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Foreword

by Larry King

 

The show must go on.

That is what Alan King wanted. This idea that the show must go on is part and parcel of Alan King’s essence; it’s also a part of American Jewish tradition. Despite all kinds of adversity, we persist. We persist at making our children’s lives better, at overcoming prejudice and anti-Semitism, at being true to our principles, but mostly we persist at keeping our optimistic spirit and unsinkable sense of humor.

Like you, I was greatly saddened by Alan King’s passing in May 2004. I miss him terribly. But this sadness is tempered by the fact that my memory of him is strong, and stronger still because of this book. Matzo Balls for Breakfast started as a collection of memories, stories, anecdotes, and remembrances of the lives of prominent Jews about growing up Jewish. But it is now more than that: Matzo Balls for Breakfast is also a tribute to Alan King, who was not only one of the greatest Jewish comedians ever but also one of the greatest comedians period, and a heck of a nice guy, too. Alan lived a fulfilling and happy life. His fifty-seven-year marriage yielded three children and seven grandchildren. Alan starred on television shows and movies (twenty films!), and he wrote books. He joked with the queen of England, he hosted the Academy Awards, he was an emcee for John F. Kennedy’s inaugural celebration. So when you shed a tear for Alan, be sure to smile, too. I will.

Alan King was a dedicated writer as well as a comedian. He was working on this book almost until the day he died, and it was virtually finished when he was taken from us.

Alan was as proud of his Jewish upbringing as anyone could be. His Judaism was as much a part of him as the air that he breathed. And so he would have wanted to see this book published. The show must go on.






PART I. LIFE IN THE JEWISH FAMILY AND NEIGHBORHOOD

[image: image]

Mama and tateh, bubbe and zaideh, Aunt Sophie, the gang of kids down at the ball field, the waiters at the kosher resort in the Catskills—this is the cast of characters of the Jewish family and neighborhood … and they’re all here. You expect the memories to be warm and fuzzy, and many of them are. But some have a pungency, a kind of sharp undertaste to them, like a bit of horseradish that got mixed in with the sweet charoseth at the Passover table. There are stories from Chicago and Brighton Beach and Miami Beach and L.A. and points farther afield, and so the background may vary a good deal—but in some very basic ways, the song remains the same. To me, it’s like listening to new music and warming to hear echoes of old familiar themes in the chorus. Enjoy!

—ALAN KING


Seltzer

Anthony Weiner

Representative Anthony Weiner was elected to the New York City Council in 1991, making him, at age twenty-seven, its youngest member ever. He has represented Queens and Brooklyn in the United States House of Representatives since 1999.


I’D LOVE THE ARRIVAL of the seltzer man. The perpetually S-shaped guy with Popeye arms would bring a wooden case with the old, heavy glass squirt bottles and take our empties. He had Hoffman’s sodas in long-necked returnable bottles on the truck, too, but my family never got that. But sometimes, if life was particularly good in Brooklyn, we did get a bottle of Fox’s U-Bet. Egg creams, anyone?
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I do not recall a Jewish home without a book on the table.

—ELIE WIESEL
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My Favorite Deli

Jay Winik

Jay Winik is a historian and the author of the best-selling book, April 1865: The Month That Saved America.


ONE OF MY FIRST VIVID recollections of growing up Jewish has to do with my bar mitzvah. At the age often, I decided that I loved sports more than I cared about religion, let alone my Jewish education. Football, baseball, boxing—that was what I wanted to do. I skipped Hebrew school so often that I basically quit; it was a fait accompli that I imposed upon my parents. A few years later, however, I still wanted a bar mitzvah—to have the ceremony, to become a “man,” to have the party. I got Hebrew tapes from which I learned what I was supposed to say and do—or so I thought.

It was a grueling chore, curled up in my bed, night after night for months, memorizing, chanting, over and over again. Eventually I learned my part, and just in the nick of time: about a day or so before my actual ceremony. (By the way, this wonderful work habit would repeat itself for years right up until I was an undergraduate at Yale, cramming for Shakespeare and history courses, invariably the night before the final. Only later, when I started writing books, did I finally become enormously disciplined.) With some trepidation and a healthy dose of excitement, I was finally ready.

On the anointed day, a heavy snowstorm blanketed New England, including my hometown of New Haven, Connecticut, but that did not stop the ceremony. I passed, which is to say that I read my lines adequately and with no mistakes. But there was one thing that I neglected. Although I knew my text, I had forgotten other aspects of the ceremony. Actually, it was quite comedic. When the rabbi and everyone else on the biman turned around, I stood proudly, still facing the guests. Whoops. When the glass of wine was set before me, I instinctively— heaven knows why—picked it up and slugged it down like I was chugging a Coke. Whoops again.

The other thing I tend to associate with growing up Jewish, and I admit this at the risk of sounding totally unenlightened or like a Philistine (or both), is the food. As a kid, Saturdays were the days we’d go to the local deli in New Haven. It was called Chuck’s. A meal at Chuck’s was a fixed routine: Eat at the same table, usually with the same people (my family and boyhood friends), see the same crowd every week (“Hey, how ya doin’?”), eat the same pickles (the best), and the same food, usually thickly piled corned beef and melted cheese on rye. Going to Chuck’s was a sort of comforting ritual, repeated so often that it became part and parcel of growing up. To be sure, there were the holidays, the family vacations, and the sports. There was the onset of adolescence, with all that entailed. But there was always Chuck’s.

Many years later, after I had grown up, moved to Washington, DC, and married, I returned to New Haven and stopped by Chuck’s to have a meal. A stroll down memory lane, as it were. Alas, Chuck’s had closed. It was a neatly decorated Vietnamese restaurant, or something like that. Next door was a Laundromat. Down the block was a trendy Italian restaurant, awash in potted ferns, and on the corner was a large Staples. The block seemed so antiseptic… quiet … changed … different. It felt like the passing of an era.

These days, I live in upscale environs of suburban Washington, DC. The restaurants my wife and I eat at are fancy American or Italian, or chic Greek, or finely rendered French. We have a small son, Nathaniel, with bright blue eyes and a keen sense of joy and wonder, who will grow up knowing “the right places” and “the right people.” He’ll know the inside of the White House and the Supreme Court. He’ll know fine art galleries, good clothes, tony schools—his likely preschool at a local synagogue takes four-year-olds on field trips to the Kennedy Center and the ABC News offices of Nightline—and Four Seasons resorts. He’ll know Santa Barbara and Manhattan, London and Paris. He’ll probably be spoiled to death. But will he ever know a place like Chuck’s?

 

 




Encouragement When You Need It Most

Bill Macy

Best kpown for his role as Walter Findlay in the television series Maude, Bill Macy portrayed the character Dr. Isaac Sobel in the 1999 film Analyze This, with Robert De Niro and Billy Crystal. He has appeared on such television shows as The Love Boat, St. Elsewhere, Seinfeld, Chicago Hope, and NYPD Blue.


IN NEW YORK CITY IN 1968, I was in a production of George Tabori’s The Cannibals, a play about the Holocaust. At the end of the play, the cast walked through the audience to our deaths. My mother had a seat on the aisle, and as I passed her, she leaned over and whispered to me, “Excellent.”

Everyone should have a Jewish mother.
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Pessimism is a luxury that a Jew can never allow himself.

—GOLDA MEIR
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My Son … Not a Doctor

Joel S. Kaplan

As president of B’nai B’rith, one of the largest and oldest Jewish organizations worldwide, Joel S. Kaplan is a tireless advocate of Jewish and humanitarian causes.


MY SISTER AND I GREW UP in Brooklyn. We were children of the fifties, and our parents had all of the preconceptions about the paths that their progeny should follow. My parents worked hard—my family had very little money—and their primary goal, particularly my mother’s, was to see to it that both my sister and I got an education that would enable us to make our way through life.

After graduating Brooklyn College, I attended New York University Law School, and to this day I recall with startling clarity leaving the hall after the conclusion of graduation ceremonies and walking down the aisle with my new wife, Joan, my parents, my in-laws, and my sister-in-law, very proudly contemplating my future. When I was approximately halfway out of the auditorium, I felt a tug upon my sleeve, and there was my mother, all five feet zero inches, looking up at me and indicating that I should slow down and let the rest of the family leave, she wanted to talk to me. Once the family was twenty or thirty feet ahead of us, my mother looked at me and said, “Son, if you would like, I will put you through medical school.” Can any more be said about a Jewish mother? Like an enormously high percentage of her peers, my mother felt that becoming a doctor would be the epitome not only of my life but also of hers. I must confess, however, she did learn to make do with a lawyer for a son.

 




Bubbe’s Basement

Faye Moskowitz

Faye Moskowitz is the author of Her Face in the Mirror: Jewish Women on Mothers and Daughters; And the Bridge Is Love: Life Stories; and A Leak in the Heart: Tales from a Woman’s Life. She is chair of the English Department at George Washington University.


WHO COULD DOUBT that our bubbe was a magician? We had only to watch as she turned a simple ball of thread into lacy snowflakes with a wave of her tiny crochet hook. And the cookie jar that seemed to have no bottom, forever brimming with nut-studded mandel bread: Wasn’t that something out of a fairy tale? Surely sleight-of-hand made it appear whenever we did. How to explain Bubbe’s challah, the sticky mix of flour, eggs, leaven, and water turning into a pliable dough when she kneaded it under her capable fingers. What else but legerdemain accounted for that round, yeasty pillow rising, rising, in its greased bowl, slowly lifting the clean dish towel with which she bedecked it? Bubbe’s ice box called to mind a miniature car at the circus, but instead of colorful clowns, out tumbled an endless parade of apples, oranges, plums, and apricots. We cousins popped in and out of our grandparents’ Detroit home in the 1930s and ’40s, always certain of something delicious on the porcelain-topped table in Bubbe’s cramped little kitchen, always certain of the magic words, “Ess, ess, mein kind.”

But Bubbe practiced her most serious alchemy in the dark, musty cellar of her home on Hazelwood. I remember calling for her sometimes when I came to visit, listening for her voice reaching me from far down in the netherworld that dwelt beneath the sunny two-flat. Years later, when I read Poe’s “The Cask of Amontillado,” I thought of descending the rickety wooden stairs to look for Bubbe, remembered how I shivered, even in summer, in the cool, damp of weeping cement walls and ceilings so low I could imagine spiders skittering down silvery threads to catch in my hair.

Like any character on a journey in a folktale, I had to undergo many trials before I could reach my bubbe. First I had to make my way through the fruit shed, lined with shelves on which jars of secret potions bubbled. Some were filled with glistening dill pickles and green tomatoes put up in the fall, announcing themselves by their briny, garlicky scent. Others contained preserved sweet Michigan cherries that we ate in winter with a pillow of sour cream, all the while worrying about swallowing those pits our mothers constantly warned us about, the very ones that could cause appendicitis or worse. Zaideh made the heavy sweet wine we drank on holidays, crushing the dusky Concord blues into a fragrant juice that fermented in wooden barrels before he poured it into bottles he placed next to the pickle jars. He must have been a magician, too, because, at Pesach seders, after our parents allowed us to drink a bit of that grape juice, we all fell asleep under the table or on Bubbe’s bed as if we were under a spell. The next morning when we awoke, mysteriously in our own beds, each of us might have been Sleeping Beauty, aroused from a hundred years’ slumber.

A fierce ogre guarded the next room of Bubbe’s basement. Of course I knew it was only the coal furnace, just like the one we had at home, but it was so much more fun to imagine it a scary creature with a fiery red mouth. Beneath the round belly of the furnace, Zaideh shook down the “clinkehs” with a lever like the crank on a Model T. The fierce grinding of metal against metal could have been the great ogre shouting, “Fee-Fi-Fo-Fum.” At least I convinced myself it was.

Bubbe’s laundry room, redolent of bluing, bleach, and Fels Naptha soap, came next. I gingerly made my way around her Maytag washer with the rubbery wringer lips that could swallow my arm right up to my armpit if I got too close. I called out, “Bubbe, I’m coming,” just so those skeletons dangling limply from her clotheslines wouldn’t get any ideas. No one could convince me they were merely Zaideh’s union suits, smelling faintly of mildew as they waited to dry in the cellar’s winter chill.

And then finally, there was Bubbe, her familiar turban slipping rakishly down her forehead, her hair covered as pious women were instructed to do. Bubbe stood stirring a witch’s brew in a large earthenware crock. One by one she dropped in the ingredients: peeled magenta-colored beets with their tails cut off, sugar, garlic, crumbling bay leaves, tiny pellets of allspice, and a handful of kosher salt. In a few days the resulting fermented rossel would suffuse the entire house with a smell so awful we kids would giggle with embarrassment and pretend not to notice. And there again was magic. For on Pesach, when we all gathered for the first seder, my aunts marched carefully out of Bubbe’s kitchen carrying flat soup plates of rosy sweet and sour rossel borscht, all the more delicious and precious for its once-a-year appearance. Perhaps Bubbe’s rossel borscht was her most magical trick of all, for half a century later, I can still conjure up the taste of that fragrant ruby nectar as if I had sipped it from my spoon only yesterday.

 




Rocky Dale

Steve Bronstein

Steve Bronstein is the executive producer of Court TV’s Hollywood at Large, a weekly series that explores crime and justice in popular culture.


MY GRANDPARENTS FLED RUSSIA so they could escape living in a hut surrounded by anti-Semites whose idea of fun was a good pogrom. So, where did their first-generation American children—my parents—take me to live every summer? To a community of decaying huts surrounded by anti-Semites whose idea of fun was taunting us to go back to Russia, where we could be surrounded by anti-Semites whose idea of fun was a good pogrom.

It was a bungalow colony. That’s where my parents took us each summer. Four rows of about eight ramshackle wooden shacks apiece nestled in the woods, with outdoor showers, a dirt tennis court with more holes than a golf course, a social hall where a common activity was dodging the wasps that made their homes in the rafters, and a cedar lake where our community of 130 or so Jews blithely coexisted with bacteria that probably don’t have names yet. Every summer, Abe Glick, the resident doctor, gave us kids shots before a season of swimming in that lake. What was he giving us shots for? Tetanus? Malaria? I don’t know, and we didn’t care.

I never heard of a gentile going to a bungalow colony. Bungalow colonies were a New York Jewish phenomenon. You can still find the remains of some of them today scattered throughout the Catskills. Although most of the colonies have gone the way of chicken fat shmeared on rye bread—my grandmother’s favorite snack—some of the colonies have been reborn as summer communities for New York Hasids. They are like summer camp for families.

Ours was called Rocky Dale Lodge. An hour into the farmland and tiny towns surrounding Philadelphia, two hours from New York, the nearest small city to Rocky Dale was named Quakertown—you’re right, not a lot of Jews there. But our group of thirty-plus Jewish families came back religiously, year after year until the early 1970s, to spend the summer in the country.

For my mom it was a vacation from housework; the cramped three-room bungalow with its antique gas stove we lit with a match, the yellowed linoleum floor, and the weathered wooden planks of our porch was not worth more than a cursory once-over with a sponge and a mop. My mother’s usual attention to cleaning was replaced by the clink of mah-jongg tiles. For my dad, Rocky Dale was a retreat from work and a place to spend his two weeks of vacation. Most of the fathers came up to the place once a week during the week and for the weekends. And for me, my brother, and my sister, it was a welcome (and cheaper) alternative to summer camp. Who wanted the forced discipline of counselors and a camp’s rigid schedule when we could do whatever we wanted from the moment the sun woke us up in the morning till the crickets and fireflies put us to sleep at night? We had the love and security of our family, plus almost every bungalow had a family with a kid our age. Swimming, reading, tennis, baseball, hikes, rock climbing, campfires. Nights in the social hall playing cards or basketball, while the big kids would take out the old phonograph and spin their new records. It’s where I first heard Jimi Hendrix, Crosby, Stills & Nash, and Blood, Sweat & Tears.

There were two places my family worshipped each week at Rocky Dale. Friday nights we had services in the social hall. Although I’d guess it was mainly a way for the parents to say kaddish if they had a departed one’s anniversary to remember, it was us kids who led the service. The years of Hebrew school were put to use for something other than our bar mitzvahs. Me, the son of a Jewish showbiz ham, I loved performing the Yigdal. And for all of us, the incentive to sit through the service was a Hershey bar with almonds handed out by old Julia Stern at the end.

But our other weekly place of worship was the drive-in. My brother, sister, and I would wait with our noses pressed against the screen door of our porch for Dad to come up from the city. That usually would mean a night out in Quakertown for soft ice cream at Dairy Queen, stale popcorn at the snack bar, and movies, movies, movies. Double or triple features. Bob Hope, Doris Day, Tony Curtis, Elvis Presley. Frank Sinatra as Tony Rome, Dean Martin as Matt Helm, Godzilla starring as himself. Even The Godfather. I saw them and loved them all at the drive-in.

Would I be a TV producer today without Rocky Dale? Probably not. I reveled in the laughs, thrills, and romance of the movies at the drive-in. I marveled at the revolutionary new sounds in music coming out of the big kids’ phonograph at the social hall. I barreled through piles of books—Freud, Steinbeck, the collected works of Jules Verne, H. G. Wells, and Ray Bradbury—and piles of comic books. And, with a writer’s obsessiveness, one summer I devoted three hours each morning to sitting in front of my new typewriter and writing my opus—a take-off (as if it weren’t one already) of Get Smart. I still have the rejection note from Mad magazine (the watermark on the stationery is the face of Alfred E: Neuman). That letter was as much of a reward to me—the budding twelve-year-old auteur—as if I had actually gotten my amateur little story accepted.

Around the campfires I developed my storytelling talents further. Most kids in the flickering light of the fire tell tales of the boogeyman. At Rocky Dale, we made up stories about “the Jew haters.” They, we imagined, were the residents of the wooded roads and hidden huts surrounding our little Jewish enclave. Many a mailbox in the area did carry the name of a solid German-American family, and every once in a while a car filled with raucous teenagers would drive by the entrance to our camp and shout anti-Semitic slurs. In the nightmare light of the campfire, we took our neighbors a step beyond. We debated whose bungalow would be attacked first if the Jew-haters rampaged through Rocky Dale. We delighted in paralyzing Mickey Gelfand with fear as we detailed how the Jew-haters would skewer each member of his family. I loved to drag my stories out in a low, lulling voice—gory detail after gory detail—until Mickey was leaning in real close to hear and I’d scream out the punch line. We all loved to see him jump.

And then there were the shows. We were way off the Borscht Belt beat, so the parents put on their own productions on the rotting stage of the social hall: broad, boisterous, and I suspect more than slightly drunken skits and plays all spoofing life at Rocky Dale. Isabelle Biron, the resident pianist, banged the latest Broadway songs on the out-of-tune piano while the adults sang parodies, detailing maybe who had gained a little too much weight, or whose dog relieved itself inconveniently, or who could use a wardrobe update. It was all off-color fun. The parents did a cleaned-up dress rehearsal for the kids after services on Friday nights, but only I was allowed to see the actual productions. It doesn’t hurt to have your father as the director, and someone sober had to turn the cue cards. I loved being around the excitement, the hilarity, the fun. And you wonder why I went into show business.

It’s been more than thirty years since Rocky Dale closed. The bungalows have all been torn down, but the place still exists in the hearts of all the families who went there. My best and truest friends remain the same ones I had around those campfires. And we all agree that if we could grant our kids one gift, it would be a summer back at Rocky Dale Lodge.

 




Diaspora in Miami Beach

Thane Rosenbaum

Thane Rosenbaum is the author of The Golems of Gotham, Second-Hand Smoke, and Elijah Visible: Stories.


MIAMI BEACH, WHERE I GREW up in the late 1960s, and throughout most of the 1970s, was a curious mixture of Jewish displacement and possibility. Almost everyone I knew was Jewish. There were all those grandparents who had made aliyah to South Florida, exiled from the Northeast, like Moses—an army of walkers and canes—making their exodus to Mt. Sinai, not the mountain but the hospital on Biscayne Bay. And there was an assortment of small-time Jewish mobsters—loan sharks, bookies, bagmen, and numbers runners—circumcised men of the Meyer Lansky’s tribe, goons who had only recently been kicked out of Havana. And finally, there were the Holocaust survivors. My parents were included in this bunch. These were the people with the accents and the nightmares, the dreams that couldn’t be shared, analyzed, or comprehended. They were refugees taking refuge from their memories, blinding themselves with Miami’s reliably potent sun from the images that had already been seared into their heads and branded on their arms. Perhaps they could simply burn it all away, or at least tan over it. South Florida was the antithesis of where they had come from and what they had seen. The cloud cover was always tropical, not diabolical, the result of low-lying moisture, not the ashen rainfall of Jewish death. The black skies of Poland had given way to the cloudless blue horizons of South Florida, and yet despite all the clear visibility, the mind of the refugee was still clouded up with the landscape of millions of unmarked Jewish graves and all that Jewish loss and abandonment. And no amount of pinochle or jai alai or the dog tracks provided enough of a distraction. Staring out onto the ocean, they awaited the oncoming smoke, doubling back, trailing those who thought they had gotten away. It would inevitably find them. No sunny backdrop, no deep-sea hideaways, could ever make them safe.
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My kids are now so assimilated that they don’t have what I had. I feel bad about that. I think that’s a shame.

—JOEL GREY
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From Manhattan to Allentown to Washington, DC

Susan Stamberg

For fourteen years, Susan Stamberg has been the cohost of National Public Radio’s All Things Considered. She is an Edward R. Murrow Award winner and a Broadcasting Hall of Fame member.


GROWING UP IN MANHATTAN in the 1950s, I thought the whole world was Jewish. Well, my whole world was! Yes, my public school classes had a Despina Chilakis and a Diane Grimaldi. But mostly we were Levitt and Fortgang and Goldstein and company. Every weekend, my dad took us down to the Lower East Side for knishes at Schmulka Bernstein’s (today it’s Bernstein on Essex, a glatt kosher Chinese restaurant where the waiters wear little red silk yarmulkes with tassels). Or to Yonah Schimmel’s. We were ethnic Jews more than observant ones. Still, I was sent to Temple Rodeph Sholem for confirmation classes. I found them most interesting. Until our teacher, Mr. Lear, decided to switch from Hebrew lessons to lessons in the rhumba. When I objected, I was called to the principal’s office with my mother. I said I was there for language, not fancy footwork (I was much too earnest a child, I see now). Either they invited me to leave school, or I parted in protest—I can’t quite remember. My mother was mortified and, I suspect, a bit proud. So much for my formal Jewish education.

It wasn’t until I married Louis Collins Stamberg of Allentown, Pennsylvania, that I realized the world included rhumba dancers who were not Jewish … not to mention people with two left feet, people who thought Jews had horns, people who were deeply immersed in very different faiths and beliefs. My husband, growing up, knew just how many Jews there were in Allentown. His family belonged to the Reform temple and the Jewish country club. The Stambergs of Allentown were self-consciously Jewish. They knew they were in the minority, had neighbors who didn’t like living near Jews, and practiced traditions that defined them as Jews in a town that didn’t reflect those traditions back to them. Allentown was not New York.

Neither is Washington, DC, where I’ve spent my adult life. Yonah Schimmel? Knishes? Stuffed derma? We don’t have a single decent deli in our nation’s capital! You can’t buy a rye bread with any zest to it, let alone find pastrami that makes your mouth water just ordering it. Sometimes I wish the whole world was Jewish. Usually on weekends. At lunchtime.






Brighton Beach, the Music, and Mom

Neil Sedaka

Although a classically trained composer, Neil Sedaka has written multiple number one pop hits, including “Breaking Up Is Hard to Do,” “Laughter in the Rain,” and “Love Will Keep Us Together,” which won a Grammy for Record of the Year in 1975.


IWAS BORN AND RAISED in Brighton Beach, which was a unique section of Brooklyn. In the 1940s, it was a lower- to middle-class Jewish neighborhood where everyone looked the same and talked the same, families spoke Yiddish at home, and by having little contact with other neighborhoods, I thought the whole world was Jewish. I spent glorious days at the Brighton Beach Baths, where I saw great performers, like the Barry Sisters, singing in Yiddish. On family picnics, we would all sing “Shen Vi Di Lavone” and “Beltz Mein Shtetele, Beltz” on the bus.

My first performance as a singer occurred at my bar mitzvah when I was thirteen at Temple Beth El in Manhattan Beach. I attended Hebrew school five days a week after regular school. Soon I could read and write Hebrew so fluently that I was able to teach my sister Ronnie as well. But the thing I enjoyed most was singing the Haftorah. The day of my bar mitzvah, when it was my turn to sing, I got up at the podium, and my stage fright vanished. By the end of the Haftorah, there wasn’t a dry eye in the house. My voice, I had discovered, was an instrument with wide-ranging possibilities. Afterward, the cantors took my mother aside and suggested that she think seriously about her son becoming a cantor. She was flattered. “But I’m afraid Neil has other plans,” she said. “He’s getting a Ph.D. in music to be a teacher.”

I attended Lincoln High School on Ocean Parkway. I got my training in the Catskill Mountains, playing in a band at the Esther Manor Hotel. I accompanied such greats at Totie Fields, Billy Eckstein, and Hines, Hines and Dad. I was studying to be a concert pianist at the Juilliard School of Music. I had to wait until my mother left the house to go shopping, so I could write my rock-and-roll songs. She was horrified at my neglecting Chopin and Bach. But … Mom got used to it.
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There is a quiet humor in Yiddish and a gratitude for every day of life, every crumb of success, each encounter of love

—ISAAC BASHEVIS SINGER
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A Blessing for Yahov Robinson

Alan Dershowitz

Alan Dershowitz has represented such high-profile defendants as Claus von Bulow and O.J. Simpson. He has been a professor at Harvard Law School for more than a quarter of a century. He is also the author of more than a dozen books, including two best sellers about Jewish life and culture, The Vanishing American Jew (1997) and Chutzpah (1991).


IGREW UP ON THE SAME STREET on which Jackie Mason and Sandy Koufax lived. It was a thrill for me watching Koufax pitch, even though he was quite wild when the Dodgers were still in Brooklyn (I stopped caring when they moved to L. A.). I also got a thrill from listening to Jackie Mason’s comedy (he was pretty wild, too). But my biggest thrill as a Jew growing up in Brooklyn was seeing Jackie Robinson become the first African-American to break into baseball. Of course all of my buddies aspired to become Brooklyn Dodgers. We even adopted nicknames appropriate to the sport. I was “Red”—an unlikely name considering the current color of what little hair I have left. Because I had a good arm, I was going to replace Billy Cox at third base. Sure, it was a fantasy; deep down I knew I’d never make it into the majors. What I really wanted to be was the president of the United States.

The day Jackie Robinson walked onto the field in 1947 with that beautiful Dodger uniform, I realized for the first time that fantasies could come true—that as a Jew, I could achieve any goal to which I aspired. If Jackie Robinson could play for the Brooklyn Dodgers, Avi Dershowitz (that was my name in Brooklyn) could become president. A law professor at Harvard? That was another thing. I couldn’t even get into Harvard, so my imagination did not stretch that far.

Jackie Robinson was our hero, our role model, our dream. Before his first at bat we wanted our rabbi (an old European Jew who never heard of baseball) to give him a special blessing (a mishabeirach), but of course the rabbi would never knowingly waste the blessing on such frivolous activity as baseball. So we created the name Yakov Gnovtbaben, which is Jackie Robinson in Hebrew, his last name broken into the three words “rob,” “in,” and “son.” The rabbi made the blessing, Jackie got a hit, and we believed in God—at least for the moment.

Four years later, when Bobby Thompson of the hated Giants hit his infamous home run just before a major Jewish holiday, there was a significant abandonment of faith. Brooklyn in the 1940s and 1950s was a place where hope ran supreme and optimism knew no bounds. The Depression was over. We’d won the war. Parents had jobs. And the streets were our playground. We could play anywhere, do anything, without fear. A young man like me was judged not on his grades (which sucked), nor on his good looks (use your imagination), but on his sense of humor and his prowess at stickball and spitball. I was pretty good at those.

My conduct in school was deplorable. I once actually got an F in “plays well with others” (some things never change). My mother was my first defense attorney, though she went to college for only one month and left when the Depression hit. She was called to school so often that my friends thought she worked there. One day the principal called her in and told her about a particularly horrible thing I’d done (making a dummy of myself and throwing it off the roof, pretending that I had jumped). The principal shook his finger at my mother and said, “What are you going to do with him?” My mother banged the table and said, “I’m going to keep him. That’s what I’m going to do with him.” And she did.

I’m very nostalgic about Brooklyn. My gang of eight (seven other guys I grew up with, went to school with, and went to camp with) still get together two or three times a year to tell Brooklyn stories. Some of them are even true.

 






A Lost Soul

Bernie Siegel

A pediatric and general surgeon, Bernie Siegel is also the author of Love, Medicine, and Miracles, a book about the mind-body connection in healing.


GROWING UP JEWISH”? My first thought is that the subtitle of this book is an oxymoron. Because Jewish parents have a way of keeping you from ever feeling you have grown up and matured.

I was born at the Jewish Hospital in Brooklyn, New York, in 1932. Due to medical problems my mother experienced, which made a cesarean section too risky, and complications of labor, I was born an ugly duckling. Our family album shows my carriage covered with blankets so no one could see me. If anyone removed the blanket, my mother tells me, I was also wrapped in kerchiefs to hide my head. Fortunately I had what the ugly duckling didn’t have—a Jewish grandmother, who massaged me and “pushed everything back where it belonged,” to quote my mom.

I lived most of my childhood years at 1453 East Third Street between Avenue M and Avenue N. The house still looks as it did during those years. I went to PS. 226, which was a long walk over trolley tracks and busy streets every morning, but my parents and grandparents trusted me and even gave me the responsibility of getting my sister there safely, too.

Our synagogue was around the corner on Avenue N. My grandparents were Orthodox Jews who kept a kosher house-hold and came to this country to escape persecution in Russia. My grandfather was a Hebrew teacher and told me stories about how the Cossacks would ride him down and attack him with their sabers if they found him out at night. I will never forget caring for a man at Bellevue Hospital, while I was in medical school, who had a deep V-shaped cleft in his skull. He told me the Cossacks had inflicted it upon him when he was a child in Russia and out in the street as they rode by. He had been left for dead but managed to survive. After seeing him, I understood what my grandfather went through.

My grandfather was my Hebrew teacher. We sat in the basement every evening and I was his student. I never attended Hebrew school at our synagogue. I think I had an unusual childhood with parents, grandparents, and teachers who appreciated how bright I was, and so I skipped two grades, and I was comfortable with the God my grandfather represented to me.

We lived in a house with one bathroom and six people, but I can never recall any problems about it being accessible. I do remember locking myself in when I had a fight with another kid on the block and knew I was in for trouble. My sister was very devilish, and my mother used to put a harness on her and tie her to the drainpipe so other kids could walk by our house without being assaulted.

Our street was like family. We all sat outside on hot nights and played punchball, johnny-on-a-pony, or stoopball. I remember once going out of the country without a passport. When I came back, I told the agent I had forgotten my passport.

“Where were you born?”

“In Brooklyn.”

“What’s a stoop?”

“The front steps of a house.”

“Okay, you can go through.”

I laughed, and we talked about the questions he had on file to determine if people were telling the truth about where they were from.

The real point of my writing is to tell you about my fall from grace. As I said, we were all family and my closest friend was Carmine Birsamatto. He was Catholic, and I was in awe of his living room with Jesus looking down from the artificial fireplace and how beautiful and spiritual it was at Christmas-time. I stayed home from school with Carmine on Catholic holidays and he stayed home with me on Jewish holidays. It was fun for both of us. Our parents didn’t know about our routine.

One morning I was at Carmine’s for breakfast and his mother served something that tasted delicious. I asked what it was so I could tell my folks about it.

“It’s called bacon.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Birsamatto.”

When I got home I immediately sought out my parents and grandparents to tell them about this great meal I had just had. When I mentioned bacon, I thought my grandparents were going to pass out. I could see that heaven was no longer an option for me. Years later I realized I could still be saved when I saw the words, “Everything you remember I forget and everything you forget I remember,” and read in the Yom Kippur service that God forgives us for our sins against God. My parents and grandparents, as well as my wife and I, celebrate Hanukkah—but Santa Claus, who has no religion assigned to him, also shows up with gifts for our five children and eight grandchildren every year.

For my bar mitzvah, my grandfather wrote an eight-page speech, which I memorized. I have no memory now of what I said because it was his sermon, not mine. I could see his face filled with pride as I delivered this long sermon from the pulpit just as we had rehearsed it in our basement.

When I graduated from high school, I went off to Colgate University, on scholarship, in upstate New York, where Judaism simply didn’t exist. I wasn’t discriminated against in any significant ways except not to be a member of any fraternity. However, not having the opportunity to practice my religion affected my relationship to Judaism. The first seder ever held at Colgate happened while I was there. (Today Colgate has a Jewish Center, and our family has given a significant donation to help create it.) I graduated in 1953 with honors and from there went to Cornell Medical School, again with a New York State scholarship, back in good old New York City. I was married by then, and my wife taught kindergarten out in East Meadow, Long Island.

I decided not to remain in New York after riding the subway for four years and seeing what the crowding and noise did to people. It didn’t feel like family anymore. I have run several New York Marathons and I love the spirit of the city on that day when every race, religion, and nationality is out on the street cheering and nourishing you spiritually and physically.

Today as a surgeon I know we are all one family, and I like to show a slide when I lecture and ask people to tell me the race, religion, nationality, and sex of the person in the picture. They can’t because it is a photograph of our insides, and we are all the same inside. I think it has been an advantage to be a Jew, because I have studied other religions to help my patients, and I see how many of them create feelings of guilt and punishment. Jews can talk to God and bargain with Him, like Tevye in Fiddler on the Roof and I have the same faith in Him that Abraham and Jesus had, despite what they were asked to do.

Maimonides, the Jewish physician and philosopher, is a great teacher. He said, “If people took as good care of themselves as they do their animals they would suffer fewer illnesses.” I’ll say amen to that. He also said that disease is a loss of health. So I always ask people, if they lose their car keys, does it mean God wants them to walk home? If they laugh, I say, “Then if you lose your health, go look for it. God is not punishing you or taking it away.”

I asked a rabbi why rabbis always answered questions with questions. He said it was to make people think, and when he didn’t know the answer he would tell a story. He went on to say one can always find a blessing in the curse and that the Bible interprets the word “tov” as “good,” relating to everything God created except man.

“So man is no good?”

The rabbi said, “The word ‘good’ has lost its meaning. A better translation of ‘tov’ is ‘complete.’ Man is not complete, and all the things we experience that help to complete us, even when painful or life-threatening, can become our blessings. As my mother said when I came home with problems: It was meant to be. God is redirecting you. Something good will come of this.” “You’re right. I did a lot of conversing with God as a teenager because my mom didn’t seem to get it, but I learned with time she was right.”

Someday I hope we recognize that our differences are for recognition and not destruction, and love becomes the weapon of choice, and we all become complete. As Golda Meir said, “When we love our children more than we hate our enemies, wars will cease.” Then the Cains and Abels will apologize, and we will be family again.

Today I enjoy the wisdom of Talmud and kabbalah and am less concerned with the rituals than with their meaning and what I can learn about living from them. I think fundamentalists of all religions cause problems because words become their God and not deeds or acting like God. For me, love is God and God is love.

Incidentally, I am on the board of directors of heaven as an outside consultant. One day I asked God why He didn’t make a perfect world free of problems and difficulties.

He said, “A perfect world is a magic trick and not creation. So live and learn and understand that by giving you a choice your acts become meaningful.” He also said that when I give a report to the board to end with the words, “The beginning.”

“Why should I do that when I am finished?”

“Because life is a series of beginnings and we must use change and loss, learn from them, and move on just as we do when we finish school and have a commencement.”

[image: image]


The most remarkable thing about my mother is that for thirty years she served the family nothing but leftovers. The original meal has never been found.

—CALVIN TRILLIN
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