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About the Book

2015 will mark the centenary of Saul Bellow’s birth as well as the tenth anniversary of his death. The Life of Saul Bellow by Zachary Leader is the first biography since the author’s death and the first to discuss his life and work in its entirety. Leader has been granted unprecedented access to Bellow’s papers, including much previously restricted material and has conducted interviews with Bellow’s relatives, close friends, colleagues and lovers.
 

The first volume spans the period from Bellow’s birth in 1915 in Lachine, Canada, to the publication of Herzog in 1964. Herzog made Bellow rich as well as famous. By the time of its publication, he was probably the most acclaimed writer in America. The critic James Wood has called him ‘the greatest writer of American prose in the twentieth century’. Leader’s biography shows how this American prose, with its exhilarating mix of high culture and low, came into existence. It also traces Bellow’s turbulent life away from the desk, as polemicist, teacher, husband, father, and lover. Fierce in his loyalties, Bellow was no less fierce in his enmities, combative in defence of his freedoms. A handsome and seductive man, he was also elusive, with a charm Philip Roth has described as ‘like a moat so oceanic that you could not even see the great turreted and buttressed thing it had been dug to protect. You couldn’t even find the drawbridge.’ This biography shows what it was like both to meet Bellow and to be him. It takes the full measure of the man and his work.


About the Author


By the time Herzog was published in 1964, Saul Bellow was probably the most acclaimed novelist in America, described in later years by the critic James Wood as ‘the greatest writer of American prose in the twentieth century.’ Zachary Leader’s biography shows how this prose, with its exhilarating mixture of high culture and low, came into existence. It also traces Bellow’s life away from the desk, as polemicist, teacher, husband, father and lover. Fierce in his loyalties, Bellow was no less fierce in his enmities, combative in defence of his freedoms. Spanning the period from Bellow’s birth in 1915 to the publication of Herzog in 1964, volume one of this biography is the first since Saul Bellow’s death, and the first to discuss his life and work in its entirety.

    
Zachary Leader is Professor of English Literature at the University of Roehampton. He is the author of Reading Blake’s Songs, Writer’s Block, Revision and Romantic Authorship and The Life of Kingsley Amis, a finalist for the 2008 Pulitzer Prize in Biography. Among the books he has edited are The Letters of Kingsley Amis, On Modern British Fiction, Percy Bysshe Shelley: The Major Works (with Michael O’Neill) and The Movement Reconsidered: Essays on Larkin, Amis, Gunn, Davie and Their Contemporaries. He is a Fellow of the Royal Society of Literature.
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Introduction: Bellow and Biography

SAUL BELLOW WAS the most decorated writer in American history, the winner, among other awards, of the Nobel Prize for Literature, three National Book Awards, the Pulitzer Prize, the Formentor Prize, the American Academy of Arts and Letters Gold Medal for the Novel, and the titles Chevalier des Arts et des Lettres and Commandeur des Arts et des Lettres, awarded by the French Republic. At his death in 2005, as for much of his adult life, his standing in American literature could not have been higher.1 On his deathbed, however, for a moment at least, none of this worldly acclaim mattered. As he slipped in and out of consciousness, Bellow opened his eyes, looked intently at his friend Eugene Goodheart, and asked: “Was I a man or was I a jerk?” “Jerk” is a Bellow word (“he always thought I was a jerk,” Bellow has said of his father2); “man” here means “mensch,” human being, someone to rely on, someone admirable, responsible, a person of character; being a mensch need have nothing to do with success, status, or wealth. What mattered at the end, Bellow’s question implies, was the life he had led as a man.

The competing claims of life and art—the writer’s “choice,” according to Yeats—is a prominent theme in many biographies.3 It was also a theme in Bellow’s fiction, where it figures most obviously in his use of real-life episodes and characters, often only thinly disguised. In some novels and stories, people he knew, including friends and relations, were not only bound to see themselves depicted but they were meant to do so. “By the time I’m through with him,” he is reported to have said of the model for Valentine Gersbach in Herzog (1964), “he’ll be laughed right out of the literature business.”4 “I’ll get you,” he threatened his third wife, Susan, before he “loused her up” as the shrewish Denise in Humboldt’s Gift (1975) (“I loved the way he loused up Sewell,” comments Charlie Citrine, of Humboldt’s depiction of a character based on R. P. Blackmur). “You’ve been a real Klondike,” he told her; “I’ll grind you to powder. Your name will be mud.”5 Bellow’s fury in these instances (at the close friend who was cuckolding him, at the ex-wife he thought was bleeding him dry) was put to artistic use, though not without collateral damage. “My fictional life in a Bellow novel put me in the public domain,” Susan Bellow wrote in an unpublished essay entitled “Mugging the Muse.” “Not one of the outrageous questions over the years, however, asked about the dark heart of the matter. How does the prize winner’s young and vulnerable son feel when asked in school if his mother is really so awful? Or when told by a buddy, who had the word from his mother, ‘Don’t read it. Your father did a number on your mom.’ ”6 “I was horrified,” writes one of the real-life models for Katrina Goliger, the mistress of Victor Wulpy, an unmistakable portrait of the art critic Harold Rosenberg, in the story “What Kind of a Day Did You Have?” On the eve of the story’s appearance the real-life model was called by a friend who had read it and recognized her in Katrina: “I was dumbfounded … I never meant her to know.” Bellow was Rosenberg’s colleague and friend and was fully aware “that more than five years after Harold’s death, May Rosenberg [his widow], and his daughter, Patia, were still very much alive. Not only were they still grieving—I was sure they were still furious enough with me about this.”7

Bellow openly acknowledged the costs involved in such instances, to the user as well as the used. In Humboldt’s Gift, Citrine, the Bellow-like protagonist, has made a fortune out of a play based on the character of his friend, the poet Von Humboldt Fleisher. “You took my personality and exploited it in writing your Trenck” (p. 338), protests Humboldt, a charge Citrine does not deny. Humboldt is himself based in large part on the poet Delmore Schwartz, whom Bellow met in the 1940s, when Schwartz worked at Partisan Review. By all accounts Schwartz was as brilliant and unstable a character as Humboldt is in Bellow’s novel. Like Schwartz, Humboldt is manic-depressive, and in one of his manic moods, when he thinks Stevenson will defeat Eisenhower in the 1952 presidential election, he confides to Citrine that he expects to become a sort of cultural advisor in the new administration, in charge of subsidies and grants. In this, as in other respects, he recalls Falstaff (“the laws of England are at my commandment,” Falstaff declares, when he wrongly thinks Henry IV dead), making Citrine a sort of Prince Hal, using and discarding Humboldt for a greater good (“art” rather than the state) or for ambition.8

This reading is bolstered by biographical fact: the Humboldt strand of the novel was born out of an incident in 1966 on a street in New York, when Bellow caught sight of the unhinged and impoverished Schwartz and hid from him (as Citrine hides from Humboldt in a similar scene in the novel). According to his friend Maggie Staats Simmons, who was with him at the time, Bellow was as distressed by his own behavior (“I know thee not, old man,”9 says the newly elevated Henry) as by Schwartz’s condition. When Schwartz passed by, Simmons told me, Bellow sat down with her and recounted what would become “pretty much the whole of the Humboldt part of Humboldt’s Gift.” The experience was put to immediate use. Citrine’s behavior as a writer is comparable: “While I shed tears for my dead I was also patting down their graves with my shovel. For I did write biographies, and the deceased were my bread and butter. The deceased had earned my French decoration and got me into the White House” (p. 115). Those words report Denise’s view, but elsewhere they are seconded by Citrine himself. “I did incorporate other people into myself and consume them. When they died I passionately mourned. I said I would continue their work and their lives. But wasn’t it a fact that I added their strength to mine? Didn’t I have an eye on them in the days of their vigor and glory?” (p. 282). The “gift” Humboldt gives Citrine, the literal gift, is a screenplay about a writer, Corcoran, whose “marvelous” book cannot be published because “it would hurt his wife and destroy his marriage.” Yet “not to publish would kill him.” “I have borrowed from you to create this Corcoran” (p. 338), Humboldt writes to Citrine.

BELLOW’S USE OF PEOPLE he knew, his responsibility toward them, the effect using them has on his character, figure as fictionalized topics throughout his writing, from The Adventures of Augie March (1953) (whose hero, “a Columbus of those near-at-hand,” is nicknamed Bolingbroke, a user as ruthless and calculating as his son, Prince Hal) to Ravelstein (2000) (the fictional memoir of a figure as Falstaffian as Humboldt). Augie is called “Bolingbroke” at the poker table: “I can’t tell when you’re bluffing because you always look so innocent. Nobody can really be as innocent as all that,” a view Augie confirms: “My invention and special thing was simplicity. I wanted simplicity and denied complexity, and in this I was guileful and suppressed many patents in my secret heart.”10 Bolingbroke is comparably guileful. He may see his way to Richard’s throne, as Hazlitt puts it, “afar off,” but he bides his time, “only seizing it when he has it within reach, humble, crafty, bold, and aspiring.”11 These are accusations leveled at the writer-figures in Bellow’s novels, among whom I would number Augie, the author, after all, of his adventures. It is not true, as Robert Penn Warren complained in an admiring review, that Augie “has no commitments”; the freedom he seeks is a writer’s freedom, a detachment that allows him, as he puts it of the international circle that makes up his poker school, to learn “their language fast” (p. 802), even while they are boring him. When friends complain that he “couldn’t be hurt enough by the fate of other people” (p. 899), Augie does not demur.12 At times his charm recalls that of his creator, described by Philip Roth in an acknowledged fictional portrait as “like a moat so oceanic that you could not even see the great turreted and buttressed thing it had been dug to protect. You couldn’t even find the drawbridge.”13

The real-life model for Ravelstein, Allan Bloom, the author of The Closing of the American Mind (1987), had thought long and hard about the relation between Hal and Falstaff. Shortly before his death in 1992, he completed the final revision of Love and Friendship (1993), a collection of essays on Plato, Rousseau, four nineteenth-century novels, four Shakespeare plays, and “Two Strange Couples: Hal and Falstaff, Montaigne and La Boétie.” In the dozen years before the book’s publication, Bloom and Bellow, colleagues at the University of Chicago, “team-taught” all the works and authors it discusses, and Bellow had read and commented on the book in draft.14 Two aspects of Bloom’s treatment of the Hal-Falstaff relation stand out. The first is his depiction of Falstaff as a type of Socrates, a friend of the young and enemy not only of paternal authority but of convention and worldly accomplishment. Shakespeare describes Falstaff’s death exactly as Plato describes Socrates’s death, his body growing cold “from the feet up.” Bloom himself, like Ravelstein, combined Socrates’s refusal to be frightened of death with Falstaff’s hedonism: “He will not change his life,” writes Bloom of Falstaff, “for example his sexual behavior, in order to preserve it. He wishes to live as long as possible enjoying the real pleasures of food, drink, sex and wit.”15

The second striking feature of Bloom’s account of the Hal-Falstaff friendship is its implicit approval of Hal’s rejection of Falstaff. Once he returns to the world of his father, Hal “succeeds, at least in his own lifetime, in bringing an end to the plague of civil war, establishing his own monarchy solidly, and expanding England’s territory and influence. He has none of the defects of the other kings Shakespeare treats. His rule provides a textbook for future rulers.”16 These achievements derive in part from the skills or lessons Hal learns in Falstaff’s company: “I’ll so offend,” he says, “to make offence a skill” (King Henry IV, Part One, I.ii.211–12). As Henry V, he rouses his men at Agincourt with a common touch imbibed at the Boar’s Head. Calculation as well as self-disgust underlie the Prince’s consorting with tapsters, so that “I can drink with any tinker in his own language.” When the Dauphin mocks Henry V for his “wilder days,” he does so, “not measuring what use we made of them” (King Henry V, I.ii.266–67). Bloom offers no criticism of Hal’s use of others, his calculating watchfulness. Bloom approves this calculation.

Whether Bloom would have approved the use Bellow makes of him in Ravelstein, Bellow’s last novel, has been a matter of dispute. To some, the novel’s portrait is a betrayal; to others, it is as much what Bloom would have wanted, as Chick’s portrait of Ravelstein is what Ravelstein wants. According to Bellow himself, the novel was, in effect, solicited by Bloom, just as Ravelstein solicits Chick to “do me as you did Keynes, but on a bigger scale. And also you were too kind to him. I don’t want that. Be as hard on me as you like. You aren’t the darling doll you seem to be.”17 In Chick’s case, if this meant outing his subject, so be it: “unless the facts were known, no real life was possible”; “When he asked me to write a ‘Life of Ravelstein,’ it was up to me to interpret his wishes and to decide just to what extent I was freed by his death to respect the essentials…. I suppose he thought it wouldn’t really matter because he’d be gone, and his posthumous reputation couldn’t matter less” (pp. 59–60). What would matter was the end, the truthful portrait.18

In Ravelstein the form Chick’s portrait takes is a memoir, a work of biography. Whether Chick is a novelist, like Bellow, isn’t clear: he is a writer, a commercial success, has had books “on the low end” (p. 32) of the bestseller list; at one point, Ravelstein calls him an “artist” (p. 84) but he is never called a novelist. In fact, none of Bellow’s fictional surrogates is a novelist. The writers among them work in what Bellow thought of as lesser fields, often forms of what is now called “life-writing.” There’s Augie, there’s Chick, there’s Charlie Citrine, rich not just from Trenck, but from ghosting “people’s personal memoirs” (p. 297) (in early versions, Charlie is, variously, a “hack biographer,” “consultant to biographical dictionaries,” editorial director of “American Biographical Archives”).19 In an unfinished novel, “Charm and Death,” a thinly fictionalized portrait of Bellow’s great friend, Isaac Rosenfeld, the protagonist quits graduate work at Columbia and lives “by reviewing, editing, translating, teaching in General Studies programs,” but also by “writing commissioned biographies of pants-manufacturers and dealers in rare South American hides—lizard leather, crocodile. In the early days he would get five hundred dollars. He was fluent but the interviews, the study of materials took time.” Bellow imagines the hassles and diplomatic necessities, as well as the limitations, of life-writing: “Widows and daughters (oedipal daughters) were sometimes difficult, often interesting, sometimes charming, but as time went on the work became less intriguing and less rewarding. Early freshness wore off, spiky neuroses, hard-core obstinacy, boastfulness, family pride were thrust out at him…. Still, people trusted him on the whole. He had no visible strategy with them. They liked his warmth. He was simple, good, or seemed to be so.”20 This passage recalls Joseph in Dangling Man (1944), Bellow’s first novel: “About a year ago, I ambitiously began several essays, mainly biographical, on the philosophers of the Enlightenment. I was in the midst of one on Diderot when I stopped.” Like Augie, Joseph is “amiable … well liked, [but] does not have what people call an ‘open’ look.”21 The most formidable of Bellow’s life-writers is Artur Sammler, in Mr. Sammler’s Planet (1970), who has long been at work on a memoir of H. G. Wells, described as his “lifework”; the most despicable is “stone-hearted” Willis Mosby, of “Mosby’s Memoirs” (1968), whose recollections of life in Paris in the 1940s make use of the misfortunes of a friend for comic purposes.22

FOR BELLOW the novel is “the highest form of human expression yet attained,” as worthy an end as kingship and crucial to the welfare of the state.23 “To answer artistically,” Bellow has written of Dostoyevsky,

is to do full justice, to respect propositions and harmonies with which journalists and polemicists do not have to bother their heads. In the novel, Dostoyevsky cannot permit himself to yield to cruel, intemperate, and arbitrary personal judgements. The writer’s convictions, perhaps fanatically held, must be tamed by truth.

The degree to which you challenge your own beliefs and expose them to destruction is a test of your worth as a novelist.24

As for why Bellow should feel impelled to greatness and to the heroic life, one answer might be social. There’s a revealing paragraph in the story “Zetland: By a Character Witness” (1974) about the ambitions of young men like Bellow and his fellow high school intellectuals: “To be an intellectual was to be a parvenu. The business of these parvenus was to purge themselves of their first wild impulses and of their crazy baseness, to change themselves, to become disinterested. To love truth. To become great.”25 That Bellow sensed he could become great was another motive.

Hence, in part, his single-mindedness, his ruthlessness. “I became very obstinate at a certain point in my life,” he told the Romanian novelist Norman Manea when he was eighty-four. “I knew what was necessary to remain a writer and I wasn’t going to let anything interfere with it, not for my own sake so much as for the game itself as I felt it should be played.” What might interfere were the demands of his life as a person, or of the lives of those around him. “In daily life,” he told Manea, “I don’t ask myself what is honorable and what is dishonorable but I do when I’m writing: I ask myself if it would be dishonorable to put the thing this way.”26 When Bellow’s second wife, Sondra, nicknamed Sasha, complained of her depiction in Herzog, Bellow defended himself in similar terms, invoking Jack Ludwig’s novel Above Ground (1968), which treats the central triangle of Herzog from the lover’s point of view:

I made something of the abuses I suffered at your hands. As for the “humiliations” you speak of, I can match you easily. There is another book, isn’t there…. It is monstrous to be touched by anything so horribly written. The worst thing about it, to a man who has been faithful to his art for thirty years, is the criminal vulgarity of the thing. I don’t worry too much about my reputation, the “image” (I don’t think you pay much attention to that, either) but I loathe being even peripherally involved with such shit…. But suppose the book had been good…. Can you see me demanding damages? I don’t think you can.27

Perhaps the longest of Bellow’s friendships was with David Peltz, who died in 2011 at ninety-six. Peltz was as remarkable in person as he was on the page, where Bellow thinly fictionalizes him as Woody Selbst in the story “A Silver Dish” (1978), George Swiebel in Humboldt’s Gift, and George Samson in “Olduvai” or “Olduvai George,” the novel Bellow abandoned in 1967 at Peltz’s insistence. Bellow’s editor at Viking, Denver Lindley, and his agent, Henry Volkening, were “crushed” when he gave in to Peltz’s wishes (Peltz wanted the material Bellow drew on for a novel of his own). “This is electrically marvelous stuff,” wrote Volkening, “the hell with … practical difficulties.” “I would have suggested that you drop it for a while,” wrote Lindley, “if these 50 pages had struck me as less than what they are: you at peak form.”28 Seven years after abandoning “Olduvai”—Peltz having failed to place his novel—Bellow wove one of its stories and its central character, now George Swiebel, into Humboldt. When an excerpt from the novel appeared in Playboy—the scene in which Cantabile threatens Citrine at the Russian Baths, based on a real-life episode Bellow had “given his word” he wouldn’t use—Peltz was outraged. As Bellow knew, Peltz was saving the episode for his memoirs (the very memoirs he told me he was still at work on when I went to interview him in Chicago in 2008 when he was ninety-two). “I’m sorry you feel hurt,” Bellow replied in a letter of July 14, 1974.

Three years ago Bette [Howland] told you that I was writing about you. You were angry and forbid it…. What matters is that good things get written…. We’ve known each other forty-five years and told each other thousands and thousands of anecdotes. And now, on two bars suggested by one of your anecdotes, I blew a riff…. I created two characters and added the toilets and the Playboy Club and the fence and the skyscraper. What harm is there in that? Your facts are unharmed by my version…. Your facts, three or four of them, got me off the ground. You can’t grudge me that and still be Dave Peltz.

Now David, the nice old man who wants his collection of memory-toys to play with in old age is not you…. The name of the game is Give All. You are welcome to all my facts. You know them, I give them to you. If you have the strength to pick them up, take them with my blessing. Touch them with your imagination and I will kiss your hands.

In the end, Peltz gave in: “Dear Saul, It’s all right. When you find this note it’ll be easier for you to call. I’ve been so adrift. In a sea of shit unexpressed. Thinking every undeveloped happening will accrue into a spiritual bank account. But time like inflation is thinning it all out. You are right in this matter. And I will let be. See you soon, Love, David.” Later, in a 1980 interview with D. J. R. Bruckner, Peltz recounted an exchange with Nelson Algren about the anecdote. Speaking of Bellow, Algren declared: “He’s a goddamn fool if he doesn’t use it. Who do you think you are? You’re part of his environment and he has the right to use his environment.” As Peltz told Bruckner: “And he was right.”29

The phrases I want to highlight here are: “What matters is that good things get written” and “You are welcome to all my facts…. If you have the strength to pick them up, take them with my blessing. Touch them with your imagination.” By “good things” Bellow means good fictional things; facts are mere starting points, nothing unless they are touched by imagination, brought alive by what Wordsworth called “the visionary gleam” (Wordsworth is often invoked in the pages that follow). For Bellow, “the fact is a wire through which one sends a current. The voltage of that current is determined by the writer’s own belief as to what matters, by his own caring or not-caring, by passionate choice. It is not in news that it matters whether a man lives or dies. The mattering or not mattering is not a product of facts, but of judgment, of caring.”30 Richard Stern, a novelist friend, “couldn’t write about me,” Bellow told Mark Harris, also a novelist, “because as a writer he couldn’t subordinate himself to me”; nor, presumably, could he subordinate himself to mere fact. I see this comment, which Harris records in Saul Bellow: Drumlin Woodchuck (1980), his biographical study of Bellow, as meant to put Harris off, and as a put-down.31 “I’m a bird not an ornithologist,” Bellow liked to say. Because he wrote so close to life, he always needed, his fifth wife, Janis, told me, a real-life face or character to get him off the ground, and because so many of his works—for example, all the stories in the collection Him with His Foot in His Mouth (1984)—take the form of fictional portraits, frequently of identifiable models, he was often ready to distance his works from life-writing, and to denigrate life-writing, as unworthy of the pain or betrayal it involved, not being art.

What makes Bellow a bird not an ornithologist is his ability to transform facts or experiences into great literature, thus changing them. This view of art as new creation is often invoked as a defense against accusations of slander or defamation. Art can be viewed in other ways; for example, as imitation or mimesis, the oldest of aesthetic aims and pleasures. Mimesis, too, involves touching experiences or facts with the imagination. Bellow was a famed noticer and his novels and stories are packed with things perfectly seen. In Herzog, the novel that made him rich and famous, Moses Herzog, in sweltering Manhattan, comes in sight of a building being demolished:

At the corner he paused to watch the work of the wrecking crew. The great metal ball swung at the walls, passed easily through brick, and entered the rooms, the lazy weight browsing on kitchens and parlors. Everything it touched wavered and burst, spilled down. There rose a white tranquil cloud of plaster dust. The afternoon was ending, and in the widening area of demolition was a fire, fed by the wreckage (p. 593).32

The pleasure afforded by this passage is of recognition or recollection: “that’s just how it is” or “just how it would be,” rather than “I’d never seen or thought of it like that,” more mirror than lamp. Or take a second example, from an episode in the aquarium in Chicago, which Herzog visits with his daughter June:

“There is the turtle!” June shouted. The thing rose from the depths of the tank in its horny breastplate, the beaked head lazy, the eyes with aeons of indifference, the flippers slowly striving, pushing at the glass, the great scales pinkish yellow or, on the back, bearing beautiful lines, black curved plates mimicking the surface tension of water. It trailed a fuzz of parasitic green (p. 701).

Imitation is not the only source of pleasure or art in this passage. The slow, ineffectual striving of the turtle’s flipper is lent poignancy by subjective coloring, the helplessness of Herzog’s own striving, just as the lazy weight of the wrecking ball gains resonance from Herzog’s breakdown, his sense of having been pounded. Both moments serve larger narrative and thematic purposes, those of design or unity, aesthetic values different from imitation. But the core pleasure is mimetic, the product of a thing brought perfectly to life. So rich with mimetic pleasures is Bellow’s writing that when he creates a character who resembles an identifiable person, the temptation is to believe that character is the person perfectly captured, as accurate or artful an imitation as the descriptions of wrecking ball or turtle.

One such character in Herzog is Sandor Himmelstein, a choleric lawyer. Himmelstein is a “large dwarf” with a misshapen body and “a proud, sharp, handsome face.” Here he is in the morning, working himself into a rage over the mess left by his daughters the night before:

Herzog heard a cry from Sandor at the kitchen sink. “Look at this crap! Not a pot—not a dish—there isn’t a spoon that’s clean. It stinks of garbage. It’s just a sewer here!” The old dog, obese and bald, escaped in fear, claws rapping on the tiles—clickclick, click-click. “Spendthrift bitches!” he shouted at the women of his house. “Frigging lice! All they’re good for is to wag their asses at the dress shops and play gidgy in the bushes. Then they come home, and gorge cake and leave plates smeared with chocolate in the sink. That’s what gives them the pimples.”

“Easy, Sandor.”

“Do I ask for much? The old veteran runs up and down City Hall, from courtroom to courtroom—out to Twenty-sixth and California. For them! Do they care if I have to suck up to all kinds of pricks to get a little business?” Sandor began to rake out the sink. He threw eggshells and orange rinds into the corner beside the garbage pail—coffee grounds. He worked himself into a rage and began to smash dishes and glassware. His long fingers, like those of a hunchback, gripped the plates soiled with icing. Without losing beauty of gesture—amazing!—he shattered them on the wall. He knocked over the dish drainer and the soap powder, and then he wept with anger. And also at himself, that he should have such emotions. His open mouth and jutting teeth! The long hairs streamed from his disfigured breast (p. 505).

In 1961, while Herzog was still a work in progress, Bellow sent an extract from the manuscript to Esquire.33 Himmelstein, then called Carlos, featured prominently in the excerpt. As soon as he sent it off, Bellow began to worry. “I had frightful nightmares,” he wrote to Susan Glassman, not yet Susan Bellow, in a letter of April 24, 1961: “I dreamt that Carlos was suing. He’s such a hornet, how would he not? And then I awoke and the prospect was even worse. It panicked me. And I’ve involved Esquire. Of course, I don’t really think he’d do anything, it would make him look like a real idiot. He can’t afford it professionally. Still. You know. It’s dreadful not to be able to write about real matters; it turns all this into real child’s play while industry and politics do as they like, drive us into the [bomb] shelters, make our lives foolish horrors and disfigure the whole world. Anyway, some of the facts have been fiddled with to place the scene in Chicago.” There would be more fiddling. In a later, undated letter to Susan, Bellow reports that “at the last minute I changed Carlos to a crippled war veteran, a hero of Omaha Beach. For the book itself I’ll have to consult long with Viking lawyers. Hate to lose Carlos comme il est.”

Carlos comme il est was a lawyer named Jonas Schwartz, a tiny man with a misshapen body. He did not sue, but he was not pleased. He had been Bellow’s friend, had tried to represent both Bellow and his second wife in their divorce, and when forced to take sides chose the wife, while professing continued loyalty to Bellow. Himmelstein has that same history with Herzog and Herzog’s second wife, Mady. In a letter of December 6, 1975, the lawyer Bellow employed after Schwartz, John Goetz, recalled “my last meeting with our distinguished antagonist Jonas Schwartz, in a crowded elevator, shortly after Herzog came out. He gave me his characteristically friendly glare, and shouted. ‘Have you seen Saul’s book?’ Without waiting for a reply, he went on, red-faced, doing his best to jump up and down: ‘I’m in it! And he makes me a son of a bitch! ME, Jonas Schwartz, a son of a bitch!’ ” Goetz and Schwartz were not the only witnesses from this period for whom “making something” of Schwartz, putting a current through the wire of fact, meant capturing something real about him, bringing him alive, as well as turning him into a brilliant comic grotesque, a figure out of Dickens. I am not saying that Himmelstein is Schwartz, who was no doubt a more complicated, certainly a more serious, person than his fictional alter ego (he was, among other things, a prominent civil rights attorney who had argued before the Supreme Court). But his temperament, appearance, and situation were similar to those of Himmelstein and that was enough to lead others to see him as “a son of a bitch,” especially since that’s how Bellow, who saw things so clearly, might have viewed him. For James Wood, faced with instances like these, “an awkward but undeniable utilitarianism must be in play: the number of people hurt by Bellow is probably no more than can be counted on two hands, yet he has delighted and consoled and altered the lives of thousands of readers.”34 Though opinions will differ about the morality of this calculation, that Bellow accepted it is something worth knowing about him, as a man and as an artist.

BELLOW’S LIFE AWAY from the desk was rich in incident, with ample evidence of affection, warmth, generosity, and loyalty, but there are times when his nonwriting life does not show him in an honorable light, especially when it interferes with or impedes the work. To some writers, the prospect of biography poses no threat. “I remain completely indifferent to how people think about me,” V. S. Naipaul, another Nobel Prize winner, has written, “because I was serving this thing called literature.” The access Naipaul granted his authorized biographer, Patrick French, results in a book of astonishing frankness, in which the most intimate and damaging revelations come from Naipaul himself.35 Bellow was not like that: he acknowledged the human costs of his service to literature. In Mr. Sammler’s Planet, when the hero’s good-hearted but dim daughter steals a manuscript she thinks of vital use to her father’s book, she does so out of the conviction that he’d “pay any price” to serve creation: “A creative person wouldn’t stop at anything. For the creative there are no crimes. And aren’t you a creative person?” (p. 163). This is neither Sammler’s view nor Bellow’s, though both knew full well why it might be thought so. Writing came first, but it was not everything. In this, Bellow was like Benn Crader, the botanist-hero of More Die of Heartbreak (1987), a world-renowned figure. “Uncle didn’t have to get into this,” his nephew, Kenneth, the novel’s narrator, tells us, speaking of Benn’s impending marriage. “He had his science. The trouble was that he was ambitious. Asked too much. The happiness of a recluse wasn’t enough for him, nor were his telepathic powers with plants.”36 What Bellow was ambitious about was love. “The one thing I don’t regret is having fallen in love often,” he said in an interview toward the end of his life. “What was I trying to prove, that I wasn’t a beast, that I had a heart after all, instead of a dried-out, soured nut in an old nutshell?”37 Although not always a mensch, the man he wished to be, he was no jerk, a term more easily applied to Naipaul as he presents himself in public and in interviews.

This attitude explains some of Bellow’s unease with his own biographers, as well as with those who saw his writing as biographical or autobiographical. He did not like the prospect of biography, partly for reasons that might apply to all persons passionate about their work. “The greater your achievements,” the narrator of More Die of Heartbreak tells us, “the less satisfactory your personal and domestic life will be…. The personal facts often are base. The scientist who didn’t recognize his own son, the student waiting on tables, has set up housekeeping with one of his male graduate students. Never mind his sexual preferences (one of the blessings of the new indifference), but the private life is almost always a bouquet of sores with a garnish of trivialities or downright trash” (p. 31). When I began work on this biography in 2007, one of the first people I interviewed, Monroe Engel, Bellow’s initial editor at Viking, told me that I had one great advantage over my predecessors: Bellow was no longer alive. Bellow’s previous biographers or would-be biographers—Ruth Miller, Mark Harris, James Atlas—had all been able to ask him questions about his life and work. I owe much to what he told them, as to the interviews they recorded with those of his friends and acquaintances who died before I came on the scene. Bellow was wary with all three biographers, sometimes helpful, especially at first, sometimes prickly, often evasive. The wariness colored or shaped what they wrote, obviously in the case of Harris, where it became pretty much his book’s subject. After initially, if fitfully, helping Atlas, Bellow withdrew and turned against him, helping to produce the note of resentment some have heard in Atlas’s book, on which he labored for almost a dozen years, reading reams of manuscripts and correspondence, conducting hundreds of interviews.38 I encountered Bellow only once, at a garden party in Cambridge, Massachusetts, in the summer of 1972. He had come to Harvard to be awarded an honorary degree (along with the British politician Roy Jenkins and the economist Paul Samuelson, among others). It was a hot afternoon and some of the men at the party were wearing shorts and Hawaiian shirts. Bellow wore a brown silk suit and what I assumed was a Borsolino hat. Standing in front of a table surrounded by admirers, he looked bored or stern, certainly not cheerful. I was a graduate student in English and a fan of his writing so I joined the circle and listened for a while. I remember nothing of what he said.

Bellow was fifty-seven in June 1972, when Harvard awarded him that honorary degree. Three days earlier he had received an honorary degree from Yale. His most recent book, Mr. Sammler’s Planet, had, the previous year, won his third National Book Award. As I now know, he had plenty of reasons not to be cheerful that afternoon. The story of his life is long and complicated. He would continue writing, publishing, and teaching for another thirty or so years, well into his eighties. He was a gregarious man, quick to laugh, very funny, often charming, by no means always forbidding. Despite his grudge bearing, he had a wide acquaintance and made efforts to keep in touch with old friends. He liked to go out and do things and meet people after his morning stint at the desk. In 1970, when he was probably the most acclaimed novelist in America, he took on the job of chair of the Committee on Social Thought at the University of Chicago. He served on numerous boards and fellowship committees, exercising significant power in the literary world, helping certain writers and intellectuals he approved of to find agents, editors, publishers, fellowships, and teaching jobs, thwarting the hopes of those he disapproved of or disagreed with, always excepting the genuinely talented.39 He was a restless man as well as a gregarious one and traveled widely, one of several reasons why, though he valued family, he found family life difficult. He loved and neglected his three sons, each from a different mother. A fourth child, Naomi Rose, was born when he was eighty-four, to his fifth wife, Janis. Handsome and flirtatious, he had a number of serious affairs, as well as many shorter ones. He took a keen interest in his wider family, in nieces, nephews, cousins, aunts, uncles, many of whom appear as characters in his stories and novels. He was often embroiled in public controversy, over foreign affairs, race, religion, education, social policy, the state of the culture, the fate of the novel. He read deeply in a range of fields and literatures, and for over thirty years spent several afternoons a week discussing works of literature, philosophy, and social and political theory with graduate students and colleagues at the University of Chicago. Gore Vidal called him “the only American intellectual who read books.”40 He also, of course, knew and relished the culture of the streets, disconcerting visiting intellectuals such as Lionel Trilling and Hannah Arendt with anti-glamour tours of Chicago, including the roughest of skid row bars, neighboring slums, a coal yard where he once worked.

BELLOW’S FULL LIFE ACCOUNTS FOR the length of this biography, to be followed by a second volume covering his last forty years. Long biographies are often deplored, especially by reviewers. In 1960, Bellow’s friend Richard Ellmann won the National Book Award for Nonfiction for his biography of James Joyce. At the awards ceremony Ellmann defended the book’s length on several grounds. “If an individual life is described too leanly,” he declared, “we grow anxious, we suspect distortion, we wonder if the essences are really there.” These essences grow out of particulars, many of them social: “We want to see the personality of the subject as a series of concomitant relations with other people. Longing for his total embodiment, we are dissatisfied if we are shown merely or principally his private self.” Moreover, “if we want to see the social self, we do not want to see it only in its formal stances.” This view is buttressed by Samuel Johnson, who thought the domestic life best suited to display a subject’s “prudence and virtue”; today, Ellmann thought, readers want also to know a subject in less flattering lights, “when they are exhibiting bad temper, fear, or boredom.”41 I share Ellmann’s assumptions about what literary biography ought to do or be. Unsurprisingly, I take issue with the view that biography is invariably lowering, or that the motives of biographers are invariably base. What Ellmann leaves out in his defense of long biographies, oddly given his strengths as a critic, is discussion of the writing. The detailed attention given to Bellow’s writing in this biography will show or remind readers how rich and deep it is, and how pleasurable.

FINALLY, a word about names. I have made the decision to refer to Bellow’s girlfriends, of whom there were many, by their first names, because this is the way he referred to and thought of them, because their last names often changed, and because to refer to them by last names sounds anachronistic. The matter of names irritated Bellow when raised by biographers (though no writer, Dickens excepted, was better at them). Bellow had a sister named Zelda who became Zenka then Jenka then Jane. Maury and Sam, his elder brothers, changed their surnames from Bellow to Bellows. Maury had been Moishe, Sam had been Schmuel. Bellow himself had been Schloimo or Schloimke, then Solomon, then Saul. Why these changes, I asked Bellow’s middle son, Adam, a question he himself had asked his father. Bellow told him a story. There once was a Polish Jew named Max Pisher who moved to Germany and changed his name to Mauritz Wasserstahl. Then he moved to France and became Maurice de La Fontaine. This story explains the Bellow family’s changes of first names, but what of last names? Daniel Bellow, Bellow’s youngest son, thinks the change to “Bellows” might have had something to do with the brothers not wanting to be thought Italian (when introduced or when the name was spoken). Atlas says Sam and Maury were “modeling themselves after Charlie Bellows, a well-known Chicago criminal lawyer who had once been the Bellows’ neighbor,”42 an explanation that fits the Pisher story. Spellings were also unfixed. In a letter of December 19, 1972, Maury signs off: “Your loving brother, Morris or Maurice. Take your choice.” (He is Maury in what follows, as in many letters and documents.) There are similar changes or instabilities in the names of a number of Bellow’s childhood friends and acquaintances. Such refashioning and uncertainty are part of immigrant experience, of the negotiating of old and new worlds or “systems,” to use a Bellow term. Understanding Bellow’s inheritance from immigrant experience is crucial to understanding both the man and the writer. So we begin in Russia, before he was born.


1
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Russia/Abraham

A STORY IS told in the Bellow family about a moment of violence in the life of Abraham Bellow, the novelist’s father. In the summer of 1923, in Montreal, Abraham was in trouble. Deep in debt, with a wife and four children to feed, he had failed in a succession of jobs: as farmer, baker, dry goods salesman, jobber, manufacturer, junk dealer, marriage broker, insurance broker. Now he was a bootlegger on a small scale, pursued by agents of the revenue (in part because he was too poor to pay bribes). He and his partner, determined to make a killing, borrowed money to rent a truck, loaded the truck with crates of bootleg whiskey, and at nightfall headed for the border. Their plan was to sell to rumrunners up from New York, serious criminals. They never made it to the border. They were hijacked on the road, everything was taken, the liquor, the truck. When Abraham tried to resist, he was beaten, tossed in a ditch, and left to find his way back home on foot.

The whole family knew of the planned sale, even eight-year-old Saul, who helped to paste fake labels on the whiskey bottles. When morning came and Abraham had not returned, Saul’s oldest brother, fifteen-year-old Maury, was sent to find him. He ran to the partner’s place of work and waited. Eventually, he saw a figure in the distance, running “like the demons of hell were following him.” It was his father, in torn clothes, bloody, in tears. Reaching out to him, the boy said, “Pa, Pa! What’s wrong?” In the version of the story told by Maury’s son, “then my grandfather just beat the shit out of my father.”1

To explain this moment one must know something of Abraham’s history. He was born in Russia in 1881, the first son of Berel and Shulamith Belo (from the Russian byelo or bely meaning “white”). Berel was remembered by his children and grandchildren as a man of great learning and fierce temper. He was a traveling salesman for a wholesale grocer.2 He had red in his beard, “like all the men in our family,” drove a hard bargain, and was alleged to have been one of only seven men behind the Pale of Settlement, the area of czarist Russia to which most Jews were restricted, to know the Talmud by heart, a story of dubious authority told also of the narrator’s grandfather in Humboldt’s Gift (1975), where the number of such men is ten not seven.3 In “Memoirs of a Bootlegger’s Son,” a thinly fictionalized autobiographical novel begun and abandoned by Bellow (after 172 typed pages) in the first half of the 1950s, around the time of The Adventures of Augie March (1953), the Berel figure is described as “a famous Chassid.” Hasidism, a movement of pietistic enthusiasm among Orthodox Jews, particularly poor Jews from Eastern Europe, was associated with dance, song, storytelling, mysticism, and scholarship. In the novel, when the Abraham character, Jacob Lurie or “Pa,” has a drink, a rare occurrence, he is said to “lay his head on one shoulder and snap his fingers and dance a few Chassidic steps.”4 Abraham’s mother was the daughter of a flax merchant from Druya, the town where Abraham was born, on the border of Belarus and Latvia.

Druya was a small town, a shtetl rather than a village.5 Abraham went to cheder or Hebrew school in Druya, where he learned his alphabet (“Aleph, an ox. Beth, a house”) and how to read the prayer book and the Bible. Once the alphabet was mastered, “without further waste of time, the book was opened and you read Bereshith boro Elohim—the old story. God created heaven and earth” (p. 20). For boys who were willing and talented, yeshiva followed, where one studied the Torah (the Pentateuch or Five Books of Moses) and Talmud (rabbinical and other commentary and disputation concerning Jewish laws, customs, ethics, history). Abraham was sent away to yeshiva at a very young age.6 There he froze and starved, was infected with lice, and was soon back home. The family moved around, at some point settling in Dvinsk (Daugavpils), the nearest big town, thirty-six miles west of Druya.7 In the “Memoirs” manuscript, Abraham’s fictional alter-ego, Jacob Lurie, is said to have been at yeshiva till he was eighteen (p. 2), though Bellow later has him brag that “at thirteen I was a young man. At fifteen I earned a living. At seventeen I had my own business in Kremenchug [in central Ukraine]” (p. 6). It has also been said that Abraham pursued rabbinical studies in Vilnius (Vilna), “the Jerusalem of Lithuania.”8 He was vain of his knowledge of the Talmud and disdainful of fellow Jews who had not attained some level of yeshiva education. One of his granddaughters remembers him dismissing the Jewish learning of an acquaintance with a Yiddish phrase, lernen ken er vi di vant, “his learning is as flat and featureless as a wall.” She also remembers him conversing knowledgeably on Talmudic matters with her maternal grandfather, an ordained rabbi.9

Abraham was not one for the life of learning. He was restless, a traveler, “a good raconteur,”10 quick to anger, very loving one minute, very angry the next. In a 1990 interview Bellow described him as “violent, strong, authoritarian. He seemed to us as children an angel of strength, beauty, and punishment. His affections were strong, too. He was a passionate person.” Though neither a big man nor especially muscular, he was hot-blooded or ungehapteh (Yiddish), fighting with everyone. Bellow admired his father’s bravery. “He was a very feisty man, enviably I think…. He was just willing to fight.” In an undated letter to Irving Halperin, a professor of humanities at San Francisco State University, Bellow described his father as “a furious man, whirling with impatience…. a heavyweight tyrant following the example of Grandpa Bellow.”11 The oldest son, Maury, bore the brunt of Abraham’s hot temper, which he inherited, and Maury’s son, Joel, is understandably tough on his grandfather. “He liked tumult, he liked to cause a lot of hell.” He was “unmannerly, undisciplined, a troublemaker.” What Joel remembers hearing of Abraham’s time at yeshiva is a story about mixing pepper in the rabbi’s snuff.12 He also remembers his grandfather having fistfights in the street, into his sixties, after he’d become a prosperous Chicago businessman. If the old man was crossed, “he’d go at it physically.” There was a fistfight over the next door neighbor’s wife, with whom he was carrying on. He was hot-blooded in several senses. “I suspected he had his adventures,” Bellow told an interviewer, “must have had.” (“It’s an exceptionally smart man who isn’t marked forever by the sexual theories he hears from his father,” declares the narrator of Bellow’s story “A Silver Dish.” Bellow, of course, was an exceptionally smart man.13) “He was a dude,” Joel concludes of Abraham, “Very important. Very important to all the boys. A tough guy. Tough emotionally? I don’t think so.”

Like Maury, Bellow was beaten by his father, but he was loved by him, and loved back. In the novella A Theft (1989), the narrator, Ithiel Regler, describes watching a television program about child abuse:

Most of what they showed was normal punishment in my time. So today I could be a child-abuse case and my father might have been arrested as a child-beater. When he was in a rage he was transformed—he was like moonshine from the hills compared to store-bought booze. The kids, all of us, were slammed two-handed, from both sides simultaneously, and without mercy. So? Forty years later I have to watch a TV show to see that I, too, was abused. Only, I loved my late father. Beating was only an incident, a single item between us. I still love him. Now, to tell you what this signifies: I can’t apply the going terms to my case without damage to reality. My father beat me passionately. When he did it, I hated him like poison and murder. I also loved him with a passion, and I’ll never think myself an abused child.14

This was Bellow’s own attitude to his father, whose capacity for love and affection he recalls as vividly as his impatience and rage. The sixteen-year-old narrator of “Memoirs of a Bootlegger’s Son,” Joshua Lurie, is the oldest child in the family. Like Maury, he is fat and most frequently in the line of fire. “I never could do much to please my father” is the novel’s first sentence. The middle son, Willie, is asthmatic, quiet, like the middle Bellow son, Sam. Willie keeps a low profile, gliding in the firstborn’s slipstream. The youngest, Ben Zion, is described as watchful, intelligent beyond his years, dreamy, his father’s favorite. He is seven when the novel opens and is called Bentchka, as Bellow was called Schloimke in his family, an endearing diminutive of Schloimo, Yiddish for Solomon. When Joshua doubts his father’s love, it is the mother who reassures him: “Loves you? He loves all his children. Only his troubles are sometimes too much for him. You must understand that” (p. 8). When she describes how his father kissed Joshua’s head the day he was born, as he kissed the heads of all his newborn infants, Joshua feels the kiss “in my scalp, under my hair and even in the mouth, the palate” (p. 7). When she upbraids the father for berating Joshua, “Pa would end up by being astonished that she should think he didn’t care for me. ‘Why,’ he’d say. ‘I love all my children. My children are everything to me’ ” (p. 7).

Though learned in Jewish lore, Abraham was not particularly Orthodox. It was his wife who was Orthodox. He had been disaffected, Bellow said, as a Yeshiva Bocher, a young Talmudic scholar. Religious practices were “an impediment … He didn’t turn his back on them but neither did he recommend them to his children.” What religion impeded, Abraham thought, was business, which has no time for finer or ineffable feeling, for beauty, wonder, love. In business, one has to be sharp, alert, self-interested: “You must be sure that you get the better end of the deal, that you don’t get the dirty end of the stick.”15 This seems to have been Berel’s view as well as Abraham’s. Before Bellow’s parents married, his mother’s wealthy brothers agreed to pay a dowry of 10,000 rubles. When the money was not immediately forthcoming, Berel threatened to call off the wedding. The brothers paid up. Abraham could be comparably hard, an apostle of self-interest. At his grandson Joel’s Bar Mitzvah, Joel’s father, Maury, by now extremely wealthy, invited a number of non-Jewish friends and business acquaintances. Abraham was well aware they’d been invited. After the grandson’s reading, Abraham stood up to give a speech. He had advice to bestow, as well as congratulations: if ever Joel was in a position to do a favor for someone, and had a choice between doing it for a Jew or a non-Jew, “he should remember where he came from and do it for a Jew.” Maury and his wife stood up and left the room.

Abraham was smart as well as feisty, with a fine head for figures and a sharp tongue. His movements were compact and precise, he was handsome, well dressed, a dude (“Papa was, he still is, such a dude,” declares the narrator of Bellow’s 1987 novel, More Die of Heartbreak, “and I resemble him, inevitably”; “I’ve noticed,” says Ravelstein to Chick, in Ravelstein [2000], “that since your marriage your dress standards have dropped. You once were something of a dude”16). Like Berel, Abraham went into business, though little is known of his early years. In Herzog (1964), the narrator’s father has an education almost identical to Abraham’s. After yeshiva he enters into business: “He shaved. Became a modern European. He worked in Kremenchug for an Aunt as a young man” (p. 565), like “Pa” in “Memoirs of a Bootlegger’s Son,” who moved to Kremenchug at thirteen, ran his own business at seventeen. How closely Abraham’s immediate post-yeshiva years resembled those of his fictional alter egos is impossible to say. What is known is that in 1905, at the age of twenty-four, he had done well enough to marry Lescha (from Elisheva, the Hebrew form of Elizabeth) Gordin, a pretty girl from a family wealthier than his own, one affiliated with a rival strand of Judaism. Lescha’s father was Misnagid, anti-mystical, anti-Hasidic, suspicious of religious enthusiasm. In a letter of May 25, 1984, to an Israeli correspondent, Hanna Shoshana Friedman, Bellow reflected on the more tolerant relations between strains of Orthodoxy at the turn of the century: “Post-Holocaust Judaism is markedly different, and when Herzog’s parents were married it was possible for a shadchen [marriage broker] to arrange a match between an orphan girl whose father had been a mishnagid and a lively young man from the Yeshiva whose father, although a Hassid, did not turn up his nose at a substantial dowry.”17

Lescha Gordin was no orphan, though whether her father, Moses (Moishe, Movsha), was alive in 1905 is unclear.18 He was no longer alive three years later, when Maury (also Moishe, Movsha) was born, since Jews do not name sons after living relations. What is known of Moses Gordin is that he was born sometime in the 1840s and that his wife, Sara, born four years later, outlived him, at some point moving in with her sister, Rachel,19 and her family, first in Dagda, a small town some twenty-six miles northeast of Druya, then in Riga. According to her death certificate, Lescha was born in Dagda “about 1883” (she knew neither her birthday nor the year of her birth); Russian records suggest an earlier date, either 1877 or 1879.20 The number of Lescha’s brothers and sisters is also uncertain. Bellow and his sister, Jane, thought their mother one of twelve siblings, but only seven are named in official records, and no one in the family remembers the names of all twelve.21 The records also complicate family lore in respect to Moses, thought by some members of the family to have been a rabbi in Vitebsk. He may have been at one time, but in police files from Vitebsk, compiled in 1889, he is listed as a merchant, and the only reliable census from the period, taken in 1897, lists him as the owner of a bakery specializing in Russian bagels or baranki. According to family testimony, the bakery and other businesses were managed by relatives—grown children, in-laws—while Moses devoted his time to serious study. Family testimony also records that at one point Moses rented a large and profitable farm, with at least eighty milking cows plus other livestock, which, again, he did not himself manage. As Bellow puts it, studious Moses “never did a day’s work in his life, except the very hardest.”22 In 1897, the family was living in Lipushki, a small village twenty-five miles north of Dagda. The house the family lived in is described as built of wood and covered by hay.23

By 1905, the year of Lescha’s wedding, the family was back in Dagda, living in state. In addition to owning a bakery, they ran the local post office, employed servants and a governess, and had a dacha in the countryside. Two of Lescha’s brothers contributed significantly to the family’s wealth: Nota or Notka (later Nahum) and Rafael (later Robert). These brothers figure prominently in the early life of Abraham. Notka was born in 1872, Rafael in 1876. In 1891, at fifteen, Rafael ran away to South Africa, made a fortune in diamonds, and became Robert. Family legend has it that he returned to Dagda in time for Lescha’s wedding because he’d had a dream that his father was dying. When he returned, he brought or bought a gold necklace for his mother and helped with Lescha’s dowry and the cost of the wedding. “He was a very good boy,” Bellow told an interviewer, “except for running away from home.”24 Notka also contributed money to the family. The 1897 census lists him as twenty-five years old and on reserve military service in the Russian army. According to the youngest of his eight sons, Notka had all his teeth knocked out by Moses expressly to
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