country or that.) My best guess is that the remedial-speech teachers of the period had been trained to aim at precisely such neutrality, and that they succeeded with me, a prize pupil if there ever was one, whose report cards from the early grades on up fully compensated my parents for whatever shame they may have felt when I had been singled out for my inability to speak properly. I even surpassed my cousin Rafie academically as we went along, though he would eventually fulfill the highest ambition of his own parents (an ambition common to their entire generation) by becoming a doctor.*

*Both the high prestige of the medical profession among Jews from East Europe in those days and the bragging it invariably bred are summed up in the classic joke about the mother running up and down the beach crying: “Help! Help! My son, the chief of surgery at Mt.Sinai, is drowning!”


I, alas, grew up to become something that my poor mother would never quite be able to define or to measure against the various forms of professional or commercial achievement with which she was familiar. A petite and very pretty woman of high-voltage vitality, charm, and cleverness, as well as the best storyteller (and, to violate another stereotype, the best poker player) I have ever run into, she would invariably become the immediate center of attention in any group in which she might find herself—even a hospital ward. But there was some deep timidity in her nature that kept her from venturing outside her own milieu, either physically or intellectually. Rarely did she leave Jewish Brooklyn for any purpose other than to visit a relative in the Bronx or—in later years—in Florida. The only people outside her own extended family of whom she was not fearful, or in whom she could take an interest, were people like herself: Jews from East Europe who, even after spending far more of their lives in America than in the towns where they were born, remained more comfortable communicating with one another in Yiddish than in English.

But she did more than accept whole hog the assumptions and attitudes of that milieu; she even held on tenaciously to the ideas and valuations of her childhood. Never in her whole life would she stop insisting, for example, that a certain uncle of hers “back home” (as, even after reaching her nineties, she always thought of Galitzia, which she had left at the age of seventeen) was “very rich.” It made no difference that she had by now seen enough in America—even if much of it was on television—to have realized that this was only a little girl’s stringently limited impression; she simply would not surrender any of the inner baggage she had carried with her from “home.”

My father had no comparable difficulty, none whatsoever, in understanding who and what I had become, and—out of the deeply repressed aspirations he had no doubt once entertained for himself—was very proud that his son had grown up to be an intellectual, an editor, and a literary man rather than a doctor or a lawyer or a businessman. But out of a sickly combination of reticence, snobbery, and the self-hatred from which he suffered over his own sense of himself as a failure, he would never deign to explain any of it to my mother (or anyone else): if they were so stupid and ignorant, they deserved only contempt, and that was what he gave them. Even my mother, whom I feel sure he loved, was at the receiving end of this sneering attitude of his, especially when it came to me and my career. Consequently she had a great deal of trouble competing in the bragging-about-their-sons game that was the main recreational activity of the old crones among whom she would live in the twenty-five years remaining to her following his death in 1971 at the age of seventy-five. (She herself died at ninety-three.)

“So what is he? A joinalist?” they would demand of her as she vainly tried to describe the difference between a journalist and a writer for magazines of which no one had ever heard, but which I had assured her were far superior to the likes of The Reader’s Digest. Nor could she ever impress these ferocious women enough to sather when she told them that I was even the editor of such a magazine, especially as the pay was nothing to write home about when compared with what they, often lying by a large factor, alleged their own sons were earning.

Tragically, I could not even measure up economically to the dentists among these sons. True, in all their eyes, dentists were, and always would be, failed doctors. Yet once their dentist sons began making a great deal of money and buying grand houses out on Long Island or (more rarely) up in Westchester to which they dutifully chauffeured their mothers every weekend in the fancy cars they owned (and woe betide them if they had to skip one of these visits), the bitter disappointment of that long-ago rejection from medical school faded. Not so completely, however, that it could not instantly be reawakened by an unlucky encounter with the mother of a doctor, who could trump them every time, including on the all-important question of which son made more money.


Still, I became what I became, and I believe there was a connection between where I landed professionally and what happened to me in that remedial-speech class. I am of course well aware that foreign accents did not prevent Henry Kissinger or Zbigniew Brzezinski, and countless academic eminences, from achieving high positions in American government and society. I know, too, that other very distinguished careers in other fields were also made by people with accents reeking of the lower classes of New York. Yet I cannot help feeling that my own life would have been very different if I had never been forced to speak like a classier and more cultivated person than I actually was.

Nothing, for instance, will ever persuade me that I would have won the scholarships I later did to Columbia and Cambridge Universities if even a residual trace had remained in my speech of the little boy who told a teacher that he was “goink op de stez” whenhe was going up the stairs. Yes, I had the grades and the recommendations. But in 1946, when I was graduated from high school, enough snobbery (not always easily distinguishable from an old-fashioned species of genteel anti-Semitism) still existed in America to have worked against a teenage version of that little boy who retained his childhood accent even in an attenuated form. He might easily have seemed unfit for promotion into a higher rank of society in the minds of at least some of the people by whom I was either sponsored or interviewed.

Almost certainly, Harriet Haft, the high-school teacher I called “Mrs. K.” when I came to write about her two decades later in my book Making It, would have been prevented by her fierce class-consciousness from developing as intense an interest in me as she did; and in the absence of that interest, it might well never have occurred to me that I could attend an Ivy League college. Mrs. Haft had her heart set on Harvard, to which I did in fact win a scholarship, but since it covered only tuition, the only way I could afford to take it would involve working long hours to pay for my room and board. Instead I happily and gratefully chose the scholarship I was also offered to Columbia, which would pay my tuition and a modest stipend as well, while allowing me to live at home, where there was no problem of room and board.

But it is not this order of sociological factors alone—the ones I concentrated on in Making It—that I have in mind when I stress the importance of the remedial-speech class I was forced to attend. I am even tempted to go so far as to say that, without it, I might not have wound up practicing a profession that gave my mother so much trouble understanding, assessing, and boasting about, but that gave me so much pleasure and even greater satisfaction.

I suppose it is a bit of a stretch to claim that I would never have come to love poetry if that class had not made my ear so sensitive to the sound of the English language. But it probably is true that this love would not have shown itself as early as it did. And it is no stretch at all to draw a direct line from the training I received as a little boy to my later emergence as an amateur or low-rent Henry Higgins. Thus, during my two-year hitch in the army (1953-55), I would win bets by guessing from their accents where my barracks mates had come from. Sometimes it was easy: only someone completely deaf would be incapable of distinguishing a Boston from a Minneapolis accent. But I could do better than that. Usually, I could hear the subtle differences between, say, Boston and Providence, or Wisconsin and Minnesota, or Trenton and Philadelphia. And at my very best, I could even tell from the mixture of his accents that a particular person had lived in two or three different places at various times in his life.

This talent, if that is what it was, has by now largely gone the way of the prodigiously retentive memory that reinforced it—I once had trouble forgetting things, not, as now, remembering them—and the dimming of other mental faculties to which the septuagenarian mind is more often than not heir. So, too, with poetry, which I have long since given up writing and which I have even stopped reading with any regularity.

As to the writing: it started when I was about seven or eight, but the training of my ear was not the only push that propelled me into trying my hand at it. A mighty incentive was also introduced into the picture when my older sister was persuaded by our parents to take what was then known as a “commercial” rather than an “academic” course in high school. This meant that, upon graduation, she would not be qualified to apply to college (although she certainly had the brains for it and had always done very well in school). She would, however, be equipped with the skills, principally shorthand and typing, to get a job as a secretary.

The main reason Millie was pressured into going this route had to do with the insecurities instilled in our parents by the Great Depression of the 1930s; and besides, as a girl, and a very pretty one at that, what need had she of college when she would in all likelihood get married in short order? Which, as it turned out, she did, having met her husband Solomon Zuckerman when she went to work for six dollars a week as a secretary in the store-front office in Brooklyn he shared with another lawyer. It was a happy marriage that produced two children, Alan and Evan, who went on to have two children each of their own, and it lasted .fifty-five years until Sol’s death in 1999 She herself, after her kids were both in school, went back to work, and in due course she would achieve a good deal of power as the assistant to one president of the New York City Council after another.

For me, if not for her (as she would come to feel in spite of how well things turned out), Millie’s commercial course proved to be an unexpected boon. Because at first she had trouble learning how to touch-type (she would eventually do so at the speed of champions), the grave decision was made after much discussion and calculation around our kitchen table that she must be provided with a machine at home on which to practice. And so, with the help of an installment plan to pay for it, into our house came a black Smith-Corona portable, which sat in its matching black case on a dark brown metal typing table featuring a fold-up side panel to hold material for copying.

I was enchanted with this machine, which surpassed any toy I had ever owned or even seen, and there was no keeping me away from it. Neither stern exhortations nor angry reproaches nor threats of punishment could hold me back. Locking the case did not solve the problem, either, since I always managed to find the key when no one was looking. Finally, my parents surrendered to the inevitable. The only way to prevent me from doing damage to this precious and, for them, enormously expensive, piece of equipment, was for my sister to teach me how to use it properly.

She hated having to do so, especially as to her it seemed yet another mark of the greater favor in which our parents held me, as the baby of the family, as a boy, and as a student whose teachers—always on the lookout for the urban equivalent of flowers blushing unseen in the desert air—were already beginning to tell them wassomething special.* Like all Jewish parents, mine would have died before admitting they did not love each of their children “the same,” and in some deep sense this was true. But there was plenty of reason for my sister to have her doubts.
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