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The aAuto Qgraphv of David Roskies narrated February 17, 19%2

Today is February 17, 1992, and flying over here from New York

to Seattle I decided to devote some time to recording my autobio-

s

graphy for vou. Shoshanah, to try to compensate vou in whatever way
I can for the terrible disappointment and shock of your last trip.
30 let me begin by trying to conjure uyp for vou what growing
up was like in Montreal, and I will try to anticipate and in- ;
corporate some of your questions to me. You have to imsgine a two-
atory house on a hill, the street iz Paganawello, presumably named

after one countess of Paganawello, which I am told mesns handker-
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in Spanish. We live in a big brick house, thirteen rooms,
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finished basement, sunporch, dining room, breskfsst room, etc, etc,
very large living room. grand pianc, fancy furniture. and many.
many. many paintings. This in the fairly spartan fifties where the
majority of Jews in Nontresl are either working class or just barel?
beginning to show signs of upward mobility. HNow it's true that once
upon a time in Europe my parents had been fabulously wealthy, but
that is really a wealth that they prefer not fo falk sbout; and
furthermore we children are sent to a Yiddish school which has a
kind of Labor-Zionist-Socialist bent to it, though the word
Socialisn was never mentioned in all the vears that I can remsmber
at school. 5o in comparison to all of our friends and my classmates
we were very well-off. This was never a particular problem for me.

always very cmbarrassed
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I know it was for my sister Ruth. She wa

by her wealth. and I think has been doing life-long penance for it.

But I was the youngest and as the &'zinik took things in stride.



And that's been more or less my strategy all along. I think the
theme of this first chapter or tape or segment, if it has a theme,
is why would anyone want to leave home, if home was as compelling a
place as I remember it to be.

You have to picture first of all a house that's dominated by
ny mother and by another shadowy presence of one Fradl Matz, my
mother'a mother who died in Vilna in 1925, and after my owyn mother
was the second most palpable powerful figure in our lives. So that
already gives vou an indication of what growing up was like, being
the thrall of my mother's imagination and her extraordinary ability
to bring the past to life. Fradl Matz's portrait has been described
much better than I can [do it] by my sister in the only lyrical.
truly lyrical. piece she has ever written in her life. [It appeared]
about ten years ago in Commeniary. a piece called "The lost
Beautiful Woman in Vilna. * It's a tribute to my grandmother whoﬁ
none of us ever knew of course. 3So Fradl Matz's portrait hangs over
my parents nuptual bed to be euphemistic. Ancther one of those

things that I never thought twice about until my sister and I once
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began talking about it and musing what it would be like to [

rn

with one's spouse under our own mother's portrait [laughs]. and as
zoon as vwe figured that into the equation it seemed absclutely
grotesgue, the very idea, that my father somehow agreed to the fact
that this huge picture of Fradl lfatz should be there over their bed.
In fact, in a kind of cinematic way it was quite fitting., because
Fradl Matz's ethos, at least in zo far as my mother was able to
convey it to us, dominated our lives, our moral behavior. our

philosophy, etc. My mother iz a very talkative woman and an



Lt

all auto-

[y
o

inveterate story-teller. But the stories she tells ar

I

biographical. I would estimate that the entire repertoire of those

I
;. let us say. could be broken down into, say. 250 narratives:
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storie
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it's probably more than that, but let's say 250 narratives. bult she
was able and still is able to recycle those stories and recombine
them in 3o many surprising ways that sometimesz you don't even
realize you've heard them before, or you never thought of them in
that particular light. because they are Kind of her sacred text, her
Talmud; they are the prooftexts of her existence, the measure of
reality. HMost ot [those stories] end in 1940 The most powerful of
[them] have to do with her life in Vilna, which ended in 1930 before
she joined my father in the south of Poland, in Krosno. These are

tories about Fradl lMatz and her children and her second marriage to
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Yisroel [Yelcher ??] and the only off-spring of that second marriage

i pf

being my mother, and growing up in this house on Zavalna Stree
corner of Torke [?7?] being the only child of this love marriage and
being saddled with all of these stepbrothers and stepsisters who
apparently detested their stepfather. Really the stuff of a long,
long Russian family saga. The names of some of the sisters
sometimes get confused and their spouses and their trials amd
tribulations and disappointments in marriage are sometimes hard to
get straight, because vou have to remember that none of us ever nev
these people; they all perished. They were also part of the on-
going story of our own lives. Analogies were very often brought.
In fact I novw realizZe my mother typecast her own children in the

light of her childhood and had decided that each one of us waz a



reincarnation of her half-brothers and -sister so that the Greek
tragedy is plaving itself out.

A house in Montreal where the spoken language was Yiddish.
Now I remember telling you in the restaurant that this was a direct
result of their immigration. That even though my parents were Yid-
dishists in their student vears and [Yiddish] was the language that
they fell in love in and spoke to each other in, by the time they
began to raise children in Czernowitz, my brother was born in 1931,
uy sister Ruth in 1936, There was another child born in between who
died at the age of three. It seems that German and even some Polish
were the lingus franca in the home. The children had governesses

and they grew up speaking these other languages and -- this was
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Czernowitz -- the Jews, the upper middle class Jews, naturally assi-
milated with the German cultural minority. HNobody spoke Rumanian
very much like the situation in Quebec for that matter.

Had the ¥War not broken out and had they stayed in Czernowitz
it's a real question as to the depth of the Jewish education that we
would have gotten., that's assuming I ever would have been born.
Since my sister discovered, for instance., that the parents prabaﬁly
didn't make their own sedorim. There was the famous seder that my
grandfather convened in Bialystok. Pesach 1938, to which all the
references were probably be made, but I don't think my parents would
have had sedorim of their own. And these were things that happened
in Canada once they knew. They were members of a Zionist group in

Czernowitz called Masadah, made up of doctors and professionals, and

apparently my mother even performed at their special benefit con-
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certs singing Yiddish songs. But this was not a Yiddishkayt of day
to day.
However, on moving to Canada and following .. they were not the

very last family members to come across, but they were among the
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last. There was already a part of the family that was ens
Westmount and that was - even though ny parents moved there ini-
tially -- my mother decided that she needed in order to survive
distance between herself and my aunt Mandy. It was just too claose
for comfort. These were not the people that she wanted to be com-
pared to. So first they moved to a fairly working class neighbor-
hood part of Outremont and then, I think, in 1952 they bought this
house on Paganawello, a steep hill part of Outremont where French
Canadians lived and a fair number of Jews, not our Kind of Jews. but
Jews who were on the way up in the world. It is now, by the wavy.
almost completely French and the Premier of Quebec. Borasso, lives

just up the block. It's a very desirable neighborhood.
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At some point, since they had already moved to Outremont, my
mother got the idea of sending her children to a school, the Jewi sr
People's Schocl, and as I mentioned in my article, the first gradu-
ating class of the seventh grade of the entire seven grades of the
day school only graduated in 1940, the vear that my parents arrived.
Vhat that means is that seven vears before, when the decision was
reached to establish an inﬂependént Jewish day school. the Folkshule
did not yet have accreditation from the Protestant school board. So
it was g Kind of leap of faith and it wes not unitil they had com-
pleted a full seven vears and they had a first gradusting class that

the Protestant school board decided that the English curriculum re-
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ceived at the Jewish People's school was equivalent to one in the
Protestant schocl board, and that therefore Folkshule graduates
could go directly into any high school of their choice. That's
what I meant by the first graduating class. My brother was not in
that first class. but he was enrolled. Actually it was soon there-
after that he did graduste because he was already about twelve years
old -- let me think, he was eleven when he arrived; soc I guess he
got two years, mavbe a year and a half of Folkshule, but he was

were sent
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amnong the very first to graduate: and then all of u
there, which in and of itszelf was a very poverful thing. because we
had the samé teachers. Iy home room teacher in the seventh grade
hiad taught my brother. and remembered him very very fondly. and made
it quite clear to evervone in the class that my brother had been the
best student that she had ever seen and s¢ on and so forth, There
was, I guess, come to think of it, a kind of sibling rivalry. But I
think, a3 I experienced it, it was that I was already basking in the
glory of my illustrious forebears all of whom had made their mark in
the school by the time that I set foot there.

30 the Folkshule became a focal point of our Jewish self-
expression and a very important outlet for my parents as well, be-
cause the teachers in the school became their friends. So growing
up you also socialized with people who were also your teachers, and
that was a very powerful combination.

In the early vears in lontreal my mother was also active in a
Yiddish amateur theater group. There was a famous actress Chavele
Grober, formerly of the Habimah, who ended up in Montreal and I

think tried to organize a Yiddish theater troupe and my mother was



involved in that. I don't remember that activity. But I can say
that our owmn interest in theater, of the three youngest -- except
for my brother, I don't think he never did any theater -- we were
a1l enamored of theater, and I think that was multi-determined. One
reazon was that I am sure my mother encouraged us in that sndeavor.
That was a source of vicarious pleasure for her since all her life
she was atiracted to Yiddish artists. In fact, therein lies s
story. When she was engaged to be married to my father, at some
point before the wedding, my paternal grandmother exacted only two
promises from my mother. Hodel Roskies said to my mother: There are
only two things I want you to promise me. One is that you'll keep a
kosher home and the other is that vou won't associate any longer
with Yiddish actors. So apparently my mother promised and then
promptly wviclated both promises throughout the rest of her married
life.

So actors and theater plaved a very important role for us
growing up. My sister Ruth was in children's theater in English and

I remember listening to her on the radic on Saturday mornings.
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Children's theater broadcast it live on Saturday mornings.

Lo

plays
And more often than not she had a speaking role. Should you ever
ask her about this she could repeat the whole rehearsed beginnings
of each of these chilren theater's segments [which] began the zam =
way. She remembers all of that certainly much better than I do.

S50 there was the theater in addition to the Jewish People's
Schiool. And then there were the writers wvhon my mother supported.
Before my time the most important figure was J. J. Segal, a Yiddish

lyric poet whom I do not remember at all, but Buth does. He was a



permanent fixture in my home. When he died his place was taken by
Melech Ravitch, whor I remember very vividly, and his companion
Rochele Eisenberg, a communist. Rochele and Ravitch were both,
let's put it this way. very frequent visitors on our home. Ravitch
tutored my brother for a time, also something I don't know. I mean
I know about [it] but never witnessed [it]. They were always at our
family's seders and of course whenever there was a literary soirée
Ravitch and Rochel were present.

Those literary sorées loom very large because as I mentioned
to vou in the restaurant, from a fairly early point I began to dream
of some day being & Yiddish writer, and being able to sit among
these luminaries and read my own work., TYiddish culture for us was
always something that we looked up to, that we aspired to be a part

of. It wa
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a highbrow literary culfure. It was never anything that
we stubbed [?] our noses at, that was some kind of mere immigrant
veztige. On the contrary it represented that which was most vibrant
and vital in our upbringing. These gatherings were quite fancy
affairs. Iy mother prepared a very lavish spread which she [had]
catered or had our Ukrainian maid prepare. Usually [it] involwved
people reading poems or essays. In addition to the teachers from
the school, Shimshon Dunsky, the vice principal, Shloyme Weisman, the
principal, I also think sometimes Chosid [?77] would come, and sSome
others I don't remember quite as well. there were Ravitch and
Rochel, Rochel Korn, the poet, a very fine poet. and mother of our

family doctor to this day in fact, a young writer from Lodz, Chaver

Posenfarg [??], as I said J. J. Segal was already dead by the time I

2z




could recall or understand what was going on. These were the main-
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tays of my mother's sorées.

iy father was also active in the Jewish Pecople's School. He
served as president of the school and even when he wasn't [presi-
dent] he was very much involved in the school's activities. Add to
that a unique institution, the Jewish Public Library, where you
could attend lectures and different cultursl programs; and sn ams-
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teur Yiddish theater company of which I became a part at the
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thirteen, directed by Dora Wasserman and housed originally. at
during all the vears that I was in Montreal, at the Jewish People's
School, then vou can begin to see why this home was a place, that is
the combination of home, school, and street, 2 a place that ons
would not want to leave because all your spiritusl, cultural,
artistic needs could be met without walking out the front door
[chuckles]. That, I guess, was both a blessing and a curse.

Let me try to describe what the confluence of home, school,
and street was like. In our home one did not hear any curse words.
It was only much later in literature that I . and in works of folk-
lore that I was able to discover the underside of Yiddish, that
which for most people is synonymous with the Yiddish language,
shmuck and .. . goodness, I don't even know the words to conjure up
right now .. but Yiddish as a wvulgar street language was something
that we had sbsolutely no exposure, in fact not in the home or in
the =school or in the street for that matter. IlMany languages were
heard in our home: Yiddish was the langusge we spoke fo our paxentu
in exclusively. although I think my father would acc331onally apeak

to us in English. But basically we spoke in Yiddish. But among
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gurselves. the siblings only spoke English. And T remember telling
yvou in the café that there is something peculiar about Canadian
Yiddish that we were not alone in this. Ilany other naltive speakers
of Viddish from Canada grew up speaking with the English 'r'. - And
with other linguistic interferences. It is hard to explain why that
should have been so. So that we had to work long and hard to over-
come that linguistic handicap when we became self-conscious
Yiddishists. In fact, neither my sister nor I to this day can
really pull it off  So there was English and Yiddish: between them-
selves my parents would either speak Russian or Polish when they
didn't want the TP WIID? to understand. Though I think that we
became fairly adept at figuring out what it was that they were
saying when they were talking about us. I think other children
could tell the same story about Yiddish as the secret language.

The level of religious observance in our home was I guess by
American standards Conservative. We did not Keep Kosher. I told

vou that my mother's cri de querre was what's treyf is not what you |
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put into your mouth but what comes out of your mouth. ¥We ate a

I,

trevf as trevf could be: bacon., ham. though I don't think we ever

had pork sausages in our own home. But we would eat that out cer-
tainly. And shellfish we ate out. I don't think my mother knew how
to prepare lobster or clams; but we certainly gorged ourselves on it
every yvear on the Cape, whenever we went there for the summers.
Pesach was the only holiday that was strictly observed al-
though strict is a relative term. Iy mother had ancther set of
dishes in the basement that we would carry up and use only for

Pesach, but that was one set of dishes [chuckles]., so0 it was a kind
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of personal halachah, I guess, that had evolved. In my sister's
article "Between Two Passovers" published in Commentsry s number of
vears ago, she points out that this Pesach observance was something
that was picked up on after the War, that my parents had not made
their own sedorim in Europe. But the family was always together on
Friday night. I think that was sacrosanct. and that tradition has
remained the same in my sister's home and certainly in our own that
the family is together for a Friday night meal.

In fact meals were what the home was all about. I think back
on one unending meal because so long as we vere sating my mother had
total control. and you weren't allowed to get up from the table un-
til she had finished her monologue. And she talked at vou. Now the
lunch meals were entirely under her aegis. If my father was home.
and particularly on Friday nights, the table became a debating so-
ciety, where my mother had not all that much to say. although she
could turn the conversation around and call attention to herself by
saying something absolutely outrageous and provocative, a technique,
incidentally. that my sister Ruth unconsciously has adopted. But
normally meals meant that my mother was free to pontificate, to
story-tell., to dominste. I know that there have heen many cel
brated descriptions of a Jewish kitchen dominated by a mother. One
thinks of Delmore Schwartz's "0 My America!® or Alfred Kazin's A

Welker in the City. There is .. . Those descriptions don't really

convey what the experience was for me, because the focus of ny
mother's monologue was never the here and now, the present was only
2 spring board for her fo reminisce about the past, the real story,

the bedrock of memory was Vilna. And all stories. all roads led



back to Vilna. So if I were ever to try in a novelistic way to
recreate meals at 17 Paganawello it would be long story-tellin
sessions about Zavalna gass on the corner of Troke [?] in Vilna
between the years 1906 and 1930 with itz huge cast of characters.
The school was an extension of that insofar as the Jewish
People's School was established and led by teachers from Lithuania,
the Litwak connection is absolutely easential here to understand
Montreal and Johannesburg [which] are two examples of Jewish commu-
nities with a very strong educational network. The reason is that
they were both set up at roughly the same time by Jews from
Lithuania. If vou compare that to places like Buenos Aires or other
cities, Baltimore, I guess, I am just taking names out of the hat.
you won't necessarily see the same kind of immediate concern for
educational establishments. This is not my own theory, by the way.

although it does sound like Lokalpatrietismus, it is born out by

sociological studies. Be that as it may, the Litwak commection was
very profound.

The two founders of the school., they didn't naturally found
it, but in our day and age they were svnonymous with the Folkshule,
Dunsky and Weisman, were really very important in my own intellec-
tual and spiritual growth. Shlovme Weisman, the principal of the
Folkshule was a very close personal friend of my father's. They
spoke on the telephone every day even after my father was no longer
the president of the school. But it was really Dunsky who was ny
teacher and pedagogue. I told you in the café how at the age of
twelve or thirteen, I think it was actually before my bar mitzwvah.

that my father hit on the idea of hiring Dunsky to be my private




tutor in Telmud. And that was the greatest gift my father ever gave
me or could have given me, a teacher and a surrogate grandparent and
somecone who would take me under his wing at a particularly tumul-
tuous, difficult time in my life. which was adolescence. There's no
two ways around it. adolescence in America, I think, is just a
horrible period, and it's one reason I would never want to relive my
life so as not to have to go through that all over again. 5o Dunsky
was 3 kind of lighthouse, a moral center, I reslize now looking
back. Those Saturday mornings walking to his house for five years
to take a private lesson in Gemorah was the main source of continu-
ity for me. He took me through the standard curriculum. az I told
vou. We started with Baba letzia and we ended with Babas Metzia, we
never really got further than three or four chapters. But I
understood talmudic ressoning, I could understand what the Talmud
was about and the interplay of halskhah and aggadsh and I picked up
a lot of other things along the way. Just one example: Ve studied
in Dunsky's study. in his personal study. He would just pull out
books from his shelf to look things up. ‘And I remember first
hearing the name of S50l Lieberman mentioned in awe when he mentioned

the Tosefta kivshuta. and what an awesome piece of Jewiszh scholar-

ship that was, something that Dunsky admired to no end. Now to he
perfectly honest to this day I am not even certain what the Tosefta
kivshuta is. I know what he did basically, but why it was such s

remendous scholarly feat I still don't knov. But the name does
have this aura for me because of Dunsky. A&nd on another occaszion
the name of Abraham Joshus Heschel came up. I had not vet met

whole cult of Heschel and
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Heachel and had not been exposed to the




Chavurah. But I do remember what Dunsky said. He said: M?YBNN
DI LAROPORD DU VP T'R:  that there was something about
Heschel's writing, the highly charged prose that rankled in the mind
of this Lithuanian rationalist. That word M?YENN was used nega-
tively. This hyperbole. or as I later discovered. this poetic con-

eit, I would say. that Heschel cultivated in his style -- Heschel

[y

was primarily a poet. I think, and only secondarily a theologian --
that was something that Dunsky didn't . had no truck with. Aand vou
see. I remember that. I remember what Dunsky said about different
things. In my autcbiographical piece that I sent you. I tell a
third story about F1B 20N D&M which also made a lasting
impression upon me. Why Dunsky refused to collaborate on a project
that would turn Peretz into a latter day Pentateuch. These were
moral markers along the way. and intellectusal markers as well, in
terms of marking out & normative spprosch to Jewish thought and
Jewish scholarship. Not to speask of the few times that he really
gave me 0V for my behavior, particularly in relation to a female

classmate of mine, whom I was always making pssses at.  So he was
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not bevond calling attention to the fact [chuckles] that this
way to behave. And the fact that he noticed was very meaningful to
me.

I mentioned to vou as well in the café that later when I be-
came a radical Yiddishist it was the knowledge that Dunsky and
Weisman did not approve of making Yiddish into an end in itself that
ultimately led me back to & more balanced. internally bilingual ap-
proach if you will to Jewish culture. 4&nd it is for that reason

that I dedicated my anthology The Literature of Destruction to
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Shimshon Dunsky. Now I should also say. parenthetically, with all
of this glowing commentary and commemoration that they did not
really create a school of disciples. There is a strong analogy be-
tween them and the Zionist movement. The first generation of
pioneers, Ben Gurion and Golda, did not allow for strong figures to
rise in the ranks. And the Folkshule was no exception. Though
there were younger teachers there., Canadian-born, who were products
0f the school. they were kept under the heel of Weisman in particu-
lar. It was hard for a person of talent to really find a place for
him- or herself in the school. If vou were ever to discuss this
with Ruth you will hear hov she dizcovered early on that if she

wanted to spread her wings she would have to do it on her own.
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aw fit.  Thevy were
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Dunsky and Weisman ran the school the way they
not prepared for any change, for any deviation, for any real young
blood to come in and to rock the boat. It was essentially their
show. 5o that if I could fancy myself as a disciple of Dunsky. it's
for a very simply reason, that I left town, that I could be a
disciple from a distance, that I never became a teacher or an
administrator in the Jewish People's School, or even within throwing
distance to the school. S50 I was in a rather enviable position that
I could take from them what I wanted, but I never had to exist
[nearby] and depend on them for my professional growth.

G em:-'d I
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50 that was the school. As far as the street was ¢
unlike Sacvan don't have very strong memories of the old Jewish
neighborhood. By the time I was growing up the school, the folk-
shule was actually situated there on Waverly Street through the end

of third grade. 3So we would take the trolley car to get there, but
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I only remember that street and the corner store where we would buy
baseball cards and bubble gqum. And that on 5t. Lawrence there was
the Jewish Book Store there, Kavlessz's [??] was also situated there,
and we would pay very frequent visits there of a Sunday, particular-
1y at the beginning of a school year to buy our text books. But
fairly soon everything moved out of that neighborhood. The last
major institution to move in fact was the Jewish Public Library be-
cause they made a very odd decision of building a building there at
the very point when the neighborhood was already in decline, but
having done that. they stuck around longer than almost any other
Jewish institution. 1In fourth grade the Folkshule relocated to the
new center of Jewish settlement, closer to the suburbs. Oh ves,
there was also the Workmen's Circle that remained on 5t. Lawrence
Boulevard. I didn't wvisit all that frequently; but for me going to
that Workmen Circle building was somehow connected with a trip to .
the o0ld country.

That's an important feature that through Yiddish we had
working class connections and credentials. you see, even though my
parents' vision of Yiddish was distinctly highbrow, the fact that

hey sent us to a farband =zchool and the fact that they raised us
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speaking Yiddish meant that we had access to the folk. to the extent
that there still was a Yiddish-speaking folk left. And in Hontreal
you could find taylors and furriers and artisans. working class Jews
and intellectuals spesking Yiddish. You can still hear today in the
streets. I am not speaking now about the chassidic .. [knock at the

door]



So this raises an intriguing questTIon about adolescent re-
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bellion; it's a topic that's cloze to vour heart, incidentally we
forgot to talk the whole idea, and I have a candidate for you. some-
one who could re r deliver a brilliant lect on Jewish ado-
lescence, and that is IMarcus Mosley, my colleague and friend who
teaches now at NYU, but we will talk about him later. The question
is how could one rebel in a place like Montreal where you are sur-
rounded by people looking out for vou. and everyvhere vou go there
are Jews, Jews, and other Jews. And that I think is really the
clincher. Because ny experience was that even when yvou did rebel
vou ended up somewhere else within the Jewish community. and that is
a very powerful model looking back upon it.
Now what happened was the following. HNot only did my parents

hook me up with Shimshon Dunsky. but for reasons which to this day I
don't fully understand they decided at roughly the same time, at the
beginning of adolescence, around thirteen, to send me to camp lasad.
& Hebrew Zionist modern orthodox camp. Now it is true that my

sisters and brother. even though my brother never went to lfasad. he
went to Pripstein's [?7]. but Eva had already gone to Masad. so
there was that connection. But I had had no exposure to any of that
previously. What's more, the year they decided to send me to lasad
was the year that a Viddish Bundist camp called Hemshech was . [END
OF TAPE / BEGINNING OF NMEW TAPE] .. particularly in that it was
established by people who my mother knew very well, Arthur Lerner
and the whole Bundist group, which was probably the reascn she
didn't want to send me there. It was just too close for comfort.

That was my mother's immate rebelliocusness playing itself out.




NMIN%3 9“8 [af tasloches] she wasn't going to send her son there.
because it was the most obvious place for me to go. And that was
also. looking back. a prescient decision on their part. because they
threw me into an environment which I really had to sink or swim in.
Now, just to illustrate for you how ill prepared I was for lasad.
and I don't know whether I told you this story or not. 1f you've
heard it, then forgive me. The first morning sfter we arrived our
bunk, together with all the other bunks. was taken to the special

—

auditorium for morning t'filah. I think it was a Wednesday |
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Thursday, I figured, well, this must be in honor of the first day of
camp. I couldn't imagine why else we were going to daven [lasughs].
The second day of camp, when we were also awakened rather early and
rounded up to go to t'filah. it dgwned on me for the first time that
I was nov in a caup where £'filah was obligatory every single
morning. And this came as quite a shock. I was not yet bar
mitzvah; I didn't have to put on £'filiin 50 I couldn't really see
the rhyme or reason for going to daven particularly since I was not
a believing Jew. But that first vear at lMasad. I went along with
it. It was part of the routine; what can you do? The second vear I

went back to camp and now I was already bar mitzvah so I was

supposed to put on t'fillin I put my foof down, I had already read
Catcher in the Bye and I knev that phoniness was the greatest, most

heinous crime there could be possibly be. Whatever else could be
said of me, I was not a hypocrite; I did not believe in all of this:
and wild horses weren't going to drag me to shul. I mean shabbes
norning was bad enough. - But every single morning? Absolutely no!

I was not going to go to morning t'filsh. And so for the first and
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only time in the history of camp lMasad. r a3 I know, morhing
t'filah was decreed non-obligatory. And the head counsellor, a man
named Boruch lMarbeles, I think I did tell vou this, come to think of
it, a man named Boruch Marbeles [77] had morning 3icha instead with
me for forty-five minutes, every morning. He came up with some
topic or other for my delectation in Hebrew of course. HNow, none of
this was ever part of my cultural baggage. speaking Hebrew. Zionism,
orthodoxy, but I did make some very good friends. In fact to this
day. some of my closest friends are people I went to camp with.

In any event, one morning in my second year of camp. at cne
of the sichot, Barry HMarbeles described to me a ladder of perfection
on the top rung of which were Jews who were cbservant, Zionist, and
Hebrew speaking; and then as we went down the ladder the Jews became

less observant, less Zi nlgt, and less Hebrew spesking. and at the

very bottom rung was somebody who was a Zionist but wasn't very frum

and didn't speak Hebrew at all; and that was the end of it. I re-
member going back to my bunk wondering vu bin ich?  And here mv
whole life, my whole self-definition was Jewish, everything that I
was was Jewish, and I didn't even figure on the bottom most rung of
the head counsellor's description of the possibilities and varieties
of Jewish experience and expression. And this occasioned a real
identity crisis. I was fourteen years o0ld. and may this not be a
light matter in your eyes. this was really a crisis. I remember

as if some-

L(l

lying in my bed and sobbing I was so distraught. It wa
one had declared me an illegitimate bastard. I couldn't imagine
what to do with myself. And so I wrote a letter to Shimshon Dunsky

telling him of my problem and asking for guidance. And I received
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pretty soon thereafter in camp & fifteen-page handwritten lelter
from him which I subsequently lost. I held on to it for many. many
years. I hope mavbe someday if we ever sell wy mother's house the
letter will still show up, because I kept it as a talisman. I can't
tell you any longer what the details of the letter were. But basi-
cally he reiterated the philosophy of the Folkshule, what it was
that we had learned and what we stood for. And basically telling me
that I wa=z a very good Jew and not to worry and just to keep
plugging a long. But that was not my answer. I decided that I was
going to chuck it all; that if he, Barry llarbeles. was going to

define me out of the system, I was going to rewrite the rules and

o %
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create my own ladder of perfection. And that is when I beca

age fifteen, a radical Yiddishist. It zeems

a little to pat as

L]

biographical sequence; but as I remember it this is exactly the way
it happened.

As I was casting about for for something that I could believe
in passionately. and when you are an adolescent in the throes of an
identity crisis you have to believe in something passionately. I
hit upon Yiddish. At the age of fifteen I wrote a letter to Afn
Shvel/ 29N 19*R the official organ of the Freeland League. the
Yiddish territorialists, to somebody I knew there., a family friend.
Michel Astor. It was a fan letter, about how much I loved the maga-
zine and its anti-Fionism and its modern orthography and its criti-
cal stance towards all those Zionist assimilationists. The letter
was [laughs] was published anonymously. But the Yiddish world was
so small that my teachers in Folkshule figured out who it was who

wrote it. Who could it have been after all? I don't recall it
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anymore. I have it in my scrapbook if vou are really interested in
it. I could lock it up whether it said somebody from Montreal or
not. It probably did. identified me as a fifteen vear old from
Hontreal. But even if it hadn't, they could probably figure it out.

And one of my teachers was quite upset. It wassn't Dunsky., it was

1,
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zomeone else, Leah Pubinoff. that I had written this becsuse it wa
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30 anti-Zionist. But that was the begimning of my radic
my adolescent rebellion; and as I said. the forms of that rebellion
were Jewish. Because where could one go? Thers were no other
gptions.

YTiddish then tock the place of my religion, my Zionism, ny
language to be certain, and that year. as I was gearing up to
becoming a prophet of Yiddishism, I sat down with Uriel Weinreich
and with that sentence that you found on page 48 of College Yiddish
[ "In Tiddish every preposition requres the dative "] I was able to
retool and I began to memorize di, der. and dos, the gender of nouns
which I had never given much thought to and learning how to put

ether a correct Yiddish sentence and not to fake it anymore. It

e
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was during that year. the fifteenth vear of my life, tha
young fellow by the name of Gabi Trunk who wss a year younger than
me; or was I already sixteen and he was fifteen? No, I think I was
fifteen and he was fourteen. It took us a vear to get our act
together. He visited me and he was one of the young up and coming
Bundists. And went to camp Hemshech, as did my very best friend in
Hontreal whom I haven't even mentioned vet, Chaskel. I have to come

back to him. That's an important feature of my life, the kinds of

people that became my best friends. and Chaskel in particular,



because he came from 3 working class Tiddish background and was a
native speaker of Yiddish whose Yiddish sounded native unlike my
own. So Chaskel went to Hemshech. I can't recall any longer how it
came about that Gabi Trunk visited me, how he got my address. But
anvhow, we spent the day together., and we were both enthralled to
have met one another. We were two true helieyers in the cause. He,
by the way, is the son of Isaiah Trumk, the h{stori&n, the man who
wrote the book on the Judenrat. So he came by his Tiddishism as
honestly as I did. After he left it occurred to me that the two of

us should start a journal [laughs] and why sell ourselves short? a

.t

yvouth movement. I wrote him a letter and he brought this letter to

YTiddishe Lererseminary in New Tork., His teacher was
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his class
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HMordechai Shechter. The letter was read aloud and Shechier and the
class decided to take up the challenge and to set up Yugentruf

inspired by my cri de querre. And that is reslly how it happensd.

It' been recorded in the official ammals of Yugentruf. so there is
corroborating evidence for this. In fact the power behind the
throne was and remains to this day lordechai. VWithout him how could
we pisherlach ever have gotten the whole thing of the ground. But
the idea came from me and was conveyed by Gabi Trunk.

So for the next couple of years I threw much of my formidable
adolescent libidinal energies into Yugentruf: and as I said in that
piece of mine, I discovered that one of the missing links was that
yvou couldn't seduce somebody in Yiddish. which was salways a serious
drawback. Later I discovered that I would be seduced. well, by

Tiddish and that was my undoing. But at that early stage, fifteen.

zixteen. seventeen. eighteen, when I was 3o desperate. Yiddish
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availed me very little. [laughs] 5o vou had to do szomething with
that libidinal energy. vou had to go some place. 5o I channeled it
into my typewriter instead. Day after day. week after week, [I]

L0 Buenos

l_[l
it

churned out letters to Toronto to Sidney, Australia

Aires, to Israel, wherever there were young Yiddishists willing to

heed the call, I was there to rouse them to action, not to spesk of

letters to the Tog-Horgenijournal and to the Forverts, and to Singer

and to Glatshtein and ot whoever else I could rally to my cause.

And as I said in the speech. they had to believe in us, because they
had failed in terms of their own children. so they had to believe
that we would be their heirs since there weren't any others.

One of the first principles adopted by Yugentruf was that we

would speak only Yiddish to one another and to other Jews who spoke
Yiddish. Now that was easier said than done [chuckles]. Like
Eliezer Ben-Yehuda we discovered that we lacked some very basic
terminology to discuss everyday life. Sex was the least of it. Ve
didn't even know the parts of the body in Yiddish [laughs]}. but how

to talk about science., literature --well, literature we actually

.

could talk about. that was a topic that we discussed in achool --
movies, techrnology. cars. we had to learn a lot of terminology.
That was another thing that Shechter was particularly good at. He
invented terms. He s3till doess. He makes up all kKinds of technical

terms in his make-belief world where evervbody speaks Yiddish., 50 1

A

learned how fo go fc a g%rage and to tell somebody tsu farshitsifn
dem tormes. to .. gee, whdt's the English for that? Something about
the breaks; I don't know the English equivalent. I knew that a

shockabsorber was a sburzhi[ 7?)-armortisator: and other such useful
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phrases. VWe really were very consistent. So that to this day even
after all the revolution has long been lost, Chaskel and I will only .
speak Yiddish to one another and Gabi Trunk. if I ever see him, or
all those people from Yugentruf days, Rakhmiel Feliz, for instance,
who i3 now a professor of Yiddish at Columbia. We speak Yiddish as
3 natural part of our lives. But, obviously. in the first years it
was anything but natural. 3So that I think was no mean feat to
create a counterculture in Yiddish. through Yiddish and still manage
to be rebels against our own parents whose mother tongue after all
was Yiddish as well. so the only analogy I think is to the vouth
movements in interbellum Poland. That's another reason why I am
particularly fascinated by your topic of Jewish adolescence; I think
3 10; more work, lot more work has to be done about the Jewish vouth
movements and what they contributed to the modernization of the
Jews. We really recapitulated that phenomenon though our parents
were also products of that vouth rebellion in their own day. That's
who they were after all. They spoke Yiddish, but they created a
secular Yiddish culture in marked defiance to their own parents. W
managed somehow to distance ourselves from our own parents through
Yiddish. And yet to coexist within the other youth cultures. So I
maintained very close contact with my friends from lasad. And in
1ith grade in fact I joined a group which was Masad-based, well an

off-shoot of it, called -- are vou ready? -- Shomrei Ha-Umash [ N80

YYMPY. It began as a study group with David Hartmsn. We met on
Wednesday nights with him for an hour and then hung out for another
couple of hours in his basement and started our own mimecgraphed

journal. And I was the resident Yiddishist of the group. 35S0 I
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guessed in fact that my religious, my spiritual search began earlier
then what I had told you. In fact to piece it together. Shomrei Ha-
Umah was really the beginning of it. because at that time these were
all shul-going people. As it happens I am the only one of the group
who still goes to shul [laughs]. All of the others have become rank
apikorsim. Iy cousin David Roskies was in there, David Kaufman,
George Weiss. These are not names that would necessarily mean
anything to wyou; Shelley Shrader [??]. but they were my budies; they
were my chevrah.

So that I already had a kind of double life. I had Yugentruf
which never really got of the ground. I had to be chief cook and
bottle washer all the years that I was up in lMontreal. and even when
I went up to Brandeis I felt I had to pull strings from & distance
to make things happen. I was never very good at delegating respon-
zibilities. Nor do I frankly think there was much to work with It
was ny thing. and so long as I was there to organize these programs
they happened. and when I left things basically fell apart.

But I learned that I could be equally comfortable in different
Jewish setting in Hontreal and that pecople respected me for what I

stood for; which meant eventually that I had to learn more about

)
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what it was I was supposed to stand for: people always assumed that

I knew much more about my subject thén I actuslly did. That became
a problem that took me many years to resclve till I finally caught
up with my own image. I won't even tell you when that was, but it
togk many. many vears to accomplish.

That was really an exciting time to be fifteen and sixteen

because one could enjoy a great deal of freedom and diversity. It's
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only now that I can lock back upon it and wnderstand how fortunate I
was. First of all in comparison to my own son. ariveh, raising him
in New York where I don't know he is going to be allowed out of our
sight until he is twenty-five years cld. Children have to be
watched every hour. every day. every minute; but even more to the
point, comparing notes with Sheyna. who moved to Montreal in 1960
and lived literally and figuratively on the other side of the
tracks, had no mobility whatsoever; she couldn't even ride her bi-
cycle on the street that they lived on, which was a deadend strest.
[She] was never driven anywhere, so she could never avail herself of
everything that Jewish llontreal had to offer., and grew up detesting
the city, the suburbs. and couldn't wait to get out of there. I, at
exactly the same time, and I knew many of the same people she went
to school [with] in Herzeliyah; my cousin David Roskies was in her
class as were many of my friends. but she didn't move in any of
those circles. The only outlet that she had was B'nei Akiva, a
religiocus youth group. And that was it. 5he had no freedom of

nd go as I pleasedf And

o

movement. I on the other hand could come
I nust say to my mother's credit that she let go of me at just the
point where I was ready to spread my wings. In fact I remember her
telling me; was I fifteen? I can't remember. But her actually
saying to me, you know, vou are a free agent now. I trust you to
act responzibly. vou don't have to account for your comings and
goings, just take care of vourself. and I remember thinking. gee,
that was easy [laughs]. Of course it wasn't till many vears later
and many yvears of therapy also that I understood that I had never

really cut the apron strings. I remained mama's little boy; and to



some extent I still am. So that she had me in palm of her hands
anyway. so it wasn't .. she never really did let go. The emotional
A

control she had she never reallyﬁgaished. But as far as my physical
mobility went, I really was free to live my own life.

It was an extraordinarily active life. Theater became an out-
let for me as #ell as for my siblings. 5o that not only was I a
member of the Yiddish theater group run by Dora Wasserman from the
age of 13 till 16 and went to rehearsals till all hours of the
night; but after school was part of the Drama Society at OQutremont .
High School. and by my senior vear plaved Hacbeth in Macheth: so

that took up an enormous amount of time; in addition to my parents

taking us to concerts and lectures fairly frequently. I know this

g

because I kept a journal, a diary. for two years in high school.

When I read it I am amszed at how much I could do in one day. in cne
week. It is just unbelievable hov many activities were crammed into
that period of my life. I could organize Yugentruf activities. hang

out with my friends. and belong to Shomrei H-Umsh., and do basically

whatever I wanted, as long as I got my homework done. So there was
really an enormous amount of scope for finding oneself. And trying
on different roles. And that really stood me in good stead later,
because I always knew where home was. I know now that I have been
feeding off those first sixteen years of my life ever since. Ever
zince.

Her some examples of what I mean. From the introduction
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of Against the Apocalvypse you already know that attending memorisl

gatherings particularly of the lantsmanshaftn of Vilns and Bialvstok

became really formative experiences, and in fact while still in high



achool, I already organized my first Yom Ha-Shoah commemoration.

The story behind that is as fellows. It must have been 1963 or so
that my parents took me to one of these compunal wide commemorations
which were mass gatherings the zame as virtually anywhere with a a
large Jewish population from Eastern Eurcpe. What was so particular
about that gathering. it suddenly hit me sitting in this suditorium
with hundreds of other Jews that the program that had been put to-
gether was totally irrelevant. Irrelevant because inviting a big
name speaker to give a harangue and a chasn to deliver an £l molev
rachamim were simply vacuous, and besides the people who were there
were Holocaust survivors themselves and they didn't need to be re-
minded of what they had lived through. What was needed instead was
some Kind of interpretive program that would bring the Holocaust
alive as it were to people who had not been present. who had not

i

borne witness. A very simple truth but one that I had basically to

I
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experience myself before it hit me. 5o what did T do? Fifteen yea

Jewish Congress

l»-~'

ald or thereabouts; I wrote a letter to the Cansdiar

l'

to the man responsible for the programming complaining about the

fact that these programs were meaningless. I still have the letter
I got back. Yerv pleassed that a voung person -- vou know the way
they are 3¢ patronizing -- should take interest in all the goings on

in the community: and then he 3a3id in the end, do yvou think vou can

T reslized

I:‘tu

do a better job? And that was the key phrase. becaus
that of course he didn't think I could do a better job. but I knew
that I could. So in my last year of high school I got together my
friends from the various yvouth movements from Hashomer Hatsair and

my Masad friends and my Yiddishist friends. As a collectivity we
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decided to put together a youth commemoration at the TMHA that we
would write and perform and produce. This is what we did. Ve sat
down together over the course of many many weeks with different
sources and hammered out a program. Given that we were all fifteen
and sixteen vears old, the program necessarily focused on the theme
of resistance. It was in fact quite inspiring to us that so many of
the leaders of the resistance were people not much older than our-
selves.

But coming as I did from a Tiddish background I also had
access to other sources. to poetry and to liturgical sources. I re-

Denbery

member one of my friends, lMoshe Dember [22] who was & rabbi‘s son,

did an el moley rachamim and that together with a recitation of

c“""
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and historical documentation from

rn
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Tiddish poetry and calls to arms
the Holocaust became what the program was. And we staged it in a

very interesting. spare but modernist way; and it was done for Yom
Hashoah. Montreal had never seen anything like it. In fact I doubt
whether any youth group anywhere in the world prior to that date had
done a Yom Hashoah commemoration of its own. lelech Ravitch was

there and wrote it up for the Keneder Odler. I think it was some-

what lukewarm. But it was written up in the Yiddish press. I no
longer remember what it was that I took exception to; zomehow I
thought he should have been more enthusisstic [laughs]. But in our
own jargon of today we would say that it was an empowering event,
because I realized that I could do something by dint of my own
effort and creativity. and that it could be a lot better than any-

thing that my elders would ever conceive of putting together.




I also learned that working by committee was not very effi-
cient. It was extrememly time-consuming and that if you really
wanted to put a program together you had to do it yourself, which is
basically what I did in the years that followed, when I went off to
Brandeis. I and my roommate, Hillel Schwartz, collaborated year

after year afte
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- year on Yom Hashoah commemorations. which were in-
cidentally the first that had ever been done at Brandeis, [telephons
or alarm clock] and probably for that matter at any secular univer-

SltY NIJ")'\' WOria
S0 Hontreal gave rise to nightwerse [ 77] and Holocaust com-

memoration. Iy mother's stories clearly have fed into the work that
I am doing now on Yiddish story telling and on the ability of ac-
culturated Jews to reinvent themselves as story-tellers, that whole
ambiguous relationship that first generation of moderns had to their
shtetl past. I remember telling you in the café of my conversation
with Eenneth Silverman aboult Sholem Aleichem and my realization that
the reason .. actually I didn't tell vou the whole story about

Kemmeth Silverman. 5o let me fill it in now since I have already

G

digressed in that direction. IHine was the last presentation for th
biography seminar. and I more or less admitted that I had not begun
to write the biography of Sholem Aleichem. I didn't go so far as to
3ay that I had attended the seminar under false pretense, but I had
something to show them anyway that I had published on the subject.
But for the presentation I worked up a thesis on Sholem Aleichem as
a narcissist, a narcissitic personality, that was based on his cor-

respondence and on the way that he manipulated people. First of all

hiz extraordinary insecurity vis-&-vis the intellectuals of his davy.



other people that he

n"“n

the way he would use people to gain access to
thought were important for him. that he looked up to,and the way in
which he thought himself the center of the wniverse of his family.
of the family of writers, almost of the Jewish people as a whole.
And what a powerful, organizing principle that narcissism was. At
the final lunch that we had. when we all went out after the last
seminar, I was s2itting next to Silverman and we were going over ny
presentation and he said that my thesis rang very true to him And I
zaid, ves, I know that I am right. the reason I know that I am right
about Sholem Aleichem is that he is just like my mother. At which
point Silverman burst out laughing and said you knovw you are abso-
lutely right. the only thing, when one studies other phenomena, that
one can really study is that which vou slready Know, which vou al-
ready recognize, which of course was the theme that I was pushing
all along, the hidden agenda of all of ny classmates for choosing
the different subjects that they had chosen to write biographies
about.! 5o that he confirmed this hunch on & methodological level
but you recognize narcissism because you have lived with it and
then he went further and said this peculiar double identity of
people like Sholem Aleichem who were Yiddish writers but spoke

Russian at home. who were they? They didn't raise their children

1 But then how do we learn anything new? It is true that we are
preoccupled with or fascinated by what we recognize or already know.
But when we look more closely we recognize also that the resemblance
is only superficial; that really there is no resemblance at all or
very little} because circumstances are different. At that point we
learn something new: by seeing the difference between 1n“tanue-
apparently so similar or even identical. It is at that point that
the writing of a biography becomes fascinating: in the exploration
of difference since this is the only way to expand one's knowledge
of the world sympathetically and on a psychological 1r rel near the
core of the writer's self. [Editor'sz comment]
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speaking Yiddish, so what did it all mean to them? and it waé that
kind of double. triple identity and ambivalence that of course I
detected in my mother who grew up in a Russian speaking home and
only learned Yiddish as an adolescent, but for all her Russified
background and he pianc lessons and her gymnasium education and her
French, [she] was alsc a shtetl Jew, deeply. very superstitious
woman, believes in a God of Yengeance, quotes proverbs, sayings in

several languages, her speech iz peppered with almost as many folk

L

sayings as Tevye der lilchiker's. So my work now on story-telling
and conceivably the biography that I am going to write on Sholem
Aleicher will be a direct result of those formative, even the
chapter I am working on now on the folklorization of songs in mid-
and late ninetheenth century iz based on my mother's song reper-
toire. 5She was one of the informants for the YIVQ folk song project
run by Barbara Kirschenblatt-Gimblett. My mother was one of the
informants and recorded some two hundred songs in five languages.

My work in Yiddish theater in lMontreal obviously fed into ay
interest in becoming a movie director and the various media projects
that I have done over the years: and clearly the Hebrew-Yiddish svm-

himshon Dunsky incul-
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igzis that the Folkshule stood for and that

g

cated gave rise to the concept of Jewish literature and of Proof-

texts. The other zide of Prooftexts is the YIVO ideclogy. the
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folkist agenda of Jewish scholarship in the service of the people.
It came as a very rude awakening to me sfter two years of Prooftexts
that there was no amcha out there, there was no educated la!&ﬁ" or
at least not inYast numbers, interested in our work; that if Proof-

texts was to survive as a journal. it would have to do it the way




every single academic journal in America survi 'eg)namely on institu-
tional subscriptions. on libraries, the statistics are quite

shocking. even the major journals in field, Hodern Literary Historv,

I guess. or Diacritics. or whafE'er have a subscription base 90 to
95 per cent of which is libraries. When Prooftexts started it was
about 60 to 40. 60 per cent individuals to 40 per cent insitutions,
libraries. But individuals are very fickle in contrast to libra-
ries, which once they subscribe will keep up their subscription over
many many vears; and not only that but are charged twice the regular
price for doing s0.2 So in the back of my mind Prooftexts was not
only fulfilling the larger internally bilingual or trilingual cul-
tural agenda but was also scholarship for the masses. Somewhere
deep down I think I still hold on to that notion.

4 I am going to finish this tape by telling vou about Chaskel,
my best friend in MHontreal, because there is an inter

that played itself out over the years. I discovered Chaskele just

¢ In the case of Prooftexts I could tell 3 vou why individusls lost
intereat in it: because ita articles h ecane 1nrxpa ingly academic
and lost touch with what interests and fascinates a general educated
audience. ©On the other hand it is important that Jewish Studies has
a competitive cutting edge academic magazine on the market. That
writers who are quite able to write competently for a general sdu-
cated audience do not want to contribute to Prooftexts has to do (1)
with the zero pay for any articles and {2) even more important the
extraordinary lack of courtesy on the part of one of its editors. I.
for one. will never again over anything to Prooftexts. Lacking
enthusiastic young talent willing to write articles pour le roi du
Prusse. as the phrase went in German, since the King of Prussia was
known never to pay his bills owed to the folk. Prooftexts lacks
articles of general interest and has become a forum in which rare-
fied academics commune among themselves. That there iz an amchs of
sorts out there the success of Tikkun has auply shown: even though
this is acrowd I would not want to be caught dead in either. But
¥ou may console yvourself with the thought that even an endeavor
supported by Geoffrey Hartmasn, the Vale-based journal Orim, bit the
dust after a couple of vears.
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at the age when developmentally you made your first real bes:
friend. I was eleven vears old and I remember the moment of mutual
discovery. We were on the 129 bus going to my house; there was a
kKind of a declaration of love between us when we new realized we
were n5m391ng to be each other's best friendz. Ve remained best
friends for many yvears after that. well into college. It wasn't I
think until T met Hillel. In my freshman year Hillel replaced
Chaskel in my heart. I have already told you that when Yugentruf

started Chaskele and I took a vow that we would henceforth speak
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only in Yiddish which we have kept to this very day. The patter:
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that was repeated between him and me in terms of the kinds

: that Chaskel cames from

l’_ll

friends that I chose as my "best® friends w
8 deprived background. He was an orphan; his father had been killed
in an accident: he was run over by a car when Chaskel was very
young; and he lived with his mother in a doctor's offices and very
much had a chip on his shoulder of being an orphan. His mother was

a nurse but actually didn't get fully accredited as a nurse until

W

many many vears later. so she was really exploited as a nurse's aide
even though she had had a nursing certificate from Russia and was
more qualified than most of the nurses in the General Jewish
Hospital where she worked. So Chaskel could sponge off me in & way
because I lived on the hill and had all the conceivable amenities

and toys that a child could ever want. All the things he was de-

o

prived of he could have through me; but the way that that got evened
out was that Chaskele was my intellectual superior. Chaskel began
reading at a very young age and was very precocious. It follows a

certain pattern that because he was all aslone and isolated and over-



weight he read a lot and was very bright and knew evervthing about
everything: and was quite radical in his views even ?hpﬁ)haV1nq

grown up in a Bundist home. So he was always politically precocious
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intellectually precocious so that I always felt that
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there was no contest between us. He was
waz the intellectual.and I could just be & kKind of satellite around
him: whereas I had the fancy house and the toys and the tape
recorder and the electric train set, etc. Now what's interesting
sbout that is that he wasfi't the only one of that group, the whole
Tugentruf was made up of people like Chaskel who were children of
Holocaust survivors and working class parents. We were all wunder-
kKinder in the Yiddish world. We peaked very yvoung and we were made‘

a big deal of. and as I said in Against the Apocalvpse we would be

called upon to read poetry at grown-up gatherings and evervbody took
us very seriously. But what happened is that eventually I outgrew
them all and I did because I left home. It was really leaving home
that made all the difference. that I moved into a different circle
vhere I had to prove myself and I couldn't coast on my reputation as
a wunderkind. The problem with Chaskel is more complicated, we
actually went off to college in Boston together, he to MIT and I to

:ople of our generation who

r'|:|

Brandeis, which was very unusual for p
were among eight students out of a class of over 200 that went to
the St.ate;for Q/Lmiveraity. But he got totally embroiled in 5SDS, in
radical politics and that derailed him completely. He never
realized his potential at all. He is now an instructor of mathe-

matics, no more than an instructor, at the University of Toronto.

and emotionally just barely developed beyond adolescence. He just



got married a vear ago
Pd - - - - - - - -
50 there was really an

dilettant knowing many
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