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  For Georges and Anne Borchardt



Prologue: 
Tumult at Carnegie Hall

May 5, 1916. Some three thousand people are packed into seats on both the sloping main floor and the four tiers of boxes and balconies sweeping in graceful arcs around the side and back walls. Men and women from an overflow crowd are standing at the rear of the hall. Another thousand people have been turned away at the door. But this is no ordinary evening in New York City’s venerable temple of the arts. Policemen, uniformed and plainclothes, are stationed in Carnegie Hall’s aisles, in the corridors, and on the pavement outside. They are here because they have anticipated just what is now happening: a young woman is publicly violating the law.

The crowd tonight has gathered to denounce the notorious Comstock Act, which makes it a crime to distribute material “of an immoral nature,” including information about birth control. Onstage is Rose Pastor Stokes, a slender woman of 36, her reddish-brown hair pulled back in a chignon. Her voice carries a warmth and passion that has given her a rare ability to inspire almost any audience.

“We have met here,” she says, “in protest against the law which operates to keep the knowledge of contraception from the mothers of the poor and blinks at the fact that the comfortable classes obtain that knowledge from their highly-paid physicians and from one another. We demand that the law which is a dead letter for the rich also become a dead letter for the poor.” She mocks those who claim that birth control is “not only against the law of man but of the Almighty.” Such “junior partners of the Lord seem to know it is God’s will that children should come indiscriminately into the world; and that a large percentage of them should also be forced out of the world by humanly preventable conditions.”

An immigrant, socialist, and union organizer, Rose Pastor Stokes spent 12 long years of her childhood and youth in sweatshops manufacturing cigars. Despite having less than two years of formal schooling, she has become one of the most renowned radical orators of her time. She has the crowd’s rapt attention as she describes how she has received “letters from young mothers with two or three or four children who . . . desire to wait for a time when they can decently and safely take care of more children before bringing them into the world. Letters from mothers who have been warned by their physicians that another childbirth would mean the mother’s death, but to whom those same doctors denied contraceptive information. . . . Such and many more have come to me day after day and are still coming. Some of them too tragic and too terrible to quote.” She reminds the packed audience that she speaks with the authority of her own childhood, when she had “frequently the hard floor for a bed, and the weight of an unnamable nightmare as each succeeding year added another mouth to feed, then eliminated the father of those six little ones, in the unequal struggle for bread.”

Although she is only one of several speakers at tonight’s rally, she rivets the crowd and sets many newspaper reporters frantically scribbling in their notebooks when she declares that she will break this absurd law, now, on the spot. From the Carnegie Hall stage she begins handing out pieces of paper with the very details of birth control techniques that the authorities consider so dangerous. “Be the penalty what it may, I here frankly offer to give out these slips with the forbidden information to those needy wives and mothers who will frankly come and take them.”

“Many young men and young girls rushed forward in a scramble for the slips,” the New York Times would report the next morning. “Mrs. Stokes found herself in the midst of a pushing, unruly mass. Chairs were overturned. . . . The cry went up from those who were in front of the stage that Mrs. Stokes was being arrested.” In the commotion, “everybody shouted for the slips,” another newspaper would say. “In its excitement the crowd overwhelmed Mrs. Stokes. Her hair was pulled from its fastenings and her shirt waist almost torn off.”

Several scuffles broke out as impatient young men grabbed for the leaflets, which Stokes was trying to give only to women. As members of the audience eagerly dashed onto the stage, women’s hats were crushed, people were knocked down, tables and the speaker’s rostrum were smashed, and several women fainted. After 15 minutes of turmoil, a wedge of male supporters managed to rescue her from the surging crowd and take her backstage.

“I expect to be arrested,” she assured reporters, sealing her fate still further, she thought, by telling them that she had also violated the law by sending birth control information through the mail. Several times, in the midst of the uproar, policemen were seen going to a telephone booth to call headquarters for instructions. But to her great disappointment, the police did not seize her. Even though at least 20 Americans had already served or would serve time behind bars for promoting birth control, Rose Pastor Stokes would not. She was not arrested the evening of her Carnegie Hall talk, nor in the days to come, nor on another occasion when she distributed similar leaflets on contraceptives in public.

And that was because of who her husband was.

Although all but forgotten today, no American marriage of its time won more public attention. It brought together a man and woman whose backgrounds differed so starkly that, if a novelist had invented them, we would find the tale wildly implausible. And it was not only because of the startlingly dissimilar families they came from. What other couple, for example, saw one partner received at the White House a few months after the other had been sentenced to ten years in a federal prison?

 

Rose Pastor Stokes first caught my attention some years ago, in a photograph from the 1920s. In the midst of writing a book about the Soviet Union, I noticed her among the American delegates to a meeting of the Communist International in Moscow. Even in that grainy black-and-white image she stood out: an intense-looking woman of medium height in a white blouse and long dark skirt. The juxtaposition of her name and the occasion startled me. Could she be connected, I wondered, to the immensely wealthy Phelps Stokes clan, several of whom were among the legendary 400 members—the number of people who could fit in Mrs. William Backhouse Astor Jr.’s ballroom—of New York’s Gilded Age high society? That dynasty’s name was tied to businesses that ranged from banking and real estate to mining and a railroad. And it was a Phelps Stokes who had built and owned the 100-room summer house that at one point was the largest private home in the United States. If this woman was part of that family, what was she doing in the Kremlin?

Later, when I began to explore her story, I found that she had indeed married into that very family—and that I was far from being the first person to notice this. For several years starting not long after that Carnegie Hall speech, according to a newspaper clipping service, her name was mentioned more often in the press than that of any other woman in the United States. (Only five Americans—all men—received more coverage.) Her marriage had been front-page news as well, and she and her husband would be the subject of thousands of later headlines. Their lives would inspire two novels and a movie.

Rose Pastor came from the kind of abject working-class poverty that was the lot of tens of millions of Americans of her time. No wonder the public’s attention was caught by her 1905 wedding, at the age of 26, to the scion of one of the country’s richest families. Leaping that chasm of class, people believed, surely would bring her great happiness. Millions of Americans living in crowded, grimy tenements without hot water imagined nothing but comfort in the splendid mansions that glimmered beyond their reach. Some were so fascinated by this rare couple that they compiled scrapbooks. A thick one full of brittle, yellowing newspaper clippings can be found at the New-York Historical Society today.

What made that marriage so intriguing? To begin with, it embodied an age-old fantasy in which an impoverished woman magically rises in status thanks to a fortunate connection with a rich and powerful man. A dream spanning the centuries, it can be found everywhere from the fairy tale of Cinderella to the musical My Fair Lady , from Samuel Richardson’s Pamela (perhaps the first English novel) to our unceasing fascination with commoners who marry into the British royal family. It can be found in countless paperback romances in which a virtuous farm girl, chambermaid, or orphan overcomes malevolent rivals and other obstacles to win her prince or heir. In the United States of the early twentieth century such a fantasy had particular resonance, for the gap between rich and poor was the widest Americans had ever known.

Today, the appeal of making that magical leap from poverty to great affluence is once again resurgent. With stratospheric gains in income and wealth by the top 1 percent of Americans, we are on track to break all previous records of inequality. Some we may have already broken: by 2017, for instance, the country’s three richest men—Jeff Bezos, Bill Gates, and Warren Buffett—owned more assets than the entire bottom half of the population, more than 160 million people. In our new Gilded Age, not only are neighborhoods more segregated than ever by wealth, but so is everything else, from aircraft cabins to places that never used to be segregated at all, like football stadiums now divided into ordinary seats and skyboxes.

So it is no wonder that it was a hugely popular TV show promising riches to the deserving, The Apprentice, that helped catapult a member of that top 1 percent (indeed, of the top .01 percent) into the White House. Donald J. Trump promptly added gold drapes to the Oval Office. He had already brought gold leaf to the ceilings, the moldings, and the marble pillars of his New York triplex and the coat of arms of his favorite Florida resort, not to speak of the gold seatbelt buckles and bathroom fixtures of his private aircraft. We are living in an age more gilded, almost literally, than the one before.

During the first Gilded Age, however, something beyond the perennial fantasy of sudden wealth also made people intensely interested in this couple. Rose Pastor Stokes was not only a charismatic orator, but someone completely at ease with people of any station in life. Her husband, Graham, was not the only member of his privileged circle who married outside his class in search of that very spark of life. Did he find it? Maybe, people wondered, he would be the one transformed. Who doesn’t hope that a marriage will make both partners deeper, freer, happier?

One thing more drew me to their story. Although I’ve lived most of my life elsewhere, I was born in New York City, which still feels to me like the center of the world. Sometimes it seems to contain the entire globe. I remember walking across the top of Central Park on a warm summer evening a few years ago and feeling an unexpected delight at hearing four different languages in the space of ten minutes. Long ago Walt Whitman felt that same thrill: “City of the world!” he called it. “. . . All the lands of the earth make contributions here.” I’ve long felt drawn to that city, which still feels like my city, during the first decade and a half of the twentieth century, a period of turbulence and hope before America entered the First World War. It was a remarkable moment that saw a flood tide of new immigrants, a flourishing of new forms of art, a zenith of crusading journalism, and dramatic strikes and demonstrations as working people and women demanded their rights. It was also a moment when many believed that on the horizon was a revolutionary upheaval that would wipe away forever the barriers of class, race, and inequality that so marred America’s promise.

Rose Pastor Stokes was at the center of all of this, for she and her husband became part of the most spirited group of radicals, reformers, and dreamers this country has ever known. Their friends included the anarchist firebrand Emma Goldman, birth control pioneer Margaret Sanger, lawyer Clarence Darrow, “Wobbly” leader Big Bill Haywood, editor Max Eastman, labor crusader and socialist Eugene V. Debs, and writers Jack London, Upton Sinclair, W.E.B. Du Bois, Lincoln Steffens, and John Reed. Several of those men and women were in Carnegie Hall that evening in 1916, and others would be guests over the years at the couple’s unusual island home. And all of this happened before a series of events would thrust Rose into the headlines in a way that no one, not even she, anticipated.


The couple’s public lives crested, frustratingly, just before recordings and film might have captured them. Nonetheless, I found their voices in other forms, for they left behind not only their own pamphlets and articles but a revealing store of thousands of letters, a diary, and dueling memoirs, one never published, not to mention what others wrote about them: recollections from their extraordinary circle of friends and a cascade of newspaper stories beyond imagining. In addition, available today are documents Rose and Graham themselves were never able to read: dozens of surveillance reports by undercover operatives of the agency that was the predecessor of the FBI. All of this offers us a far more intimate window than we usually can have into a marriage in the past, from its Cinderella beginnings to an end that was anything but a fairy tale.

Rose’s story begins on another continent.


1

Tsar and Queen

Until the First World War redrew national borders in Europe, Augustów, a trading center for cattle and the region’s small, wiry horses, lay in imperial Russia. Today it is in the far northeast corner of Poland. Augustów was a garrison town when Rose—Raisel in Yiddish—Wieslander was born there in 1879. “I slipped into the world,” she would later claim, “while my mother was on her knees, scrubbing the floor.” One of her earliest memories was of the clatter of iron horseshoes on cobblestones as the tsar’s cavalry swept across the town’s wide market square. “One voice, ringing steel, commands. Men and horses swing and whisk and turn and gallop, stop suddenly, race, and disappear with a cra-kerra! Kerreka-Kerreka!”

Throughout the sprawling Russian Empire, there were often more troops in places with restive populations that were not ethnically Russian. In Augustów, that meant Poles and Jews. The latter had long been the officially sanctioned scapegoats for all the ills of the creaky realm of the Romanovs, with its corrupt and inefficient bureaucracy. Famine deaths? Jewish grain dealers hoarding all the wheat. Debt? Jewish moneylenders. Disease? Spread by the Jews, of course. Defeats on the battlefield? The Jews were spying for the enemy.

Though they often prospered in business, Russia’s Jews faced almost insuperable barriers to obtaining a university education or a government job. Only one of the empire’s five million Jewish citizens, for example, managed to become an army officer. With rare exceptions, Jews were restricted to the Pale of Settlement, a swath of territory spreading mostly across parts of what today is Lithuania, Poland, Belarus, and Ukraine. And even there, they were banned from certain districts and cities without special permission.

Augustów lay in a region of lakes, rivers, and a long canal. On these waters Rose’s grandfather, known as Berl the Fisherman, plied his trade. She remembered his “thinly-bearded rugged face, with its high cheek-bones, generous mouth, and kindly grey eyes.” He lived near a public well in a hut with a thatched roof, which held the traditional large Russian tiled oven used for both cooking and heating. “Some of my earliest recollections,” Rose wrote, “are of a boat and oars and a wide expanse of shining water.” She recalled her grandfather fishing from the boat with nets, women dressed in soft white muslin laughing as they bathed and washed their sheets in a river, and more women chatting as they rolled loaves of dough at a bakery. In the town’s synagogue, there was “sunlight streaming in through a tall, high window, and a bird flying in the rafters.” When her grandmother died in a typhus epidemic, her body was laid out on the dirt floor of Berl’s hut, under a Persian shawl that had once been a wedding gift.

Despite those kindly grey eyes, Berl seems to have been a tyrant to his family of six children. He rudely broke up a romance between his daughter Hindl and a young Pole, forcing her instead to marry a Jewish bootmaker, a widower with a small child. The 17-year-old Hindl resisted—dirtying her face and dress when the bootmaker came courting, and fleeing to her father’s hut when it was time to stand under the huppah, the wedding canopy, already surrounded by waiting guests. Berl slapped her face and dragged her to the ceremony—or so Rose heard. It was this loveless union that produced Rose. Before long, the bootmaker departed for America, leaving behind his resentful wife, their new daughter, and the small son from his previous marriage. From New York, he finally agreed to a divorce.


Above the bed where Rose’s beloved grandmother died hung the only piece of artwork in the hut, a portrait of Tsar Alexander II. He was the reformer tsar, the emperor renowned for liberating Russia’s serfs, millions of peasants who had been living in a state akin to slavery. Making a few cautious additional moves to modernize his country, he had shown considerably more tolerance for Jews than his predecessors had, ending some anti-Semitic measures including the harshest, a decree that sent tens of thousands of Jewish boys away for 25 years of military service. British Prime Minister Benjamin Disraeli called him “the kindliest prince who has ever ruled Russia.” The Pale of Settlement and most other restrictions on Jews, however, remained in place.

In 1881, the year Rose turned two, on the very day he put his signature to a new set of reforms, Alexander was being driven along the embankment of a canal in St. Petersburg, the capital, when a revolutionary threw a bomb at him. The tsar was not harmed, but the bomb killed or wounded several Cossack guards and bystanders. As he then stepped out of his bulletproof carriage to see what was happening, another conspirator hurled a second bomb at close range. It exploded at Alexander’s feet, injuring him fatally.

While the tsar’s blood still stained the snow, the search for culprits began. There was but a single Jew among the small group of young assassins who were quickly captured, tried, and hanged, but that was excuse enough for what Russia’s Jews had long feared would follow the enlightened Alexander’s death. The cruel wave of repression that now erupted included the birth of a new league of anti-Semitic vigilantes and the worst pogroms in centuries. Several hundred Jews lost their lives to angry mobs that rampaged through towns, cities, and Jewish shtetls, or hamlets, raping women, looting shops and homes, and attacking Jews of all ages. Police or army troops would finally intervene to restore order, but only after waiting several days and sometimes joining the mayhem themselves. A flood of harsh new edicts followed: against Jews entering high schools, obtaining mortgages, holding political office, and more. The government imposed additional limits on where they could live. Thousands of Jews were forced to leave their homes.


Even before the assassination, Russian Jews had long been emigrating. Those who had already left included all five siblings of Rose’s mother. Musical talent seemed to run in the family, and three of Hindl’s brothers had become cantors in synagogues across the border in Germany. A fourth brother and a sister had gone farther, to London.

After the tsar’s death, this exodus grew dramatically. In 1882, Hindl left her small stepson in the care of her ex-husband’s mother, and she and Rose joined those who filled the railroad cars and dirt highways leading out of Russia, stopping first with the three cantors in Germany. For the three-year-old Rose, that country “was simply a sweet place where gardens and orchards bloomed, where children laughed, and men sang; where plenty graced the table.” Then it was on to England. “Of our journey to London from whatever British port it was, I recall only a ride in the night, on a large, flat truck with iron-rimmed wheels that rattled over cobblestone roads. On the truck were huddled between twenty and thirty immigrants, hugging their large bundles.”

In reconstructing her early life, the only information we have comes from the unfinished memoir she wrote much later, at a time when she wanted to stress the extreme poverty of her origins. So we hear, for example, about her grandfather’s dirt-floored hut, but not about how he earned enough by fishing to get three of his sons some musical training, and apparently to supply all six of his children with enough cash to emigrate. Were his catches especially lucrative? Was there another source of income? Another house grander than the hut? Perhaps Rose herself did not know.

Whatever money her mother had ran out once they reached London. At first they lived with Hindl’s brother, his wife, and their four small children in the slums of the East End, where the air was dense with coal smoke and everyone was crammed into two tiny rooms, which also served as the brother’s work space. A shoemaker, he was earning an ever more precarious living as factories took over the trade. His wife’s sister lived in the two rooms with them as well. Even when Hindl found work as a seamstress, the household still had trouble making ends meet. “I remember pangs of hunger—a gnawing that would make me restless when I tried to play,” Rose recalled. She and other girls and boys “with pinched white faces and spindle legs, hushed and solemn,” would stand outside the local baker’s shop, noses pressed to the window. She shared a bed with several of her aunt and uncle’s children, including an infant. One morning she woke up to find the baby dead.

Then they moved on to the home of Hindl’s sister and her family, who were well-off enough to provide Rose and her mother a rare luxury: a room of their own. Although the two of them spoke Yiddish at home, Rose quickly picked up English. For the next year and a half she had her only experience of school. This brief stretch in the classroom gave her a lifelong love of English poetry, and she soon found a free source of it: the four lines of verse that appeared on the back of each ticket for the horse-drawn, double-decker omnibuses that crisscrossed London. Unable to afford books, she picked discarded tickets off the street and sidewalk and read them avidly.

Labor activism was stirring in London’s Jewish community, especially among refugees from Russia’s pogroms. One day, working in a tailor shop, her mother organized something Rose would later grow very familiar with: a strike. Angry that his women workers were looking out at the street and away from their stitching, the tailor whitewashed the shop windows. Hindl led her fellow workers in a week-long walkout—and they won. The whitewash came off. It set an example, Rose claimed, that she never forgot.

After a half-dozen years of the two of them living shoehorned into the households of their London relatives, Hindl married again, charmed by Israel Pastor, an upbeat, mustachioed young immigrant from Romania who liked to drink ale and sing. Rose took on her stepfather’s last name. He had inherited some money from an uncle, and she was delighted when he bought her a tam-o’-shanter, silk stockings, and patent leather shoes. Gradually, though, the funds drained away into failed investments—first in a workshop making plate glass and then in one turning out caps. According to Rose, the first venture came to grief because of a conniving partner, and the second because a worker fell ill and the kindhearted Israel couldn’t stop himself from paying for a doctor and medicine. He even supported the man’s wife and child after he died. “My parents were unable to separate themselves from the workers.” Can we believe this, or is this Rose the later labor organizer talking?

When Hindl became pregnant, Israel came up with a get-rich-quick scheme: he would go to South America, famous as a land of opportunity, and then send for his family. Back in London, Hindl and Rose, soon joined by a baby brother, had to take in an elderly woman boarder to get by. There was no time for school now. Rose and the two adults supported themselves by doing piecework at home, making black satin bows for women’s slippers, while Rose rocked the baby’s cradle with her foot. Only occasionally did she catch a glimpse of a different world, out of reach: the lush foliage of a park far from home or the “green leaves and gay flowers” surrounding the mansions of the rich, seen from the open top deck of an omnibus. Once she watched Queen Victoria, “a plain, heavy, beak-nosed old woman,” ride by in her carriage in a parade celebrating her fiftieth anniversary on the throne.

Failing to make his fortune in Buenos Aires, Israel Pastor briefly returned to London, only to decide to try his luck overseas again, this time in the United States. There at last things seemed to go well, holding out the promise of a better life for all of them in the New World. From Cleveland, Ohio, he sent money for steamship tickets, and Rose, her mother, and the baby set off across the ocean to join him.


2

Magic Land

A safe haven across the Atlantic was the ultimate dream in the great Jewish exodus sparked by the assassination of Alexander II. “‘America’ was in everybody’s mouth,” wrote Mary Antin, also an immigrant from Russia. “Business men talked of it over their accounts; the market women made up their quarrels that they might discuss it from stall to stall; people who had relatives in the famous land went around reading their letters for the enlightenment of less fortunate folks; . . . children played at emigrating; old folks shook their sage heads over the evening fire, and prophesied no good for those who braved the terrors of the sea and the foreign goal beyond it; all talked of it, but scarcely anybody knew one true fact about this magic land.”

We do not know the name of the ship Hindl, Rose, and the baby embarked on, but normally steerage passengers were separated by gender into two sections of a hold lined with stacked, narrow wooden bunks, each two feet or so up from the one below. If you wanted a mattress, sheets, or a pillow, you had to bring them. Several hundred passengers might share only one or two toilets and were allowed on deck, if at all, only at the whim of the captain. Steerage quarters shook with the churning of the ship’s propellers just below, and smelled of engine oil, unwashed bodies, food scraps, tobacco, and vomit—for invariably many were seasick. The Pastors’ ship had scarcely left the English coast, Rose recalled, “when a storm tore a great hole in the old vessel.” The sea poured into their quarters below the waterline, and as “tables, benches, boxes and trunks began to swirl about, a great wailing went up.” One woman dressed all in black held high a crucifix, shouting, “My God! My God! My God!” in Russian. After a two-day stop at Antwerp, Belgium, for emergency repairs, the ship set off again, for three weeks of pitching and rolling its way across the Atlantic. “Bodies were wrapped in canvas and buried at sea. Potatoes and herring, with bread and great chunks of salt butter (or what looked like butter) was the only food we were given.”

The bedraggled trio first appear in US government records on the roster of those who came ashore on November 8, 1890, at Castle Garden, near the southern tip of Manhattan. This grim, circular, former fortress of red brick preceded Ellis Island as the main reception center for new immigrants. Its vast main hall reeked of those who had not been able to bathe for weeks on shipboard. Hundreds of bewildered men in fur hats and women in kerchiefs and shawls trooped in, carrying all their possessions in bundles or battered suitcases tied with rope. Con men bilked the gullible of their savings by collecting imaginary taxes or payment for telegrams to the old country that would never be sent. Rose, her mother, and the baby had little money to be cheated out of, however, for Israel Pastor had not sent them enough to cover their rail tickets to Cleveland. They got only as far as Philadelphia, where they had to wait a week before he could raise or borrow enough for the rest of the journey.

Finally united with her husband in Cleveland, Hindl, now 32, was amazed at the lavishness of their furnished three-room apartment. Rose remembered the scene:


“Oh, Israel!” my mother turned her glowing face to him.

“You bought all this!”

“All this,” he said, waving an arm at the new things.

. . . Something in his tone brought another question.

“Israel—is it all—paid for?”




It wasn’t, of course, and he owed money to the grocer, the butcher, and the baker as well, who were already cutting off credit.

He had been trying to earn a living collecting secondhand goods and scrap metal with a one-horse cart, a common trade for new immigrants, just as driving a taxi would be for those arriving a century later. There was always the dream that the cart might someday be replaced by a small shop. For Israel Pastor, though, the cart yielded little. From her new bed that first night, Rose heard worried adult voices in the kitchen, making decisions that would change her life. Her mother would have to stay home to care for the baby while Rose went to work. Two days later, she and an older girl from the neighborhood went to apply for jobs at a nearby cigar factory. This was what she would do, with only a few short breaks, for the next dozen years. She was 11 years old.

The nation was not yet hooked on cigarettes, but American men loved cigars. In 1890, the year Rose started working, the country produced four billion of them. Wages were on a piecework basis, and fierce competition between manufacturers kept them low. Cutting and folding tobacco leaves and rolling them properly into cigars required dexterity, and employers increasingly hired women. They preferred immigrant women, who were eager for work, used to obedience, and had fewer troublesome ideas than men about trade unions. Those with little command of English were even less likely to complain about working conditions. As the tide of arrivals reached new heights that decade, owners often deliberately set up cigar factories in neighborhoods that were favored immigrant destinations.

Assembling the different grades of cigars, especially the higher-priced ones, took skill. You had to keep the large outer tobacco leaves, or “wrappers,” under a damp cloth on your workbench, so that they remained pliable, but not soggy. You then spread a wrapper leaf flat on the bench surface with one hand while bunching up small “filler” leaves in the other, often blending two or three different types of tobacco for flavor. The tender tips of the filler leaves were thought to be sweeter, and had to be placed at the end of the cigar that would be lit, so their aroma would be in the smoker’s first puff. If the cigar had a distinctive form, like a slight bulge in the middle, you had to shape the filler leaves accordingly. They could neither be placed crosswise where they might block the flow of smoke, nor be packed so loosely that hot air would be sucked through the cigar too fast and singe the smoker’s tongue. Finally, you had to roll the filler in the wrapper leaf in a uniform spiral, covering the smoker’s end of the cigar with an artful tuck of the wrapper, securing the seal with a drop of tasteless glue. Each cigar, of course, had to be the same length, weight, and shape. In most factories, you then placed the finished cigars in a U-shaped rack that held 50 of them. When it was full, you bound the bundle with string or a leather strap, adding a slip of paper with your name or seat number. A supervisor carefully inspected the cigars and docked your pay if they were not up to standard, or if you had used up too many of the more valuable wrapper leaves.

A coal stove heated the work space, but on a cold winter morning it could take several hours to warm up a whole floor of shivering workers. On sunny days in summer, the factories would turn into humid ovens—windows were often nailed shut, so that drafts of fresh air wouldn’t dry out the wrapper leaves and make them brittle. The only relief from the heat was running cold water over your hands. Another discomfort of cigar work was the thick, penetrating smell—from the leaves themselves and from the oil in them that soaked into workbenches and storage bins and factory floors over the years. The odor found its way into your clothes and followed you home. Worst of all was the extremely fine tobacco dust. A brown coating of it lay everywhere: on floors and tables, on sills and panes of those nailed-shut windows—and in the air you breathed. As a result, cigar workers suffered the second-highest death rate from tuberculosis of any occupation in America; only stonecutters had it worse. As she arrived at the factory for the first time, Rose remembered, “the suffocating effluvium of tobacco dust strikes us in the face.” All her adult life, she would be troubled by lung problems.

That first day, her employer told her, “Two weeks to learn. After that half-pay for six weeks, then full pay.” In her first half-pay week, she earned 77 cents, equal to about $22 in purchasing power today. At one point she was surprised when the factory owner, out of apparent kindness, gave her a day off. Only later did she discover that he wanted Rose (three years under the legal minimum age for a worker) out of sight that day. He had learned, probably by paying someone off, that a government inspector was due to visit.

Rose would work in several cigar factories, large and small, over the following 12 years. At the next one she discovered her naïveté about something else. She was proud that the proprietor repeatedly praised her for being able to make twice as many cigars a day as the slowest workers. Too late, she realized that the owner was using her to set the pace for a speed-up. He soon announced that everyone’s pay would drop from 14 to 13 cents per 100 cigars.

At home, the family lived among other Jewish immigrants who were similarly scraping by. “It was a hard winter. There was always someone losing a job, or hopelessly in search of one. Or the schoolchildren were without shoes or decent clothing. Or there was nothing to pay the grocer who refused further credit. Or someone came to borrow an egg for a sick child. Or the eternal Installment Plan Agent had . . . threatened to take away everything. . . . Or a baby about to be born, and where will they get ten dollars for the midwife?”

The midwife came often to the Pastor household, for Hindl gave birth to five more children. This greatly increased the pressure on Rose to earn. After working a ten- or twelve-hour day, she sometimes went on to roll cigars until midnight in a smaller neighborhood workshop. Yet she seldom made more than eight dollars a week, equal to about $240 today. Her stepfather often made even less, and some of that had to be spent on fodder for his horse. Before long, horse and junk wagon were mortgaged, like the household furniture. During one blizzard, Rose quietly went without food for five days, so the others could have what little there was.

When her mother gave birth, it was Rose who had to carry water from the well and to clean the sheets and diapers in the washtub. The family’s hardships were compounded by the Panic of 1893, when some 600 American banks and 15,000 businesses failed. Millions lost their savings and had to be fed by soup kitchens, and homeless families filled the streets, begging for food. More than four million people were thrown out of work, leaving nearly a quarter of all American workers unemployed. Indebted farmers plunged into bankruptcy. Angry groups of jobless workers tried to make their way to Washington, only to be stopped by federal troops. Those lucky enough to be still working often saw their wages and hours brutally slashed. The market for both Israel Pastor’s scrap metal and Rose’s cigars collapsed. The factory owner showed her a storeroom filled to the ceiling with unsold cigars and told her, “When I get rid of the stock on hand you may come back.”

As the Pastor family ate still less, Israel took to drink and at times became violent with his wife and stepdaughter. “A blind brute force, raging and relentless, had entered our home to stay,” Rose wrote. They took in a boarder to help with the rent, but he had his own problems and was soon gone. When the landlord evicted them during another blizzard, they moved to new quarters with money Rose borrowed from her boss. The saloon soaked up ever more of Israel’s erratic earnings.

Somehow, in the midst of all her pregnancies and other travails, Hindl found time to read Yiddish poetry aloud to her children. Something else also nourished Rose’s love of literature, the first book she possessed, and for months the only one: Charles and Mary Lamb’s Tales from Shakespeare. “During my first year in America I read nothing but Lamb’s ‘Tales.’ I had nothing else to read, looked for nothing else. It never occurred to me that there might be other books in the world. I had never heard of any.” In this popular retelling of Shakespeare’s plays for children, Rose was particularly drawn to Isabella, “the noble-minded heroine of Measure for Measure,” who “became my ideal of lofty womanhood. To be like her was the dream of my life.” The chaste Isabella heroically resists the entreaties of the lustful, scheming Angelo to yield her virginity to him, does various good deeds, and as a result is rewarded with a marriage proposal from a duke. It would turn out to be an uncanny foreshadowing of Rose’s own future.

Far from the realm of dukes and princes, Rose’s employer for roughly half the years she worked in Cleveland cigar factories, Isaac Brudno, was a petty tyrant. “He would go from rack to rack; picking up handfuls of stogies. A mis-roll or two, a head or two badly sealed; a slight unevenness in length would call forth a violent fit of temper. He would hurl curses at the workers, break and twist the stogies out of shape, and throw them into the drawer of waste cuttings! A morning’s work gone to the scrap-pile!

“‘You call this stogie-rolling? Get out of my shop. Get out, this minute, or I’ll pitch you through the window.’”

Rose later wrote a poem, “Song of the Cigar,” that began:


Cut, cut, cut!

The Sumatra as brown as a nut.

Cut finely the selvage to-day,

The foreman is looking my way;

And I may be docked from my pay.

Cut, cut, cut!



Roll, roll, roll!

Tho’ dark as the shop is my soul,

I may not look out at the blue,

I’ll make some mis-rolls if I do;

And the foreman will break them in two.

Roll, roll, roll!


Rose was exaggerating little about the hardships of working for Brudno. Here is a factory inspector’s description of this same workplace:

 


The ventilation of the entire building very bad. . . . No means of collecting the scraps from the cigars; simply thrown on floor, walked over, swept up and sold to other firms to make the cheap scrap tobacco and clippings which are in very many cases used for chewing tobacco as well as smoking. While I was standing in the room an old man who was wrapping cigars took a violent fit of coughing and sat there spitting on the floor, right into the scraps of tobacco. Not one person in the place used a knife to trim the cigars. They all bit off the ends, and either swallowed the saliva or spat it out on the floor. The mouths and faces of both men and women were stained with the juice. . . . One window in the rear of the second floor was open, but the air from the alley was so filled with the odor of decaying fruit and vegetables that it was impossible to leave it up for long.



Israel Pastor’s drinking continued, and then Rose and her mother became desperate, for he disappeared. “No word, no clue. I worked impossible hours now at a frantic pace. . . .

“One evening I came from work to find him seated by the kitchen stove.

“‘Hullo, Rosalie.’

“‘Hullo, father.’

“Simply, quietly. As if he had not been gone for months without leaving any trace.”

The same thing happened again and again. Finally, he left once more and did not return.

The last stanza of that poem of hers ran:


Count, count, count!

To what does this day’s work amount?

One dollar and twenty-five cents

And I must keep eight souls alive!

Oh! how can man’s faith in God thrive!

Count, count, count!


By the late 1890s, cigar rollers in Cleveland, like workers everywhere in the United States, were starting to hear about socialism. Rose lost one job when a manager found a book by the Belgian socialist leader Émile Vandervelde under her workbench. But she was disappointed by a few socialist meetings she attended, because “always I found a violent, wordy conflict in progress.”

The other movement American workers were talking about was organized labor. Its great victories were yet to come, but one event not far from Cleveland had caught the nation’s attention: a bloody 1892 strike at one of Andrew Carnegie’s steel mills in Homestead, Pennsylvania. Workers had battled strikebreakers hired from the Pinkerton detective agency and landed on the factory grounds from barges on the Monongahela River, leaving at least seven steelworkers and three Pinkertons dead and many more injured. Some 8,500 National Guardsmen were called in to crush the strike.

For the moment, however, Rose found the union movement disappointing. Though Samuel Gompers, president of the American Federation of Labor, had begun his own working life in a cigar factory, the AFL saw itself as a guild of highly skilled craftsmen. When a group of Cleveland workers that included Rose tried to join its Cigar Makers’ International Union, they were turned away. The union had no interest in those who made stogies, or cheap cigars, especially when so many were women and new immigrants willing to work for rock-bottom wages. The union movement was also not immune from America’s ethnic tensions: AFL members at this time were overwhelmingly of German, British, or Irish ancestry, with no fondness for impoverished newcomers from Southern and Eastern Europe. Gompers backed tough restrictions on such immigrants.

In these long years in the factories, poetry became Rose’s main solace. “Once your hand is trained,” she wrote of cigar-making, “you can think the whole day.” Or read. As she worked, a book was often propped up on her cigar bench. She published a few poems in a local newspaper and sometimes recited them at meetings of the Friendly Club, a group of Jewish single women. There, records show, she was elected to the odd-sounding post of “chairman of badges.” At one performance evening she recited Edwin Markham’s “The Man with the Hoe,” widely popular as a protest against the exploitation of labor.

For this, she drew a sharp rebuke from the “women of leisure” of the city’s wealthier German Jewish community who sponsored the club with the aim of educating and uplifting new immigrants. “Didn’t I know that the poem is about a French peasant? . . . Didn’t I realize that here in America we had no such peasantry? That here the farmers are free and rich?”


Rose shared the musical talent of her cantor uncles, and she was much in demand to sing at weddings and parties—and at work. “Someone would call out: ‘Sing, Rose, sing!’” she recalled. “At the end of each verse, the whole shop would repeat the last line.”

Although the poetry she wrote was in English, much of her singing was in Yiddish. A favorite song of hers was “Mayn Tsavoe,” or “My Testament,” by the anarchist poet David Edelstadt. She translated the first two verses as:


Ah, good friends, when I am gone,

Bring our flag to my grave.

The free flag, the red one,

Dyed in the blood of workingmen.



There in my grave will I hear

My free song, my storm song

And there I will shed tears

For the enslaved Gentile and Jew.


She sang hymns, ballads, folk songs, and German lieder—she was particularly fond of those by Franz Schubert. But “labor songs and songs of revolt had a special place in our hearts. They were the only expression of protest at hand. I sang as I came up the stairs in the morning, and sang as I left the loft at night. The boss would often hear me singing, but he never seemed to know what it was about.”

A music teacher who visited the Friendly Club selected Rose “for solo work, and pronounced my voice a ‘mezzo-soprano of rare range and quality,’ and insisted that it be trained.” But even at cut rates, the lessons were 50 cents each, and “after two lessons I am compelled to remember that fifty cents buys ten loaves of bread. I go to the studio no more.”

Rose’s long work hours left little time for romance. In her teen years and early twenties, her sole long-term infatuation was with a son of the owner of the Brudno cigar works, Ezra. He sometimes could be found in the family factory, but was clearly destined for higher things, for he attended college and then Yale Law School. Although she fantasized about him endlessly, imagining that he shared her love of literature (she wasn’t wrong—he later would publish several novels), on only three occasions could she summon the courage to speak to him. The gap of class between them was too great.

One day a neighbor brought to the Pastor apartment some copies of a newspaper published in New York City. The Yiddishes Tageblatt, or Jewish Daily News, was the country’s oldest and largest Yiddish daily. It featured a single page in English, Rose noticed, which invited readers throughout the country to send in letters. She did so, writing one from the factory during lunch hour, complaining jocularly that she made 200 fewer cigars that day thanks to the time it took to pen the letter. Not long afterward her words appeared in print, and she received a message “in the editor’s own hand urging me to tell him more of myself, of the shop, of my life at home,” and suggesting she try writing an advice column for young women. She was thrilled when she received a payment for the first one: a check for two dollars.

Under the pen name Zelda, Rose’s “Heart to Heart Talk: Just Between Ourselves, Girls” was a chatty, cheerful mix of anecdotes, treacly poetry, and admonitions, such as “Don’t let a day pass without its adding at least one stone to the building of your character.” But she soon found that “the only hours in which I could earn the two extra dollars at writing were those torn from sleep.” This left her exhausted and rolling cigars at a slower pace, a disaster for the family, since Rose was now the sole wage earner supporting her mother and her six younger sisters and brothers. She could not earn enough to feed them all, and so several were in orphanages or foster care. Her life was so little her own that she had no chance to see what the world outside the Cleveland slums even looked like. “I never saw a daisy,” she would tell an audience years later, “until I was a grown woman.”

Continuing the column was too much and she had to stop. But when she did so, reported the editor, “hundreds of letters were being received from all parts of the country: What has become of Zelda?” Then came an extraordinary message from the newspaper’s publisher—an offer of a job as a reporter in New York, at the princely salary of $15 a week, roughly double her cigar worker’s earnings.
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City of the World

It was January 1903 when the 23-year-old Rose stepped off a Pennsylvania Railroad train in Jersey City—there were as yet no tunnels under the Hudson River—and took a ferry to Manhattan. Someone who met her later that year described her as having “sparkling brown eyes and a pale, delicate face” beneath hair “like a bundle of red-brown combed wool.” What a combination of awe, fear, and excitement she must have felt on seeing the great city’s skyline spread out before her. As Emma Goldman would write of her own arrival in New York at about the same age, “All that had happened in my life until that time was now left behind me, cast off like a worn-out garment. A new world was before me, strange and terrifying.”

Nearly ten times the size of Cleveland, the New York that loomed above the ferry dock was by far the nation’s largest city; soon it would be the largest on the planet. It was already the world’s biggest Jewish city. Truly Whitman’s city of the world, in every sense it was a metropolis of superlatives: it had the country’s greatest collection of millionaires; most illustrious array of libraries, theaters, and museums; biggest slums; tallest skyscraper; largest department store; and busiest port. It was on track to replace London as the world’s financial capital, with the Bank of England already borrowing money on Wall Street. Separating Manhattan from Brooklyn and Queens, the East River was claimed as the most heavily trafficked body of water anywhere. Spanning it was the Brooklyn Bridge, an engineering miracle held in place by feathery spiderwebs of cables made out of 14,000 miles of wire.

New York was the most polyglot city on earth, holding not just immigrants from places like Ireland, Sweden, or Portugal, but people who primarily identified themselves as Calabrians or Ruthenians or Dalmatians. Ethnic venues across the city ranged from the Czech National Hall to the Germania Assembly Rooms, as well as theaters in Italian, Spanish, Yiddish, and other languages. The Yiddishes Tageblatt where Rose had been promised a job was only one of several dozen foreign-language newspapers published in tongues from Greek to Arabic.

Some of what Rose saw in New York undoubtedly reminded her of Augustów: organ grinders and knife sharpeners on the sidewalks, or women at the Hester Street market wearing kerchiefs and aprons and hawking radishes, fish, chickens, pickles out of barrels, and challah for the Sabbath. “A great hubbub of human voices meets the ear as one nears the market” was how Rose described it. “Little boys, running with their baskets or bundles of wares, yelling at the tops of their voices; men using their lungs to the utmost capacity as they endeavor to call the attention of the women to the cheapness of the wares displayed on stalls, baskets or pushcarts. Teamsters whose lungs are wonderfully developed cry to the push-cart peddlers to get out of the way with their carts. Through all, the women’s voices as they bargain loudly with the men or women at the little shops on wheels. And above the din the predominating cry, ‘Women! women! women!’ (the cry is in Yiddish: ‘Veiber! veiber! veiber!’)” The pushcarts sold everything from buttons and cloth scraps to garlic and freshly baked sweet potatoes from mobile wood-burning ovens. If you were too poor to invest in a cart, you could rent one for ten cents a day.

Other scenes—the palatial stone edifices of men’s clubs, women in fur coats and hats with feathers or ruffles skating on the frozen ponds of Central Park—spoke of a different existence entirely. Far from the hardships of new immigrants, it was a world where fraternal societies in comfortable neighborhoods might raise funds for charity, or simply have a good time, by staging a “poverty ball.” Guests came dressed in carpet scraps or worn-out clothing with rips and holes, and won prizes for the most ragged costumes.

The New York of 1903 was filled with things Rose had never seen: small steam locomotives puffing coal smoke while pulling elevated trains on tracks along frameworks of girders above the streets, thundering almost within reach of second-floor tenement windows, while teams of horses hauled trolleys along the streets below—both sources of power soon to be replaced by the magic of electricity. (The city’s trolleys and elevated trains would provide more than a billion rides to passengers that year, more than all the railroads
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