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    Over the years my parents’ stories became as much a part of me as my own imaginings. To them I owe the greatest debt for having enticed me to find the bygone landscapes of their early lives.

    Another story I found haunting came from David Von Drehle’s Triangle: The Fire That Changed America, which enabled me to understand my country in ways that I had failed to do before.

    Without David Milofsky, a man of incorruptible courage, I would never have seen the possibilities in this book. He provided the path with his powerful vision and, along the way, schooled me in writing like no other tutor.

    Donald Eron, an immensely talented poet, offered inspired suggestions on how to enrich the story.

    Nancy Mann, my editor par excellence, read the manuscript several times, keeping me from stylistic misadventures and, with her tuneful ear, transformed the mundane into music.

    Anna Frajzyngier, a CU librarian and friend, lent her expertise with the Polish.

    Elise McHugh copyedited the manuscript with an unerring eye for factual errors and structural integrity.

    At the end of all, I alone am responsible for any failings my readers find in my wanderings through this wide world.

    


  


  
    In the days of my father, there was a wish to be separate, free of the Delaware nation; and as I was young and hopeful, happy for the chance to make a journey into the southern world, it fell to me to find the way through the forest. So I ordered my people to paint their bodies the color of the sky, in token of our freedom, and we set out.
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    Introduction

    Unless memory deceives me, my parents never hugged me; neither did they ever hit me. My father, a private man, and often a silent one, regarded feelings as capricious and ambition as grasping, and clung only to reflection: a recipe, I now know, for despair. My mother, nearly fifty when she bore me, hungered for a better life and had long since grown restive from resentment.

    My name, Benjamin, meaning the right hand of God, was my mother’s choice. But now that I look back across the years, I ask myself whether I was the Lord’s chosen or His fool. The youngest of three children, I was raised by my sister, Fanny. Five years older than I, she taught me to read when I was three and always hid me from the Cossacks. Her only imperfection was her stuttering, worsened by excitement. I can still remember her long flaxen curls, her round cheerful face and perfect teeth, and the scent of soap on her hands. She had cabled a money order to some Parisian perfumery and a month later received three small cakes in a tin box that I treasured because the scent reminded me of her. Years later, when I worked for the Cosin Company, manufacturing powder puffs and mascara, I showed the box to Pierre Gimonet, our French chemist, who had a genius for creating exotic fragrances, but even he could not reproduce its essence.

    Ours was a house divided, on one side, Fanny and I, full of hope and laughter; on the other, my parents, ill-matched and disgruntled.

    We lived in Bobrovitz, in the state of Chernigov, approximately sixty miles northeast of Kiev. Jewish children were barred from the state schools. Initially, I learned my lessons at the cheder three miles from our village. When it snowed, my brother Jacob and I would sleep on the school floor, next to the stove, to be present at the next day’s class. The rabbi was too poor to feed us, so we would doze off in class, from hunger. To wake us, he used a pointed stick. One day, when I was eight, Jacob, six years my senior, stopped the rabbi’s arm and said, “Blessed be he of the Lord, who hath not left off his kindness to the living and to the dead.” The rabbi slapped my brother’s face and told us never to return.

    My parents subsequently arranged for me to have a private tutor, a Sephardi, Mr. Peretz. He taught me that in bringing form out of the void, God endowed it with beauty—mountains and lakes and valleys and streams—and that the most enravishing of God’s landscapes called itself Spain, which attracted people of numerous faiths and tongues. Like an exquisite white cloth, damasked with intricate patterns, Spain was a work of art. The different people lived in felicity, sharing their knowledge. But when Ferdinand and Isabella bankrupted the kingdom, dogma overcame decency, leading to the expulsion of the Jews and the Moors and the confiscation of their wealth. It was as if red wine had been spilled on the cloth. Spain ran in blood, staining its former brilliance. Other countries, he said, had suffered similar fates, usually from greed. Even America, the great land of hope, now green and generous, could fall prey to merchants and money. Never underestimate, he cautioned, the lust to own things, not books or art or music, but trifles, baubles, the transient and the meretricious.

    Mr. Peretz also introduced me to miniature painting at an exhibit in Kiev of medieval illuminated manuscripts and sixteenth-century miniatures, including one by Hans Holbein. Utterly mesmerized, I begged my parents to buy me paper and brushes and inks and oils, as well as a magnifying glass, enabling me to paint in both watercolor and gouache. Some of my miniatures my father actually sold to a bookseller in Kiev, who said they showed a great deal of promise.

  


  
    March 1908

    Max’s letter arrived two months after I turned fifteen—and changed our lives. I divined its importance when my mother removed from the sideboard our silver-plated samovar and took from the cupboard a currant cake. As she read the letter aloud, my father looked as if a contagion had entered the house.

    Dear Esther and Meyer,

    Today I visited a Jewish settlement in New Jersey. Everyone speaks Yiddish. A few people even know Russian. There is a synagogue, and a hall for concerts. The town is called Carmel. A Jewish philanthropic group, the Baron de Hirsch Fund, will pay your passage if you will live here and be farmers. I know Meyer doesn’t like farming, but here it’s easier than in Russia.

    My father contemptuously waved his hand. “Listen to Mister Expert. Easier! A farmer’s a farmer.” Lighting a cigarette, he expelled the smoke as if spitting.

    “If you were as serious about working as you are about smoking, you’d be a millionaire,” said my mother.

    “Finish the letter,” my father grumbled.

    I asked the man if the soil was good. He said it is for some things and not for others. I asked about the water supply, and he said you can put the water in a jug and a year later it will still be the same. The people that have dug deep around here claim that there are streams under this earth that run all the time. Please write and tell me if you will be farmers. I told the man who works for the Baron de Hirsch Fund about you and he wants to help, but he said you must act now, because it could take several years to make all the arrangements. You are all deeply in my heart.

    Your cousin,

    Max

    Slicing a piece of cake and sliding it to my father on one of our few unchipped plates, my mother asked, “So?”

    “The golden world!” he scoffed. “The southern land! For Indians maybe, who dye themselves blue, but not for the family Cohen. Better Eretz Israel.” My father lit another cigarette. Between puffs and bites of cake, he said, “They speak languages that we speak: Yiddish . . . Russian. There are libraries in Jerusalem. Books. Parks for a man to sit in, and read.”

    My mother, as always, spoke her mind, driving right to the heart of the matter. “Why would you want to settle in the Holy Land when you despise religious fundamentalism? I’m the believer, you’re the secular one. You ridicule observant Jews who wear long sidelocks and beards and beaver hats. The Sabbath? Just another day to you. When I tried to keep kosher after our marriage, you said absolutely not. You wouldn’t hear of two sets of dishes and meat without butter.” She told him that in Eretz Israel the Jews would spurn him and he’d have to live with the Muslims, “among the Turks and flies and Arabs and heat and sand and religious fanatics as bad as the czar and his laws,” and that once they experienced Pop’s irreverence, his life would be a misery.

    Defensively, he muttered, “The best country is at home. Men in exile feed on dreams.”

    It had begun to snow. The wind swept some flakes into the chimney, and the flue hissed. My father opened a book, as if the matter were settled. But my redoubtable mother, hands on hips, eyes dark as coal, said, “In America, Meyer, there is no czar. Riches. Opportunities. If we remain here, our landlord will kick us out. The czar wants to resettle all the Jews. Do you understand? He wants to drive us into the eastern lands and steal our properties. Is that what you’re waiting for?”

    My father slowly turned pages. His silence howled defiance.

    “I’m waiting, Meyer.”

    “‘Habit is heaven’s own redress; it takes the place of happiness.’”

    “Close the book and listen!”

    “Things will get better. Wait, you’ll see.”

    “I don’t intend to wait.”

    “Last month in Kiev, in the bookstores and tea houses, the students talked of revolution.”

    She laughed sarcastically. “Revolution! Who will lead it? You? Meyer, I want to leave dark Russia for a shining land: America.”

    “The borders of America, Esther, do you know how far the borders of America are? Seven hundred thousand Persian miles away!”

  


  
    March 1908

    Ben, my blessed brother, and I pore over a serialized novel running in the monthly gazette. And try not to listen. Newspapers and books: that’s all we have to occupy us. Reading them so often, we can almost recite the stories by heart. Every few minutes Ben glances at me, his gaunt face and high cheekbones exuding his exasperated Lenin-look. We have heard my parents argue—hundreds of times—but only infrequently about emigration.

    “Meyer, America is a developing country looking for laborers.”

    Whenever the subject of work arises, Papa stops listening. And Mama invariably appeals to her children. Throwing up her arms, she turns to us.

    “You talk to him. He won’t listen to me.”

    “What’s the po-postmark? I’ll l-l-look in the At---las.”

    “Save yourself the trouble,” says Papa, reaching for it himself. “I hear that outside of New York City every town’s a grepse.”

    He uses Ben’s magnifying glass to study the cancelled stamp from Max’s undated letter that had been written two months before from Carmel, New Jersey.

    “I can’t find it, Esther.”

    “Your eyes are bad.”

    “Carmel, New Jersey. It’s not in the atlas!”

    “So? You expect every place in the world is in your atlas?”

    “How can I tell where you want to go if I don’t know where you want to go is?”

    “And if you knew, would it make any difference?”

    “Of course it would. Because then I would know if there were any cities nearby.”

    “You just said America has only one city, New York.”

    “So maybe I exaggerated a little.”

    “Meyer, they say in America a person can realize his dreams.”

    “And the distillery?”

    The old argument. Once again. From the maple hutch Mama removes some official-looking paper. A document yellowed by time. “You’ve wasted your whole life over this!” she says. “The deed to your mother’s distillery.” She throws the paper on the table in front of him. “The distillery, Meyer, has been confiscated. It-will-never-be-returned! A lifetime wasted. And for what?”

    “In this case, who steals my purse does not steal trash.”

    “Save your poetry for the children. With your education, a teacher you could have been. A bookkeeper. But no, you had to spend your days writing letters to St. Petersburg entreating the czar to return your distillery. And why? So you wouldn’t have to work. Ha! Work! What do you know about work? I’ve run the general store and kept us alive. And you: what’ve you done? Nothing!”

    Papa falls silent, infuriating Mama. Who resorts to self-pity. Shamelessly.

    “All I’ve done,” she says hitting her chest, “I’ve done for you.”

    Papa replies softly, “Esther, I don’t want to die in a strange land among people speaking a language I can’t understand.”

    “It’s not fair for Fanny and Ben to have to grow up among illiterate peasants. In America, they can be something. Here, Ben addresses envelopes all week for a few pennies and Fanny slumps over a sewing machine in a dress factory.”

    Papa sniffs and waves his hand dismissively. “Democracy! The right of every man to be a success.”

    Mama lowers her voice, a sign that she means what she says. “You are a clever man, Meyer. You will learn the language and the customs.” She pauses. No reaction. “We will go!”

    “And what about Jacob?”

    Mama bites her lower lip. Trying, I know, to keep from losing her self-control. “He’s adamant.”

    “Of course. He doesn’t want to leave behind his wife and child.”

    “It would be for only a short time . . . to make enough money to bring them over.”

    “They are trying to have a second child—or adopt one.”

    “He went away once before . . . for a year.” Throwing restraint to the winds, she says bitterly, “To spite me!”

    “Esther, will you never tell me what it is between you two?”

    The veins in her neck pulsate. “I am writing the Baron de Hirsch Fund to ask for travel papers and steamship tickets.”

    “Jacob . . . and his family?”

    “You said: Jacob won’t leave. Then let him remain here.”

    Papa, looking bewildered and frightened, beseeches the air. “Jacob and Rissa . . . this land and language . . . all lost? The summer songs? What of them? And the birds of spring?”

  


  
    March 1908

    Hunched over his reading board, my father reminded me of a Dutch painting in which a merchant studies the accounts, his graying hair parted down the middle and his black Vandyke beard meticulously trimmed. His eyes, weak from strain, have made him resort to a reading glass.

    “Lermontov or Pushkin?” I asked, resting my hand on his shoulder, a gesture that he never extended to me. He seemed afraid of touching another person; or was it that his mother had so pampered him during his life that he expected others always to comfort him, never the reverse? I gathered that in the early years of their marriage, my mother had indulged him; but those days had long disappeared.

    Without looking up, he answered, “Shevchenko.”

    “Fanny and I have been teaching ourselves English.” No effect. “America has Jewish communities in which they speak Yiddish.”

    “The religious Jews are just as bad as the Orthodox.”

    In the local Jewish community, my father’s nationalism—and secularism—were widely known and resented. He wanted an independent Ukraine, free of the czar and the church. A freethinker, he wouldn’t wear a yarmulke, nor keep his sidelocks long, nor observe the Shabbos and the festivals, regarding orthodoxy as a clumsy attempt by the unimaginative to impose order on their lives. He sneered at rules. Although he proudly called himself Jewish, and knew more about the history of the Jews than the rabbi, he decried all religious doctrines and contended that more people had died from religious strife than from disease and malnutrition. “It’s a pernicious form of tribalism,” he said, “that has ruined more lives than it’s saved.”

    My father had been schooled in Paris and Berlin. His wealthy family wanted him to study law, but he fancied fiction. When his father died, his mother sold their tavern on the Odessa road and bought a small distillery that she turned into the largest and most successful in the state of Chernigov. A beautiful woman, she knew how to charm the local officials into giving her leases and warrants. What she gave in return, my father never discussed and my mother only whispered. She prospered until the czar replaced the governor. The new one immediately declared distilling a function of the government and not of an individual, and especially not of Jews. My grandmother knew better. She knew that independent distillers were to be found all over Russia. So she tried to bribe the governor. Insulted, he confiscated her business without recompense. My father had written hundreds of letters pleading for the restoration of the distillery or at least payment for what had been lost. He received one letter in reply that briefly said, “The czarist government has the fullest confidence in the governor of Chernigov.”

    I went to the window and watched the silent snow covering the earth, mentally picturing how I could capture it in miniature. “Are you afraid of being smothered in America by a new language?”

    “That’s a large part of it. Language is our greatest gift. Without it, we are silent. Smothered, as you say. But that’s not my only reason for wanting to stay.”

    “Do you really believe there will be a revolution?”

    “Jacob does.” He sipped his drink and stared off reflectively. “The thought of going to another country scares me. As bad as Russia is, it’s familiar. It’s in our pores. In America who knows what we’ll find.”

    I could hear in the distance the woodcutters returning from the swamp, singing.

    Rushes and roars the wide Dnieper,

    Out of the north the fierce winds soar;

    They bend to earth the tall, straight willows,

    Then lift them high to heaven’s door.

    I knew what my father was thinking: if he left, when would he hear Shevchenko’s songs again? “Pop, for Fanny’s sake and mine . . . close the book.”

    He lit a cigarette and inhaled. “There’s a Hebrew saying: ‘Hold a book in your hand and you’re a pilgrim at the gates of a new city.’”

  


  
    March 1908

    Mama asks me my feelings about leaving for America. Her question hides a hope: that I share her optimism. Ben and I talk incessantly and agree that to emigrate is like waking up a different person. Which is just what Mama wants. Still young enough to turn some heads, and strong enough to make her way, Mama is made of sterner stuff than Papa. And simpler. Her parents, wandering needleworkers, turned her over to an educated aunt, who paid a private tutor to perfect Mama’s knowledge of Russian, Ukrainian, and Yiddish. But not Hebrew, German, and French, like Papa, who also has a smattering of other languages. Polish. Italian. Spanish. Mama can also write. Quite gracefully, actually. She keeps a diary in which, according to her, she records “the secrets of the heart.” Her admiration for learning is genuine, eclipsed only by her respect for perseverance, perhaps because she prevailed in her pursuit of Papa even though his mother opposed the marriage. Openly and vociferously. She was poor and knew hunger. He came from money and dined at a table of plenty. They met in a tea shop. Mama, in a starched white apron, served him coffee, his favorite Turkish blend. Although struck by her dark almond-shaped eyes and fetching smile—Mama’s story!—he dared not marry her without his mother’s approval. Eventually her beauty and courage slew his fear. And evermore it remained so: when Mama set her mind on some purchase she rarely failed. She once confided in Ben and me that if her wedding—which took place when she was sixteen—had lacked music, it would have resembled a funeral. And so I learned early that she kept her marriage going by gorging on hope.
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    From all we hear, the trip will be hard. Maybe even dangerous. Russian border guards and customs agents extort money and steal personal belongings. When dissatisfied with their booty, they send people back to their villages. Although Ben is only fifteen, he is tall for his age. By the time we leave, he’ll be older. Heavier. His beard thicker. The military will say we bought forged passports and expect us to bribe them for letting Ben leave the country.

    I tell Ben I am scared. Also exhilarated. It is easy for him to learn English. Not so for me. We study together. An hour each night. Some-one once told me that after the age of eighteen, people find it hard to speak a new language fluently. But I am willing to risk being called a “greenhorn” if I can earn enough money to buy clothing and still help the family. From the hands-wanted ads in the Kiev newspapers, I know that American factories need needleworkers. Skilled ones. I feel certain that I can keep up with the best. With a little savings, I’ll open my own shop. Do delicate stitchery. America is the land of opportunity. Everyone says so.

    Maybe I can even find a Jewish husband willing to follow my family to Carmel. I am twenty years old. Most of my friends have already said vows. Stood under the chupah and broken the wine glass. The girls in Bobrovitz say, if you’re single at thirty, you’re no longer “purty.” I have ten years to go and already I see in the mirror crow’s-feet. Rouge and mascara can disguise only so much. Mama says I shouldn’t be so particular. The rabbi twice now has tried to arrange a marriage; the first had a badly pockmarked face, from smallpox, and the second was older than Papa. Never, I told the rabbi. Some girls marry in desperation. I will from love. Mama asks where I get such notions. Tolstoy and Turgenev. That’s a laugh, she says. Life is not a book.

    Then what is it? Papa says books are about life. Without the dross. I believe him. Madame Bovary married just to be married. And she paid with her life. I don’t want to spend the rest of mine yoked. The thought of it! Tied to a man I wish to be free of. A young man, Alex, lives in the same town as Jacob. Whenever I visit my brother, I seem to run into him. Always he looks at me approvingly. He is muscular and handsome, with blonde hair, probably a descendant of the Scandinavians who settled this part of Russia. If I could get to know him . . . unless of course he is Orthodox. Would I actually marry out of the faith? I don’t think so. Ben would disagree. He says I’m a romantic and would elope. Maybe, if I cared enough for the man.

    At thirteen, my unbraided hair hung to my waist. Ben, eight, would say, if your hair reached the floor, would you cut it? I always replied the same: let’s wait to see. I suppose he’s still waiting.

    Papa seems to be in the same state. Waiting. Will he leave or stay? Not until he boards the train will I believe he’s decided. And even then I won’t be sure. Unlike Mama, who never changes her mind once it’s made up, Papa ponders the subtleties. Some would say he’s indecisive. Except about the distillery. I think he’s just cautious. And fair. I admire his willingness to say, “Maybe I’m wrong and I ought to reconsider that idea.” Mama thinks he’s bluffing when he says that if he goes to America and doesn’t like it, he’ll return. I don’t doubt him. Ben doesn’t either.

    What Mama fails to weigh is the closeness between Papa and Jacob. The scales in our family somehow got tipped. Only Mama seems to know how. Of course she won’t say a word. I’m almost certain who’s behind it. Rissa. Shortly before she and Jacob planned to get married, he disappeared for half a year. It was all very mysterious. Rissa nearly died of grief. When he returned, the rabbi married them. Since that joyous day, neither one comes to our house. Papa goes to them. Never Mama. Ben says the problem is religion, that Rissa’s grandfather was forcibly converted to Catholicism and, when he had a chance to revert, refused. But I think Ben’s all wrong. My guess is there was another man in the picture. Maybe someone in Irkutsk. Both Rissa and Jacob travel in revolutionary circles. That’s how they met. Occasionally, some of their comrades are arrested and sent to Siberia. Maybe she had a fellow the government exiled to Lake Baikal. An important person in the socialist movement.

    Politics seems the only motive strong enough to keep them apart. They would both sacrifice personal happiness for the good of the country. I can imagine Rissa having been in love with another socialist, a handsome fellow arrested by the government. In his absence, she agrees to marry Jacob. Then gets to feeling guilty. Jacob goes to Irkutsk to seek forgiveness from the man, a comrade. (The comrades are that way.) But like always the czarist government makes family and friends wait months. Eventually he talks to the man and receives his blessing. It all makes sense to me, but as Ben says, I can turn a riot into a romance.

  


  
    “Jewish Perfidy,” Ukrainskaia Gazeta, December 1908

    As the celebration of our Lord’s birth approaches, let us not forget that just a few years ago the vigilant czarist police unearthed a conspiracy against Russia and the Christian world, “The Protocols of the Learned Elders of Zion,” the dastardly Jewish plot to attain world domination. Now, with Christmas not far off, is the time to act and, as our beloved Czar Nicholas II has said, remove every last one of these perfidious people to the Pale of Settlement. Otherwise how are we to protect true believers from Jewish subversion?

    The Protocols reveal how the Jews work through Masonic lodges and puppet governments and secret alliances to confuse the people, blackmail elected officials, and weaken laws through liberal interpretations. By controlling the press and making common cause with radicals and revolutionaries, the Jews use liberalism to weaken church and state, and undermine the traditional educational curriculum and religious instruction of our schools. They write scurrilous literature to encourage immorality among Christian youth and try to make us believe that Russia is backward and in need of change. As our adored czar has made clear: Jews intend to create an emergency that will provide them with an excuse to suspend civil liberties, and then make the measures permanent. Now is the time to drive them out!

    The Editors

  


  
    March 1908

    Living in this godforsaken village has dulled my senses and made me doubt my faith. When I married Meyer, he promised we would move to Moscow. But he would not leave his mother. For all his talk about concerts and museums and culture, he remains rooted in the provinces. When his mother died, he had another excuse: the distillery. But what the czar takes can never be recovered. Now he uses Jacob as a stick to beat me. What does he know about the love of a mother for her firstborn?

    I lie awake at night, seeing it over and over again. And always I come to the same conclusion. My intentions were pure. When I try to put myself in his shoes, I say, Mother had my best interests at heart. What more can a mother do? If I have offended God, as Jacob seems to think, I offended Him for love of my son. Only women and God understand a mother’s affections. Were he a murderer—God forbid!—I should feel no less.

    Although we don’t speak, he’s actually more like me than Meyer, who cares only for abstractions. His mother distilled the spirit and soul from him with his fancy education. Ideas are his element, not flesh and blood. I foolishly believed that a beautiful woman—yes, I was once a beauty—could excite his passions. But as soon as the novelty wore off, our bed grew cold; mind you, not that it was ever steamy. He bought me pretty dresses. A waste of money in a town of ignorant peasants. So rarely do we see the opera or ballet that my wardrobe is dusty from disuse. The theatre performs lighthearted plays as well as Chekhov, but Meyer prefers the serious. I swear only revolutionaries watch The Cherry Orchard and Uncle Vanya. Meyer says these plays are the very soul of Russia. If so, then all the more reason to flee this nihilistic country.

    All we have here is a country store. Thank God I saved enough from the good days to buy the bodega, or the family would have starved. Even on a market day, I hardly earn enough to keep the family clothed and the house heated. Long gone are the days when the Cohen family held court for all the Jewish families in the area, and the shtetl women all wished to live and dress as well as Esther Cohen. Now they think they honor me by buying a licorice twist.

    Unlike those illiterate shtetl women, with their shaved heads and wigs, I can read and write. I can do numbers. I can speak Russian and Ukrainian, not just Yiddish. The only people stupider are the peasants. Just two days ago, I asked Pavel the woodcutter to take me to Kiev in his wagon. He said he had a load of logs to sell and had no room. I offered to buy the wood for whatever price he was asking—if he would drive me. How much, he wanted to know, would I pay him for his trouble? Trouble, I said, I am making the trip easier for you and your horse. You can leave the wood with me and then your wagon will be empty. He pondered my offer and concluded that he could not give me a lift without receiving a fee. You can’t cheat me, he murmured, and the horse tugged its load down the icy road.

    Last summer, Mrs. Fedorov, the richest woman in the area, watched as her ten-year-old son, Christopher, swam in the local lake. Fanny and I were picking berries on the bluff above the water. Suddenly, her son cramped and cried for help. Three peasant boys stood just a few feet from her, all of them older than Christopher and strong swimmers. Mrs. Fedorov pleaded, “I can’t swim. I’ll give you each a penny if you save my son.” The three boys turned and walked away. Her son thrashed around in the water for a minute or two and then disappeared from sight. The next day his body washed up on shore.

    When I asked Peter Ilyich, the father of one of the boys, how such a tragedy could have happened, he said that the Fedorov family drove around in horse-drawn coaches and wore Parisian clothes, while paying only a pittance to the villagers who maintained their elegant home and tended their fields. When the villagers complained, they were told to find work elsewhere. “That’s how it happened,” said Peter.

    To no avail did I explain that the child should have been held blameless for the parents’ sins. Did the Fedorovs, I asked, increase your wages after this tragedy? Peter shook his head no. And Meyer doesn’t understand why I hate this place.

  


  
    March 1908

    Once infected with an idea, Esther distempers the family. She plagues us with her harangues. The motley masses crowding into teeming New York tenements, albeit many of them Jews, have nothing in common with me. From all reports, they arrive illiterate and burdened by superstition. Bobrovitz is bad enough. I want the kind of companions who know Villon and Voltaire, Burke and Berkeley. Once the life of the mind atrophies, life is not worth the living.

    I fear that like a child I will have to be led through my paces as I try to learn a new language. Esther simply replies, “You’re an intelligent man. You speak several languages. What’s one more?”

    “Esther,” I plead, “I want to live among people who speak Russian with confidence and beauty.”

    “Russian: the language of prejudice, pogroms, prison.”

    “America is a babel of tongues, a cacophony of hopes, but for the ignored and unheard, a place of silence.”

    “Meyer, you’re like a baby; you’re so easily discouraged. I promise, you’ll like America—and quickly learn English.”

    “And some day I’ll be able to board a train and ask the porter with perfect intonation: ‘Can you please direct me to the toilet?’”

    “Meyer, wherever you lived, you’d complain,” she said losing patience. “When you sit with the royalists in the parks, you are a royalist, and lament the loss of the old culture. When you talk with the revolutionary students at the bookstalls, you swear your undying hatred of the bourgeoisie and wish for revolution. Meyer, you are none of these things. You are the spoiled child of a rich mother, and I have kept you spoiled—at the cost of my health.”

    Since that discussion, my days are spent without hope.

  


  
    December 1910

    You would think that we had asked for the crown jewels, so hard was it to obtain passports and travel papers. When the blessed day arrived, Pavel took us and our luggage to Kiev in his wagon. He insisted that the additional weight was bad for his horse and charged extra. At the train station, I could see tears in Meyer’s eyes. The children seemed excited. On the platform, we paid for cups of steaming chai and supplemented what I had not packed in two large food hampers. To my surprise, I found our accommodations comfortable and clean, but I soon discovered that linens were not changed and plates were reused without being washed. All went smoothly till we reached the Ukrayina-Russian border, where armed guards boarded the train looking for men of military age.

    Ben’s passport accurately listed his birth date as 1893, but Ben’s six feet made the guards suspicious. They asked the four of us to follow them. In a vestibule, a stone-faced uniformed official sat at an improvised table splashed with papers. At his right elbow rested our freedom: an ink pad and stamp. He studied our papers and questioned Meyer and me about Ben’s age. These Baron de Hirsch people lie, he said, to help their co-religionists. Is that how you obtained these documents? Before I could answer he ordered the soldiers to accompany us back to our compartment to search our luggage, all the while keeping our papers.

    Ben and Fanny had been silent throughout the questioning, but as we threaded our way back through the train, she whispered to her brother. At the compartment, she turned her most fetching smile on the men and offered them each a modest bribe if they would not confiscate what she called the family’s most precious possession: a watercolor on vellum by Nicholas Hilliard, Court Miniaturist to Queen Elizabeth I of England. One of the soldiers wondered aloud if such a rare object should be allowed to leave the country. As Ben produced the miniature, which I knew to be a copy that he had drawn, Fanny added: Hill-Hill-iard has p---ainted the l-l-likes of Sir Fran---cis Drake, Sir Walter Ra-Ra-Raleigh, and Sir Ph-Ph-Philip Si---dney.

    Whether or not these famous names meant anything to the soldiers, they studied the miniature, pocketed our bribes, and left. A few minutes later they informed us that our papers would be returned to us officially stamped once we relinquished the miniature. Reluctantly Ben handed them the vellum watercolor, entitled “A Youth Leaning Against a Tree Among Roses.” Shortly, one of the soldiers restored our documents, reporting that his superior was very pleased and hoped that we had a safe and pleasant journey.

    At Brody and on the German side of the border, the customs officials carefully checked our papers and luggage, including the lining of our valises, questioning but not confiscating the miniatures in Ben’s bags. Although courteous and proper, they did turn back a number of people for irregularities. I noticed that a few families bribed officials not to inspect their luggage.

    As we approached Hamburg, I kept in mind the Baron de Hirsch agent warning us about fraudulent lodging-house owners and emigration agencies. Advised to seek help from the Jewish community or proceed directly to the Hamburg-Amerikanische Packetfahrt-Actiengesellschaft (HAPAG), which had built a refuge for emigrants in the port area in Veddel, we decided on the latter. After a fourteen-day quaran-tine, we boarded the steamship Kaiserin Auguste Victoria. A large boat, it carried 2,996 passengers, 652 in first-class, 286 in second, and 2,058 in third, steerage, for which we held tickets. I shall not describe the bunk beds, the insufficient lavatories, the body smells, the gross behavior.

    One couple . . . I can’t even say it. Fanny and Ben spent as much time on deck as possible—and still they contracted bedbugs and lice. What-ever I may think of Germans, I always associated them with cleanliness. Not anymore.

  


  
    December 1910

    To the shipping company we represent nothing more than self-loading cargo. In the lower decks, more than two thousand people cram into narrow compartments divided into separate dormitories for single men, single women, and families. My parents and I sleep in three-stacked bunks against one wall, Ben in a lower. Six other people share the compartment. The whirring sound of the engines is broken only by the babel of tongues. And the retching that accompanies rough seas. One stormy day, as Ben rises unsteadily from his bed, a man in the bunk above him vomits on his head. Through the thinly partitioned walls I can hear love moans. Jammed as tightly as bottled pickles and smelling like rancid herring, we soon become a part of the constant stench of spoiled food, seasickness, unwashed bodies, garlic, tobacco, and disinfectants. The greasy steamship food is served from huge kettles right into our dinner pails. Mostly stringy beef and dried pork with potato soup and stale bread. Mama refuses to eat, calling it traif, fit only for goyim. Fortunately, just before we boarded the ship, a pushcart dealer had sold us a wheel of cheese and hard-boiled eggs. Also fresh vegetables and fruit. Mama says that if not for the peddler, she would have become a skeleton and would likely have died. As it is, she has been bedridden most of the trip from headaches and nausea. Papa says each meal is his last, but eats three times a day. Grudgingly, he contends.

    Lying sick in her bunk, Mama says, has one advantage. She doesn’t have to see the ladies from first and second class strutting in their finery on the upper decks. But far worse than the social pretensions are the unhygienic conditions. The women’s lavatory resembles a long porcelain coffin. Each side of the pinched room has five faucets of cold salt water and five sinks, also used as basins for greasy pots, laundry tubs for soiled clothing and hankies, and receptacles for seasickness. The toilets, filthy and dependent on shredded newspapers, are never once cleaned during our journey. Not surprisingly, they clog and exhibit disgusting stains. Nearly every surface of steerage feels sticky. To escape this fetid hole, we sprawl on the steerage deck, which is chairless. Measles and whooping cough spread. Several people contract scarlet fever. The steerage air, a fog of illness and tobacco smoke, nearly kills us. The men think that cigars and pipes will kill the germs. Papa, of course, adds to the fumes.

    Ben and I quickly meet others our age, like the Polish boy Henryk Nawrocki, who is traveling to America alone. Together we explore the ship. Even the engine room, which looks like a furnace from hell. One of the kids says we are lucky to be sailing on a German boat. The others are worse. Impossible!

    When our heads begin to itch with lice, Mama discovers she too is infected. Only Papa’s baldness keeps him free of the vermin. Evil-smelling bedbugs also torture us. The ship’s staff distribute turpentine to kill the mites. Mama cuts off my beautiful golden locks and shears Ben’s blonde hair, then lavishly applies the escharotic to our scalps. Her own waist-length brown hair she can’t bear to cut, so it takes her longer to be rid of the disgusting creatures. By the time the Statue of Liberty comes into sight, she is again wearing her hair in a pretty bun. And attracting stares from many of the men.

  


  
    January 1911

    Fanny and I stayed up all night just to glimpse the flickering lights of lower Manhattan. But before entering the Upper Bay, the steamship dropped anchor to allow immigration officials and doctors from the Hudson River Quarantine Station to board. They checked the documents of first- and second-class passengers, who were then ferried to shore, leaving the rest of us to wait for the Ellis Island ordeal. Disembarking on the Hudson River piers, we felt underfoot the ground of America for only a brief spell before we boarded ferries, really open-air barges. The harbor, choked with steamships waiting to discharge thousands of passengers, looked like an armada representing all the nations of the world. At last our ferry shuttled us to the gingerbread castle with the enclosed walkway that led to the front door of the main building. Ellis Island, the hope of millions! As we passed through the glass cage, we felt weary but overjoyed to at last be entering the gates of the golden world.

    Inside the massive hall, metal railings resembling cattle pens led the immigrants past the examiners, who looked over the flocks as one might peruse a stockyard for sick animals. The hall smelled of sweat and garlic and urine and vomit and all the attars wrought by poverty. As in Homburg, where people with eye infections were denied passage on the steamships, examiners were turning back immigrants with trachoma—also immigrants with a limp, a wheeze, or even a prominent sore. Some tried to hide their infirmities from the doctors. But whenever a person aroused suspicion, the examiners isolated him and marked his coat lapel or shirt with colored chalk. Not until later did I discover what the letters signified: H, heart; K, hernia; Sc, scalp; X, mental defects. When we reached the examiner on the tall stool behind the high writing stand, he scrutinized our passports and stamped them. But our hope of being “processed” quickly foundered when the examiner asked my father, “Political memberships?”

    To Mom’s chagrin, Pop said foolishly, “Socialist.”

    The examiner lowered his eyeglasses and looked at us as though we had some virulent disease. He then summoned a man who led us off to rooms upstairs, where we had to undergo further questioning, as well as mental tests. By this time the authorities had gone through our luggage and turned up a pamphlet that Pop had packed among his belongings: “The Four Freedoms.”

    As our inquisitor studied the document, we sat restlessly exchanging worried glances. At last, he raised his head and repeated: “‘Freedom from forced conversion. Freedom from impressment. Freedom to criticize the government. Freedom to be taught in one’s own language.’ I can appreciate the first two, Mr. Cohen, but what about three and four?”

    Pop explained that to live in Russia under the Romanovs was tantamount to living in a prison, and that the destruction of cheders ran into the thousands.

    “America has good relations with Russia, Mr. Cohen, and as for the razing of religious schools, they often breed fanaticism. You have come to a secular country.”

    “I quite agree,” said Pop, “but good relations do not mean that the czarist government rules without fault. It has engaged in many cruelties, especially toward minorities.” He paused. “Do you mind if I smoke?” The examiner asked him not to, and Mom smiled approvingly. “As to the fourth liberty, though Jews think that shuls should have the right to teach Hebrew, the authors particularly had in mind the right of Ukrainians to use their own language, in schools, in government, in official documents and the like.”

    The official pondered Pop’s response before he replied, “To avoid America becoming a Tower of Babel, we must insist on English as the official language. Your children will be taught in that tongue. Do you understand?”

    “Yes, but America will miss the beauty of hearing many tongues.”

    “If you find fault with this country even before you have set foot on the mainland, what can we expect if we admit you to America?”

    “You can expect to have among your immigrants one family that will always believe in freedom of speech and assembly.”

    The examiner shook his head, but I could not tell what it meant until he said, “I see you know the U.S. Constitution.”

    “By heart,” replied Pop.

    “Good.”

    He then asked Fanny and me to draw a triangle and two intersecting lines on a piece of paper, a task that any child could dispatch with ease. Handing us a peg board with square and round holes, he directed us to remove small sticks from a box and make them fit the board.

    I began to wonder about the mental capacities of the people being admitted to America. Writing something down in a leather-bound ledger, he turned to Mom and inquired:

    “How do you wash steps, from the top down or bottom up?”

    She snapped, “I didn’t come to America to scrub stairs.”

    The examiner guffawed, which led me to believe that he wasn’t such a bad sort after all. Before he could return us to the main hall, Pop asked:

    “All this because I believe in socialism?”

    “Feel lucky, Mr. Cohen. In a great many cases we send the father back to the country of origin and admit only his wife and children.”

    “Just for political reasons?”

    “Can you think of a greater danger?”

    “Yes, religion.”

    The examiner stared at Pop for only a few seconds, but it felt like a thousand years.

    Returning to the main hall to collect our luggage, we had one more obstacle to clear, a medical examination. A man with a hook lifted eyelids to look for signs of trachoma. He didn’t bother to sterilize the instrument after each person, apparently not realizing that he himself could be spreading the disease; and when Mom requested that he dip the hook into the bottle of alcohol next to him, he seemed amazed at her suggestion.

    The ferry ride to Manhattan, as I recall, took only a few minutes.
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