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I don’t want you to rehabilitate me.

Just make me interesting.

—Philip Roth to his biographer
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PHILIP ROTH




PROLOGUE

ON OCTOBER 23, 2005, PHILIP ROTH DAY WAS CELEBRATED in Newark. Two busloads of fans went on the Philip Roth Tour, stopping at evocative locations—Washington Park, the public library, Weequahic High—where passengers took turns reading pertinent passages from Roth’s work. Finally the crowd disembarked outside Roth’s childhood home at 81 Summit Avenue, cheering wildly when Roth himself arrived in a limousine. “Now you just step up here and give me a kiss!” said Mrs. Roberta Harrington, the present owner of the house, and Roth kept her at his side the rest of the day. Mayor Sharpe James, whom Roth adored (“a big-city mayor with all the bluster and chicanery”), said a few words before Roth pulled away the black cloth covering the historical plaque on his house: “This was the first childhood home of Philip Roth, one of America’s greatest writers of the 20th and 21st centuries. . . .” Next, Roth and the crowd moved across the street to the corner of Summit and Keer, which a white-on-green street sign now proclaimed to be Philip Roth Plaza.

Afterward a reception was held at Roth’s childhood library branch, Osborne Terrace, where the mayor rose to the lectern: “Now, you Weequahic boys don’t think that us South Side boys know how to read,” he said to Roth, referring to the mostly black high school he’d attended around the time Roth had been at Weequahic. Then the mayor read (“wonderfully”) a passage from The Counterlife:

“If you’re from New Jersey,” Nathan had said, “and you write thirty books, and you win the Nobel Prize, and you live to be white-haired and ninety-five, it’s highly unlikely but not impossible that after your death they’ll decide to name a rest stop for you on the Jersey Turnpike. And so, long after you’re gone, you may indeed be remembered, but mostly by small children, in the backs of cars, when they lean forward and tell their parents, ‘Stop, please, stop at Zuckerman—I have to pee.’ For a New Jersey novelist that’s as much immortality as it’s realistic to hope for.”

Finally it was Roth’s turn to speak: “Today, Newark is my Stockholm, and that plaque is my prize. I couldn’t be any more thrilled by any recognition accorded to me anywhere on earth. That’s all there is to say.” A few days earlier, his friend Harold Pinter had won the Nobel.

“Mr. Roth is a writer whose skill and power are greater than his admittedly great reputation,” wrote the eminent critic Frank Kermode, eight years before, after reading American Pastoral—Roth’s novel about the fall of Newark, and the larger loss of American innocence in the sixties, which would go on to win the Pulitzer. Kermode may have been thinking of an earlier novel, also set in Newark, on which much of Roth’s reputation continued to rest: Portnoy’s Complaint, his 1969 best seller about a mother-haunted, shiksa-chasing Jewish boy who masturbates with a piece of liver (“I fucked my own family’s dinner”). Much of what Roth later wrote was in reaction to the mortifying fame of this book—the widespread perception that Roth had written a confession instead of a novel, and never mind the perception among elements of the Jewish establishment that Roth was a propagandist on a par with Goebbels and Streicher. The great Israeli philosopher Gershom Scholem went so far as to suggest that Portnoy would trigger something akin to a second Holocaust.

Given his whole magisterial oeuvre—thirty-one books—Roth would earnestly come to wish he’d never published Portnoy. “I could have had a serious enough career without it and I would have sidestepped a barrage of insulting shit”—charges of Jewish self-hatred, misogyny, and general unseriousness. “I’d written this book about sex and jerking off and whatever, so I was a kind of clown or fuck artist. But then I finally beat them down. Fuckers.”



ROTH WAS AMONG the last of a generation of heroically ambitious novelists that included such friends and occasional rivals as John Updike, Don DeLillo, and William Styron (a neighbor in Litchfield County, Connecticut), and arguably Roth’s work stands the best chance of enduring. In 2006, The New York Times Book Review canvassed some two hundred “writers, critics, editors, and other literary sages,” asking them to identify the “single best work of American fiction published in the last twenty-five years.” Six of the twenty-two books selected for the final list were written by Roth: The Counterlife, Operation Shylock, Sabbath’s Theater, American Pastoral, The Human Stain, and The Plot Against America. “If we had asked for the single best writer of fiction of the past twenty-five years,” A. O. Scott wrote in the accompanying essay, “[Roth] would have won.”

But of course Roth’s career extended well beyond the prescribed twenty-five years, beginning with Goodbye, Columbus, in 1959, for which he won the National Book Award at age twenty-six. His third novel, Portnoy’s Complaint, was on the 1998 Modern Library list of the 100 best English-language novels of the twentieth century, while American Pastoral was, with Portnoy, subsequently included on Time magazine’s 100-best list of 2005. During the fifty-five years of his career, Roth’s evolution as a writer was astounding in its versatility: after the deft satire of his early stories in Goodbye, Columbus, he went on to write two somber realistic novels (Letting Go, When She Was Good) whose main influences were Henry James and Flaubert respectively—an odd apprenticeship, given the outlandish farce of the Portnoy era that followed (Our Gang, The Great American Novel), the Kafkaesque surrealism of The Breast, the comic virtuosity of the Zuckerman sequence (The Ghost Writer, Zuckerman Unbound, The Anatomy Lesson, The Prague Orgy), the elaborate metafictional artifice of The Counterlife and Operation Shylock, and finally a synthesis of all his gifts in the masterly, essentially tragic American Trilogy: American Pastoral, I Married a Communist, and The Human Stain. In the final decade of his career, Roth continued to produce novels—almost one a year—exploring profound aspects of mortality and fate. Altogether his work forms “the truest picture we have of the way we live now,” as the poet Mark Strand put it in his remarks for Roth’s Gold Medal at the 2001 American Academy of Arts and Letters ceremonial.

Roth deplored the misconception that he was essentially an autobiographical writer, while making aesthetic hay of the matter with lookalike alter egos that include a recurring character named Philip Roth. Some novels were more autobiographical than others, to be sure, but Roth himself was too protean a figure to be pinned to any particular character, and relatively little is known about the actual life on which so vast an oeuvre was supposedly based. Some of the confusion on this point was deeply embarrassing to the author. “I am not ‘Alexander Portnoy’ any more than I am the ‘Philip Roth’ of Claire [Bloom]’s book,” he brooded over the actress’s scurrilous 1996 memoir, Leaving a Doll’s House. Were it not for Portnoy, Roth believed, his former wife “would never have dared to perpetrate” a version of himself so blatantly at odds with the “disciplined, steady, and responsible” person he always considered himself to be.

Certainly this is how Roth was portrayed in Janet Hobhouse’s posthumous roman à clef, The Furies, whose characters include a famous writer named Jack modeled on Roth. He and Hobhouse had had an affair in the mid-1970s—they’d lived in the same building near the Metropolitan Museum—and her portrait remains perhaps the most rounded of a man who, though a household name, stayed largely out of the public eye. While her narrator accounts for the more conventional aspects of Jack/Roth’s charm (“not just the speed of his mind, but the playfulness, the willingness to leap, dive, flick the wrist, keep the game going”), she is seduced foremost by his “monkish habits,” the way “he organized his existence around the two pages a day he set himself to write”: “I thought yearningly of the contained, near-ascetic life going on two floors below me: the sober twilight perusals of literary journals, the rustle of foreign correspondence in a Jamesian high silence.”

For what it’s worth, Roth perceived himself as the opposite of anti-Semitic or misogynistic, and indeed had little patience for reductive categories one way or the other. His “monkish” lifestyle, for instance: “My reputation as a ‘recluse,’ ” he wrote a friend, “was always idiotic.” What it meant, essentially, was that he liked to be “blissfully” occupied with his work in rural surroundings, as opposed to “gossip[ing] about [him]self to people in New York or appear[ing] on late-night TV.” In fact he was often intensely engaged with the world, repeatedly traveling to Prague in the seventies and befriending dissident writers such as Milan Kundera and Ludvík Vaculík, whose books he promoted in the West with the Writers from the Other Europe series he edited at Penguin for many years. Also, during his relationship with Bloom, he divided his time among London, New York, and Connecticut, while spending weeks in Israel to research aspects of The Counterlife and Operation Shylock—or, in the years after, traveling wherever else he wanted to go to learn about glove making or taxidermy or grave digging; he even undertook, once, a reading tour for Patrimony, so at least he’d know what that was like, too. But the better part of his career was quite as Hobhouse described it: the daylight hours doggedly spent at his desk, and nights in the company of a woman—both of them reading, if Roth had his way. “What should I have been doing instead so as not to be labeled a recluse,” he remarked, “passing my nights at Elaine’s?”

It’s true Roth managed to have a florid love life, which he was apt to discuss “in a sort of kindly reverie,” the way Dr. Johnson bethought himself of Hodge, his favorite cat. An essential side of Roth remained the cherished son of Herman and Bess—“a pleasing, analytic, lovingly manipulative good boy,” as his alter ego Zuckerman chidingly describes him in The Facts—whose probity was such that he married two disastrously ill-suited women, not least because they desperately wanted him to. (This while refusing any number of more compatible partners.) And meanwhile he steadily rebelled against his own rectitude, quite as the clinical definition of “Portnoy’s Complaint” would have it: “A disorder in which strongly-felt ethical and altruistic impulses are perpetually warring with extreme sexual longings, often of a perverse nature.” Portnoy, again, is among the least autobiographical of a gallery including Zuckerman, Kepesh, and Tarnopol, but in each character is a kindred duality. As for Roth himself, his greatest urge was always to serve his own genius—amid the keen distractions, albeit, of an ardently carnal nature. “Philip once said something about Colette’s husband Willy,” said his friend Judith Thurman. “He was talking about the fin de siècle, this world of eroticism, and he said, ‘It was so wonderful! They walked around with a buzz twenty-four hours a day.’ Meaning a sexual buzz. Think if you have a musical ear, so that you’re out in the street and the taxi is C minor and the bus is G major and you’re hearing all these things, and translate that as a sexual vibe.”



ALONG WITH THE LIKES OF Willa Cather, William Faulkner, and Saul Bellow, Roth was awarded the Academy of Arts and Letters’ highest honor, the Gold Medal in fiction, a year after the completion of his American Trilogy. The following year, 2002, at the National Book Awards ceremony, Roth received the Medal for Distinguished Contribution to American Letters and used the occasion to correct “a pertinent little misunderstanding”: “I have never thought of myself, for the length of a single sentence, as an American Jewish or a Jewish American writer,” he wrote in his highly prepared remarks, “anymore than I imagine Theodore Dreiser or Ernest Hemingway or John Cheever thought of themselves as American Christian or Christian American writers.” Susan Rogers, his main companion at the time, remembered that Roth worked on the speech for two or three months prior to the ceremony, and read it aloud to her “at least six times.”

After his American Trilogy—what some called his “Letter to Stockholm” series—a consensus formed that Roth stood alone among contemporary novelists. Stockholm, however, remained unmoved. “The child in me is delighted,” Bellow had said about awards in general and the Nobel in particular; “the adult in me is skeptical.” Roth appropriated the remark for his own boilerplate, and meanwhile he couldn’t help thinking about the most conspicuous difference in his and Bellow’s respective careers—especially after Bellow’s widow gave Roth the top hat her husband had worn in Stockholm, which Roth displayed ever after on a stereo speaker in his apartment. (Roth was asked whether it fit his own head: “No, I can’t fill Saul’s hat,” he said. “He’s a much better writer.”) Toward the end of his life, Roth would walk (very slowly) from his Upper West Side apartment to the Museum of Natural History and back, stopping on almost every bench along the way—including the bench on the museum grounds near a pink pillar listing American winners of the Nobel Prize. “It’s actually quite ugly, isn’t it?” a friend observed one day. “Yes,” Roth replied, “and it’s getting uglier by the year.” “Why did they put it there anyway?” Roth laughed: “To aggravate me.”






PART ONE

LAND HO!

1933 – 1956
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Bess with her adored second-born at Belmar Beach.

“He who is loved by his parents is a conquistador,”

Roth liked to say, amid later glory.

(COURTESY OF PHILIP ROTH ESTATE)






CHAPTER

One

DURING A TRIP TO ISRAEL, IN 1984, ROTH TOOK HIS friend David Plante—a gay, gentile writer—to the Orthodox Quarter of Jerusalem, Mea She’arim, where the two stood on a corner watching Hasidim milling about in their black coats and hats, the boys with their heads shorn except for long side curls. Almost everyone, young and old, wore thick eyeglasses. “You could be in a shtetl in Poland in the eighteenth century,” said Roth, whose grandparents had grown up in such a place. One Hasid passed by with a towel over his shoulder, and the writers followed to where the man met other Hasidim for their afternoon bath. “Wait till I get this around,” Roth chuckled to his companion, “—Plante standing outside a bathhouse trying to pick up a Hasid.”

For Roth, levity was better than nostalgia in the face of this living reminder of his family origins. He could hardly remember his grandparents ever speaking of the old country, of the people they’d left behind, and was left to surmise that the shtetls of Galicia weren’t really like the Broadway version of Sholem Aleichem, what with winsome Jews “singing show tunes that brought tears to your eyes,” as Roth put it. His father’s parents came from an especially bleak corner of that bygone world—Kozlów, near the city of Tarnopol, which is perhaps best remembered (among Jews anyway) as the site of the Khmelnytsky Uprising in the seventeenth century. Throughout the Middle Ages, Polish landowners had employed Jewish agents to collect rents and taxes from the peasantry, who meanwhile were reminded every Sunday, in church, that the Jews had killed Christ. “Pole, Yid, and hound—each to the same faith bound,” read the legend commonly nailed to trees where a Pole, Jew, and dog had been hanged. Almost every Jew in Tarnopol was killed or expelled in the massacre, and the city itself was burned to the ground.

By the nineteenth century, Galicia was the northernmost province of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, whose 1867 constitution allowed freedom of religion and equal rights for all subjects. Such liberality did little to improve the lot of Galician Jews, however, whose population exploded with refugees fleeing pogroms in neighboring Russia. Some fifty thousand a year died of starvation, and by the 1880s Galicia had both the highest birth and death rates among the old Polish territories, with only half its children living to the age of five. “Often the relations between the social strata of the shtetl came to little more than a difference between the poor and the hopelessly poor,” wrote Irving Howe. Galician Jews usually lived amid a welter of grim huts and cobbled streets winding every which way to a crowded marketplace—a dreary insular world menaced by disorderly gentiles. Solace was found in ritual and piety. A good Jew’s life was finely regulated by 613 mitzvoh, commandments, everything from reciting blessings for one’s homely pleasures to lighting candles and slaughtering chickens just so. Children were cowed with tales of dybbuks and golems, their marriages were arranged, their baser impulses rigorously suppressed. No wonder the more intelligent among them learned to laugh at the wretched way God’s chosen people saw fit to live.

The law was embodied by rabbis, and one of these in Kozlów was Roth’s great-grandfather, Akiva, who also had a reputation as a storyteller. His son Alexander, called Sender, was studying to be a rabbi when he married, in 1886, Bertha Zahnstecher, whose Flaschner connections on her mother’s side would stand the family in good stead once they came to America. Over the course of twenty-five years, Bertha bore nine children with Sender—two of whom, Freide and Pesie, died in infancy; of the surviving seven, Philip Roth’s father, Herman, was the first to be born in the New World.

Roth knew even less about his mother’s side of the family, and virtually nothing about their origins in the old country. What may be gleaned from basic genealogical data is that Roth’s maternal grandfather and namesake, Philip (Farvish) Finkel, was also born near Tarnopol in the town of Bialy Kamien (White Stone), the second of five brothers. As for Roth’s maternal grandmother, Dora Eisenberg, she grew up roughly 250 miles away near czarist Kiev, and was almost certainly moved to emigrate, with three sisters and two brothers, to escape the vicious anti-Semitism that prevailed throughout the empire after the assassination of Alexander II, in 1881, by a revolutionary group that czarists claimed (falsely) to be dominated by Jews.

The worst of these pogroms took place in Kiev, where gentile mobs ran amok through Jewish neighborhoods, ransacking shops and the Brodsky vodka warehouse. As if constant terror weren’t enough, the May Laws of 1882 effectively prohibited Jews from owning property or pursuing higher professions such as law, government, teaching, or the officer corps. Konstantin Pobedonostsev, the czar’s reactionary adviser, proposed a formula for purging the Jews: “One-third conversion, one-third emigration, and one-third starvation.” Such was the nightmare some 2.5 million Russian Jews would flee, many seeking refuge in America, between 1881 and 1920.

What Philip Roth heard, growing up, was that both his grandfathers had emigrated to escape conscription. Military service wasn’t as punitive for Jewish subjects of the benign Austrian emperor, Franz Joseph, as it was under the czars, but even the relatively lenient three-year period of active duty was longer than most Galician Jews were willing to be parted from family and religion. Nor was the society of gentiles any more comfortable in the army as elsewhere; in Joseph Roth’s novel about the decline of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, The Radetzky March, a drunken gentile officer insults a Jewish army surgeon, Max Demant—“Yid, Yid, Yid!”—leading to a duel and the doctor’s death.

It was common for husbands to emigrate alone and bring their families over later. Sender Roth departed aboard the S.S. Westernland on March 5, 1898, more than two years in advance of Bertha and their three boys. One of Bertha’s Flaschner uncles had prospered as a shoe merchant in Brockton, Massachusetts, and offered to sponsor Sender’s plan to set up as a rabbi in Boston. Aboard the boat, however, Sender apparently had misgivings—rabbis were hardly as revered in America as in Europe, never mind the question of livelihood—and decided to debark at Ellis Island. A landsman aboard the boat had assured Sender that he could get them jobs at a hat factory in East Orange, New Jersey; moreover, Sender’s sister Fannie and her husband, Nathan Cohen (later Kuvin), lived in nearby Newark and agreed to let Sender stay with them until he saved enough money to pay his family’s passage.

When Philip Finkel received his draft notice, he changed his name to Bara and arranged to follow his older brother, another Nathan, to Elizabeth, New Jersey. The ruse was also adopted by other Finkel brothers; the last to emigrate, Marcus, was listed as “Barer” when he finally departed from Rotterdam aboard the S.S. Rijndam on September 4, 1920.* His last permanent address was given as Zloczow, near Tarnopol, where Jewish refugees from Bialy Kamien had settled after the shtetl was destroyed by fire in 1902.

As for the remaining Jews of Galicia, almost every one of them would perish in the Holocaust—a catastrophe predicted as early as 1923 by the poet Uri Zvi Greenberg, a Bialy Kamien–born Zionist who considered mass extermination the “tragic but almost inevitable outcome of Jewish indifference to their destiny.” What became of the remaining eighteen thousand Jews in Tarnopol was typical: five thousand were slaughtered within a month of the Nazi occupation in June 1941, and another thousand were shot in a nearby forest the following March; the rest were packed into a ghetto—Galicia’s first—whence they were transported to the Bełżec death camp, among others, before final liquidation on June 20, 1943.



BERTHA ROTH LEFT her mother and sisters behind when she emigrated on November 3, 1900—also aboard the Westernland—with her sons Kiwe, Mojsche, and Abraham, aged twelve, nine, and three, respectively, and renamed Charlie, Morris, and Ed when they arrived in Newark. Like most Eastern European Jews, they settled amid the slums of the Third Ward, on Broome Street, one block parallel to the sprawling commerce of Prince Street. This re-creation of a shtetl market in America—nicknamed “Baghdad on the Passaic”—was a jumble of pushcarts and stalls hawking everything from live carp, pastrami, and pickles to all sorts of clothing and gadgets, the vendors roughly grabbing at pedestrians to come over and have a look at their wares.

“Do you remember the story you told me about Grandpa?” the nineteen-year-old Philip Roth wrote a dying Bertha in 1952. “It was a sad and wonderful story about some men that were going to sell Grandpa some property on Baldwin Avenue. And you told me that when Grandpa came to them with the money—and it was a Sunday too—when Grandpa came with the money, which was all he had ever saved, they took the money from him.” Despite getting fleeced by goyim in his first attempt to escape the seedy rental flat on Broome, Sender was soon able to buy a house on nearby Rutgers Street. Four more children were born during their fourteen years there—Herman in 1901, Rebecca (Betty) in 1903, Bernard in 1905, and Milton in 1912—while any number of penniless relatives just off the boat, as many as twelve at a time, also came and went. Bertha dutifully cooked and cleaned for them. A stolid balabusta (good homemaker) who spoke hardly a word of English, Bertha was given to scrubbing the outside wooden stairs on her knees when otherwise at a loss.

Sender was hardly one to discourage her diligence, and at least one of his children—Philip’s kindly Uncle Bernie—despised the old man for the way he treated their saintly mother. But then, Sender himself was no idler: over the years he’d steamed so many hats that one arthritic hand was frozen in a kind of four-finger victory salute. At least he wasn’t alone in his labors. Four sons would leave school at an early age to join him in the hat factory, like most children of immigrants in the Newark of that era. Charlie, Morris, and Ed were all working by the age of twelve, whereas Philip Roth’s father, Herman (“Little Hymie”), was allowed to remain in school until the statutory age of fourteen. Herman’s eighth-grade education was manifest in his erratic spelling and punctuation, as well as a lifelong tendency to capitalize at random (“Why does your father capitalize all these letters?” Neil Klugman asks Brenda, an immigrant’s daughter, in Goodbye, Columbus). “What’s interesting,” Roth observed of his father, “is that not in all his years in a responsible managerial position with an important American corporation—nor in all his years of reading the newspaper from cover to cover every single day—did anything about writing English, anything large or small, sink in. Strange, no?” And yet this too was a goad to Roth’s literary vocation: “You are the family voice,” he wrote in a hectoring memo to himself. “Not pushing these men aside, but giving voice to their inarticulateness.”

“The Newark scramblers” was how Philip described Herman and his brothers, three of whom—Charlie, Morris, and Milton—he never knew except as family legends. The prodigious Morris left home early and started his own businesses: a movie theater and a shoe-store-cum-factory where tips were put on laces as per his own patent. Morris owned one of the first automobiles in the city and hired a live-in nanny to take care of his four children while his pretty, spendthrift wife, Ella, pursued a hectic social life. His older brother, Charlie, also opened a successful shoe store in another part of town (the better to avoid direct competition with Morris), and also married young and had four children.

At the age of twenty-nine, in 1920, Morris’s appendix burst and he died of peritonitis; his wife remarried a bounder named Block, who helped her spend the rest of her late husband’s money before deserting her. The four children were raised by various relatives, with Bertha claiming Morris’s only son, Gilbert. Sixteen years later, Charlie died of pneumonia in the arms of his brother Herman, who idolized him. Herman’s older son, Sandy, eight at the time, never forgot the warm spring day he saw his father shambling back to their house on Summit Avenue, where he collapsed against a porch banister and burst into tears. The boy had never seen his father cry.

Charlie’s death, in 1936, was all the more unbearable given that it followed, by four years, perhaps the greatest tragedy of all—the death of the family wunderkind, Milton, at age nineteen. Milton was born twenty-five years after his oldest brother and already had a number of nieces and nephews, roughly his age, who regarded him as a brilliant, lovable brother figure. Milton had graduated high school at the age of sixteen (as would his nephew Philip) and was a senior at the Newark College of Engineering—the first Roth to go to college—when he complained one day of a terrible stomachache and was given an enema by his well-meaning mother. His niece Florence—who’d played violin with Milton and considered his death “the worst tragedy of [her] entire life”—used to say he died of stupidity, given that an enema was hardly the best way to treat what would prove another case of peritonitis.

It was the scourge of the Roth men, whose appendixes tended to be retrocecal—that is, located behind their large intestines, where swelling went undetected until it was too late. Herman was another victim, in 1944, but was saved, barely, by the new sulfa powder. That was the first time Philip would see his father cry: Herman had been given less than a fifty-fifty chance, and returned from the hospital traumatized and thirty pounds lighter (“his shrunken face disclosed itself to us as a replica of my elderly grandmother’s”). The next generation would be likewise afflicted.



AS A CHILD Philip never knew his many Finkel cousins in nearby Elizabeth. Eventually he met a few of them, and thereby cultivated a vague idea of Finkel prosperity—at least in comparison with the “farshtunken” (stinking) Roths in Newark—but was never quite sure why his sweet-natured maternal grandmother, Dora, had broken all connection with her late husband’s family.

On the dining room sideboard, in Philip’s childhood home, were portraits of his two namesakes, both dead before he was born: his revered Uncle Milton, of course, who looked a bit like George Gershwin, and his Finkel grandfather, Philip, a dapper, stoutish, dark-haired fellow with a little mustache. Philip and Dora had met and married a few years after immigration, and both spoke a fair amount of English; otherwise Philip was every inch the forbidding, Old World, Orthodox patriarch. His third daughter, Mildred, would forever cringe at the memory of her father grimly swinging a live chicken over their heads on the eve of Yom Kippur, and even the more obscure holidays were observed to a nicety. Many years later, Philip Roth sought out an older Finkel cousin, Ann Maltzman, who surprised him by remarking how much she’d adored his “gentle” grandfather as a little girl.

Philip Roth’s mother, Bess (Batya), was born in 1904, the second of five children. At the time, her father owned a grocery and meat market and was flush enough to employ a Russian immigrant named Anna as a live-in servant. By all accounts the extended families on both sides were close, at least for a while, an impression borne out by the startling repetition of names among the offspring: Dora and her two Eisenberg sisters all had daughters named Bess, and the Finkel brothers sired a variety of Mildreds, Ethels, and Emanuels. Elizabeth was mostly an Irish Catholic town, and the cousins confined their socializing almost entirely within the family. The oldest Finkel, Nathan, was likely the most successful: Listed as a “peddler” in the 1903 city directory, he soon had his own real estate business and owned what a grandson described as a “mansion” (since razed) at 1350 North Avenue. He also helped his brothers emigrate, whereupon each did his part to help the others get started. A younger brother, Joseph, began as a butcher in Philip’s shop before opening his own grocery on the same street.† The youngest, Michael, was a wholesale butter and egg man, and Marcus, the last to arrive from Europe, owned a flourishing service station and was said to go around in a chauffeur-driven Rolls.

Philip Finkel’s career took a curious turn in 1909, when he was suddenly listed as a dealer of “coal, hay, masons’ material” at 250 Second Street. His new venture was short-lived, however, and by 1915 he was back on First Street as a grocer—this around the time an advertisement appeared in the October 1 issue of the New York Lumber Trade Journal: “Nathan Finkel & Son are conducting a retail lumber yard business at Elizabeth, N. J. Mr. Finkel is well known in Elizabeth, having been engaged in real estate there for more than a score of years. The yard is at Second Street and Port Avenue”—i.e., 250 Second Street, where Philip’s yard had been. The nature of this appropriation—whether benevolent, hostile, or a little of both—is unknown. The Finkel “Son” in question was Nathan’s oldest, Julius, who was all of nineteen at the time, and had already been collecting rents for his father as a student at Battin High School. In the event, both Nathan and Julius soon returned to real estate full-time, while the coal/lumber business was taken over by Nathan’s younger son, Emanuel, who ran it more or less successfully, as Finkel Fuel, until his early death from a heart attack.

After Philip Finkel died, his widow and children almost never mentioned the other Finkels. Philip Roth always assumed a slight class superiority on his mother’s side of the family, given her high school education and the evidence of his two grandfathers’ portraits: Philip Finkel appeared to be a middle-class European, whereas Sender was a seedier-looking greenhorn in his shiny, wrinkled, ill-fitting suit. Roth’s imagination was fired in earnest, however, in 2012, when a Finkel cousin he’d just met (reaching out to such people, at last, in his retirement) showed him a 1927 portrait of his mother in her stunning, lace-train wedding gown, cradling a vast bouquet and standing at the bottom of a rather impressive staircase. “I was dumbstruck,” said Roth. “ ‘What hall is this? They rented a hall?’ ” No, the cousin replied, it was his grandfather Philip’s house—all of which was starkly at odds with the relative penury of his grandmother Dora’s situation while Roth was a child, to say nothing of his own struggling parents. What little he knew, what little he could find out from a few Finkel cousins, was that a falling-out had taken place among the brothers, who were known to have “crazy tempers” on top of the usual patriarchal bossiness. Roth heard something, too, about Finkel Fuel on Second Street, and thus conceived an idea (“I have pieced this story together out of bits and pieces of information that have come my way over the years”) that the brothers had all been coal barons together. “For some reason [Philip Finkel] said ‘I’m getting out,’ ” Roth speculated, “and they gave him his share. He was a rich man”—the wedding gown! the grand staircase!—“so let’s say his share was $100,000. . . . That was money in 1927, and he put his money in the stock market. So we know what happened.”

Not exactly. What Roth didn’t know until even later in life was that his Finkel grandfather dabbled in coal only briefly and was mainly a grocer of whatever means—until 1924, that is, when he belatedly got into the real estate business with Nathan. Perhaps this was the association that led to a definitive breach, but all that a few surviving Finkels can say for sure is that “the family sort of disintegrated,” as Anne Valentine put it. Nor is it unreasonable to guess that the Finkel brothers failed to rally around Dora when her husband died of Crohn’s disease on June 24, 1929, at age fifty-one—after which the stock market crashed, the Depression began, and Dora and her children moved into a rather shabby two-story at 830 Sheridan Avenue.

As for Finkel Fuel, such as it was: after Emanuel’s death it fell into the hands of Marcus’s sons, Louis and Joseph, and presently dwindled away. Louis killed himself, and the other Finkels (“miserable and nasty” people, according to one of Marcus’s granddaughters) were carried off in droves by heart disease. Bess was always careful not to hurt her mother’s feelings by mentioning the in-laws, though she got back in touch with many of her cousins after Dora’s death in 1951, especially once she and Herman had retired to Elizabeth in the sixties. Amy Buxbaum (the grocer Joseph Finkel’s granddaughter) remembered Bess and her mother, Milly (yet another Mildred), chatting on a bench together almost every day, waiting for Amy to get out of school. But Bess had been dead more than thirty years when her famous son finally cobbled together—by his own lights—the whole riches-to-rags family romance, and by then it was no use to him. “Too bad,” he said. “A family of rich relatives and powerful uncles (one chauffeur-driven in a Rolls-Royce!) never to come under the scrutiny of the little budding novelist.”



THE HIGH STYLE OF Bess Finkel’s wedding on February 20, 1927, didn’t last. Four years earlier she’d graduated from Battin High and found work as a legal secretary, meanwhile living at home with her parents and older sister, Ethel, whom she helped care for the younger girls, Milly and Honey, and their adored brother, Mickey (yet another Emanuel). During these years Herman Roth had worked as a “shoe dog” in his brother Charlie’s store, and after his marriage he opened his own shop on Bloomfield Avenue in Newark. The Roths’ first son, Sanford (Sandy), was born December 26, 1927, and a couple of years later the shoe store folded in the Depression. By 1930 all three Roths and four Finkels (Ethel had married and moved out) were crammed into the little house on Sheridan Avenue in Elizabeth, and for a few months Herman took odd jobs such as city marshal and short-order cook.‡ Finally, through a friend, he was hired as an insurance salesman for Metropolitan Life.

Herman’s impressive thirty-six-year career began at rock bottom, working his childhood streets in the Third Ward, nowadays populated mostly by poor black families. “He went around the shvartzes and got the pennies,” was how his niece Florence indelicately described the task of selling burial insurance six days a week,§ especially on Saturday when household heads were likely to be home. It was hard work, but Herman was a fervent believer in the Met Life philosophy—an umbrella for a rainy day—all the more so in these years before FDR’s social net. Also, philosophy or no, Herman was determined to do what it took to get his few-penny premiums. Philip sometimes accompanied him on Saturdays (“This is my boy—”), listening intently while Herman chatted with customers and inquired, by name, about this or that family member. “Well, she died three years ago,” someone might say, in which case Herman (having expressed a seemly regret) would mention that the deceased’s burial policy was still in effect and therefore a premium was due. “And they’d pay him,” Philip recalled. “Insurance man comes round, you pay him. That’s the deal.” Decades later, a man named Bernard Disner—who regarded Herman as a revered mentor in the insurance game—related one of his boss’s favorite mantras: “Bernie, you don’t have enough larceny.”

On March 19, 1933, Philip Milton Roth was born at Beth Israel Hospital, where “every boy [he] knew had been born as well and, at the age of eight days, ritually circumcised in the hospital sanctuary.” By then his family was living, along with most of the city’s second-generation Jews, amid the tidy tree-lined streets of the Weequahic section, built some twenty years earlier on the former Lyons Farms at the southwest edge of Newark, the old boundary between the Hackensack and Raritan Indian lands. Weequahic (“head of the cove”) was so named by its main developer, Frank J. Bock, who fortuitously attracted a preponderance of Jews with advertisements for “cheap high-class building plots” and “No Saloons.”

By the time Philip was born, the family had moved from a slightly dingier place on Dewey Street to 81 Summit Avenue, a two-and-a-half-family house whose modest façade would one day be distinguished by a historical plaque. The Roths’ apartment—two bedrooms and a pleasant sun parlor on the second floor—was the nicest of the four they would occupy in Weequahic; the monthly rent was $38.50 (“I think we could get it now for the same,” Roth said in 2010), and it was a quick walk to Chancellor Avenue School and Weequahic High, two of the best public schools in the state. Their block of almost identical gabled houses with little brick stoops and patches of lawn ran along a high crest of the city (hence Summit), and on snowy days the children would gather at the corner of nearby Keer Avenue and swoop two blocks downhill to Leslie Street. The only better sledding in the area was arguably at the 311-acre Weequahic Park, designed by the Olmsted brothers and featuring a lake, golf course, and harness-racing track.

Though he grew up during perhaps the most anti-Semitic decade in American history, Roth noted that his own part of Newark “was as safe and peaceful a haven . . . as his rural community would have been for an Indiana farm boy.” Weequahic was bounded by gentile townships such as Irvington, once a hub of the pro-Nazi Bund and later, for Alexander Portnoy, a vaguely anxious paradise of ice-skating shiksas. Newark itself comprised a constellation of self-contained ethnic villages—Down Neck, Woodside, Vailsburg, Forest Hill—each with its own identity, its own little shops and churches, clustered around a thriving downtown business district. But none of these, not even Weequahic, was entirely homogeneous. One of the Proustian bouquets Sandy Roth would associate with childhood was the “stench of horseshit” on warm days as he passed St. Peter’s, the big Catholic orphanage on Lyons Avenue where the nun-harried children grew their own vegetables and hung on the fence staring at passersby. Along with the hundred or so orphans, a few local Catholic kids also attended the grammar school at St. Peter’s—including Tony Sylvester, the son of an Italian family who lived next door to the Roths on Summit, one of three gentile families on the block. Tony and Philip played together as kids, and on Christmas the Roth boys would admire the Sylvesters’ tree, but there was no socializing among the parents aside from basic civility. On Jewish holidays, for instance, Tony’s mother would make him wear nice clothes and admonish him to behave with special respect.

Their common aim was to work hard and make a place among the American middle class. “You give the wrong idea with that diddle-diddle music,” Roth irritably wrote the BBC producer Alan Yentob, a friend, after watching the man’s 2014 documentary, Philip Roth Unleashed. Roth pointed out that he didn’t hear a klezmer band until he was almost sixty, so it hardly made sense, in the program, to evoke his childhood ambience thus—as opposed to playing tunes from the American songbook, preferably as performed by Roth’s beloved Billy Eckstine and Newark’s own Sarah Vaughan. “During all my growing up in the Weequahic neighborhood I never saw a skull cap on the head of anybody in the street or on the head of anyone in all the houses of friends and relatives that I drifted through almost daily as a youngster. What you fail to communicate was the triumph of secularism in a mere two generations.”

Roth’s later nostalgia for the place was hardly universal. Across the street on Summit was Betty Anne Bolton—“the most beautiful girl in Newark,” said Roth, “our Gene Tierney”—who got out as early as she could, fleeing to France while still in her teens.¶ “I wanted something different from the way these people were living,” she said. “Everybody interested in money; just married, children—a boring suburban life.” There was a time when Roth would agree; like the literary idols of his youth, Thomas Wolfe and Sherwood Anderson, like myriad writers the world over, Roth would long to escape (as his alter ego Zuckerman put it) “the boredom, the righteousness, the bigotry, the repetitious narrow-minded types” of his hometown—then spend the rest of his life thinking about it.




* Anne Valentine—one of Roth’s first cousins on his mother’s side—remembers this as Bara and thinks Barer was probably a misspelling based on a mispronunciation. Her and Philip’s maiden aunt, Anita/Honey, used the name professionally and spelled it Bara.

† The Roths were plagued with appendicitis, the Finkels with heart disease, and Philip Roth would inherit both. The grocer Joseph Finkel, for his part, died of a heart attack at age fifty-four—an end hastened by a robber who locked him in his own freezer overnight.

‡ His expertise as a cook was reflected in the one dish he always made in his wife’s rare absences: salami and eggs. “All right, boys, here we go!” he’d announce to his sons, then flip the salami—whish—in the pan.

§ In the same interview, the eighty-five-year-old Florence decried the term shvartze (quite properly) as offensive, so her comment here was perhaps an unconscious generational slip.

¶ More than sixty years later she and her husband, Georges Borchardt, both literary agents, attended a ceremony at the French consulate, on Fifth Avenue, where Roth was named a Commander of the Legion of Honor.



CHAPTER

Two

AMONG THE GALLING ASPECTS OF ROTH’S PORTNOY FAME was the general perception that the hero’s archetypal Jewish mother, Sophie, was based on Bess Roth. Both Philip and Sandy remembered their home lives—at least during the later years of their growing up—as nothing if not conventional and decorous, largely thanks to their mother’s example: they seldom raised their voices; the boys had nice manners and used profanity so rarely that Sandy never forgot his mortification the night he came home from the navy and excitedly said “fuck” while regaling his parents in the kitchen. As Philip icily noted (in so many words) on more than one occasion, “Bess Roth was never depicted as the overbearing, domineering Sophie Portnoy, nor was the overbearing, domineering Sophie Portnoy intended to depict Bess Roth.”

The truth is complicated, and at other times Roth conceded that Sophie Portnoy was somewhat modeled on the more “suffocating” mother his older brother had known as a little boy, when Bess was younger, poorer, and under a strain. Indeed Sandy would go so far as to claim, late in life, that his “spirit [had been] broken” by his mother—who let it be known, both tacitly and not, that her love was contingent on his meeting a series of subtle, exacting demands. Offhand, he remembered the time Bess and her friend Mrs. Kaye took their boys on the number 14 bus to see a movie downtown: Sandy wanted to hold his own nickel like Mrs. Kaye’s son, but his mother made him beg for it, then scolded him—“I told you I should have it!”—when he couldn’t fetch it quickly enough from his pocket.

His mother’s rare-enough lapses have “to be put in context with the loving-kindness,” Philip insisted, and never mind that he himself was hardly an ideal child. Whereas his older brother had been obedient to the point of timidity, little Philip was “very stubborn and very territorial,” in his own words—even given to screaming, flailing tantrums, for which he was never punished in any corporal way. Which is not to say he escaped his mother’s “unthinkingly cruel” side, at least when younger, and certain episodes are indeed reimagined in Portnoy’s Complaint. “It soon became apparent that his main problem was his castration anxiety vis-à-vis a phallic mother figure,” Roth’s real-life psychiatrist, Hans Kleinschmidt, wrote in a 1967 paper detailing scenes that would soon appear in the funnier, more stylish form of Roth’s novel. He wrote, for example, about the time the six-year-old Philip threatened to run away from home, whereupon his mother packed a little bag and put the boy outside the back door, where he stood on a dreary interior landing lit by a single dusty bulb, at the head of a narrow stairway leading to the wide, forbidding world. “I can remember howling with fear and banging on the door, begging to be let back in,” Roth wrote for his biographer. “This punishment was repeated several times.”

“Castration anxiety” seems less an idle Freudian cliché when one considers the scene in Portnoy where Sophie sits beside her little son, who won’t eat, and brandishes a bread knife with “little sawlike teeth”: “Doctor, why, why oh why oh why oh why does a mother pull a knife on her own son? I am six, seven years old. . . . Why a knife, why the threat of murder. . . .” Why indeed? When recalling this drastic tactic, Roth had a hard time pinning down his own age at the time: Was he in a high chair, or as old as Alex in the novel? “Oh, that happened more than once,” said his older brother, who was careful to point out that the knife in question wasn’t really sharp enough to cause more than emotional wounding.

Alex Portnoy also remembers the time his mother took him, age eleven, to his uncle’s clothing store to get a bathing suit: “ ‘I want one with a jockstrap in it!’ [Alex says] Yes, sir, this just breaks my mother up. ‘For your little thing?’ she asks, with an amused smile.” Dr. Kleinschmidt somberly recorded, “He was eleven years old when he went with his mother to a store to buy a bathing suit,” quoting his mother’s amused dismissal as “ ‘You have such a little one that it makes no difference.’ ” Given the presence of a “saleslady” in this version—versus Portnoy’s jovial Uncle Nate—one may imagine the boy feeling “ashamed, angry, betrayed and utterly helpless,” as Kleinschmidt wrote. Roth, however, deplored the shrink’s “clumsy, tone-deaf reporting”: on the man’s couch he’d mentioned feeling “embarrassed,” period, at this “barely consequential act of parental stupidity,” and moreover pointed out that his mother’s “momentary amusement, though ill-advised, was not without empirical justification.”

Ribaldry of any sort was a rare indulgence for Bess Roth; her niece Florence remembered the way she used to finish her son’s sentences “every time Philip would open his mouth,” lest he say the wrong thing, and was in general “very controlling.” As for Dr. Kleinschmidt (described as “New York’s last Freudian” in a New Yorker piece written by another of his patients, Adam Gopnik), he tended to attribute most of Roth’s problems—“compulsive masturbation” among them—to the phallic mother figure. Suffice it to say, “phallic” is a reductive category for Bess Roth; on the other hand, she was certainly engaged with the phallic well-being of her favorite baby boy, whose penis she made a point of wiping every time he urinated. (“Make a nice sis, bubala,” says Sophie Portnoy, “make a nice little sissy for Mommy.”)

Roth was the first to admit that he and his mother “had a great romance,” especially during the first five years of his life, when she’d occasionally resort to extreme disciplinary measures. For the most part, though, he remembered it as “heaven”: they were alone all day, talking and talking, playing the kind of games Sandy had relished in his early childhood. Wistfully the older son remembered how his mother used to greet him each day at the kitchen door—“May I take your hat?” (hanging up his father’s straw hat)—and lead him to his own little side table, watching him lovingly while he ate. “Obviously,” said Sandy, “when Philip came along those games ceased.” Instead Sandy was enlisted to push the cherished bubala around in his carriage, up and down Summit, whenever his busy mother was distracted from the same pleasures. “He was the best-looking little fucker you ever saw,” Sandy observed. “He had these black, silky-soft curls, strong little face, dark eyes.” Philip was inclined to agree: apart from his winsome appearance, he had a way of saying “napnik” for “napkin,” and no wonder his mother was his “slave” (“I was too adorable for words”). The passion was mutual; indeed, one may wonder whether he ever again found the “pure bliss” afforded by “the colossal bond to my mother’s flesh”—as he wrote in perhaps the most lyrical passage of The Facts—“whose metamorphosed incarnation was a sleek black sealskin coat into which I, the younger, the privileged, the pampered papoose, blissfully wormed myself.”

Later Roth would examine those dark little eyes of his in childhood photos, and infer that, from the age of two or so, he’d already known he was “superior to these people.” No wonder his uncle Ed called him Sourball: in his face was a grim determination to go his own way. Kindergarten, then, was a splendid change—being in school, among other kids, confirmed him in his idea of himself and provided an outlet for his willfulness. Right away he was enchanted by the alphabet frieze above the chalkboard—the capital A, the small a; the capital B, the small b—a copy of which he always kept in his writing studio, later, thus reminding himself that books, after all, are merely words made out of letters. As for his adoring, controlling mother: One stormy day she and a dozen other mothers gathered in the foyer of Chancellor Avenue School, carrying little raincoats and rubbers so their children wouldn’t get soaked on the way home. Philip spotted her and gave her “a killing look.” “Go!” he said, venturing alone into the tempest. Tarnopol’s father, at the end of My Life as a Man, reminds his son of a similar episode to illuminate certain grown-up predicaments: “Everything you had to do by yourself, to show what a big shot you were—and look, Peppy, look what has come of it!”

Roth’s memory of his own independence—suddenly won, circa the age of five—is belied by another anecdote from Kleinschmidt, whose basic thesis was that his patient used narcissism “as a defense against anxiety engendered by separation from his mother.” Such anxiety, as Kleinschmidt saw it, could be traced to the way little Philip coped with the separation that schooling imposed. Given that he “experienced his mother as both good and bad,” he liked to imagine that his teachers were really his mother (the good one) in disguise, and hence “he was able to feel protected and thereby avoided any school phobias.” This evocative fantasy provides the opening vignette of Portnoy: “She was so deeply imbedded in my consciousness that for the first few years of school I seem to have believed that each of my teachers was my mother in disguise.” But whereas Kleinschmidt proposed a calming projection of the good mother, little Portnoy suspects a more sinister import to such shape-shifting: “Of course, when she asked me to tell her all about my day at kindergarten, I did so scrupulously. I didn’t pretend to understand all the implications of her ubiquity, but that it had to do with finding out the kind of little boy I was when I thought she wasn’t around—that was indisputable.”

And yet Roth remembered his childhood as an idyll, mostly, over which his mother presided with impeccable, doting competence. “Lafayette, we are here!” he’d proclaim, returning from another triumphant school day—usually to find a slice of freshly baked cake (“under a covering of wax paper, to keep it fresh”) and a cold glass of milk waiting. “He who is loved by his parents is a conquistador,” he liked to say, amid later glory, and this applied to more than strictly literary endeavors. “The little Jewish boy does grow up to think of himself as all-cherishable,” the critic Alfred Kazin wrote in his diary on December 14, 1968, while mulling an advance copy of Portnoy, “and it has taken the contemporary sexual revolution to persuade him that his obsession with fucking is by no means strange or unfulfillable.” That Roth was cherished even by the standards of Jewish boyhood is beyond doubt; the degree to which this was a good thing is another matter. For his friend Jonathan Brent, the most compelling detail in The Facts was that rhapsodically remembered sealskin coat. About that, he told Roth, he’d like to find out more: “And [Philip] said, ‘Well, you’re not gonna find out.’ And in fact you never do find out.”



BEFORE HIS TWELFTH BIRTHDAY, Sandy remembered campaigning hard for a new bicycle; instead he got a sleek little Olivetti typewriter. He never touched it, and when another birthday came around he repeated his request for a bicycle: “They said, ‘If you give up your typewriter, we’ll give you a bicycle.’ And the punch line is: Little did I know that all the words in Goodbye, Columbus were in that typewriter.” Philip was bemused by the anecdote: it was true he’d typed most of his first book on an Olivetti Lettera 22, but in fact that model hadn’t been available until 1950 or so, and the typewriter his parents had given him was a beloved Royal. At any rate he was still in grade school when his mother taught him how to touch-type, thereby proving a steadier, more patient teacher than his father, whose part it was to teach him how to drive. (“Not that! Aww for chrissake. . . .”)

“I was clever and liked school, where I did well,” Roth wrote for the 1965 edition of Midcentury Authors, “but the education I remember came largely out of comic books, radio programs, movies, newsreels, baseball, and the evening paper. I don’t remember any of the books I read as a child.” Later in his career, however, Roth would describe himself as an “avid” childhood reader, often seen riding his bicycle to the Osborne Terrace branch of the Newark Public Library and filling his basket with books. He would also remember that he particularly enjoyed the work of Howard Pease—“the Joseph Conrad of children’s literature”—whose influence led him to roll a clean sheet of paper into his Royal and type “Storm Off Hatteras,” and, beneath that, “by Eric Duncan,” since he didn’t think Philip Roth was a proper writer’s name. Duncan’s career expired on that first sheet of paper (though Roth would later wish, half seriously, that he’d resurrected the pseudonym for Portnoy’s Complaint).

Jewish American cultural figures of the second and third generation, from Bernard Malamud to the Broadway producer Max Gordon, were apt to remember their childhood homes as devoid of books or anything else in the way of serious art, and so with Roth. Accounts vary as to the number and type of volumes in the Roth home library. Sandy claimed there was nothing but a “second-rate encyclopedia,” whereas his cousin Florence, who used to babysit, definitely remembered a bowdlerized edition of Shakespeare that Herman had won as a sales prize from Met Life. “I can think of four books that were in the house while I was in grade school,” Philip told an interviewer in 2011: three novels by Sir Walter Scott that a nice person had given Herman while he recuperated from peritonitis (“just what my father needed”), as well as Berlin Diary, by William L. Shirer. Bess’s labors left her with little time for reading, but according to Philip she managed “five or six books a year” borrowed from the pharmacy’s rental library—“not junk but popular novels that had acquired moral prestige, like the works of Pearl Buck, her favorite author.” And Herman, of course, read newspapers: the Newark Evening News, regrettably Republican (“by the standards today it would be The Daily Worker”), and the left-wing PM.

Even more than Pearl Buck, Roth’s mother liked reading monthly women’s magazines such as Ladies’ Home Journal, Good Housekeeping, and Redbook, the better to improve her already considerable proficiency at cooking, child-rearing, sewing, and managing the family budget. Among friends and family she was famous for keeping a preternaturally clean home. “She would dust all day long,” said Sandy, “so that dirt never hit the surfaces of the room.” What her niece Florence disparaged as the behavior of a “control freak” was, to Philip, a laudable “love of order” that included ironclad rules for bedtime: According to Sandy, their childhood curfew was nine o’clock—“not 9:01”—when they’d be “tucked in so tight you couldn’t breathe,” what with the precisely folded “hospital corners” that would someday make her boys the envy of their military barracks. For Sunya Felburg, another niece, the memory of Bess Roth unfailingly conjured the lovely fragrance of lemon oil with which she cleaned her floors; no wonder her sons would appraise their friends’ houses with dubious eyes and noses, holding their water until they could use their own squeaky-clean toilet. As for neighbors on Summit who owned dogs—well, Philip would marvel at such matters his entire life: “I don’t get it,” he said at age seventy-two. “Why don’t you have a monkey or a pig in your house?” In that respect he would always be his mother’s child. Returning from mah-jongg chez Roth, the mother of Philip’s schoolmate Dorothy Brand remarked, “You should see Philip’s drawers! They’re so neat!” Bess had led the ladies into her son’s room and lovingly opened each drawer, so they could see for themselves the beautifully folded underwear and so forth.

When Bess died, among the few keepsakes Philip took for himself was an old recipe box that seemed to contain the genie spirit of his “uncomplaining and happy mother”: in the upper-right-hand corner of each card, in her meticulous cursive, was the name of whoever had given her the recipe, to which she would always carefully refer as “So-and-so’s recipe” rather than her own. Feeding her boys was perhaps her greatest joy. There was the constant cake-making—marble, banana, angel food, chocolate layer, on and on—and at least two meals a day that included lunch, for which her sons were expected to come home even in high school, when Sandy, at least, would have preferred grabbing a sandwich at the coffee shop with the other “hip” kids; Bess, however, wouldn’t hear of it, and for the same reason as Mrs. Portnoy’s (“how do you think Melvin Weiner gave himself colitis? . . . Because he eats chazerai [garbage, pig food]!”). Dinner always included a cheap but tasty cut of meat, maybe a tongue or brust hammered into tenderness and served with plenty of gravy and raisins or what you will. It certainly wasn’t chazerai, though the writer Isaac Rosenfeld wondered whether the sheer volume of Jewish mothers’ “forced feedings” was the foundation for later “ulcers, diabetes, and intestinal cancer” (“No wonder we had bypass surgeries,” said Sandy)—the price one paid, maybe, for the sense of security a mother’s food provided in a hostile world.

By 1940 Herman was making a bit less than seventy-five dollars a week before taxes, all of which he turned over to his wife. Because of her wise husbandry, Philip never suspected how poor they sometimes were; later he was “intrigued” by her bank books (“with their deposit and withdrawal numbers printed in red and black”) from the Howard Savings Bank, where she usually managed to put a few dollars aside into a “Christmas Club account” for special luxuries. “Whatever your husband gives you, you take five dollars out of that and you plant it into your own bank account,” she instructed her niece Florence, who was reminded of the advice when her two-year-old son smashed the Roths’ glass-topped coffee table—a Christmas Club purchase Bess had particularly cherished. “She just, for a moment or two, registered her dismay,” Philip recalled; Florence’s face, however, became one of such baroque horror (“I broke something that belonged to Aunt Bess!”) that her sturdy husband, Irv, had to run outside to collect himself.

As her children got older, Bess was able to bring her skills more and more into the public sphere. She was president of the PTA at Philip’s school when he was in fourth grade, and also president of her local chapters of the Jewish women’s organizations Hadassah and Deborah. (Another of Philip’s keepsakes was his mother’s Deborah badge, a gold four-leaf clover with a zircon in the middle: “Meritorious Award Bess Roth” is inscribed on the back.) For meetings she wore a gray pin-striped suit and silk blouse, and conducted herself with the kind of cheerful poise that came easily in the company of other Jews. “In a predominantly gentile environment, however,” her
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