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INTRODUCTION


Most memoirs fall roughly into four categories. First is a subset of the full-fledged autobiography: I Am a Big Deal and This Happened to Me. Second is a specialty of hangers-on, who home in on a single personage, and journalists, who spread themselves around: Fame: An Inside View. Third is the song of the unsung hero: My Adventure. Number four became a growth sector as fiction and confessional veered into one of their half-assed affairs: My Battle with (and Triumph Over!) Dysfunction.

It’s absolutely possible to work up a fine book from any of these templates. But none of them is for me. I’m a rock critic for Chrissake, only a teensy bit famous no matter how much of my small pond I hog, who decided early on that intimacy with the truly famous would mess up his response mechanisms and analytic equilibrium. Between my hitchhiking miles and my slum apartments, I’ve had my share of adventures, but nothing all that spine-chilling or at all epic. I’ve never overdone drugs or alcohol. Although I write more about fucking than some think appropriate, the nearest I come to a sexual kink is how healthy my appetite is. And although my rebellion against my parents’ values was painful and decisive, I was never anything like abused or neglected. As writers go, I’m a fairly normal guy.

Some might hold that if my life has been interesting enough to write about, it cannot have been normal. As a democrat in all things, I say that’s snobbish baloney. All lives are interesting—how interesting depends on the telling. To choose a single example from my favorite art form, consider John Prine’s “Donald and Lydia,” in which a fat arcade cashier and a buzzcut PFC dream all too separately of a sexual bliss Donald tries his hand at in the latrine. These lost kids wouldn’t be much fun at a party. But their story is riveting, and all I can say to anyone ill-informed enough to argue that that’s because their lives are abnormally sad is, “If only.” It’s probably truer that my own life has been abnormally happy. But since I know many others who enjoy their work and cherish their spouses, I’d postulate instead that Prine’s tale and mine both fall within normal range. Like most people, I grew up by resolving conflicts and overcoming difficulties less gothic than the dysfunction-hawking norm. What’s abnormal about me is every good critic’s stock in trade—my sensibility, honed by the excess of thought I’ve put into my history, my values, and my prose. My zeal at pursuing the fundamental human task of incremental growth is the main reason I get to peddle my ideas about popular music. And it’s also why I get to publish a memoir.

Right, I’m the Dean of American Rock Critics. I was present at the creation of an influential strain of cultural discourse that some believe presaged “postmodernism,” if that’s a selling point. Without half trying, I’ve met more famous people than Donald or Lydia could dream. Trying with all my might, I’ve reviewed more record albums than most people could stand. I’m a renowned editor and respected teacher who’s published millions of words and five books. All these accomplishments pack enough intrinsic interest to generate some stories worth repeating and some ideas worth hammering home. The informed celebration of popular culture has been a mission for me, and a memoir is a great place to evangelize about it. It’s also the perfect place to expand on the theoretical differences that separate me from my compeers old and young. And of course, it’s where I get to put some backstory into those values I put so much thought into.

But I’m more normal than the strange job I made up for myself. My life paralleled a lot of American lives before the Janus-headed quants of the banking and computer industries worked their more-is-less wham-jam on the national weal. It was the explosion of popular culture as both biz and way of art that made rock criticism inevitable, not vice versa. Plenty of baby boomers swam against the suburban tide to reclaim the urban center and then gentrify it past the tipping point. Plenty busted out of the born-again straitjacket like Hugh Hefner and Martin Luther King before them. And plenty found the meaning of their lives in an eros that endures. One of the secrets of rock criticism is that all of us were well-situated to get on top of these cultural developments sensibility-wise, and I in particular had quite the leg up. Not only did my urban journey suit a music whose first major history was called The Sound of the City, my religious angst suited a music invented mostly by restless Christians. So did a 1942 birth date that made me a little younger than the rock and roll artists who lit up the ’50s and a little older than the boomers who stormed the ’60s.

But let me get on my soapbox here. This being American popular music, race greatly complicates the story. Crucial though it was that the cities Charlie Gillett praised were centers of commerce and hot-beds of hippiedom, the post-Great Migration demography in which the term “urban music” would become a polite way to signify “black music” was much more to the point. Most of the white Christians who jump-started rock and roll were Southerners hell-bent on the sin and salvation they equated with the music cannonading out of the new black radio stations. Most of their black Christian counterparts adapted gospel usages that put a big fat extra layer of African retention on rock and roll’s all too fifty-fifty blues-meets-country origin myth. And while African-American baby boomers were buoyed somewhat by the so-called affluent society, capitalism cheated them so callously that they conceived themselves as the black power generation instead.

Romantic marriage—a possibility first explored by the original Romantics that’s run parallel to free love in twentieth-century bohemia and proved the preferred domestic arrangement of the ’60s counterculture and its children—plays an even larger role in this book than the church and the city. But at first it was a clumsier fit with rock and roll. Shortsightedly, early rock criticism was so busy kicking out the sociosexual jams that it scorned what was called moon-June-spoon sentimentality, and love songs along numb-come-yum or crave-brave-save lines are tricky to bring off even today. Nevertheless, rock generated Our Songs that knew something about love from the beginning—to limit myself to a mere half dozen: Chuck Berry’s “You Never Can Tell,” the Lovin’ Spoonful’s “Darling Be Home Soon,” John Lennon’s “Oh Yoko!,” Bonnie Raitt’s “Good Enough,” Ashford & Simpson’s “Is It Still Good to Ya,” Marshall Crenshaw’s “Monday Morning Rock.” And as the music turned out, its mesh with romantic marriage was uncanny. Conceived for teenagers, rock was so fixated on the generation gap that it produced an unprecedented plethora of songs about getting older—and older. As it kept on coming, it demonstrated that a lifetime spent with your first true love was a less naive proposition than cynics claim.

The main way marriage impacted my vocation, however, was intellectually. That’s why I feel deprived when, for example, Christopher Hitchens or Ed Sanders or Richard Hell—all of whose recommended memoirs share ground with mine, and all of whom have their reasons—fail to indicate how their wives changed their lives and I bet their work. My ’60s partnership with Ellen Willis wasn’t a marriage—Ellen didn’t believe in marriage. But I pursued it as I would have a marriage. And since Ellen was both a rockcrit elder and a conceptual dynamo, she set me on the path I’ve followed ever since. But that path had more bumps and twists than she cared to map out, with me or anyone else. So instead my chief guide has been my legally wedded wife of four decades, Carola Dibbell, who’s also a fine rock critic when I can kid her into it. And in the end, her aesthetic ideas and perceptions enriched mine more decisively than Ellen’s shaped them. No banal bow to discretion or cool could tempt me to minimize the place of these relationships in my life, or to mince words about them either. They constituted an emotional education more action-packed than my professional progress, and more of a challenge too. Having found all too little writing with useful information to offer in this crucial matter, I’ve tried to provide a little myself. Till death do us part, my marriage is my most satisfying achievement.

To sum up, then: I Am Not a Big Deal and This Happened to Me Anyway. I hope my story is representative enough to engage readers with only marginal interest in my small claim to fame. But I’m also aware that it wouldn’t have come to market if I wasn’t some kind of deal—in particular, someone whose appetite for music fuels a knack for aesthetic response, conjecture, theory, and value judgment others find enlightening, useful, and good for a laugh. The biographical info serves to flesh out the critical work, and should—although I’ve edged away from the first person over the years, I certainly don’t abstain from it, and consider any critic who makes too big a show of objectivity a professional liar. I write what I’m proud to designate my journalism as a specific individual whose identity is out front, a thinking human being with all the contradictions, limitations, and biases mortality entails.

Since I’m a critic, however, it had better also be true that works of art themselves have changed my life—otherwise, why bother? So I’ve paused the narrative occasionally to focus in on some music or a book or two very different pairs of poems or in one pivotal period a movie and a painting. Especially in my teens and early twenties, these were life-changers and then some—I spent years thinking about Crime and Punishment, “Vacillation,” Jules and Jim, and that Tom Wesselmann nude whose title I don’t even know—and the later books loom large for me too. All That Is Solid Melts into Air is a bible for a worldwide host of left-humanist intellectuals who will never delve that deep into Faust themselves, and Sister Carrie, The Man Who Loved Children, and Mumbo Jumbo all flout propriety with a boldness that frees their fans to ascribe just as much value to Plastic Ono Band, Marquee Moon, and “Looking for the Perfect Beat.” But because I love pop for its abundance most of all, I could have picked altogether different records—half a century of grading albums Consumer Guide-style has left me too aware of how much is out there to waste precious cred on pantheon construction. So having put myself in the historical mood by matching the music in my CD changer to the era I was writing about, I geared my critical interludes to what sounded good as I worked and meshed with the way the story was going.

Some consider criticism parasitic, and I agree that it’s secondhand—it recycles the energy generated by humans who have made the most of the deep-seated human need to conjure something out of nothing, to add order and beauty to the inchoate world that radiates out from each of us. But in every culture some humans are better at this than others, and as cultures get more complex, the art they produce starts seeming pretty inchoate itself. So criticism conjures order and beauty from that. What sells it is sensibility—a brew of genre knowledge, general knowledge, aesthetic insight, moral passion, palpable delight, prose style, more prose style, and what-have-you. But always lurking in the background is judgment. “Judge not, that ye be not judged,” I was warned by Presbyterians who judged plenty themselves, and as the firstborn son of a father with an ego, I was inclined to do as they did, not as they said. Only then I made judgment a discipline, and by the time I’d reviewed two or three thousand albums—I’m at five times that now—I’d gotten pretty matter-of-fact about it. The trick is waiting for the music to come to you or finding out that it doesn’t, then resisting the temptation to fib about the process. This is more exciting work than is often assumed. But it’s also harder. To the eternal “Opinions are like assholes—everybody’s got one,” I just say, “Yeah, but not everybody’s got ten thousand of them.” It distresses me that the wit of this riposte so often fails to impress the asshole I’m talking to.

I love narrative so much I originally aspired to write novels and then reportage; I love narrative so much I’ve written a memoir. But since I turned out to be a discursive kind of guy, it’s part of my brief to furnish an informed assessment of the critical genre I helped invent and the journalistic culture that made it possible. Hence I’ve incorporated many abstractions into my tale. Most of these are good English words that I explain in context or employ conventionally enough, but two demand extra elucidation. The first is “contingency,” a term I latched on to as an eighteen-year-old who’d abandoned his faith in Jesus Christ and finally found something else to believe in—namely, nothing, or was it everything, or maybe what the anti-Christian Nietzsche called the transvaluation of all values, only he meant something different (because while I agreed and in fact still agree that joy is more moral than pity, I was never quite callow or callous enough to reject compassion per se the way Nietzsche did to get a rise out of us and Ayn Rand did to get laid. That’s why I became a leftist when I grew up, and remain one). I explain contingency three different ways: once in the college chapter, once in the ’60s chapter, once in the Voice chapter. That more or less gets it—finalizing the idea would betray its spirit. Nuff said? In a contingent world, mais oui.

The other abstraction at issue is “theory of pop,” which as I’ve noted in the introductions to each of my previous non-Consumer Guide books was never a theory at all, although Willis and I called it that in conversation and might have formulated a real one had we stayed together. Here’s how I put it in 1997: “I worked from a ‘theory’ of pop that was more an elaborate hunch. In essence it asserted the aesthetic and political equality of not just ‘folk,’ not just ‘popular,’ but crass and abject ‘mass’ culture. Naive, defensive, and/or self-evident although the point may now seem, it felt essential in a reflexively hierarchical cultural environment to argue that rock and roll was ‘art’ every bit as worthy as the English lit of my baccalaureate and the jazz, classical, and folk to which it was invidiously compared.” And as I went on in 2000: “These hunches, which I shared with hundreds of thousands of contemporaries who never got them into print, have had a strange history. There’s a sense in which they now enjoy more currency in academia, where they inform the cultural studies movement, than in rock criticism, where the old anti-‘commercial’ tendencies mocked throughout this book have been bulked up into a worldview by the runaway growth of what I call semipopular music.” (Oh yeah, “semipopular music.” Er, “music more popular in form than in market share.” At least when it starts out. Under the rubric “alternative,” now also an established image-making strategy that informs many of the “brands” ambitious young musicians concoct for themselves. Stubbornly, I believe semipopular music can be bigger and better than such strategies and also more perverse and ironic.)

I should also mention that in this century, confusingly in my opinion, the term “pop” has been absorbed by the “anti-rockism” debate that began in Britain shortly before Going into the City ends. From the beginning I found this kerfuffle asinine, mostly because I’d always thought “rock” was “pop.” But under the terminological circumstances I’d best emphasize that the concept of “pop” was not a major rock-critical preoccupation in the ’60s. Instead, even those of us who cared about pop focused on an amorphous “counterculture” with which all rock critics identified, usually from the margins. To a person we celebrated and critiqued the vagaries of hippies, radicals, space cadets, weekend potheads, and under-assistant West Coast promo men as reflected in the art form that fed their heads. In an America where most rock musicians of any status had been folk musicians not long before, rock criticism was soon dominated institutionally by simplistic folkie notions of authenticity and the folkie assumption that the music business was bad until proven otherwise and probably after. The term “rock,” as opposed to both “pop” and “rock and roll,” became a metonym for this counterculture.

Willis and I didn’t think it was so simple, especially since we didn’t regard “commercial” as a self-evident insult. The mere fact that the theory of pop we failed to finalize was pro-“commercial” set us apart—especially since we were also unusually explicit about our political proclivities. But as Creem came along to challenge Rolling Stone and the alt-weeklies sorted themselves out, we picked up allies—although by then we weren’t a “we,” with Willis devoting her theoretical energies to the women’s movement while I parceled out letter grades as the Dean of American Rock Critics. “Pop” didn’t work out as well as we’d hoped, that’s for sure. But as cynical reactionary moneybags launched a counterattack on idealistic counterculture lazybones that necessitated, among other vile maneuvers, new degrees of corporate integration in the culture industry itself, our political fantasies worked out even worse. That was the real problem.

With a little noodging from my friends, I decided I had a memoir to write in 2007, the year after I was offed by the Arizonans who’d overrun New York’s self-proclaimed weekly newspaper. But since I lacked both a raconteur’s comprehensive recall and a raconteur’s willingness to make shit up, I knew my memoir wasn’t going to be written from memory except in the most general way, especially given how much bildungsroman there’d be in it. Once I bore down, buried details from fifty and sixty years back did rise to the surface, and I had already told some stories many times. But so as not to make shit up, I imposed guidelines. Most important, I kept dialogue to a minimum. In a few cases—“I don’t even care if she’s Jewish,” “I was just thinking about you”—I’m as positive as can be that the wording is precise, and even that doesn’t mean I’m right. But at the very least I’m sure that what little quoted speech I retained for pace or drama meets the accepted journalistic standard of scrupulous good-faith approximation. In addition I double-checked key exchanges and nailed down stray details whenever the relevant principal was alive and findable, interviewing dear friends and people I hadn’t conversed with in half a century. Sometimes they had no memory of the incident that meant so much to me, and sometimes they concurred with my account. But in some cases they corrected me on matters large and small and almost always they provided context I had forgotten or never known. I should also add that I respect discretion enough to have changed a few names, although not many.

In addition to rereading many touchstone books, I delved into auxiliary history (special thanks to Chris Miller on Dartmouth, Alice Echols on the women’s movement, the tendentious but thorough Kevin Michael McAuliffe on the Voice, and a search engine that will remain nameless on matters large and small). My published journalism provided recollections, facts, and the occasional scrap of language, as did my unpublished journalism. My old friend Larry Dietz lent me his complete bound Cheetah. Notebooks from my early twenties were essential to the chapter called “American Studies.” And I read a lot of my own letters—to Ellen Willis and Greil Marcus and my parents and my college girlfriend and my well-organized Dartmouth classmate Bill Hjortsberg (who’d prefer that I and probably you call him Gatz). I also examined letters from all these people and many more. The college correspondence alone took me two weeks to plow through, and provided a major chunk of that chapter’s material—most decisively as regards my callow and clumsy romantic progress, malfeasance, and travail. And that requires more exegesis.

As indicated, I first conceptualized my life by isolating the four themes adduced above: religion, popular culture, romantic marriage, and going into the city itself. But schemas seldom work out as planned. Going into the city proved more substratum than theme, and religion, while formative, faded from my story not too long after it faded from my life. Popular culture as concept and content, on the other hand, has been my intellectual reason for being, nourishing almost everything I write and in my backpack whenever I foray into such territory as Jimmy Carter, yogurt, or banksta crap. And of course, the pursuit of romantic marriage has proven equally foundational.

I don’t mean just emotionally or intellectually in the way already described, although this is where I should report that the recall of the storyteller I married is all over the final third of a book I decided to end with our hard-gained parenthood. I mean that the emotional growth was also intellectual growth, and that this is especially true insofar as sensibility is intellectual. Both my emotional capacities and my critical acuities were shaped and enlarged not just by Ellen but by my college sweetheart and several other women I cared for. But all of us still had a lot to learn, and the marriage proper dwarfed all the earlier love and growth that made it possible. The therapeutically correct thing to say now is that Carola and I have a lot to learn even so—that the process is never-ending. And in the sense that life starts changing as fast when you’re eighty-five as when you’re fifteen, that’s all too true. But only in that sense. How far we’ve come right now is our joy, our pride, and the reason I ended up writing so effusively about my rather vanilla love life. OK, maybe it was just the excuse. I do think the stories are pretty good.

Since I’m hardly self-effacing in print, my regular readers get this. In the ’10s, when I got to know my fanbase via the commenting community generated by the Expert Witness iteration of the Consumer Guide, I wasn’t surprised to find that this self-selecting band of aging male music obsessives—a type whose male chauvinism goes back to the blues boys of the ’60s—were a lot more into their wives than demography would predict. They too know the intellectual and aesthetic benefits of the uxorious way of knowledge—the way it compels you to understand, enjoy, and occasionally adore at a higher level of empathy and intensity. There are other ways to gain such listening skills, of course. But the self-renewing enthusiasm of my marital relationship obviously has its correlative in my continuing musical engagement. That’s why I think romantic marriage is so suitable for rock critics like me—and her. In the manner of the musicians we love, we’re just trying to carve out some room, explore a few ideas, and have a little fun without ever lying about what feels truest to us. We’re inspired by these artists’ all-out emotion and all-in turns of phrase, their sweet sincerity and ungodly jokes, their starry eyes and reluctant compromises and normality and determination to go on. I’ve spent my life trying to pass those truths on.

One of my favorite rock and roll songs ever is Jessie Hill’s “Ooh Poo Pah Doo,” a 1960 hit I first heard or maybe just noticed on a reissue that came in the mail in 1986. That kind of belated discovery happens to critics more than it does to almost anybody, and in this case it helped that the critic in question had taken it upon himself to dance his one-year-old daughter to sleep every night—finally a girl who could follow his lead! Hill’s record is famous for its title and beloved for its groove, as it should be. But its genius moment is a single climactic line: “I won’t stop tryin’ till I create a disturbance in your mind.”

Me neither.
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THE EIGHTY-HOUR WEEK


In my Manhattan dining room hangs a framed enlargement of a family snapshot my dad inscribed “Asbury Aug. ’40.” Let’s guess it was taken Saturday, August 3, the day after laughing Virginia’s twenty-third birthday. She’s my mom and quite a looker: curly brown hair surrounding a heart-shaped face with a bow mouth and big brown eyes. Gamely she stands midair on a platform of crossed arms provided by her lean and beaming blue-eyed George, still a fair-haired boy at twenty-four, and a beer-gutted, pipe-clenching older guy believed to be the mysterious Uncle Wally. A slighter and swarthier figure of a man peers around his athletic son-in-law while steadying his daughter from behind: my beloved grandfather Tom Snyder, cherishing his sole offspring as always and as always enjoying whatever entertainment comes his way. Dad wears trim trunks, Mom a fetching one-piece. From the canopied boardwalk in the background, three well-dressed elders smile down upon the fun.

A lifetime later, my parents’ sexiness in this photo still awes me. They look like they’re having one of those perfect days nobody gets enough of. Thinking about it, I recognize that this reach for heaven is temporary and if you want to get technical about it an illusion. Sexually, as my father will confide when I’m twenty-four myself, “the earth didn’t move” for Virginia until two years after they started trying (which was, believe it, their wedding night). Historically, World War II is on its way to America, and although my father won’t join up, he’ll put in four years of eighty-hour weeks as a New York City fireman and continue to labor just as hard firefighting and moonlighting until he retires from the NYFD in 1961. Yet as a rock critic I refuse to deny the reality of that illusion.

My parents’ youthful aura isn’t an act—it springs from an innate vitality they’re making the most of. Married not quite a year after five years of putting it off, their imitation of teenagers in love is convincing because in love they remain. As the O’Jays put it in one of the many songs to have a go at the idea, these young marrieds are living for the weekend, achieving a liberation so fleeting some would hold it’s no liberation at all. But one aim of my vocation is to map such liberations, which for many Americans are the main thing the pursuit of happiness means. Because my parents settled just a few miles from where their not-so-distant ancestors got off the boat, they were a little less American geographically than their fellow Germans who migrated into the heartland. And by that token they were also more urbane, very much New Yorkers—luckily for me, highly intelligent ones. But even after they started subscribing to The New Yorker soi-même in the ’70s, they were never sophisticates. They still equated the pursuit of happiness with a day at the beach, although by then it was Robert Moses’s Jones in Nassau County rather than Bruce Springsteen’s Asbury Park on the Jersey Shore. I’ve put in many eighty-hour weeks thinking about all the things that might mean.

For as far back as our scant family lore goes, all the Christgaus and all the Snyders were New Yorkers. My surname is apparently Danish—there’s a snapshot of my globe-trotting maiden aunt Mildred in front of a Christgau Kaffe ad at a bus stop in Denmark to prove it. But my Christgau forebears were German—Schleswig-Holstein, my dad ventured. North German for sure. Protestant. My mom’s side were Snyders who arrived as Schneiders. South German for sure. Catholic. We assume both sides were first-wave immigrants. My father’s people still spoke a little German when I was a kid, and supposedly the first American Schneider was born on the boat in New York Harbor in 1860, though since he squeezed eleven kids in before Grandpa Tommy was born in 1888, maybe not. Tommy did like to tell stories.

Both families were from Ridgewood, on the Queens side of the Brooklyn-Queens border. When Clara Helmke married George Lawrence Christgau in 1908, they bought a brownstone off Fresh Pond Road that remained Christgau until Aunt Mildred moved to a senior residence in Flushing in 1995. The Snyders were more footloose; after my mom married, Williamsburg-raised Tommy led his Kitty even deeper into Queens—to a neat, upwardly mobile little apartment in Forest Hills, which he decorated by gluing photos clipped from Better Homes and Gardens to burlap-covered wood. The two clans were very different and very stereotypical—the North Germans stiff-necked, the South Germans fun-loving. My mother marveled that my dashing dad could have come out of “that family.” But don’t infer hostility there; my mother was an agreeable woman who kept her smarts sheathed. An only child, she brought her parents to Christmas with the Christgaus—Mom and Pop, they were called by their children and then their grandchildren—where Tommy’s presents were the main event. Sometimes he’d backbite coyly about how cheap the Christgaus were, and I’m sure they tsk-tsked over his spiked Manhattans, easy tears, and spendthrift ways. But such conflicts were muted and rare. These were placid, ordinary people.

Yet as I delve deeper I wonder how placid and ordinary they really were. Since I’m about to bombard you with a bunch of names that will disappear from my tale as fast as Uncle Wally’s, I’ll simplify things by organizing possible exceptions in the outline form I was taught in elementary school. I’m pretty sure this is the first time I’ve employed that tool in my professional writing career.

1. Above all, intermarriage, in which my mom and dad had plenty of company. Protestants marrying Catholics may not seem like much in the twenty-first century, but in the early nineteen hundreds it was verboten—so much so that when Protestant only child Catherine Neu married Catholic letter carrier Thomas Snyder, her printer father fled New York, emigrating with her mother to San Francisco. Two of Tommy’s siblings married Protestants and converted, and one of their kids married a Catholic, and on the Christgau side my paternal great-grandfather Henry Christgau, who owned a bar on Spring Street off the Bowery, wed an Irish girl after my great-grandmother died. Then there was Tommy’s legendary stepbrother Leppy, orphaned child of a Jewish family next door who Tommy told us had been raised by his own mother. Then he went his own way. That was a strange story.

2. A modicum of madness. One of Tommy’s brothers spent half his life in Queens Village’s notorious Creedmoor, and a sister tried to gas herself with her husband after he had a heart attack (she failed, he didn’t). Also, both my grandmothers suffered “nervous breakdowns,” Clara Christgau after a second daughter named Ruth died in infancy, Kitty Snyder after Tommy was arrested in a Times Square men’s room circa 1952.

3. Failure to propagate. By my count, Tommy and his many siblings had only four children among them. What I know about his family setup is: father hardworking steamfitter, mother hardworking saint, thirteen children, four dead in infancy. So maybe things weren’t as colorful as Tommy made them sound when he wetly whispered Williamsburg tales to his “firstborn”—that is, me—in front of the electric fireplace in Forest Hills. In any case, no one in his enormous family had more than two kids and many were childless for reasons unknown. Some Catholics they were.

4. A miracle. The German migration to Ridgewood from Dutchtown on the Lower East Side was sparked on June 15, 1904, when some thousand would-be picnickers from St. Mark’s Lutheran Church on East 6th Street burned to death or drowned after a criminally ill-maintained excursion boat called the General Slocum caught fire on the East River in one of the worst naval disasters in history. About three hundred survived, including my grandmother, Clara Helmke, and her cousin, Etta Tinken. Supposedly Clara made it ashore carrying her shoes above her head. They were, after all, her best shoes.

5. Lives in the arts.

a. Tommy started frequenting Broadway shows as soon as he had some silver in his pocket in the ’00s and kept it up once installed as a postman at the now boarded-up Stuyvesant Station on 14th Street near Avenue A. One of his stories recalled the time he and his sister Betty sang at a party for society bandleader Vincent Lopez, and I have a framed photograph of him entertaining the Christmas revelers at Cravath, Swaine & Moore, the white-shoe law firm where he took a post-retirement messenger’s job after failing to find late-life employment as an interior decorator. Tommy is tomming a little—acting the fool for posh straights happy to give it up to someone better at blowing off steam than they are. But he’s also showing off, and he’s also having fun. I figure he’s regaling the swells with a song lost to history called, he always announced, “Hyman Goodman Was a Scootsman,” although usually he rolled his pants up to simulate a kilt for that one, and in this picture he can’t because he’s holding a cocktail.

b. In his youth my dad was taken up by an arty unmarried cousin of his mother he called Aunt Louise, who lived off a small annuity and liked to paint. Enjoyed classical music, too, I was told. I never saw a smidgen of that in my dad. But Louise could be why he read Thomas Wolfe and Kenneth Lewis Roberts. Or maybe it was the Leopold Schepp Foundation fellowship that insisted he abjure “trashy magazines.”

c. My dad summered as a teenager with the former Etta Tinken and her husband, George Sturmer, in Rhinebeck, north of the city. This Uncle George—there were many Uncle Georges—was an electrician who owned a gas station. He was also the head of the volunteer fire department and the local bootlegger. Many decades after I learned this, a nonagenarian family friend phoned me out of the blue and told me something even more surprising: that before moving upstate George Sturmer was a high-living limo driver for the Broadway stars. Whenever we visited the Sturmers in the ’50s, I thought they were even more boring than Mom and Pop. Appearances are deceiving? By then they were? Or both?

I feel obliged to bring up this marginally remarkable stuff because I’m so invested in the idea of the ordinary. What’s always given me something special to write about is a gift for finding the putatively ordinary complex, fascinating, and inspirational, often in terms typical of the bohemian folkways that informed my journey from Queens back to the Lower East Side, where Clara spent her girlhood, Tommy delivered the mail, and I’ve lived my entire adult life. That’s not all I do as a critic, but it’s near the center of it. My friend Greil Marcus once wrote a terrific book about Bob Dylan’s Basement Tapes that was initially called Invisible Republic and then underwent a title change after its central conceit caught the literary fancy: The Old, Weird America. I prefer the invisible republic notion myself. In fact, shortly after the book appeared I wrote a Willie Nelson piece that ended: “If Bob Dylan seeks to capture what Greil Marcus has dubbed ‘the old, weird America,’ then Willie Nelson is after the enduring, commonplace America. One is as great a mystery as the other.”

So the story I have to tell is a lucky one of a commonplace and, in the unlikely event that later generations are as lucky economically as mine, enduring kind—as I like to say, a democratic kind. Of course I struggled—whenever someone doesn’t, figure a poorer person put in the time for them. As it happens, I underwent considerable spiritual torment on my way to a critical semi-populism more optimistic than most, just as I underwent serious spells of loneliness on my way to a life partnership that means more to me than any words I’ve written or music I’ve heard. But these adversities were within normal range, and they gave back. The particulars of my journey brought me to not just any city, but a metropolis so blessed with multiple perspectives that it’s also beset by self-regarding myopia. New York isn’t the easiest place to be an American democrat. But it has some major advantages, and listening to too much rock and roll enhances them.

My parents were golden children in a just barely lower-middle-class way. Tommy adored his bright, fun-loving, petite, delicate wife, Kitty, who still had her waist-length red hair when she died at sixty-nine, and adored his barely taller and even brighter and prettier Virginia just as much, although Virginia would have traded some of that in on a sibling or two. She graduated at sixteen near the top of her class from Grover Cleveland High School, where she won a French prize she finally put to use on her Quebec honeymoon after Dad’s old Plymouth bit the dust. Christened George Henry and named for his father George Lawrence and his grandfather Henry, my father was the child Clara bore after the doomed Ruth and, crucially, her only boy. Called “Brother” in the German manner by his mother, the grossma who cared for him while his mother continued to languish, his two sisters, his aunt Louise, and his reserved, prematurely bald, headache-prone father, he was a lively, forceful, handsome, well-built presence in a hyper-conventional family, a gifted athlete with brains who in eighth grade won that Leopold Schepp fellowship, which guaranteed him college tuition after he graduated from Brooklyn Tech. Where he very nearly bombed out.

My mother didn’t attend college because she was a girl and it was the Depression. Instead a cousin’s husband found her a secretarial job with the German-American pencil manufacturer Eberhard Faber. My father didn’t attend college because he played too much ball. And even if he’d pulled better grades, his family didn’t have the money for college, scholarship or no scholarship. Soon after the crash of 1929, his father’s solid bookkeeping job went the way of his permeable stock portfolio, instilling in all the Christgaus an obsessive lifelong frugality. When he finally found work, through his church, it was a night job as a bank guard that he held on to for thirty years. Pop was a high school graduate and a Mason whose brother Bill had gone to Dartmouth on a football scholarship. But although there were no Masons, college boys, or annuities in Tommy’s family, simply by cashing a government paycheck for forty years he ended up with slightly more money and professional status. Classwise the two were pretty far down and just about even up.

Since this is no way a dysfunction saga—Tommy’s Manhattans lubricated him without pixilating him, Mom and Pop were repressed but not repressive—it’s axiomatic that Virginia and George were instead living out upward mobility sagas. Back then that’s how it worked in most American families of limited means, a vast swath of citizens who assumed that material comfort—not luxury, not culture, just some combination of security and pleasure—was a precondition of the happiness their liberty freed them to pursue. And for both of my parents, as for most such ordinary strivers, upward mobility also involved a gentility quest. But within these parameters the two young Queens German-Americans were rather different.

Virginia was her parents’ daughter. Like them, she was a Catholic who attended mass without getting heated about it. Built into her notion of gentility was the lesson in tolerance of their intermarriage, and like interior decorator manque Tommy, she was interested in beauty as well as respectability. Dad was much less his parents’ son: a rebel, albeit one without a single act of defiance brazen enough to have entered the annals. Although his animal spirits and male privilege instilled in him a cockiness reinforced by his success at sports, where he learned to augment his real but sub-championship strength and speed and coordination with stamina, tactical cunning, and a bold look in his eye, he also wanted things he couldn’t compete his way into. Aunt Louise had taught him that genteel needn’t be stodgy, and although he’d screwed up Brooklyn Tech, he believed in educational self-improvement. Because Virginia was an A student who knew French and aspired to refinement without being phony or gauche about it, she spoke to these ambitions. Yet unlike the Christgaus, she knew how to have fun. And she was a beauty.

So in the lore, my fourteen-year-old dad is throwing snowballs from a roof with his Middle Village friend Artie Arent when he spies a girl in a green coat and declares her off limits. It is also Artie Arent who four years later engineers a maneuver in which my father ends up on a date with a friend of the girl Artie has his eye on. In both cases the girl Dad has his eye on is Virginia, and in the second he’s quickly hooked. Protestant was no big deal for my mother, who’d survived a breakup with a Jewish boyfriend in high school—a breakup forced by his parents, not the Snyders, whose idea of making it was the predominantly Jewish Forest Hills apartment development where they’d end up. But for the Christgaus, Catholic was a big deal, and shortly after the two started dating, Pop mysteriously decided to take Brother on a cross-country bus tour. This ploy failed as Virginia applied herself to the test with long, immaculately typed letters from Eberhard Faber. My sister, Georgia Christgau, read from the first at Virginia’s funeral in 2007. It begins with a sentence I like so much I quote it at any excuse: “I’ve got so much to say about nothing that I don’t know where to begin.”

This was clearly too delightful a prose stylist to pass up, and before long George popped the question on the raft in Lake Peekskill forty miles upstate, where yet more Snyders had a country place; ever confident, he had the ring in his trunks. The engagement lasted so long my mom never got over it. But she hung in at Eberhard Faber while her affianced sampled jobs—Macy’s shoe salesman, pioneer air-conditioning technician, Con Ed meter man. They were finally married on Tommy’s fifty-first birthday, September 16, 1939, at Ridgewood Presbyterian Church—Virginia converted. Putting their disastrous Quebec honeymoon behind them, they settled into a three-room apartment in Elmhurst, a few stops on the IND from the spiffy new Snyder place in Forest Hills. Tommy decorated it. The piano he’d bought Virginia for graduation was a showpiece.

I don’t read music or play an instrument. When piano lessons were forced on me at eight, I refused to practice because I preferred reading; when I hired my own teacher at forty, I failed to practice because I preferred listening. So I don’t want to make too much of my musical background. But like many striving Americans and many German-Americans, my family was into the piano. My mother executed show tunes as well as she spoke French and used to play to calm herself before giving a dinner party. My father’s Schepp application listed the piano along with carpentry among his extracurricular interests, but in his adulthood he played strictly by ear, keeping time with a rocking-chair left hand as he picked out melodies with his right. Aunt Mildred knew enough music to change keys and was the de facto pianist at Ridgewood Presbyterian for half a century. Tommy could execute a mean “Dill Pickle Rag” and (my mother claimed although my sister disagrees) not much else. But my parents were also music consumers, and not just of the sheet music they kept in the piano bench. Their other prized furnishing was a mahogany Emerson radio-phonograph console, and they owned three or four dozen seventy-eights: Glenn Miller, Artie Shaw, Frank Sinatra, and my two favorites, Bing Crosby’s “Swinging on a Star” and Fats Waller’s “All That Meat and No Potatoes.”

I can only surmise how Mr. and Mrs. George H. Christgau spent the two and a half years before Robert Thomas Christgau was born on April 18, 1942—in Manhattan, at St. Vincent’s Hospital in Greenwich Village, a Catholic institution renowned in my parents’ world as the best place in New York to have a baby. But I wouldn’t have begun with that snapshot from Asbury Park if I didn’t believe they had some fun. The real downside of that reach for heaven isn’t how sexy they were or weren’t—it’s the eighty-hour week my father had in store. Strong though he was, George was still haunted by the Depression as the world underwent yet another crisis. So as Nazi Germany overran Europe and 1940 turned to 1941, he decided on a career nobler and more promising than Con Ed, and after some night classes joined the fire department. Nor was Mom exempted from the breadwinning—pregnant that July, she stayed at Eberhard Faber well after she started showing. Yet the will to fun stayed with her. According to the lore, she took me to hear Sinatra at the Paramount while I was in the womb, but that can’t be. Sinatra’s conquest of the bobby-soxers commenced December 30, 1942, when I was eight months old. So presumably the story got embroidered; presumably Virginia carted Robert over to her parents and, at twenty-five, went to see Frankie on her own. That’s just as good a story by me. You go Mom.

All her life my mother’s verbal abilities were channeled into the Sunday crossword, the church bulletin, and her sweet, shrewd, putatively modest conversations with her girlfriends, husband, and children. But in 1986 my sister tapped this natural resource by asking her to review a Fred Astaire VHS for High Fidelity. Under protest, Virginia came up with four hundred words, then stonewalled Georgia when she tried to edit them for publication. So Mom would be appalled that I’m quoting them here; if she was right about heaven, she is appalled, although I hope eternity has softened her up a little. Anyway, here are her three grafs, untouched except for a few typos and some title itals. The lead really does need work.



That Adele Astaire’s younger brother, Fred, was already a performer at the peak of his own career at the time his partnership with Ginger Rogers began in 1936, is evidenced by the writers who produced the words and music for his film songs. Jerome Kern—Dorothy Fields—George and Ira Gershwin—Harold Arlen—Johnny Mercer—the names read like a “who’s who” of American popular music.

And they did well by Fred. Many of the tunes are still being heard today, almost 50 years later. They managed to achieve a lively diversity in spite of having to accommodate the range of the music to his rather thin baritone and somehow in spite of his vocal limitations Astaire managed to imbue his songs with the same style and elegance—“class” if you will—that was his trademark. Above all, of course, was the beat, for you were always aware that at some point in the singing the dance would begin. And with Fred Astaire, that was what it was all about, wasn’t it? Whether in a ship’s engine room with the marvelously innovative “Slap That Bass” (Shall We Dance?) or on a dancing school floor when, with “Pick Yourself Up” (Swing Time), Fred almost convinced dance instructress Ginger that he had two left feet, it was, after all, the dancing that you had come to see.

These movies, with their songs and dances, belong to an historic world in which you had to have change of a quarter to get a pack of cigarettes; a movie world where people drove their cars with the tops down in a snow storm and never got wet or felt the cold; where Ginger could emerge from her room in the middle of shampooing her hair to listen to the smitten Fred singing “Just the Way You Look Tonight” (Swing Time) and have the shampoo wreathe her head like an attractive turban, not a false eyelash out of place, mind you, or a smear to her lipstick. But no matter . . . what does matter is that on these tapes we have preserved the magic of an inimitable performer. His grace and charm, his consummate dancing artistry, and yes, even his singing, have been made available for all of us to marvel at and enjoy. Forever?



My mother is quoted in my Nat King Cole piece for the Voice and the Tom Jones-Engelbert Humperdinck diptych I wrote for Newsday, where her “What seemed to be so natural with Tom Jones with this guy is so contrived” elicited a heap of hate mail from the Nassau County chapter of Housewives for Humperdinck. A fifteen-minute chat with eighty-year-old Virginia inspired an add-on graf—about sex, fancy that—for my Frank Sinatra obit. In her Astaire draft I love the quiet female pride of the Adele Astaire, Dorothy Fields, and “instructress” mentions; the cigarette metaphor from someone who hated smoking; the un-final “Forever?” I note that “class,” her quotation marks but also her aspiration, is a praiseword I distrust. And this is the place to mention that even more than the piano, my parents loved to dance. Virginia had lessons from Tommy, but my sister thinks George was even better: “When I danced with Dad, I knew how to dance. People don’t talk this way anymore, but he knew how to lead.” Their specialty was the Peabody, a quick ragtime one-step partygoers would stop dancing themselves to watch them execute. Unfortunately, the grace my dad showed off with Virginia in his arms was one of the many physical gifts he failed to pass on to his firstborn.

Because firemen with children couldn’t be drafted, Dad credited me more than once with saving him from that. Saving him from what we never discussed, but I believe there were two answers: leaving his family and learning to kill or be killed. Cowards don’t become firefighters, and my father’s competitive mettle was a wonder, but he had so little taste for violence that he was never even much of a football, boxing, or hockey fan, preferring baseball, basketball, and especially tennis, which he taught himself against a handball wall. It’s true that Ridgewood was a stronghold of a pro-Nazi German-American Bund divided into “Gaus,” as the Nazis designated regions, and Americans of every heritage took anti-Semitism for granted back then. But I never got that vibe from the stodgy Christgaus. They were too mild, and probably too Christian too, to do much hating. I know there must have been a learning curve about tolerance in there. But I also know that Aunt Mildred, a quintessential old maid whose conversational staple was long tales in which a stubborn woman bested a mealy-mouthed retail clerk, developed a very-late-life gentleman friend she’d met during her decades of service to Christian Endeavor. Because we thought of Mildred as a comically conventional person, everyone was amused when this friend turned out to be African-American. But no one was astonished, much less offended.

Yet though Dad didn’t want to leave his family, the twenty-four on and twenty-four off into which the fire department divided his eighty-hour week that was actually eighty-four cut drastically into his face time with me and my mom. Much later a therapist would find it very interesting that my early life consisted of a full day’s unimpeded access to my wondrous mother followed by a full day of losing her to my wondrous father. And lose her I did. Although my father taught me that real men love babies—repressed though they were, the Christgaus were kissers—his competitive mettle was especially well-developed when it came to female attention. He would have hogged my mother for my entire childhood except for one thing—over the dozen years after World War II ended, the eighty-hour week remained his norm. My father wasn’t a workaholic. He didn’t work because he couldn’t stand not working or didn’t want to be home; in a formulation I took to heart, he defined a job as “something you don’t want to do.” But because the Depression was a trauma he never forgot, he was an indefatigable provider—always earning, always saving, always on the lookout for ways to improve our lot. And when he was out earning, my mother was boss. She was no pushover. But she was a nicer boss than my dad.

The Elmhurst apartment at 86-22 Dongan Avenue was one of eighty-four units in a six-story yellow-brick building on a dead-end street a few blocks from the IND. My worst memory of the place is the boogie-man stories spun by a girl in a maroon coat in the empty lot across the street, my happiest the daily walks I took with my mom to the hedge at the end of the street, behind which chickens scurried and squawked because that’s how Queens was back then. Dimly, I remember being scared of the dark and struggling with the lampswitch when I heard Daddy come in the front door; vividly, I remember Grandma and Grandpa taking me to Coney Island for the day—Grandpa couldn’t drive (neither could Pop), but he loved the bumper cars. What I don’t remember at all is the birth of my brother on October 12, 1945. I felt or at least acted protective of Dougie, as he was called until he was in high school—there’s photographic evidence. But my competitive feelings were apparently stronger. As my dad’s firstborn, I do like to compete.
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THE TWO SIDES OF
MURRAY STREET


Early in 1947 our family of four made the big leap to Flushing, which would remain the center of my Queens for the rest of my life. Flushing is in a part of the borough just out of reach of the subway—what is now called the 7 train and was then the Flushing IRT ends at Main Street, where Flushing begins. Something similar happens in the East Bronx, and in pockets of Brooklyn. But in Queens it signifies not just distance from the center but closeness to the periphery. The city line beckoned the entire eastern third of Queens in the ’50s, from South Jamaica through Flushing up to Whitestone and out through Fresh Meadows and Auburndale and Bayside and all the neighborhoods further out. My elders saw Nassau County’s lawn-graced, Levittown-style developments as the suburban dream to their half measure. I was one of the war babies whose dreams pointed me back toward the concentration, ambition, and grime of the city.

Shaped like Wisconsin elongated onto a forty-by-a-hundred lot, 43-47 159th Street wasn’t the nicest house on a tree-lined block where nearly every dwelling was different, but it was the second-nicest on our side, which is pretty much how we were. Designed by its original owner in the early ’20s, it was white with green trim, with a tiny sloped lawn up front and in back a two-car garage and a garden and a big old sassafras tree and two rosebushes my mother loved. There was also a working fireplace my father loved, and early on he built handsome wrought-iron-and-pine bookcases each side of it. So while 159th Street was urban by heartland standards, it was roomy by New York City’s. The move took place around my fifth birthday, for which I received a tricycle. We were always landlords on 159th Street—three rooms on the top floor went for forty dollars a month, first to an elderly couple who covered their gray Plymouth between Sunday drives and then to Mrs. Koch and her daughter Linda, whose perfume inspired throat-clutching pantomime by the boys on the stoop. We lived in the finished basement for a while, then moved to the first floor and rented out three rooms below. A little after Georgia arrived in 1950, the whole bottom of the house became ours, and until I graduated from college the basement where all the kids slept was my refuge.

In June I got very sick—measles and whooping cough simultaneously, weeks of fever and my mother’s love, with the voices of the little girls next door pealing in through the screen door. The rest of that year is sketchy: coasting down the driveway on my tricycle before lurching right to avoid the forbidden street, the dark-green 1947 Chevy my dad bought for cash, and—this strictly hearsay—sitting on a post office counter singing “Take Me Out to the Ball Game” at the top of my four-year-old lungs. But I know that two other firemen lived on our side, with four cops across the street—the firemen grunts like my dad, one Italian and one Irish, the cops German and Irish officers, with all but one of the six Catholic. I also know that within a year my parents joined the First Presbyterian Church of Flushing—socially and philosophically, the most important decision they ever made not just for themselves but for their children.

Protestant denominationalism is a puzzle to anyone who doesn’t live it and often to those who do, and in New York City it’s complicated by both a relative lack of Protestant power and a tax code in which church property remains in God’s hands as everything around it is transmuted by capitalism. Take St. Mark’s Lutheran Church on East 6th Street, whence sprang the Slocum disaster and the Ridgewood exodus. The modest brick building remains. But now it’s a synagogue, its Lutheran remnant having long since moved up Second Avenue to St. Mark’s Church-in-the-Bowery, which later turned Episcopalian—and which for the half century I’ve been an East Villager has been less a church than a do-gooder hub and the arts center where Patti Smith got her start. (The synagogue is now pretty much an arts center too, but that came later.) Over in Queens circa 1908, nominally Lutheran Mom and Pop joined the Ridgewood Presbyterian Church. In their Elmhurst years my parents probably took the Ridgewood bus some Sundays and on others dropped in at the nearby Reformed Church of Newtown or skipped services altogether. For sure they didn’t join First Pres because Dad felt committed to Presbyterianism. They joined because First Pres was “welcoming.”

Ridgewood Presbyterian was theologically conservative. It promulgated biblical inerrancy and literal salvation from an eternity in hell by the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, with no hint of “modernism.” But First Pres, dominated by a clique of Southern Baptists who’d come north to ply the insurance trade, took conservatism a step further by embracing the term “born again.” Our sister churches were North Shore Baptist and Bayside Baptist, both one step closer to Nassau County, and to hear the elders talk, these were the only born-again havens in our sinful quadrant of Queens—even though, as I figured out decades later, there was a good-sized Church of Christ on the very next corner and a smaller Disciples of Christ congregation a few blocks east. These were ignored on class grounds. Both denominations sprang from revivalist insurgencies against mainline bluenoses, and both attracted vulgar Pentecostal types, including our foul-mouthed, beer-guzzling, exhaust-spewing next-door neighbor Bob Green, the lowest of all the 159th Streeters Mom and Dad looked down on for no readily apparent reason. The more practiced First Pres gentry knew how to do snobbery right—by mixing it with a Southern hospitality that in Queens had the allure of an exotic piece of Americana. “Welcoming” in a way the rigid Ridgewooders never were, they were warm proselytizers for their way of life in Jesus Christ to anyone ready to respect their respectability. This my parents were—my mother especially. In a sense that was why she had come to Flushing. It was why she loved those rosebushes.

First Pres was located at Barclay Avenue and Murray Street, near the Murray Hill station of the Long Island Railroad. In its wittingly plain way the white-shingled sanctuary was handsome enough, and would soon grow a brick annex called Faith Hall. But since this was Queens in the ’40s, it was also catty-corner from a Chef Boy-Ar-Dee cannery and directly across from the cinder parking lot and worn brick walls of PS 22, where in September I would begin my eleven years with the New York City Board of Education.

My very bright stay-at-home mother did not teach me to read. The alphabet, sure; the words to “Take Me Out to the Ball Game,” maybe (although that might have been Tommy, making up for his inability to throw or catch a ball). Reading, no, and no matter. Due to my April 18 birthdate—April 30 was the cutoff—my parents had the option of enrolling me directly into first grade, and as soon as Miss Buhl deciphered the letters of the giant-sized Fun with Dick and Jane for us, I got it. Picked up that afternoon by both parents (and I guess Dougie in his carriage), I bragged that I could spell three words. One of them was “Dick.” Hero worship.

I loved reading so much that I would sneak a flashlight under the covers after bedtime, loved reading so much that the doctor blamed my earaches on it, loved reading so much that I refused to take piano lessons. I was messy and clumsy and bad at art and never began my fifth-grade current events notebook, but my passion for reading was unending. I raced through my mother’s Bobbsey Twins books and First Pres’s Sugar Creek Gang collection. I read every baseball novel in the Depot Road library and every short story in Grandpa’s women’s magazines and every children’s classic Santa could afford. I read my teachers’ kids’ discards while slower students got schooled. I read the Bible, absorbing King James English for life. I read Reader’s Digest and then Reader’s Digest Condensed Books and then Book-of-the-Month Club selections as my parents strove to keep me sated. Set on self-improvement, Dad would do Reader’s Digest’s “It Pays to Increase Your Word Power” with me every month. On Saturday mornings the kids would climb into bed with Mommy and Daddy and examine the colored plates of gems and flags in the three-volume unabridged Merriam-Webster he’d bought. Soon there was a Columbia Encyclopedia too, and a Rand-McNally atlas I’d pore over late at night in the basement bathroom.

Even so, I was no kind of star at PS 22. Good at arithmetic, an ace at history, and by no means shy in class, I lacked the girlish virtues—penmanship, neatness, punctuality, neatness, decorum, always doing your homework, keeping your shirttails in, and neatness—that turned Satisfactorys into Outstandings in the grade schools of the time. Yet I was too much of a goody-goody and not enough of an athlete to stand out among the boys. Quick and sure-handed, I was also a shrimp who never learned to punch a spaldeen overhand, and I was pathetic at being bad. Once a moralizing chapter about hooky in a Sugar Hill Gang book alerted me to a piece of boyhood mischief I’d been missing, so one afternoon I hid out dead bored in one of the overgrown empty lots that were still plentiful in my neck of Flushing and then forged an excuse from my mother, I hope on the typewriter although I may have been stupid enough to try and fake more than her signature. Either way, I got caught. Then there was the Halloween I chalked half an insult about the principal in the PS 22 doorway before proceeding to a First Pres event designed to forestall just such shenanigans—only to be interrupted by Miss Tobin herself, striding indignantly out of the shadows. She probably had dreams of apprehending the Laughlin gang, the chronically Unsatisfactory Catholic punks who were certainly vandalizing something that night. Instead she nabbed Reader Rob, a.k.a. Lose-a-Ma-Thing, the goody-goody the Laughlin gang chased every time he got near their block.

In part because everyone on 159th Street attended parochial school or the bigger PS 107 to the east, I didn’t make many friends at PS 22, although I did forge a temporary alliance with a rough sixth grader who was crammed into my 5-1/6-3 when he moved to 159th Street midyear—we had a jolly time with the baseball field we built of Venetian blind slats in a middle room Georgia took over once she was out of her crib. There were, however, three longer relationships that I never forgot even though they existed only in my mind. For two steadfast years apiece, I nurtured crushes on female classmates who shared with my mother academic excellence, good looks, and diminutive stature: Suffolk County-bound June Nienstedt first and second, First Pres preacher’s daughter Sherrill Blair third and fourth, and, most significantly, Nan Younger fifth and sixth. I can’t have been the only boy in love with blond-ringleted Nan, the prettiest, smartest, nicest, and shortest girl in the class—the girl who had the courage to try and spell “hippopotamus” for Mrs. Villaverde, and of course succeeded, because it’s spelled exactly the way it sounds. But I am the boy who walked her down Murray Street every day at noon and three, parting with a quick left and a quicker bye as she turned toward her big house a block away on 149th Street and I dashed down the hill past Laughlin turf and toward 159th.
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My Problems

I have many problems. One of them is playing hard or rough games. I’m not as rough as some of the other boys on the block and the games they play (at some times) seem too hard to me. Another problem is to overcome bad habits such as reading when I’m not supposed to and not paying attention to my teacher, mother etc. My third problem is not to do other things that I’m not supposed to.



As indicated, I was short like my mom, and early on my five-eleven father concluded correctly that I’d never be his match as an athlete. This would be a comfort to him all his life—as a cripple of eighty-eight who thought walkers were for old people, he snorted indulgently when I disclosed that by using me as his crutch in hospital corridors he was pulling my right arm out of its damn socket. But my dad never gave me up for a wuss, a klutz, or a nerd. He played plenty of catch, equipped the garage with a homemade Ping-Pong table, showed me how to plant my feet for a set shot, and always encouraged me to outdo myself.

This could be traumatic—my failure as a five-year-old to locate the needle-nosed pliers in his furnace-room workshop set off a yelling-at I never forgot or forgave. But it could also be empowering—by eight I was playing three-handed canasta with Mommy and Daddy, and canasta is a game any moderately intelligent human can win with a little luck. Frowned upon at First Pres, cards were a Christgau family tradition and major at my house—I even sat in once or twice when my mother was short a bridge lady. Board games, particularly Sorry and a Scrabble knockoff called Keyword, were also staples. My father was a relentless, analytic competitor in every game he played, and he played to win even when his opponent was eight years old. If I’d never beaten him I suppose I might have been damaged. But sometimes I did.

Physically, however, I remained timid, and the doctor said my earaches required fresh air. So I was forced out among the rough boys, and soon I was a regular in diamondball and punchball and stoopball, potsy and hide-and-seek and ringolevio too. Because I was quick and sure-handed and also because I was competitive, I was good enough at these games without excelling, and would play various kinds of ball through high school and beyond. Eventually the older Catholic boys decided to foment a rivalry between me and the Protestant kid across the street, goading us into fights in which I avoided fisticuffs by wrestling him down and applying a scissorlock; when a fat and hapless Jewish kid moved in briefly down the block, they set us on each other with more venom. So I guess I was bullied a little. But this stuff was less scary than the Laughlin gang, who cost me sleep, and even they proved a harmless lesson in gritting my teeth and getting through it. I lost more sleep over my current events notebook.

Occasionally between ages five and ten my father spanked me, bare ass open hand five reps, for offenses that have passed from the record, sometimes after a report from my mother and sometimes because he had a temper. That temper surfaced all his life in sarcastic asides and the occasional tirade, and my brother and sister tell me it remained fearsome until after they were out of the house. But without question it was exacerbated by fatigue when I was coming up. Firemen were forbidden to moonlight, but Dad never missed a chance: housepainting with Artie Arent and solo, selling mutual funds, umpiring little league, Friday-night bartending at the Sanford Hotel, afternoon hours as a lathe operator without ever having operated a lathe, and teaching shop for the Board of Ed. The last was the big one—a gig he landed four years after becoming one of six city employees to qualify for a tuition-free BA at NYU night school in 1951. He aced a test. It pays to increase your word power.

Dad’s eighty-hour week was less ’50s ambition than ’30s fear, less materialism than frugality, less upwardly mobile than soberly stable. That he could maintain it was a tribute to his physical endurance and his gift for the catnap. But it also reflected his abilities as a hustler. My father wasn’t slick, but like most good card players he
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