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Introduction

Legends of Zelda

In 1965, Zelda Popkin, my grandmother, unpacked her typewriter at the Yaddo Writers’ Colony in upstate New York and began a new novel. Undeterred by the presence of two of the most celebrated male Jewish authors of the day—Philip Roth, who was working on what became Portnoy’s Complaint, and Alfred Kazin, who had just published his memoir Starting Out in the Thirties—she set out to tell “the story of the American Jew from the ghetto to the country club,” the epic tale of American Jewish life in the first half of the twentieth century. Her book, Herman Had Two Daughters, released in 1968, dramatized the conflict between East European Jewish immigrants and their parents, her generation’s ascent into the American middle class, their battle against the rising antisemitism of the 1930s, the shock of the Holocaust, the challenge to American Jewish identity caused by the establishment of Israel, and the growth of a Jewish culture centered around organized fundraising.

Unlike Roth and Kazin, Zelda—the name she taught me to call her by even as a small child—told the American Jewish story mainly through the lives of women characters, particularly a spirited protagonist modeled after the author herself. She may have lacked the literary polish of Roth and Kazin, but, as she told an audience in 1975, at the end of her writing career, “This has been my century—this extraordinary century that some have called the cruelest century in the history of mankind. I’ve lived all of it. Not only as a spectator but as a participant.”1 Born to Yiddish-speaking immigrant parents in Brooklyn in 1898, Zelda Popkin started her public career during World War I, working to raise funds to aid beleaguered Jewish communities in Europe and Palestine and to provide support for Jews serving in the American military. She began to write just as American women gained the right to vote, and the articles she published in the early 1920s in the American Hebrew, the country’s leading English-language Jewish magazine, highlighted the role of “Jewish Dolly Madisons” like Rebecca Gratz in American Jewish history and the contributions women had made to the Jewish community’s wartime fundraising campaigns. At a time when most middle-class women did not work outside the home, Zelda was a full-time partner with her husband in one of the country’s first public relations firms. The Popkins worked for Jewish causes, but also for commercial clients and political candidates, including both Franklin Roosevelt and Alf Landon.

As World War II began, Zelda Popkin was embarking on a new career as a novelist. Her Mary Carner detective novels, published between 1938 and 1942, featured an enterprising woman detective, making her a feminist pioneer in that literary genre. Once she realized the stakes in the war, for Americans, for women, and for Jews, Zelda left “escape” fiction behind to tackle larger themes. The Journey Home, a novel in which she dramatized the tensions between men who had seen combat and civilian women, sold a million copies in 1945 and 1946, making it the best-selling war novel by a female author. Zelda’s next book, Small Victory (1947) is now recognized as one of the earliest American works of fiction with a Holocaust theme, and Quiet Street (1951), based on her visit to the country in 1948, was the first novel in any language about the creation of the state of Israel. At the same time, Popkin was confronting a personal drama: the unexpected death of her husband had left her alone, and her 1949 novel Walk Through the Valley foreshadowed the widowhood memoirs of late twentieth-century authors such as Joan Didion and Joyce Carol Oates.

The 1950s were a time of prosperity for most American Jews, but it was a discouraging decade for Jewish women authors. Even the topic of American Jewish women’s lives was taken over by Herman Wouk, whose runaway best-seller Marjorie Morningstar delivered at best a mixed message about whether women could have both independence and happiness. By the time Zelda arrived at Yaddo in 1965, she was virtually forgotten; no publisher offered her an advance for Herman Had Two Daughters. But my grandmother was convinced that she still had something to say, and the commercial success of her book, which became a Book-of-the-Month Club selection and was recommended by some reviewers as an antidote to Roth’s scandalous Portnoy’s Complaint, gave her a sense of vindication. Younger Jewish women writers, such as Grace Paley and Cynthia Ozick, were coming on the scene, and the 1960s feminist movement, led by Jewish women such as Betty Friedan, was taking up themes about women’s autonomy that my grandmother had explored years earlier. Zelda Popkin had been there first, however, and her story offers an extraordinary opportunity to explore Jewish life and the changing opportunities for American women in the first two-thirds of the twentieth century through the eyes of a woman who not only experienced these developments personally but who also took on the challenge of writing about them both as they were happening and then with the advantage of hindsight.

As a child, I was enthralled by my grandmother’s tales about her exciting life. She had met Albert Einstein, Eleanor Roosevelt, and actual Communists. She had encountered Holocaust survivors soon after the war, and she made it sound as though she had single-handedly carved out the “Burma Road” to break the Arab siege of Jerusalem during Israel’s war of independence in 1948. Later, after I became a history professor and my grandmother passed away, I started to ask myself how a Jewish woman author who had published one of the earliest American novels with a Holocaust theme and the first novel in any language about the birth of Israel could have been almost completely overlooked by my fellow scholars—even by a historian of American Jewish women who had unwittingly chosen the same title as my grandmother’s million-selling novel for her well-documented monograph.2 My experience in teaching courses on modern Jewish history, in which my “Zelda stories” make the material come alive for students, has shown me that her experiences are valuable in explaining broader issues. With the enforced time at home provided by the worldwide pandemic that began in 2020, I finally asked myself the same question my grandmother asked herself in 1953 when she decided to write her autobiography: “Why not . . . do, now, the book about Zelda Popkin that you’ve always been wanting to do?”3

Zelda Popkin’s story brings to life larger stories about the remarkable rise of American Jews and the transformation of American women’s lives in the twentieth century, with the vividness that comes from having a lively character at its center. At the same time, it is also a story about a woman whose powerful personality profoundly influenced several generations of my family. As I have sorted through Zelda’s letters and papers, I have learned that not every story she told me about her life was entirely true. She was in Israel in 1948, for instance, but she did not get there until after the breaking of the siege of Jerusalem that she described in her novel. She and her husband, Louis Popkin, who died five years before I was born, made the publicity arrangements for one of Albert Einstein’s lecture tours, but the photograph my grandmother loved to display, in which my grandfather is speaking to Einstein, shows the great physicist looking somewhat annoyed, as if putting up with a publicist was the price he had to pay to keep his promise to help raise funds for the newly founded Hebrew University.

Even if she sometimes burnished her stories to create what I have call “legends of Zelda,” however, Zelda Popkin does have a story worth telling. She was one of the most articulate female members of the generation of Jews who fought their way into the American middle class during the decades of the 1920s and 1930s. She plunged into what a character in one of her novels called “the sordidness of money grubbing” as a professional in what was then the new field of public relations, and she was also an active journalist, contributing to the New Yorker and other leading magazines of the day. As she left the Jewish press behind, she illustrated the skill that ambitious Jews of the time developed at what we now call code-switching. She kept references to Jewish themes and to her own identity out of her articles, but she was nevertheless acutely aware of the danger of antisemitism at home and abroad in the 1920s and 1930s. Her husband helped draft Henry Ford’s 1927 apology for spreading antisemitic propaganda and the Popkins were part of the campaign to force the antisemitic “radio priest” Father Coughlin off the airwaves in the 1930s. They confronted the American State Department’s prejudices on a personal level when they tried to help relatives obtain visas to flee Hitler’s Europe.

Zelda Popkin’s detective stories and her million-selling novel, The Journey Home, made her an active participant in the process by which American Jews came to define much of American popular culture. Her books raised questions about women’s careers and about what would happen as American women, and civilians in general, were reunited with a generation of men who had been transformed by the experience of war. Cautious about highlighting Jewish characters or themes in her earlier books, she returned from a 1945 trip to visit Europe’s “displaced persons” camps determined to take on the issue of antisemitism, both in Europe and in American life. Small Victory, published in 1947, was one of the earliest American works of fiction in which Jews who had lived through the Holocaust appeared as characters. Four years later, Quiet Street took American readers into the struggle for the creation of the Jewish state, and, remarkably for its day, did so through the experiences of women. Discovering the book after it was reissued in 2002, an Israeli journalist was struck by “the lack of stereotyping so favored by [Leon] Uris or the bitter vitriol so often released by [Philip] Roth and Saul Bellow.”4 In her autobiography, Open Every Door, in Herman Had Two Daughters, and in her last published novel, Dear Once, my grandmother gave her own twist to the story of her generation, the Jewish children of the turn-of-the-century immigrants from eastern Europe who were now Americans, again focusing on women’s thoughts and experiences, and thus bringing a very different perspective to the portrayal of the American Jewish experience from that of the male authors who dominated the literary scene in those years. Her final novel, Dear Once, published in 1975 when she was seventy-seven years old, featured a female protagonist whose life is shaped by a childhood experience of sexual molestation, an issue that a younger generation of feminists was just beginning to bring out of the shadows.

Zelda lived long enough for me to give her a copy of my first book. She died before I became not just a historian but also a scholar of life-writing and began analyzing her autobiography, Open Every Door, as a thought-provoking example of that genre. In writing my own book about Zelda, I have drawn on the version of her life story in her autobiography, but also on many other sources. For nearly forty years, my grandmother wrote regularly to my parents. These letters and my parents’ replies give me a sense of what was on her mind throughout the second half of her life. Zelda herself kept voluminous files about her book projects, including materials she gathered as she worked out her plots, correspondence with her literary agents and her editors, rough drafts, clippings of reviews, and letters from friends and readers, all of which are conserved in the Howard Gotlieb Twentieth-Century American Authors Collection in Boston University’s Mugar Library. She also kept letters from her father, her sister Helen, who moved to Jerusalem in the 1930s, her son Roy, my uncle, and other friends, which add to the evidence about her life. Family photographs show her, usually with a cigarette at hand, as a “flapper” and a serious businesswoman, as a best-selling author, and as a spirited septuagenarian.

In writing about Zelda, I cannot pretend to complete scholarly detachment. I visited my grandmother regularly, first in the company of my parents and later, on many occasions, independently. My understanding of my grandmother has also been shaped over the years by conversations with other relatives. Everyone in our family had their own version of Zelda. My father, a professor of philosophy, never told me stories about his childhood, and he rarely talked about his mother; he did dutifully write to her at regular intervals, although not nearly as often as she wrote to him. Whereas my father shaped my view of my grandmother primarily through his silence, my mother loved to tell “Zelda stories,” some of which she eventually wrote down, although she never published them. Her mother-in-law’s behavior supplied her with amusing anecdotes that had the additional advantage of underlining the teller’s patience and understanding.

The “legends of Zelda” that I heard from my relatives and my own memories of her demonstrate the effect that her powerful personality had on our whole family. This book is testimony to the hold she still has on my imagination, nearly four decades after her death in 1983; my sister calls it a “passion project,” and I cannot deny that writing it has engaged me emotionally as well as intellectually. I am also a historian, however, and I have done my best to use the tools of my profession in telling my grandmother’s story. I have tried to evaluate my sources critically, bearing in mind, for example, that what Zelda says about her life in her autobiography does not always correspond to other evidence. I have also immersed myself in the burgeoning literature on twentieth-century American Jewish history, and especially the scholarship on American Jewish women, historical subjects very different from the history of the French and Haitian Revolutions that have been the main focus of my previous work.
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Figure 0.1. Zelda Popkin with her future biographer (1949): Zelda Popkin and her grandson Jeremy size each other up.
One of the few silver linings of the pandemic months during which I did this reading was that there were suddenly numerous lectures and webinars about American Jewish history online, through which I “met” many of the leading scholars in the field, and I am grateful to those who took the time to mentor me, on Zoom or through email. I discovered a lively field that has transformed Jewish history itself as it has documented the remarkable growth of a community that went, in little over a century, from being marginal both in American life and within the wider Jewish world to being one of the two major centers of Jewish life and that developed a unique culture, at once embedded in the larger American society and yet in many ways distinctive. Few other subfields of history have been as open to gender studies as American Jewish history has become, and the literature on that subject enabled me to understand my grandmother’s life in ways I had not imagined. I supplemented my reading in American Jewish history with an exploration of American Jewish novels and memoirs, which have added to my overall knowledge of the tradition from which I myself come and also given me perspective on the literary genres that my grandmother practiced.

My immersion in twentieth-century American Jewish history helped me see how many of Zelda’s experiences illustrated larger processes in American Jewish and American women’s lives. Zelda’s interactions with her parents offer a window into the human reality of the immigration experience and the conflicts between European-born Jewish parents and their American-born children. Her and her husband’s success in the public relations business provides a perfect example of how American Jews took advantage of the new opportunities they found here, and how they transformed American life in the process. Zelda Popkin’s repeated retellings of her encounters with Holocaust survivors are a case study of the evolution of American attitudes toward that catastrophe, and her book on Israel raises issues about the Jewish state and its meaning for American Jews that are still relevant today.5 Her life is a rich source of evidence about the experience of American Jewish women and offers perspectives that are frequently at odds with analyses based on men’s lives. Men’s memoirs, for example, give little hint of the revolution in parenting that made the 1920s “the age of the child” and presented my grandmother with many challenges; my uncle Roy’s indignant response to her critique of progressive education, written when he was about eleven years old and preserved in her papers, is a vivid demonstration of the issues she faced. Zelda’s struggles to make a living during the 1950s and 1960s, usually seen as a “golden age” for American Jews, are a reminder that older single women, even if they had achieved economic independence earlier in their lives, could find themselves left out of the period’s prosperity.

This project is thus meant as a contribution to American Jewish historiography, but it is also a biography. Biography offers a chance to see how the large-scale events of an era played themselves out in an individual life, and how the actions of individuals contributed to what hindsight now tells us were the major developments of the time. It is a way to translate the currently fashionable concept of “intersectionality” into concrete terms: in my grandmother’s case, we can see how she negotiated between the identities society gave her, as a woman, a Jew, and an American, and those she actively constructed for herself, as a professional with a career and a writer. In setting out to write a biography, I have drawn on another aspect of my professional career: my engagement with the field of life-writing studies. I originally became involved in this interdisciplinary field of study because of my interest in the autobiographical memoirs written by historians, a number of whom heeded the call of the French scholar Pierre Nora, one of the pioneers of the “history of memory,” to explore their own memories as well as those of the society around them. Nora urged the historian to “acknowledge the close, intimate, personal liaison he maintains with his subject. Even more, to proclaim it, to meditate on it, to make it, not the obstacle, but the means of his understanding,” a call he eventually responded to himself by publishing an intimate memoir.6 From historians’ autobiographies, I moved to the study of other forms of life-writing, including autobiography in general, diaries, personal correspondence, and the hybrid genre of family memoir. This background has helped me to interpret the motives behind my grandmother’s various exercises in life-writing, including her autobiography, her heavily autobiographical fiction and her letters, and other sources I have used, such as my mother’s diaries.

“Family memoir” is a form of life-writing that has become increasingly popular in the past few decades, but whether it constitutes scholarship is very much contested. Bliss Broyard’s One Drop, about her father Anatole Broyard’s effort to hide his partially African American ancestry and her own efforts to reconnect with other branches of his family, and Daniel Mendelsohn’s The Lost, the account of his search for information about a branch of his family that perished in the Holocaust, were both popular and critical successes. Some academic historians, such as Mark Mazower and Modris Eksteins, have published family memoirs that have shown how insights derived from relatives’ stories can illuminate larger historical questions.7 After I gave my first conference paper on my grandmother’s novels about the Holocaust and the creation of Israel at a meeting of the Association for Jewish Studies in 1999, however, I overheard a discussion among members of the organization’s program committee about the danger of letting “grandmother studies” infiltrate a serious scholarly meeting. Having immersed myself in the lively stream of recent scholarship in the field of American Jewish history in order to write this book, I have learned that many of the best books on this topic have grown out of their authors’ interest in aspects of their own families’ histories, although their authors may not overtly acknowledge that fact.8 Aside from the gender bias implied by the label “grandmother studies,” there is no good reason to reject serious scholarship that draws on an author’s family documents, as long as they are treated with the same critical rigor as other sources and are used to put the story of the author’s family members in its historical context.

This book is in some respects a family memoir, but it is also meant as a biography, another genre much discussed by theorists of life-writing. One of the generally accepted conclusions from those discussions is that, as one critic has put it, “any biography uneasily shelters an autobiography within it.”9 This story of an American Jew who went back and forth throughout her life about what being an American and a Jew meant to her certainly reflects issues I have grappled with in my own life. There is also no doubt that Zelda’s story speaks to me in particular ways because writing has been central to both of our lives, as well as that of my father, Richard Popkin, a much-published historian of philosophy.10 I have also given much thought to the question of what it means for a male author to write the biography of a woman, even if—or perhaps especially if—that woman is a member of his own family.

Thirty years ago, the editors of a pathbreaking volume of essays on The Challenge of Feminist Biography endorsed pioneering women’s historian Gerda Lerner’s assertion that a feminist approach would allow women biographers to “address topics that most biographers seldom touch on, such as how women’s private and public lives intersect,” and the volume’s editors acknowledged that, as they wrote, “we began almost inevitably to identify with and compare ourselves to our female subjects.”11 It is certainly no coincidence that all the biographies of American Jewish women I have read are by women authors.12 Zelda sometimes called herself a feminist and the majority of her published writing, from her early articles on Jewish women in the American Hebrew to her late-life novels, was written from a woman’s point of view. My grandmother, who marched for women’s suffrage in her teenage years but who was often stridently critical of the new forms of feminism that surfaced in the last decades of her life, might not have appreciated the application of some of today’s approaches to the interpretation of her life and writings. Nevertheless, it seems to me that if we now admit that women’s lives and life-writing are as worthy of attention as the doings and publications of men, male scholars should not be afraid to take on the challenge of telling women’s stories and drawing on the insights that a generation of feminist biographers have given us.

As a subject for biography, my grandmother presents both a challenge and an opportunity because she wrote so much about her own life, in so many different forms. She frequently created multiple versions of the same stories in her letters, in her nonfictional magazine articles, in her novels, and in her autobiography, each version intended for a different audience and meant to achieve a different effect. Over the decades, she often returned to the same themes—her childhood as the daughter of immigrants, the American encounter with Holocaust survivors, the impact of sudden widowhood—while presenting them in different ways. At times, she sought to conceal important aspects of her history, particularly her Jewish origins; at other times, she stressed the same features. As I have tried to make sense of her life, I have come to see that, from an early point in her life, Zelda was always engaged in that most American of projects, the attempt to define her own identity. In that respect, the story of her life is not only a Jewish story and a woman’s story: it is also a story about our country.
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