THIRTEEN
Immigration: On the Way to America

I was officially notified by mail that my turn had come to leave for the United States. I needed a
passport. One must have a passport even when one is stateless. I was coming to the States not as an immigrant
but as a student. This meant that at the completion of my studies, I would have to leave the country, but to
where? I never thought beyond coming to America where I hoped to enter medical school. Under the European
system, one enters medical school directly after graduating from the gymnasium. This is what I did in Prague,
and I had hoped that I would be able to resume my interrupted medical training. I reflected that, under the
European system, medical education takes five and one-half years. Five years is a long time. Who knew what
could happen in five years? Most likely there would be a way for me to stay. But meanwhile, I would be in
hen you find
a gate that is locked, and it seems that you are barred from entering the premises, look for the little door. Next to
, even if the
gates to America were to be locked to me. But in the worst case, even if I had to leave the United States, there
was always Israel, and it would not be all that bad if I were to go there as a physician.
The letter I received told me to come to the offices of the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society (HIAS) where
I would complete the official forms necessary for immigration. I filled the forms and sent them off. Soon I
received my passport, a document issued by the State Department. I
aven, the embarkation port.
However, prior to my departure, there were a number of tasks I had to complete. First, I had to turn in
my ID, my uniform, and my PX card. I felt sad to relinquish the items that had given me a quasi-American
identity. My second task was to collect a bonus check of $500. The JDC awarded this bonus for the two years of
service that I spent in Germany, which, thanks to my work and the resulting privileges and comfort, had not
been difficult.

During my stay in Germany, I had not thought of the country as the enemy, the country of my tragic
experiences, but as a necessary stop on my way to reclaim a normal life. My work was not only enjoyable, it
also provided other benefits. First, I had an opportunity to enhance my language skills. The official language of
both the JDC and the UNRRA was English, and the two years of speaking and writing in English prepared me
(more than anything else) to perform well in college. Second, my task as welfare officer taught me management
skills that were useful in a variety of occupations that I would later have.
stayed in barracks, and for the first time in
two years, I was not treated as the uniformed personnel of the UNRRA, but as the displaced person that I really
was. The friends I made during the few days there I have long forgotten. It was easy to make friends, for we all
shared the same history, the same present, and similar hopes for the future.
Finally, the ship arrived. It was a World War II liberty ship, the SS Marine Flasher. The ship was one of
the many thousands that were built in haste during World War II. The sailors, who were part of the Merchant
Marine, informed me (since I was one of the very few who spoke English) that these ships were not very sturdy
and were known to break in half during storms. Luckily, we departed in June when the usually rough seas of the
Northern Atlantic are relatively calm. It was a cargo ship, converted to ferry displaced persons to their new
home. Even on this ship we had to have tickets. I presented both my ticket and my stateless passport, and I was
sent below deck to the cargo hold. My berth was the top of a double-decked bed, right next to the door that led
to the showers and bathroom. We were right at the water line. Women and children were given smaller rooms
with beds on the upper part of the superstructure. Meals were served in shifts in the dining room.
The first section of our trip was down the English Channel. This stage of the trip was easy in these
relatively calm waters. We passed Dover, with its white cliffs, on the way to the Atlantic. Most of my waking
hours I spent in the recreation hall (which was on the upper deck) looking at the sea, talking to the steward, and
when possible, playing cards or chess.
The meals were good and sufficient and were served on long, picnic-like tables, each seating about
fifteen persons. Before meals, a mimeographed menu was placed before each passenger. The menu allowed for
some choices, and since no one at my table or the neighboring tables spoke or read English, I had to translate

the menu into Yiddish or German and often had to explain what the dishes were. There were many foods,
mostly American, with which the passengers were unfamiliar. For instance, I did not know the Yiddish words
for shrimp and oysters. These foods are not kosher; I never had them in our home, nor had I ever learned
the Yiddish name for them.
Being young, I took advantage of the older and less experienced people at my table. I once ordered
oyster stew for everyone at the table. When I was asked what they were eating, I tried to explain. People say
that oysters are an acquired taste. Like all foods, its appropriateness is culturally defined. Oysters, according to
the mostly traditional Jews that were sitting at my table, were not only treyfa (not kosher and inappropriate to
eat), but they were also considered abominable. It is not that the people on the ship kept the dietary laws and ate
only foods that were kosher. After all, the ship was not equipped to provide and cater for special religious
needs. But meats like chicken and beef were familiar foods that were accepted, even though they were not
prepared according to Jewish law. But some foods were considered to be more taboo than others. Oysters were
perceived not only as inedible but as downright disgusting. From that time on, I did not order the meals unless I
first explained what the food was and how it was prepared.
Two days after our departure, we had crossed the longest stretch of the English Channel and entered the
North Atlantic. The sea here was choppier than before and with higher waves. The ship began to rock and roll,
and people started to become seasick. The passenger in the bunk beneath mine began to moan and kept on

movement a simultaneous two-directional movement, both rocking and rolling. Although I did not get sick, I
had to limit my time in the shower to a period of five minutes or less. Any longer and I, too, would have
experienced the disastrous effects of sea travel.
Throughout my sea voyage,
Statue of Liberty. I had read its history and of its inscription. So I stood on the deck as we approached New
York. Still out at sea, the ship stopped to let the pilot and a number of other people climb the stairs and board
the vessel. Soon we continued our journey, and just as we were entering the harbor, the people who had boarded

the ship approached me. They were reporters for various news agencies and asked me to serve as an interpreter.
Among the passengers was one most often solitary, who never joined any conversations, who I had frequently
room. He seemed to be content with his solitary activity, exercising his fingers on a
long piece of cardboard that resembled the keys of a piano. The reporters came to the ship explicitly to
interview him. It seems that we had a noted concert pianist on board. I do not remember the specifics of the
interview. My task was simple enough, to translate his comments from German to English and the English
queries to German. By the time the interview was completed, we had passed the Statue of Liberty, and we were
ready to disembark.
From the harbor, New York looked as I imagined it would. Skyscrapers rose majestically into the air. I
had read much about this city with its teeming nationalities. I was somewhat acquainted with the history of the
immigrants who had entered through Ellis Island into New York and their great accomplishments. I was eager
to disembark and meet my host, a family who offered to provide me room and board while in the city.
I took my place in line, passport in hand, to pass before the Immigration and Naturalization inspector.
Finally, my turn came. I handed him my passport, and after inspecting it, he
passport is on
replied.
Satisfied with my answer, he proceeded to stamp the passp

, he seemed

the United States would permit you to stay in this country p
No one had cautioned me about the slyness of the officers serving in the Immigration and Naturalization
Service (INS). Would I like to stay in this country? Of course I would. Was this not my dream? Had I not
thought about this for many months? Is the representative of the government making my permanent residency a
possibility? In spite of all my experiences, I was naïve. I was overwhelmed by his questions, and of course, I
misinterpreted its meaning and intent. I could not deny my desire to stay. Doing so, I believed, would indicate
that I had contempt for this country, which I did not have. So my respon

Of course, it was the wrong answer. Immediately with an ink pen, he scratched out the admittance stamp
de. Someone will be with you

country? No
abhorrence of this country was quite evident. I still remember his voice and his demeanor, indicating utter
contempt and bitterness for this country. The inspec

passport. Admitted, it read.

When all the passengers were processed, I was informed that I would not be permitted to disembark but
would be taken to Ellis Island. I was given a few minutes to speak with the family who was going to be my host
during my stay in New York. I cannot remember their names, but I do remember that they owned a number of
movie theaters in Brooklyn, and that they lived on a street near Third Avenue in the same borough. I was soon
taken, with my few possessions, in a locked car to a ferry and then to Ellis Island. While coming into New
York, I had been saddened that due to my preoccupations as a translator, I had been unable to see the Statue of
Liberty. Now, on the ferryboat, as I approached the island of my incarceration, I became aware that I was to live
in the shadow of the symbol of liberty. I was so near to the country of my dreams and yet also so far away. I
was still without a home, and my future continued to be in doubt.
I entered a large building and was taken to a storage place where I deposited my suitcase, taking with me
only my toothbrush, shaving items, a few changes of underwear, and shirts. These I stored in a cubbyhole in a
dormitory that many of us shared.
While being processed, I was asked whether I preferred to eat kosher meals or in the regular mess hall.
Given a choice, I chose kosher food

not for religious reasons, but as an act of defiance. Moreover, I was also

thinking that the kosher meals would be prepared in smaller quantities than the food in the regular kitchen, and
therefore, would be better. Above all, I chose to eat in the kosher dining room, because I wished to be with
other Jews and be a part of the Jewish collective. We were given two meals, breakfast and dinner. Breakfast was
served as a common meal in a large dining hall. Only dinners were served in the kosher dining room. The
kosher kitchen was supported by the New York Jewish community and was under rabbinical supervision.

On Friday, the day of my arrival to Ellis Island, dinner was served at three in the afternoon. Since the
cook was an observant Jewess, she left early on Sabbath Eve to have time for her own Sabbath preparations. A
little before three, I arrived in the kosher dining room. With the exception of one other person, the place was
empty. Although there were many Jews incarcerated in this pseudoprison, most had chosen to eat in the main
dining hall.
A young woman in her early twenties was serving a Hungarian dish, chicken paprika. It was the dish
that was m
a sense of déjà vu. The waitress spoke Yiddish, and I learned that she was from a village close to my hometown
and was herself a Holocaust survivor.
Taking my tray, I joined the only other person in the room, a young black man wearing a skullcap. Of
course, I was more than interested in him; I was overwhelmed with curiosity. The anomaly of the situation
intrigued me. Why does a young black man eat in the kosher dining hall? I asked permission to join him at his
table, which he granted. I had spoken in English, and he had responded in the same language. My next question

I had read about the Falasha, black people who lived in Ethiopia and who claimed to be Jewish by virtue
of descent from the Queen of Sheba. According to legends, the Queen had married King Solomon, adopted
Judaism, and brought the religion to her people. He told me about his people, who call themselves members of
Beth Israel (the house of Israel) and observe the laws of the Torah. Unlike European Jews, they do not
recognize rabbinical edicts. He was a sailor who had jumped ship and entered this country illegally in New
York and been caught. He, like so many others, was being detained to be put on a ship to be returned to the
country of origin of the ship he had fled. I saw him just once more and had to assume that he was then deported.
At noon on the day of my arrival, I was brought to the Great Hall of Ellis Island. It was the same Great
Hall through which millions of immigrants had passed at the end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the
twentieth centuries, until open admission to the States had been discontinued. In 1948, this hall was the
dayroom in which the detai

the immigration courts decided their fates

that is,

who would stay in the country and who would be deported. From the window of the hall, I could see the Statue
of Liberty, the symb
of these huddled masses, being held captive in the shadow of liberty.
The Great Hall was filled with a conglomerate of nationalities. In addition to a variety of immigrants
who had violated some aspect of immigration laws, there were also war brides from all over Europe who were
waiting for their future husbands to deposit a $500 bond as the assurance of marriage. There was, for instance, a
young Belgian woman of extreme beauty. Because of her beauty, she disturbed me and the other young men,
and we wished that she would leave

the sooner the better. She was tall and slender with a well-proportioned

body and a face that one would find only among movie stars. We were envious of her husband-to-be. She did
not stay long. In less than two days, her fiancé redeemed her, and she left not only with good wishes but also
with sighs of relief. All of us young inmates felt a sense of relief at being free from such a bothersome sexual
stimulus.
In contrast to the Belgian beauty, there was another bride-to-be

a German woman who, as the saying

goes, was ugly as sin. To want a beauty and bring her to this country I could understand, but I could not
understand why any American would want to bring from Germany a woman who was as totally devoid of any
beauty and charm as was this woman. I could not help but raise the rhetorical question in my mind, is there such
a lack of women in the United States that one had to import this ungainly female? Unlike the Belgian woman,
this one stayed on Ellis Island for many days, and I had ample opportunity to talk with her. In addition to her
total lack of physical beauty, she was not educated, lacked charm, and any other qualities I would consider
desirable in a woman. The GI who brought her to America to be his bride failed to come to see her or to place a
bond, so she awaited her return to Germany. After she told me about her fiancé, I understood the situation
better. In our conversations, I found out that the GI drank too much, and even when he was in the Army, he
never had any money. He had tried to borrow the $500 for the bond, but no one that he knew either had the
money or was willing to lend it to him. I could see that such an individual, an alcoholic without education and
occupational skills, could never have found an American woman to marry. In turn, I assume she was motivated
by her lack of attractive physical attributes and by the chance to come to the United States as perhaps her only

opportunity for her security and future. Even though she was German, I felt sorry for her for having her hopes
shattered.
There were many others in the Great Hall. There were a number of Estonian families who had fled the
Soviet Union in a fishing boat. For over a year, they were interned at Ellis Island. They were waiting the
appellate c
mixed emotions about them. On the one hand, like me, they too sought to escape the harsh Soviet totalitarian
state. On the other hand, I still remember that people from the Baltic States (Latvia, Estonia, and Lithuania)
came to Nazi Germany as volunteer workers. They, like many Ukrainians, supported the Nazi regime, perhaps
not out of

ation of their

countries. To me, anyone who willingly supported Nazi Germany was my enemy. I accept the validity of the
n spite of my moral commitment to justice and
fairness, I cannot accept their claims that they were victims of the war in the same manner as I was.
The largest group interned there were members of the German American Bund. They were immigrants
of German descent who had supported Hitler and his ideas. They formed the fifth column in America, similar to
the followers of Quisling who helped Hitler occupy Norway. They were perceived to be the enemy of the
country and were interned at Ellis Island to be deported to Germany after the war. While on the island, they
performed all types of tasks from janitorial work to the responsibilities of cooks and waiters. I stayed away from
them and hoped that they would eventually be sent to Germany. It is one thing to disagree with official policy
and dissent. But there should be neither room for nor tolerance of those who seek to help the
and seek to subvert the democratic process. I am not sure what the final outcome was; I hope that the
enemies were given their just desserts.
It is said that prison inmates often make good lawyers. I am not sure whether this is true. However, the
only good advice I received regarding my immediate future came from other inmates. When I entered the Great
Hall, I was met by a number of individuals whose status as residents in the United States was still being
examined by the INS courts. After preliminary questions about my country of origin and camp experiences,
they asked me why I was brought to the detention center. I related to them my story. I told them how I answered

the question about being given a legal opportunity to stay in this country. It seems that this was a standard trick
question asked of those who came to the United States with temporary visas.
The other inmates outlined what would follow internment.

ou will be

taken to a federal immigration court. They will ask you many questions, but remember, be decisive in your
answer. Under no circumstances must you inform the court of your wish to stay in America. You see that guy?
pointing to a young fellow sitting on a chair.
at he would lose his
appeals and be deported to Germany. I started to imagine a plausible answer if I were asked whether I wished to
stay and become an American.
On Tuesday, my name was called. There at the door was an immigration officer. He informed me that I
was being taken to New York to appear in front of a panel of immigration judges. The judges would question
me to determine whether I should be permitted to stay or be deported. My court day arrived after three days of
internment. I was led to and placed in the back seat of a station wagon, the door handles of which had been
removed to eliminate opportunities for me to escape. The car was driven to the ferry. Arriving in Manhattan, I
was driven to the federal court. This was the first time I experienced the power of the city. The tall buildings
enveloped me and made me feel insignificant. I was overwhelmed by the sheer size of the structures.
I was brought into the court chamber to face a panel of three judges. They asked me whether I needed an
interpreter. I took pride in my English skills and declined their offer. I do not remember all that the judges asked
me. I am sure they had many questions. I remember vividly, however, the questions that were central to the
case. The judges wanted to know whether at any time in the future I wished to stay in the United States. Having
been forewarned, I replied that while it would be an honor to stay in this great country, I had other plans.

ddress the court in this manner,
ambition. I wish to study medicine and practice psychiatry. I hope at the end of my studies to live in my
red. All these

It seemed that my explanation satisfied the judges, and they told me that their decision would be
communicated to me.
I was brought back to Ellis Island and began my vigil for what I hoped would be a positive decision by
the judges. Meanwhile, I had to settle to live my prison life. Most of my days were spent in the historic Great
Hall trying to find ways to alleviate an otherwise dull existence. There were Ping-Pong, cards, and a very few
books. Of course, there was conversation. I made friends with a Romanian chess master and began to
experience the humiliations of constant trouncing. I knew how the pieces moved. I may have even managed a
previsualization of one or two steps. But I never have learned an overall strategy. The best I could do was to
play a delaying tactic and prolong the inevitable checkmate. To make the game more interesting to him, he gave
me a number of advantages such as his playing without a rook and a bishop, and once he even forfeited his
queen; but the end result was always the same, I lost.
Twice daily, at ten and at two, the names of those to be released were announced. Days passed, and my
name was not called. My only communication with the outside world was with the HIAS social worker who

than other days, and those to be released
that afternoon were notified before two PM.
I was interned for four weeks and still knew nothing about my future. On the Friday that was the twentyeighth

t contain my name. I settled down to spend

another weekend at Ellis Island. I was very concerned. Why had it taken so long for me to be released? I
thought that the courts had been satisfied with my answers. What could have happened?
At ten minutes to three, an official came into the room.
I approac

I followed him to the office.
ease forms late. We do not have time to process you, so we will release you
on your own recognizance. You must come back Monday t

I was being released. Wonderful! But where would I go? Where would I find lodging? After twentyeight days of internment, my designated hosts were no longer available. I decided to take a chance and call my
her, I did know her daughter, with whom I had
corresponded when I was in Germany. She was glad to have me stay with her and gave me her address, 72nd
Street and the corner of Fifth Avenue.
Now I was set to leave. I picked up an extra pair of shoes that I had next to my bed, stuck them in the
pockets of my army raincoat, packed an extra pair of shorts and a shirt in a paper bag, and was ready to leave
for the big city.
On the ferry to Manhattan, the social worker who accompanied me told me to tell the cab driver to get to
my destination via the East Drive so that he would not take advantage of a greenhorn. He hailed a cab for me
and gave the appropriate instructions, and soon I was let out in front of a tall apartment building.
My new hosts lived on the third floor. After ringing the bell, I was let into a spacious apartment. It was
Friday, and the household was busy with Sabbath preparation. Meanwhile, I took a shower and changed into a
fresh shirt. I was asked many questions about my experiences. After dinner, we went out for a walk. I put my
suit jacket on, and my hostess noticed the grea
to the pocket.

I took out my leather wallet and proceeded to show her the various cards.

ese cards just in case the police or other authorities stop me and demand that I identify

des,
This was incomprehensible to me. Even though for the last two years I had been in uniform and most
often treated as a military officer, nonetheless, I still was unable to shed my fear of officials. For many years, I
had always carried many different forms of identity cards. Frequently I had to identify myself to police and to

secret police. Having just been released from Ellis Island, the encounters with the INS had added to my fears of
a drawer. I felt naked and
defenseless.
New York amazed me. I could not keep myself from gawking at the magnificent and elaborately
decorated foyers in the Fifth Avenue apartment buildings. The wealth in furnishings of the foyers alone
astounded me. I had never seen such display of wealth. However, just a block away, on Fourth Avenue, the city
assumed a different atmosphere; small businesses were open late at night, and people were shopping as though
it were noon during a market day in my hometown. Indeed, this city was true to its name of a

never

ext day, I was taken to another sight that was most impressive to a newcomer, Radio City Music
Hall. The show began with newsreels showing Babe Ruth giving his farewell speech to the Yankee team and
fans. This was my first encounter with the American pastime of baseball. A Bing Crosby film was shown, but
the greatest thrill (to a young man barely in his twenties) was the bevy of beautiful and scantily dressed women
kicking their legs way above their heads

the Radio City chorus line, the Rockettes.

But even now, sitting in the theater, I could not escape my pre-Holocaust memories. In January 1944,
my father and I took a business trip to Budapest. Since I could not attend the university, I began to learn the art
of running a bookstore. In Budapest, I was introduced to various publishers and visited other wholesale houses
that supplied our bookstore with paper and other office supplies. I was eighteen, and it was my first visit to a
metropolis.
Budapest prided itself on having more legitimate theaters than movie houses. Of course, we saw some
plays, but considering me nominally an adult, my father decided he would
and took me to a burlesque show. Most likely, I would have enjoyed it had I attended either by
myself or with other men my age. But looking at the less-than-half-clad women on the stage with my father
made me very anxious. After all, how could I sit here in this theater and be sexually stimulated with my father
sitting next to me? It was as t

s own sexuality. I remember that I was also

angry at my father; for at that age, I perceived my father as a flawless person, a person who was devoted to
family and to the moral ideals that he had taught me. I could not accept him as a man who had, as all men have,

his own fantasies and desires. I perceived his enjoyment of the sexual spectacle on the stage as evidence of his
infidelity to my mother. A faithful person, in my very young perception, does not put himself into the path of
temptation, even when it is nothing more than a fantasy.
Now, four years a

s worth of experience, I was in New York watching

the Rockettes. Although the performance was enjoyable, I nonetheless could not help but be reminded of the
past, and because of it, I sat through the performance with a sense of apprehension and sadness. But perhaps my
emotional state was not purely a consequence of the Budapest experience. Perhaps it also reflected my response
to the public display of sexuality for its own sake. Public display of sex in the Jewish world of the shtetl was not
dissimilar to the Victorian perspective, and my moral perspective was, and to some extent still is, a product of
the shtetl. Even at my advanced age, I am reluctant to attend strip performances of any kind. It is not that I seek
to deny others the opportunity. I simply have difficulties attending such performances, because the result is
always a sense of guilt. My reluctance to give myself any sort of extreme pleasure of the body has an additional
root in the traditional Jewish worldview. The introduction of sadness into the experience of joy, the opposition
to permitting total and unbounded joy, is a form of Jewish asceticism.
One of the customs pertaining to a Jewish wedding ceremony exemplifies this perspective. In the Jewish
tradition, when the wedding vows have been exchanged, the groom shatters a glass by stomping on it. The
reason for this ritual is to remind all present of the destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem. No one, the rabbis
have instructed us, should give himself to experience uncontrolled total pleasure and joy. So we add the
memory of the past, a past that includes an element of sadness, as an antidote to giving ourselves up to total
pleasure and joy. The memory of my experience with my father, together with the traditional shtetl value
system that continued to be my emotional baggage, had indeed accomplished that task.
My host family took me out for a Sunday dinner that I still remember. We went to the Lower East Side
to a kosher vegetarian restaurant where I ordered a vegetarian Wiener schnitzel. It was an amazing
phenomenon, a vegetable dish that tasted like meat.
Monday, I returned to Ellis Island to complete the paperwork and be formally admitted to the United
States. Although I knew that my release was approved, I was nonetheless apprehensive as I left the ferry and

proceeded up the stairs to the main office. My papers were ready. All I had to do was to sign the documents,
gather my suitcase, say goodbye to some people I had befriended during my stay there, and leave as a free man.
I was happy that I had finally gained my freedom. But why did I have to be locked up for twenty-eight
days on an island in the shadow of liberty? The answer was the nature of the bureaucratic mentality. From the
information I received, the immigration court had ruled in my favor. I could have been released two days after
my appearance before the judges. But it seemed that the bureaucrats in the immigration department were still
bothered that my passport was valid for only three months. They wished to help to extend my passport so that I
could start my studies without concern for my stay. After all, how could I finish even one semester when legally
I could reside only for a very short time in the country? As a favor to me, the INS agent in charge of my case
sent my passport to the appropriate office to have it extended. Meanwhile, I had to stay incarcerated.
Bureaucrats do not think; they follow rules. Their motto is sine ire et studio, without anger or emotion but the
application of rules.
There were two places where my passport could be extended. First, of course, was the office where it
was issued and, second, the State Department in Washington. To the official mind in the immigration
department, the logical place to send my passport for extension was the office where it was issued. So, without
thought or concern, my passport was sent back to Frankfurt, Germany. The cost of this decision was an
additional twenty-four unhappy days of forced restraint on Ellis Island.

FOURTEEN
Beginning of My Disillusionment

My unfortunate experience with the INS notwithstanding, I continued to maintain an unshattered
idealistic view of America. The twenty-eight days that I spent on Ellis Island were merely the consequence of
an overambitious immigration inspector and a bureaucratic snafu. My hopes for the future continued to be high.
I was still convinced that this was the country that held fast not only to its te
but also saw to it that justice would always prevail. It is unfortunate that one must learn that there is always a
difference between the ideal world and the real world, between the culturally proposed values and those that are
practiced. This I had yet to learn as I came to St. Louis and settled to pursue what I hoped would be my medical
studies.
I stayed in New York for a few days, during which time I met with the officials of the Hillel Foundation,
the agency that had granted my scholarship. They arranged for my transportation to St. Louis. I was to leave in
the evening on board the train Spirit of St. Louis and arrive in St. Louis the next morning. My hosts took me to
the train, and after having said my goodbyes, I settled into the seat.
One condition seems to be a constant in public transportation
or airplane

regardless of whether the means is train

most often it is late. So I sat and waited. What could I do during this long train ride? It was

announced on the trai

, whose

name I do not remember, would be broadcast. I was not then, nor am I today, a boxing aficionado. But I knew
of Joe Louis, and I knew of his victory over Max Schmeling, the N
was also aware of Jesse Owens and the four gold medals he won in the 1936 Olympics, thereby denouncing
German propaganda claims for the Aryan superiority of body and mind. Anything that humbled the Germans,
and perhaps caused shame to Hitler himself, was welcomed and loved by me. I eagerly awaited the start of the
Joe Louis fight. I hoped that by listening to the radio, the next twelve hours on the train would seem shorter.
Unfortunately, at the last minute (for unknown reasons), the fight between Louis and his antagonist was

canceled. The night ride was long and uncomfortable. Finally, dawn came, and I knew that soon I should arrive
in St. Louis, my final destination.
d my belongings, neatly packed in one medium-sized
cardboard suitcase, stepped onto the tarmac, and saw my cousin Flora whom I had met before. In 1937, for a
high school graduation present, Flora was sent to visit the family in Munkacs. On that trip, she also met her
future husband. In September of 1939, at the start of World War II, she returned to my hometown, married Alex
(

), and returned to the United States with him.
I was glad to see her waiting for me, and I received a warm welcome from her. She drove me to her

home, where I met other members of the family. There they were: Alex, his wife Illi, and their son Gus; Nathan;
Saul; and my cousin Sanford and his wife; the whole St. Louis family. I related to them my stories of life in
Germany and elaborated on my internment at Ellis Island.
After dinner I drove back with Saul to his home. It was summer, and in St. Louis that means that it was
extremely hot and humid. His wife Lotti had gone to visit her family, and the two of us were going to sleep on
the screened front porch. I was
for it. I dreamed that the world was at an end and that we were experiencing earthquakes and that volcanoes
were erupting and spewing their lava and that all that was accompanied by earsplitting noises. I woke up,
realizing that I must have incorporated into my dreams the horrible snoring sounds that my uncle was emitting.
Soon my aunt returned from her out-of-town visit, and we settled down to a routine. I had the room that
enticeship in my
u
Mondays through Saturdays. In payment for my work, I received two meals a day, my room, laundry, and five
dollars a week from which I had to buy my own lunches. Lunch was always the same, four White Castle
hamburgers and a soda, which came to twenty-five cents.
Although I was his nephew, the son of his brother, I was still a stranger to my uncle. I had been only two
years old the last time he saw me. True, he did take me into his home; and some years earlier, he had sent me a

plane ticket without question when I thought that assured transportation would enhance my chances to
immigrate to the States. Still, there was a part of his personality that alienated us, and that part was his distrust
of others and the need to test people.
Saul was a cynical person. His cynicism and distrust of others were the result of his experiences with
distant members of the family who, when he immigrated to America, never befriended him and instead treated
him as a stranger. Recounting his experiences in the States, he told me how his family continually tested him
and took advantage of him. The result of his treatment was that he developed and now bore the same attitude
toward everyone else, including other members of the family. He constantly feared that, unless he was careful,
family members would take advantage of him. His experiences left deep scars, which were manifest in his
relationship with his son. He had to control everything, including

ife.

When I started to work in his store, my uncle considered me a stranger whose honesty had to be tested,
and test he did. One day, in the little space in the store that served as his office and where the cash register was,
I found a $20 bill on the floor. Of course, I picked up the bill and handed it over to my uncle, who took it
without comment. My cousin, his son, who also worked in the store, told me that this bill had been placed there
by his father as a test to see whether I would keep the bill or return it to him. I passed his test. But his distrust of
me and the need to prove my honesty violated my expectations. I wished to be a part of the family, to be
accepted, and to have someone to care for me, but his actions violated my hopes and desires.
I understood that when he came to the country long before World War I, he had had poor experiences
with some family members who mistreated him. These experiences made him a pessimist about human nature.
He doubted that human beings could be selfless. He was cynical about the existence of altruism. To him, human
motivation is rooted in egoism. Without having read Hobbes, he shared the view that human relationships are
governed by self-interest. Without being aware of any economic or political theories, the world to him was
indeed a place best depicted as bellum omnia contra omnes, a world in which each person was in a constant
struggle with all other humans. Although I understood him, and hence could excuse his attitude, still I did not
want to be dominated by him and become submissive to his demands. I wanted to be free.

School was about to start. It was time for me to see that the provisions of the scholarship were fulfilled.
The scholarship stipulated that I receive food, shelter, tuition, and some pocket money. I was to be provided for
in that way so I could pursue my education.
I went to see the rabbi who was the local director of the Hillel Foundation. Rabbi Jacobs was a nice
person with a constant smile on his face

as though he wanted to assure everyone that he believed in and

wish to live with my uncle. His great concern was not for me and my welfare. Instead, he was concerned that if

situation, he offered to take me into his home, feed me, and provide me with the couch in his living room as my
bed. I accepted.
My stay there was an unhappy experience. I came with the hope that my stay at the university would be
pleasant and that my expenses would be covered by my scholarship. I did not want to be treated as a charity
case whom people help out of pity. I can attest that there is no joy in being the recipient of charity. Going to live
with the rabbi made me lose my dignity, self-esteem, and self-worth. I felt as many financially poor young men
in my hometown must have felt when they came to study in the yeshivoth and had to rely on the community to
for instance, if it was Tuesday, the student had

different from eating days. But I did not have a choice. I needed a place to stay while I attended school.
Moreover, although my uncles were well aware of my situation, they did not want to share the cost of my
education. So Hillel had to pay my tuition, which at that time was $150 per semester.

charity accomplishes one
thing; it shames the person who receives it. No wonder that the great physician and philosopher Maimonides
taught us that the highest form of charity is one where the giver does not know the receiver, and
complementarily, the receiver does not know the giver. It is only in this manner that the receiver of the help can

maintain his self-worth and dignity. Living with the rabbi did not accomplish any of the above. I knew (because
the rabbi often told me, both subtly and directly) that he did what he did out of the goodness of his heart. Of
course, under these conditions, I could not continue to live with the rabbi. I decided that I had to find
employment and regain my freedom and dignity.
But the need for charity was not the only disillusionment that I had. I came to the States fully expecting
to continue my medical education. I had completed almost a full year of study. I did not know that medical
education in the United States differed appreciably from that in Europe. In Prague, the completion of
gymnasium education qualified me to enter a school of medicine. In the United States, high school education
had to be followed by four years of premed, and only then could one hope for admission to medical school.
When I presented myself to Washington University, I was given some credit for my previous education, but I
had to start as a freshman in college, and I had no choice in the matter.
College was easy for me. Math, for instance, was a repetition of what I had had in the gymnasium. Even
English came easily for me. My only problem in college was with chemistry. It was taught at night once a week,
and by the time I was taking it, I had already left the ra
a full day of work, I had difficulty keeping my eyes open and concentrating on the subject.
I also experienced disillusionment as a result of a disagreement with my history professor. I took a
course in European history, and on the first examination, I failed to make the A that I anticipated. A student
who sat next to me and who had blatantly copied my examination received an A, while I was given a B+.
Returning the exams, the professor chided

-day countries were

During a recess, I approached h

o you agree that the Danube was the northern border of the

iver flows in the center of Hungary; one may say
that it divides the country into two halves. If that is true, how then can we exclude Hungary as one of the
countries that was a part of the Roman Empire? In fact, I visited many Roman ruins in Hungary including the

He reluctantly agreed that I was right and I en
The knowledge acquired in the Hebrew gymnasium in Munkacs was an extraordinary foundation for my
American college courses. Gymnasium education was far superior to high-school education in America.
Because of that and my intensive reading during my teens, I was eager to prove my understanding of history
and philosophy. This often led to my questioning the professors. The truth is that these challenges were merely
a display of bravura. For instance, I challenged my professor of English literature on his view of the relationship
between culture and literature. I argued that any meaning that we attribute to behavior is a priori culturally
det
plays. We had a prolonged discussion that was stopped only by the bell. That afternoon in the student center,
where at four I had a standing game of bridge, one of the players commented that his English literature
professor (whom we shared) out of the blue started to lecture his class on the relationship of culture and
literature. I mentioned some of the details from my heated discussion with the professor and asked my
companions if these things sounded familiar.

In my second year of college, I became disillusioned with America, and the associated hurt and pain
see that your major is

ou see from my transcript that I have already completed one year of medical
sch

His next comment was given in the form of advice, and its impact was similar to having been hit in the
are a foreign-born
Jew without visible means of support; you will never
I never expected such a comment, not in the country that I had held up as my ideal of freedom and
equality. Similar words were spoken to me back in 1943 when I applied to medical school in Debrecen,
Hungary. Of course, I should not have applied there in the first place because Jews were legally personae non
grata at universities. Hungarian universities had a quota for Jews; it was numerus nullus

simply no Jews were

to be admitted to the university. I later became aware that a similar system existed in the United States. The
specifying that no more than 7
percent of the admissions would be granted to Jews. This sub rosa agreement limited the admission of Jews to
most medical and law schools and even to some of the elite undergraduate schools. Upon his advice, I changed
my major from premed to psychology. My dream of becoming a physician was shattered. I became aware that
anti-Semitism, even in the post-Holocaust era, was still flourishing. Anti-Semitism, I became aware, is a
Western attitude rooted in Christian theology. It is only now, in the twenty-first century, that we experience the
awakening of a Christian sense of guilt and an acceptance of the idea that the Holocaust would not have
occurred without the various accusations leveled by Christians against Jews from time immemorial; such
accusations are exemplified in and form the basis of various passion plays.
Anti-Semitism in colleges and universities also affected my c
medical training. Alex came to St. Louis two years after I did. He too received a Hillel scholarship. By the time
of his arrival, Alex had completed four of the five years of medical curriculum in Germany. Also like me, he
was sent back to undergraduate school. Upon completion of his BS in microbiology, he applied to ten different
medical schools. He was sure that once his curriculum vitae displaying his prior medical education was seen, he
would be admitted. All of the schools rejected his application. He did not accept this as a setback and decided to
d, he again applied to ten
medical schools and experienced the same rejection. He completed a Ph.D. in the subject, and in time, he

of medicine asked him to join its staff as professor. He did. It is ironic that a person who was judged inadequate
to enter medical school was good enough to teach in one of the schools that rejected his application. Let the
reader himself conclude the reason for the earlier rejections. Can it be anything other than anti-Semitism?
My father was a Zionist, a socialist (clearly distinct from a communist), and an idealist committed to
human perfectibility. This idea he considered to be one of the fundamental tenets of Judaism. He loved the
United States and perceived it as an ideal country. He felt that the ideals that prompted the French Revolution
were fundamental to this country, and that these ideals would cleanse the United States from prejudice,
especially the anti-Sem
used to tell me. This was my heritage. I inherited his idealism. I knew, as he did, that the Holocaust was a
manifestation of a fetid disease of ancient tribalism and European Christianity. He insisted that I have an
education with a broad spectrum including both secular and religious studies. That inculcated in me the
knowledge necessary so that I could develop my own beliefs. It is from him that I inherited my false
consciousness of the United States. My idealism about the country gave me hope that I would find true
brotherhood and not merely a shallow form of tolerance. I believe this was at the core of Jefferson and
ion of Independence and the Constitution. Unfortunately,
these ideals never guided thi
Israel Zangwill was wrong. We have not been cleansed by the holy fires of liberty. Instead, we have kept
our European heritage of hostility towards other religions, races, and ethnicities. I had not expected to hear the
words that the dean expressed, essentially stating that because I was a Jew, I would be treated as a pariah and
not given the same privileges and opportunities as others.
I have often asked myself why my father was an idealist and why, indeed, I kept his political ideals,
values,

the Jewish weltanschauung

(worldview). In time, I realized that a great many Jews, not only my father, were imbued with this utopian
idealism. Why indeed is idealism a Jewish trait? I am not proposing here that Jews have cornered the market on
idealism. I do contend that compared with other ethnic and religious groups, Jews have shown that they are
more likely to support liberal ideologies and idealisms. For instance, compared with members of other religions

and ethnic groups having the same income and occupational levels, Jews more frequently vote for democratic
candidates and support more liberal causes, including the gender and racial revolutions. Why?
An immediate and obvious answer, at least to me, is

criptural values

rooted in the ideal of justice. Justice, in the Jewish tradition, is perc
chance. In fact, the Hebrew word for charity has the same root as does

justice. To me, this implies

that charity itself is an act of justice rather than an act of empathy. In the ancient tradition, the corners of the
fields could not be harvested, for the grains in them must be left for the poor. In short, it was the right of the
poor to harvest those bits of land. The owner of the land did not leave the corners unharvested because he
empathized with the poor nor because he loved them. He left that part of the field because the law commanded

to supply the poor with the means of surviva
to utopian idealism, is also rooted in and arises out of their historical experiences. These instill a consciousness
which makes individual Jews aware that the exercise of justice enhances self-interest.
Let me propose that Jewish utopian idealism was further enhanced by their minority status in Christian
Europe. The history of the Jews for the last 2,000 years, both in Christian Europe and the Muslim world, has for
the most part been the
ideological infrastructure of Jewish political, moral, and social philosophy.
In essence, utopian idealism consists of values that minority classes believe will open the political and
legal fences that have kept them a politically, economically, and socially subjugated group.
The Holocaust is but one of the most recent, although perhaps the most dramatic, of the Jewish
collective experiences. Throughout time, there were others such as 1,000 years of ghetto life, pogroms, and all
types and forms of physical, emotional, and economic attack. During the two centuries of the Crusades, the
martyrdom of Jews was common. There were many massacres like those in York and the expulsion of Jews
from France by Louis IX. These events were followed by the Spanish Inquisition and the practice of the autoda-fé. There were the pogroms in Russia and anti-Semitism in the West exemplified by the Dreyfus affair.
sh question had many historical precedents. Jews have long been conscious that,

even in the best of times, they are no more than strangers in a land that is not theirs. When one becomes
thout rights, one cannot help but develop a
commitment to utopian idealism based on justice, equality, and freedom.
Hence, no wonder Jews hold the ideal of justice ahead of love. Our experiences have taught us that love
cannot be legislated nor can it be commanded; it is a personal reaction to individuals to whom one, for various
reasons, becomes attached. I love someone because I, for whatever reason, empathize with him and because I
may be able to see myself in his place, not because the individual has an inherent right to my love. But justice,
unlike love, can be legislated. The law can endow all persons with equal rights, and these rights then become
ath to
achievement blocked for any reason save inherent incapability and unwillingness to work.
What else can I be than a supporter of equality and justice, when a great part of my life was destroyed by
inequality and legal persecution? When I reflect on my own experiences, I cannot be committed to anything less
than equal rights. This commitment is not only the result of my Holocaust experiences but also from
experiences in the United States, where equal opportunity to pursue my dream of studying medicine was denied
me simply because I was a Jew. Let me hasten to add that I accept the legitimacy of inequality, but only when
differences in lifestyle and honor are the result of effort and achievement. The only honor that I am willing to
grant other people is that which one achieves by his own labor and effort. This is the principle of
republicanism

not of the party, but the principles on which this nation is to be built

namely, the moral

principle of meritocracy.
Perhaps the most profound belief that leads J
Tikun Olam. Jewish belief holds that God never completed the act of
creation; He deliberately left the world imperfect and gave mankind the task to improve the world, thus
becoming a partner with God in the creation process. We, humanity, have been charged by God with the task
that each generation owes the next one

the duty of making the world better.

There is a wonderful midrashic legend that illustrates this idea. The tale revolves around Alexander of
Macedonia. In the process of conquering the world, Alexander and his army came to Africa where they decided

to pitch their tents and rest next to a beautiful stream. Alexander, so the story tells us, took out some dried and
salted fish which he proceeded to wash in the stream. The fish, when immersed in the stream, became alive and
, too, can
acquire some of its magic.

-day journey, Alexander

the fence. Seeking an entrance, Alexander followed the fence and soon came to an iron gate that guarded the
entrance. Taking his sword, he knocked on the gate, which soon opened. There, guarding the entrance, stood an
angel with a fiery sword in his hand.

I am Alexander, and I want to e
The angel answered

have you
contribute

Jews believe in the coming of a messianic world, a utopian world, a world of plenty and of peace. But
this era will not come because of faith alone; it must be earned. In short, we must create it ourselves. In the face
of 2,000 years of suffering, Jews have maintained their belief in the assurance of the coming of the ideal world.
I cannot deny that in spite of, or perhaps, because of my deep commitment to utopian idealism, I am also
a cynic. Idealism and cynicism actually go hand in hand. Cynicism is my ego-defense mechanism for the
anticipation that society most likely will never achieve utopian ideals. This is due to the predominance of the
iron law of oligarchy, namely, that people in power are motivated by class interests and personal greed to
t reflected in the saying,

o,

Utopian idealism is the wish and hope for a better world, an idealism that is central to people who
historically have been subjugated. It is not accidental that the Israeli national anthem, representing the central

perspective of the Jewish people, is titled Hatikvah, the hope. Idealism is essentially a statement of hope in
human progression to a socially just and humane world. Although this is my desire, my personal experiences in
camps and the content of my ethnic memory negate a belief that human progression is possible. This is also the
source of my cynicism. When evil comes down and persons or nations turn against each other, I can remark, I
told you so.
e. I was very unhappy that the scholarship I was
promised, including a monthly stipend covering my living expenses, was not given to me. Such a stipend would
have been the means to independence. Having to live with the rabbi and ask my uncles to contribute towards my
tuition made me feel like a charity case. For the two years that I lived in Germany, I was not only independent
but also enjoyed a relatively comfortable lifestyle. Compared to others, I had status and privilege. Now, in the
United States, I reverted to the status of being a financially poor, stateless person dependent upon the dole. I
yearned to achieve again my independence, to be free from needing to account for the little money that someone
gave me or to account for every move that I made. The solution, of course, was employment. I sought work that
not only would enable me to pay for my lodging but also would not demand all my time, providing me an
opportunity to study.
I found such a job. I acquired a position teaching Hebrew and serving as the weekend cottage father at a

temporarily assigned children whose parents were unable to care for them for whatever reason. Of course, there
were also orphans. My job was to conduct two hourly classes instructing Hebrew. These classes were held
Monday through Thursday

ebrew;

after all, both my grade school and high school education was mostly in Hebrew, and thus, I spoke modern
Hebrew well. My main mission was to teach the children to read the language so that they could recite Hebrew
prayers and could perform their bar mitzvah rituals. Sunday afternoons I was to relieve the full-time cottage
parents, and I took over the job of in loco parentis. I supervised those children who could not leave to be with
their parents. I served both lunch and dinner, which usually consisted of sandwiches and canned food. The meal
service was easy. The food was the same every Sunday. I opened cans of herring in tomato sauce, heated beans

and a vegetable, and served the meal to the boys and to myself. The rest of the time, I was free to attend my
classes and even to have an occasional date. For my services, I was given a salary of $50 per month, a room
with a connected bathroom, three meals a day, and laundry service. Fifty dollars, in 1948, was a great deal of
money, and having my food and shelter provided meant that I had money that I could spend on clothes and
other personal needs.

pursue my education without much concern for an income. For the most part, the boys were well behaved, and I
made fr
was in the heat of the impending presidential election. I spent a great deal of time discussing political issues
with John, one of the cottage parents. Both of us were committed to democratic causes and preferred the
democratic candidate, Mr. Truman, to the republican, Mr. Dewey. John was an ex-GI attending graduate school
in psychology at Washington University. He was taking a course in psychological testing and asked me to be
his subject so he could administer the Wechsler-Binet IQ test. I did not know much about this field, but I
consented. To my great surprise, as he added my score, he became increasingly excited. Even with a linguistic
handicap, I achieved a score of 180 on the test. That score did not mean much to me, but John considered it
phenomenal.
I lived long enough in St. Louis to become aware of racial segregation. But as long as I lived in the St.
Louis suburbs and never went near black neighborhoods, I did not become aware of racism. One, of course,
does not become conscious of conditions until confronted with them
home that I came face to face with the meaning and nature of racism as it related to blacks in the United States.
Paul was a tall, light-skinned black man, an ex-GI, who lived and worked as the maintenance man in the

Saturday afternoon, b

There was a movie house just two blocks from our premises, and I suggested that we walk there to see
the next show.

f you are short
black, and th
It had never dawned on me that Paul was black. Paul was simply Paul, a nice guy who was fun to be
with. This incident opened my eyes to the racial realities in the United States at that time. Contrary to what I
believed the United States stood for, namely, that all men were created equal, the people and their constituent
government did not necessarily follow the ideals that I believed to be the moral infrastructure of the country. I
soon learned European ancient prejudices had not been altered or cleansed by the sacred fires that were
supposed to have created a New Zion, a new chosen people.
to a movie that admits b

We took the bus downtown and went to see a film in a black neighborhood.
In spite of friendship with some Jewish students whom I had met at the Hillel House, I was lonely. Now
that I had my own lodgings, I was seldom invited to be with my family. In fact, I preferred it that way. In their
eyes, I was straying from the Orthodox religious path. Moreover, Uncle Alexander (who considered himself to
be the head of the family) was angry at me because I did not defer to him and his status, seek his advice, or
follow his suggestions. He still felt here, as he had in Europe, that a good marriage is one that brings status to
the family. In his view, I needed to marry the daughter of a wealthy Orthodox Jew, and because of my learning
and family status, I should assume an important position in the Orthodox Jewish community. I did not follow
his advice, so he considered me a rebel, which, of course, I was.
I soon learned that people considered me a curiosity; I was a Holocaust survivor. Because of that, I was
asked to speak to various groups and also had opportunities to interact with young Jewish women. Yet, I had
difficulties in securing dates. It seemed to me that, when it came to dating, Jewish women considered me a
persona non grata. It felt as though an invisible curtain excluded me from the list of appropriate and eligible

young men whom the Jewish women at Washington University dated. The reasons for my exclusion were my
poverty and lack of status, and hence, I was not considered appropriate husband material. Jewish women from
wealthy homes (and one had to be wealthy to attend this private university) desired assured futures gained by
marrying wealthy, young Jewish men. I, a recent immigrant, a displaced person, sans money and car, could not
show them a good time. In short, I was poor and therefore unacceptable.
I spent a great amount of time, especially evenings, at the Hillel House. It was there that I became
Americanized, where I learned to play bridge and chat with fellow students. It was also there that I met a very
pretty young woman, slender and with big eyes, a pleasant smile, and a wonderful attitude. Even more
important to me was that she accepted me for who I was, an impoverished student. Notwithstanding my
poverty, she consented to date me, even though it was often merely a walk in the park. We soon started dating
seriously, and in less than a year I asked her to marry me. She accepted my proposal. When I announced my
intentions to my family, Uncle Alexander became angry. I have
not have any worldly goods; and like other poor families, there were ten siblings, a mother, and an absent
father. What they had was a great heart

they cared and were concerned for me. These qualities, however, were

not considered important by my family. Although the family agreed that these attributes were nice, they were no
substitute for money, wealth, and status. I finally had to tell them of my decision. I was going to marry Jean.
That was my decision, and if we were to continue as a family, they would support my decision; otherwise it
would be better to estrange ourselves. Reluctantly, they accepted my decision.
I was a sophomore in college with no family to support me and, of course, no visible future. Why then
did I want to get married, and even more importantly, why did I want to marry Jean? First of all, she was
beautiful, and I fell in love with her. But what is love? Is it desire? Of course it is. It is the sensation that
compels one to start a relationship with a woman. But such sensations are fleeting and without lasting qualities.
Yet, when one says that he is in love, I am sure there are many other conditions that draw that person to another,
which are not completely evident at the time. I was in love with Jean, but it is only later, after years of marriage,
that I became aware of the true reasons that drew me to her. I once told my students when lecturing on the
sociology of marriage and family that the feelings one has at the beginning of courtship and marriage are merely

desire, but true love comes from sharing common experiences, common struggles, and in having a common
his
anything that will be harm
While the primary reason I fell in love with Jean was her beauty, of course there were many more
reasons I sought her, why I wished to marry her and establish a permanent relationship. With time, I realized
what I must have already known subconsciously

that she would be a good person with whom to build a future.

Jean was the embodiment of kindness, understanding, care, and concern. Jean came from a family which,
because of parental illness, was financially deprived. Absence of money, however, led to great family
l. Her family was
more than a tightly knit nuclear family. They had strong relationships with their extended family. Her home was

family affair. After the traditional Friday meal, the table would be cleared, and the jars of pennies brought out
for a hot game of poker. At the head of the table sat her grandfather, surrounded by her uncle and aunt and
many of her sisters. The wonderful part of this was that I became a part of this family and felt that I belonged.
derstood the meaning of struggling for survival.
Unlike my family that constantly judged my worth by my future social and economic status, hers took me in
and accepted me for who I was. Most important, Jean saw in me a future; instinctively perhaps, she saw my
ability to achieve a future for her and what was to be our family. Also, because of her experiences, she did not
impose on me the expectation of immediate gratification and financial reward. With her, I felt I could build a
future and remain true to my ideals and to myself. Jean was not like the other pampered, spoiled, and
demanding young women I had met at Washington University. Indeed, now after fifty-five years of marriage, I
realize her contribution to whatever success I have achieved.
We were married on Christmas Day. It was the week that she could get off from work. It was also a day
that people were not working and could attend the wedding. Of course, I was off from school during the

got a job as a Hebrew teacher in one of the major conservative synagogues. Prior to our wedding, Jean came to

my room, opened my closet, and proceeded to weed out from my clothing those items that I brought with me
from Europe. She hoped to Americanize me and began this process with my wardrobe.
The wedding was small, and it was performed in he

-bedroom apartment. We were

married by Rabbi Jacobs, the Hillel rabbi. Her mother provided a feast, a beautifully cooked turkey and
trimmings, a bottle of whiskey, a case of soda, and the pièce de résistance, her homemade strudel. We spent one
night in a hotel prior to moving into our apartment, which was a few houses away from the hotel. We ordered
dinner for two to be sent to our room, and with that, our married life began.
For two years, life was tranquil and comfortable. We lived in an efficiency apartment rented to us as a
secretary and mine as a Hebrew school teacher,
we managed very well. In spite of the fact that we wished

I finished college and

established myself somewhere, a year after our marriage, Jean became pregnant.
I finished college with a degree in psychology and went to look for jobs. In 1951, the postwar depression
lingered. It was difficult for someone with a BA in psychology to find a job, especially a stranger whose status
in the United States was not certain. Technically, I was still a visitor. Now that I had completed my studies, I
was expected to go either back to Germany or to another country. I could apply for change of status, from being
a visitor to being an immigrant. Were I to have been granted this change, I would have needed to leave this
country and then reenter as an immigrant. Luckily, under the auspices of President Truman, Congress passed a
law that granted individuals whose homes were behind the iron curtain the right to apply for permanent
residence in the United States. I applied.
But when I submitted my application, I was asked to show my military registration card.
er rebuked me in a stern voice.
. After all, officially I am a visitor in the United States. As a visitor, I am not
requi
pective
So, I did.

,
said the member of the selection board.
I thanked him and left.
A couple of weeks later, I was notified that my military classification was 5A. I knew what 1A was, and
I also knew what 4F was, but what was 5A? I called the draft board, which informed me that 5A meant that I
was classified as a World War II veteran with dependents.
ey will take the women and child
I guess that they considered my Holocaust experience equivalent to being a veteran. This classification
suited me just fine.
On December 17th, Jean gave birth to twin daughters. Like most twins, they were premature and lacked
adequate weight. The problem with the younger of the twins, we learned two days after her birth, was a
disconnected esophagus. This became evident when the nurses tried to feed Stephanie. The formula she was
suckling from the bottle went to her lungs rather than down the esophagus into her stomach. She was born with
an internal deformity called esophageal fistulae. Moreover, by the time of the diagnosis, the milk that had gone
into her lungs had led to the development of pneumonia. What was there to do?
It was late at night just before the Christmas of 1951, and in spite of the cold, I was walking the streets.
e
torments of the Nazis at camp? And now, when I thought I might have some joy, some nachas, of having a

I was informed by the physician that Stephanie must have an operation.
Anthropologists have found a universal phenomenon: When rational solutions to a problem fail or are
tenuous, we turn to nonrational ones. When we lack empirical knowledge to control the world around us, we
nique for
performing this necessary corrective procedure was, in 1951, still in its infancy. We were given less than a

that the surgeon had had to massage it to bring her back to life. I was powerless in this situation. What could I

do besides confront God with my complaints about what I considered this seeming injustice? Had I not been
punished enough, if indeed my past deserved punishment? I never really could accept the biblical dictum that
the sins of a father should be visited unto his progenies, even to the third generation. Confronting God is an old
Jewish tradition. It started with Abraham when he challenged God regarding His proposed destruction of the
cities of Sodom and Gomorrah. In the same traditional vein, Rabbi Levi Yitzchak, the famed Chassidic rabbi
from Berditchev, frequently demanded that God justify His actions. Of course, most people are familiar with
Fiddler on the Roof. But was this all that I could do to help my daughter? I went
back in my memory to my early days in Munkacs.
My infant sister Esther had been dying of pneumonia. It was 1934, long before penicillin was available.
I remembered her lying in her crib in a coma while we awaited the crisis. All was done that could be done.
Although the doctor was there, he was powerless. There were no magic bullets in his case. We were told to
, and my grandfather, a Berditchever Chassid,
sat next to the crib reciting

(the book of Psalms). Candles had been lit and placed at the four posts of the

crib, and strips of red cloth were also tied to the crib posts as protection against the evil eye which, according to
not produced any
alleviation of
crisis and her survival.
Yet, there was one last chance. There was one more magical act that could be performed on her behalf.
My father and I went to the synagogue for morning prayers. There, before the open ark and before the
congregation, my father recited t

ke

Naomi, the daughter of Chayim.
did my father rename her by adding the additional name Naomi? In changing her name, my father hoped to

belief that on Rosh Hashanah (New Year),
is written into the book of life. On the Day of Atonement, the decree is sealed and is final. Therefore, if on Rosh
Hashanah it was decreed and later the decree was sealed that Esther Elyke bat (the daughter of) Chayim should

die, then, this decree does not pertain to Esther Elyke Naomi. With a new name she had become a new person
and not subject to the decree of death imposed on Esther Elyke. The magic worked. My sister lived, only to be
yet a chance to name her in the
synagogue. Before the surgery, I went to the synagogue, and there I named her Chaya Liebe, following the
belief of my youth that her name Chaya, meaning life in Hebrew, would give her life. She lived.

FIFTEEN
Economic Struggles

I graduated with a BA in psychology. The inevitable question that I now faced was, what can I do with a
Bachelor of Arts degree in psychology? My studies of psychology, as pleasant as they were, did not provide me
with any form of training that could help me secure a job even in the best of circumstances. But what could I, an
immigrant and not yet a citizen, do to secure a job, especially during a period of economic depression? I was not
trained for a sales job, nor could I work in accounting or in any manner of business enterprise. Although I was a
college graduate with more than acceptable grades, a major in psychology, and years of experience acquired in
Germany, this did not translate into any acceptable position. I thought that my experiences and training in
Germany would, at least, qualify me for a job in personnel work. I found an advertised position in that field.
The job description associated with the position seemed to require the exact qualifications that I had. Indeed, I
thought, this was precisely the job for me.
I put on my good suit, took the streetcar, and went to a large, nationally known factory. I completed the
necessary forms and was ushered into an office to see an interviewer. We chatted for a while, and I thought that
all was going well.

cannot offer you the position. I see that your father is living in the Soviet Union, and that fact alone makes you a
security risk. As a defense c
How could I be a security risk? In the opinion of those who thought that persons with close relatives
behind the iron curtain were considered security risks, I was considered a security risk, since I might be subject
to blackmail. If I were threatened with harm to my father, I might be induced to spy for the Soviet Union. The
opportunity to start a new life in the United States, to earn a decent income, and especially to work in an area
that I might have enjoyed, was denied to me simply because my father lived in the Soviet Union.

Without employment and with a desperate need for an income, I availed myself of the Jewish
Employment Agency. It had a position for me. I was given an introductory note and was sent to the offices of
the John Hancock Insurance Company to be hired as a prospective insurance agent. I got the job and a draw on
future earnings, which alleviated my immediate need for cash. I was given a brief lecture on selling by the sales
manager of the local office.
How to Win
Friends and Influence People

,

sales manager advised me. The American sal
and other fraternal organizations, become active in them, and in so doing, people will trust you and buy from

Indeed, it was good advice, but I could never overcome my sense of guilt that I was trying to sell
someone an item that he might not need or an insurance policy that was far in excess of what he needed. But
above all else, I always dreaded social situations

mixing with people and having to make friends not because I

liked them but because I wanted to use them. Also, should I have wished to join a synagogue, I could not,
because I lacked the means (as well as the means to join any fraternal organizations or country clubs). My job
with John Hancock did not last long, and soon I was in search of a new position.
I had held other jobs even before I graduated from college. My first job was as a salesclerk in a Jewish
delicatessen. This was simply a summer job between semesters.
In the summer of my third year in America, I took a position as a salesperson in the Broadway Army
Store. The store was located in downtown St. Louis, across from the Old Courthouse at the edge a of rooming
house district. The customers were occasional laborers, people who lived on welfare checks. These were the last
days of small stores, an era when the downtown area was the central business district of the city.
er in my interview for the job.
y

It soon became apparent that I knew very little about pants, shirts, and jackets. The owner was patient
with me, and I learned enough that in the last month of the two and one-half month employment, I sold far more
than my quota and received a bonus in each subsequent paycheck.
After my unsuccessful attempt to sell insurance, I applied for a position as sales manager for a clothing
store owned by the Resnikoff Brothers. The store that I managed

-to-wear

clothing establishment located in Easton, another declining neighborhood in St. Louis. I began working there in
the early fall and stayed through the Christmas of 1951. The next spring the store folded, and I was offered a
new location in Eldon, Missouri, a small town near the Lake of the Ozarks. I gave up my small apartment and
let Leslie and Jean (Stephanie, after three months, was still in the hospital) move in with her mother while I
moved to Eldon and lived in a hotel. I did not keep the position long. I could not be away from my family,
especially when the younger of the twins was expected to come home from the hospital. Three months after her
birth, Stephanie finally came home. I should confess that I did not visit her often while she was in the hospital.
It was not because of my lack of caring or the lack of time. I did not visit her because I just could not look at
that tiny infant attached to myriad of drainage and oxygen tubes. But now this helpless little infant was home.
Her body, marked with scars, was far below the size and weight normal for a three-month-old baby.

down the

just as one might a wounded bird.
A few days after her release from the hospital, we came face to face with the severity of her problem. At
one feeding, we gave her the bottle, and her face suddenly turned purple and blue

she stopped breathing. The

milk did not flow into her stomach. It encountered obstructions in her esophagus and consequently spilled into
her trachea and into her lungs. Holding her upside down by her feet, we slapped her back until the milk from
her lungs trickled out and she began to breathe again. We called an ambulance and rushed her to the hospital.
We were in the ambulance with its siren blasting and its lights flashing, and still there were many cars whose

drivers did not move to the side of the road to make room for the ambulance. There were some who even tried
to pass the ambulance.
The next day, the surgeon who performed the first operation informed us that we had two choices. We
could repeat the operation that she had already endured with a 50/50 chance of survival, or he could insert a

die than have her grow up as a freak.
In accordance with his recommendation, Jean and I opted for the operation rather than certain survival
as a freak. Of course I wanted Stephanie alive, but in my mind, there is a difference between living and merely
existing. To exist includes those who are kept alive but who have no consciousness or ability to fulfill their lives
as human beings. To be alive is to be active, to produce, and above all else, to have the capability to enjoy and
feel life. It was clear to us that growing up with a tube in her stomach would not allow our daughter to develop
and be alive in the fullest sense. We chose to return her to the operating room for a second round of surgery.
Under these conditions, I could not stay away; I resigned my position in Eldon and returned to St. Louis.
I was faced again with the problem, what would I do? How would I earn a living? I was becoming
downwardly mobile both socially and economically. It seemed that I was not suited for any endeavor that I
tried. I was bitter, to say the least. What was I capable of? The stress of needing an immediate income continued
to drive me downward. I accepted a position as a collector of debit insurance.
For those among you who do not know what debit insurance is, let me clarify, it is one step above
legitimate fraud. It is, I believe, an outgrowth of the black ghetto insurance enterprise known as burial
insurance. The company I worked for, one among many such companies inundating black ghettos, sold life
and health insurance, mostly to lower-working-class blacks. Usually, we sold what is known as whole life.
Theoretically, such insurance (as we were instructed to tell the client) serves as a method of saving. If I sold a
policy, it was usually valued at $500, with premiums to be collected either monthly or weekly. I was given a
territory and a leather-bound book in which I had a leaf for each client that indicated the value of the policy, the
amount to be collected, and the best time to collect it.

When I was able to enroll someone for a new policy, I received a certain percent of the monies I
collected and half of the annual premium. For the company, the maintenance of policies for the benefit of the
client was unimportant. Instead, the company benefited to a far greater extent if, after a while, the insured

into the account was forfeited.
. At such times, the debitmen (as we were known)
evening when we began our rounds again.
On the Jewish New Year, when we pray to God for a good life, we include the request that God provide
us with honorable work and sustenance. How well I remember that in the synagogue in Munkacs when such
prayers were recited, people looked to heaven and sighed, reciting Ribono shel olam, Master of the universe,
give us sustenance. We also prayed, not for mere life, but for a high-quality life in which shame and disgrace
were absent. While no work is disgraceful, there is work that is fulfilling and uplifting, and then there is work
that is a dreaded drudge, work that deprives a person of selfDebit work, at least to me, was the latter type. For work to be fulfilling, one must find meaning in the activity.
Selling debit insurance made me ashamed of myself, because I sold a product that was not in the best interest of
the client. These insurance companies, mostly small and local, sought to take advantage of poor, uneducated
people. Moreover, in my own eyes, I was not a good husband and father because I could not provide adequately
with a decent
living standard.
I lived with my wife and two daughters in a one-room basement apartment next to a garage. The place
was infested with roaches. My wife and I slept on a sofa bed, and each morning the noise of starting cars and
the stench of the exhaust fumes permeating the air of our living quarters awakened us.
Even more degrading was the fact that I, a college graduate with a variety of experiences, could not find
work in which I could use my capabilities. There was nothing open to me. Work satisfaction is a relative
phenomenon. Most of the people working in debit insurance, as I did, were quite happy with their jobs. They

had lower expectations of themselves than I did of myself. Most debit-men did not even have a grade-school
education. Because of their lack of education and other skills, collecting insurance premiums was the highest
level of white-collar work they could achieve. Their satisfaction was also the result of their social lives. The gin
games in the afternoons and their association in a relaxing atmosphere with others at the same level made them
quite happy. I was very unhappy not only because the job was demeaning, but also because it did not require
any of my education, intelligence, or skills. Perhaps what was most negative about the job is that it required that
we lie to prospective customers. We were required to tell them the great benefits of insurance when, in fact,
most of them would never enjoy the benefits. I would estimate that more than three-fourths of the insured would
have their policies lapsed. Debit insurance, at least as it was practiced in the 1950s, was unethical and immoral,
because it required that we take advantage of unsuspecting people.
I sought ways to improve my position, to find an occupation with a greater income and that provided
some greater dignity, but often to no avail. On one occasion, a prospective employer was honest with me. I

$10

I took another position, and while it provided me with a greater income, it was one that did not require
education. It was in a commercial laundry. My job consisted of making up packages of linens that were
delivered to hotels and restaurants. The routine of the work was mindless and difficult to take. I left this position
also, still searching for an activity that would make me happy and content.
I tried to become a salesperson of janitorial supplies. It was difficult but bore the possibility of a better
income that would give my family a better and more secure life. Indeed, we moved from the basement into a
two-bedroom apartment to accommodate our third child.
Next, I realized that I could start my own business and, thus, make a larger profit. I started the S&L
Chemical Co., selling soaps, detergents, waxes, insecticides, all forms of cleaning agents, and equipment
needed in the maintenance of office buildings. To supplement my income, I returned to teaching Hebrew at

various synagogues. I also supplemented my income in another way. Each year during the Jewish High
Holidays, I took on the responsibilities of cantor and pseudorabbi in small communities in Illinois. For the
services that I conducted for three days of the holidays, I received $600. In 1957, that was a large sum of
money. The whole family looked forward to this money. My wife had an opportunity to outfit our daughters
with new clothes; thus, the girls never felt deprived at school. Our income had increased so that we could move
into yet a larger apartment located in a nice middle-class neighborhood.
Our lifestyle was improving; our economic condition was better; and yet I knew that business was not

myself t
I did not have to dig into the deepest level of my consciousness to answer this question. Of course, I
wanted to practice medicine, but I knew that my childhood dream could not be achieved. But I could teach, and
through that career, I could enter the world of intellectual pursuits.
Learning, knowing, and seeking answers were always an important part of my being. From childhood
on, I always derived great satisfaction in intellectual and dialectical exercise. Very often, even in my youth with
es. I always took delight in challenging
accepted meanings and ideas in Jewish theology. I always derived satisfaction when I could find a chidush, a
new meaning, a new interpretation for old and accepted ideas. Perhaps my father recognized this trait in me, and
that was why he hoped that I would become a Doctor Rabbiner, a modern rabbi with a Ph.D. in philosophy. I
thought of becoming a rabbi, a modern and reformed one. Toward this end, I applied for admission to the
Hebrew Union College, the Rabbinical College for liberal Judaism.
I had, at least to my mind, fulfilled all the requirements to become a rabbi. Having met some liberal
rabbis, I believed that my training in Jewish studies far exceeded theirs. Indeed, I had more training in the
Talmud, the Bible, Jewish history, and Jewish laws, customs, and rituals than they did. I read and spoke Hebrew
fluently and had great familiarity with modern Jewish literature.
Not long after my application, I received a call that a rabbi and faculty member would be in St. Louis,
and would I visit him at his hotel for an interview? I was excited at the prospect. When the time arrived, I put on

my one and only suit and went for the interview. After the preliminary greetings,
think of Rabbi Isserm
Rabbi Isserman was the senior rabbi at Temple Israel. This temple was an old and established institution
started by Jewish immigrants from Germany. The rabb

reformed approach to

Judaism. For instance, Rabbi Isserman rejected the commemoration of the Purim holiday, for he saw this
holiday as a celebration of violence. He eliminated the bar mitzvah ceremony as an anachronism. Most of the
services were conducted in English. Were it not for the few Hebrew sentences spoken when the Torah was
taken out of the ark, the differences between his services and those in a liberal Presbyterian church would not
have been very great.
lub held its book sale. For the
occasion, a booth was erected in the hall for serving sandwiches and drinks. The first item advertised on the
menu that hung above the booth was roast-pork sandwiches. In our home, we did not follow the rules of
kashruth (keeping kosher). We did, however, for symbolic and not religious reasons, abstain from eating pork. I
fasted on Yom Kippur, and I abstained from eating leaven on Passover. I performed these rituals not because I
feared the wrath of heaven, but because I identified myself as a Jew. I felt that there were certain activities that I
must do if I wished to maintain my identity as a Jew. I am a Jew because I choose to be a Jew, and my
observance of Passover, of all holidays, is the way by which I declare my identity. I observe the rituals of these
holidays because I believe them to be the coin by which I pay for my identity. Because I am a Jew, I do those
things that other Jews do, and in so doing, I am a part of the Jewish collective.
I felt that by rejecting some of the fundamental Jewish rituals, especially the rights of passage, Rabbi
Isserman had crossed a symbolic line that separates Jew from non-Jew. Much of being Jewish, that is, the
maintenance of Jewish identity (especially outside of Israel) is tied to some aspect of religious performance.
Chanukah was tantamount to rejecting his and the
, I questioned his right to be a rabbi

even a reformed rabbi.

But above all, permitting the sale of pork sandwiches in the temple itself I considered to be the betrayal of a

fundamental tenet of Judaism. Of course, this was the judgment of a young person who, in the arrogance of
youth, was sure that he was right.
I had the answer to what I thought about Rabbi Isserman

and the rabbi had been classmates in rabbinical college and were good friends. The interview was soon
concluded, and I was notified that my application had been rejected.

associated with being a rabbi. The burdens
imposed on a rabbi by the congregation and the synagogue board are very demanding. Most of these obligations
arise from what the congregation believes a rabbi should be. Its judgment of the rabbi is not related to matters of
theology, nor to intellectual prowess, nor to speaking abilities, nor ethics and morals. Instead, the rabbi is

of the congregation. The rabbi is not free to follow the beat of his own drum. He must submit to the synagogue
board and surrender his independence. Rabbis in the United States are not leaders; they do not have the
intellectual freedom to pursue their own visions. Instead, rabbis must reflect the theological perspective of their
congregations. Under such conditions, I could not be a rabbi, and in retrospect, I am grateful that I was not
accepted by the Hebrew Union College.
As I was reflecting on my problem, particularly seeking to
combine an activity for which I was suited with what would bring me the greatest happiness, I decided that my
best option was to become a high school teacher. I had some experience in teaching, not only in Hebrew schools
but also in public schools. I frequently was asked to be a substitute teacher in high schools. I began to prepare
by enrolling in a mail-order course at
to sell janitorial supplies from my home, teaching Hebrew school, and occasionally serving as a substitute
teacher.
But after a while, I thought that the best future for me would be to return to graduate school. But what
should I pursue? During my undergraduate studies, I took a class from Professor Paul J. Campisi in social

psychology. I must say that of all my professors, he had the greatest affect on me, and from that, I knew I would
seek an advanced degree in sociology. After ten years, I returned to my alma mater, Washington University, and
I entered the Department of Sociology and asked to see the graduate director. My meeting with him went very
well. After a telephone call to Professor Campisi, who strongly recommended me, I was immediately accepted
into the sociology graduate program. I was excited about my future, and that afternoon I came home earlier than
usual.

she responded.
I was back in the world of intellectualism, of dialogue, of debate, of discourse, and of dialectic. It felt
good to be associated again with the world of ideas. Of course, I was not a full-time student; I still had to
support my family. I gave up my business. To ease our economic situation, my wife secured a full-time position
while I taught Hebrew school, and occasionally I substituted at University City High School in the St. Louis
suburb where we lived. I soon had to face an unpleasant reality; I could not continue my education without
financial help. Tuition at a private university was too expensive for me alone to pay. I applied for a scholarship,
only to be informed that to be eligible for such aid, I needed to become a full-time student. I told the university
official that with three children to support, I could not fulfill that requirement. I was granted a one-semester
tuition-

old

myself. Become a high school teacher. So while simultaneously completing my MA degree, I continued my
work at the University of Missouri correspondence school for a teaching certificate.
Luck, chance, serendipity

these are quite often the conditions that lead to success. I soon learned

success is not solely the consequence of hard work and perseverance. Quite often, in the words of the Andrews
mazel

lounge. I had heard rumors that he was leaving Washington University, but I did not know where he was going

and what position he would occupy. Campisi was not a famous professor. He had not published scholarly
treatises or books, just a few articles. He had been hired right after World War II when there was a dire shortage
of university faculty coupled with a great influx of students who, as a result of the GI Bill of Rights, were
seeking university educations. Having received his Ph.D. from the University of Chicago and having been a
student of G. H. Mead, a most noted social psychologist, he was a great candidate for employment at that time.
I followed him to his office, where he closed the door and sat down. Since I had visited him often, I was
familiar with his office. The place was filled with books, manuscripts, and all manner of publications. It looked
as one expects
I do not know whether you have heard; I am leaving Washington University. I have been offered
the chairmanship of the Department of Sociology at Southern Illinois University in Carbondale (SUI). They
to expand and build a department that will offer a Ph.D. program. They
asked me to recruit good students, and I would like you to follow me there. In fact, I can offer you a graduate
fellowship with free tuition and a stipend of $280 per
Just one-half hour before this event, I had doubted that I could ever earn a doctorate, and I would have to

while thinking how good it would be to have you at SIU. I knew that you needed financial support, so I took the
liberty of approaching the Jewish community and told its leaders about you and your abilities. There is a small
synagogue that serves the area, and they are looking for someone to act as their rabbi and are interested in you.
They are willing to pay you $
I wanted to leave his office and run home to share this fantastic news with Jean.

,
In July of 1961, Campisi moved to SIU where he assumed the chairmanship of the department. A few
weeks later, I drove to Carbondale to visit the university and, at the same time, to meet with the synagogue
board. The synagogue, Beth Shalom, was small and beautiful. I met with a committee, and we came to an

agreement. I would begin my tasks there on a part-time basis that same year. I would come to Carbondale to
conduct the High Holidays and also for a few other holidays. It was a very congenial group. I saw that it would
be easy to please both the committee and the congregation.
That fall I received a scholarship from Washington University. Taking a few extra courses would assure
the completion of my m
paper as the final requirement for the degree. At the same time, I was also offered a temporary position at Harris
Teachers College to teach two introductory courses, an introductory sociology course and a course in social
problems. The income from this and from teaching Hebrew school was more than adequate to live on. Jean
resigned her position and returned to taking care of our children and the house.
I felt that it would be a matter of courtesy to inform the director of the St. Louis Hebrew Schools that I
would be leaving my position, after having taught for him for a number of years. I was indeed quite surprised at
the response of Dr. Fish, the director of the community Hebrew school. He tried to dissuade me from going.
Behind his negative attitude towards my plan
to finish my advanced degree, I believe that there was an element of jealousy in his remarks. After all, when I
received my degree and became a professor, academically I would have achieved more than he had, or could
have achieved.
is made up. I am
In July, Jean, the children, and I drove to Carbondale to locate living quarters. Carbondale is a very
small town. It took not more than a five-minute drive to traverse the township. There were no apartments, but
we located a spacious three-bedroom, two-bathroom house for rent, and I put a down payment towards the first
month.
Back in St. Louis, we began packing. I located an independent mover who agreed to relocate our
possessions inexpensively. We were set for the change in our lives. I had enough money to pay the rent, the
mover, and

my first paycheck in October.

A week before I was to leave, I received a phone call from the head of the Jewish Federation of
Southern Illinois. I agreed to visit him at his offices in East St. Louis. Since I was going to Carbondale, he

suggested that I also assume a part-time position as advisor to the Jewish students on campus. I was to organize
a small Jewish student union. I accepted the position. It added another $75 each month to my income. The three
part-time positions combined to a monthly income of over $650. I would, the congregation assured me, earn
additional income from conducting various ceremonies and would teach both bar and bat mitzvah students. I
felt economically secure, and with this income that was greater than the income of most assistant professors, I
knew that Jean and the children were secure. And, I could continue to do what I loved

pursue a career in

academia.
When the day for the move arrived, I helped to load the truck. We were on our way to a new city and,
we hoped, to a new life. The hard days of the past, the torment of meaningless and underpaid work, was (I
firmly believed) to be a condition of the past.
We settled in the new house, which was less than a block away from the public school. My youngest
daughter, Karen, made friends easily, and soon we had neighbor children running in and out of our house. One
day, Karen and her friends rushed in the house and went directly to the china cabinet. She pointed to the various
Judaic objects displayed there, such as the Seder plate, the menorah, and other Jewish ritual objects, and
, because her statement indicated to me that she
was proud of her people and heritage.
I began courses that were seemingly far less demanding when compared with those at Washington
University. I also began to teach an introductory sociology course. I was prepared for the course. After all, I had
spent a whole year at Harris Teachers College teaching the same course, and I brought along all my notes and
exam questions. Most important, my preparation to teach various sociology courses was perhaps the best
exercise in enhancing my own knowledge of the field. Teaching served me well when I took my Ph.D.
comprehensive examinations.
The most difficult part of my life in Carbondale was performing as a rabbi. This was not due to my lack
of knowledge. I was well versed in the Talmud, and I did not have any problems with reading the Torah or with
performing the services and rituals. In the three years as a rabbi, my problem was always trying to fulfill other
ing a place for all Jews.

At the same time, the members of the board expected that everyone would conform to its traditional view of
Judaism. For instance, we used prayer books published by the conservative movement. Only men were honored
by being called to the Torah, and all men had to cover their heads during services. These practices were
observed in spite of the fact that the synagogue sought to serve all Jews in a thirty-mile radius, regardless of
theological perspective. In reality, this was not true, for the board wished to make the members and all who
attended the services conform to traditional customs. Among the synagogue members, there was one family that
also belonged to a Reform temple in St. Louis. Mr. F., who owned a factory nearby and who lived in
Carbondale, was committed to a Reform theology. Reform temples in those days, unlike traditional synagogues,
insisted that men sit bareheaded during services. Mr. F. insisted that when he attended services, he would do so
bareheaded, which violated o
The treasurer of the synagogue ca
cover his head when attending services; otherwise, we will reject him and not allow him to be a part of our

Although I was brought up in an Orthodox home, I also felt that in a small town, we must permit people
to follow their own beliefs and traditions in practicing their religion. Judaism, I told the treasurer, emphasizes
the idea of echod, oneness and unity. Most problems in the history of the Jewish people, such as the destruction
of the Temple and the d

a sin

in the sight of God, I told the treasurer, then I would ask God to charge me with it.
Of course this answer did not suit him. I know my answer was terse and flippant, but I felt angry at his
small-mindedness.
In turn, the treasurer, who incidentally was the most affluent in the congregation, responded by
threatening
e
did not know what my answer meant. All I wanted to do was to give him an enigmatic answer and let him
search out its meaning.

One task that I liked to perform weekly, although it required a great amount of mental effort, was to
deliver the sermon. Most often I took a p
show its significance in modern life. In so doing, I increased my skill in developing theoretical explanations,
which also enhanced my skills in the field of sociology. Sermons, the kind that I delivered, were explanatory
treatises. I was seeking meaning about the ideas that are central to Jewish moral development. I came to
recognize the importance, and even the superiority, of justice as a moral infrastructure over other ideals such as
love and care. My interest in the Jewish roots of morality has since become both a theological and sociological
problem with which I have been preoccupied for the greatest part of my academic life. The stress of being a
rabbi, including my attempts to please the congregation and the three years I spent searching for meaningful
sermon topics, in addition to the stress of pursuing a degree, took a toll on my emotional state. By the end of the
third year, I chose to leave Carbondale, even though I was offered, at least financially, a very lucrative position
there.

Jewish/Christian relationships. Briefly, Christian ministers perceive America as a Christian country in which
other religions are to be tolerated but not taken into account or be of concern. For the most part, in my
relationship with the local ministers, I never experienced overt hostility either to me or to the Jewish
community. To the contrary, they were very courteous to me. But at the same time, they never took account of
my presence when we were together for official activities, either as a Jew or as the community rabbi. My
presence among them in my role as a rabbi went unnoticed. I was the invisible person. Most often, I felt that I
was merely tolerated, because toleration of other religions is a part of the value system of the American
democracy. Indeed, I was invited to be part of the association of university ministers, yet my views concerning
whether any proposed program might be acceptable from a Jewish point of view were never solicited. I was
tolerated as one tolerates an inconsequential person.
The following incident may perhaps illustrate what I mean. I received an invitation to attend a breakfast
meeting where all the religious leaders involved with students on campus were to meet and discuss common
issues. There were representatives from all Christian denominations. I was the only non-Christian. When I

entered the room, I introduced myself to all, indicating that I represented both the local Jewish community as
acting rabbi and as the director of the Hillel House, the Jewish student association. We chatted informally, and
when it came time for breakfast to be served, one of the ministers who organized the event said,
Mathew,

was present and my

beliefs differed appreciably from the others in the room, he either disregarded me or felt that I did not matter.
Instead of offering a prayer in which he might have evoked the blessing of God, which would have been
acceptable to all, he asked the blessing in the name of Christ. I am quite sure that he did not do this out of
malice. I think it just never entered his mind that such a prayer might not be acceptable to all in the room. I said
nothing. But when the plate of bacon and eggs was served to me, I loudly requested the waitress to remove the
any attention to my statement.
Much later in my career, I experienced another incident at a Georgia Sociological Association meeting.
When the professor of sociology on whose campus the meeting was held

who was also a Christian minister

concluded his gra

multiculturalism. I stood up and asked

Bill!

I know that my response may have been rude, but I had had enough of being the invisible Jew and not being
taken into account.
One of the frequent issues that I had to face was the growth of intermarriage both among the children of
the members of the congregation and among the students. I realized that the low rate of endogamy so
characteristic in the 1930s and 40s was changing. There had been a steady increase in Jewish/Christian
intermarriages nationwide, but the problem (and it is perceived as a problem by Jews) was most acute in small
towns and college campuses. The reason for this phenomenon is related to three factors. First and foremost is
the nature of small towns, where the low numbers of young Jewish women and men does not permit wide
selection of dates. When I was in Carbondale, there were only two Jewish young men and four young women
between sixteen and eighteen years of age. The absence of Jews as potential dates necessitated interreligious

dating. I have talked to a number of parents about interreligious dating and possible marriage. Their views
reflected the changes of times and values.
One father summarized a perspective most common to all smallthat my son ma
There were a number of men who married Christian women who joined the synagogue, attended
services, and were heavily involved in the Jewish community. On occasions they even taught Sunday school,
but they never officially converted. There were an additional two reasons for the relatively high rate of
interreligious dating among students

propinquity and secularism.

On campus, Jewish students came in frequent contact with non-Jews. Jewish students on the campus did
not keep themselves separate from non-Jews. Most Jewish students put their identities as secular Americans
first and as Jews second. The separatism that was characteristic among Jews when they lived in self-imposed
ghettos began fading with their move from the city to the suburbs. Most Jewish students on campus came from
middle-class suburban families. They attended high schools where they were the numerical minorities, and they
shed the need of keeping themselves apart from non-Jews. The campus provided additional freedom from
parents, which added to a sense of freedom to associate widely. There is a sociological law that proposes that
the greater the association among individuals, the more likely it is that such associations will lead to sentiment.
Indeed, relationships among Jewish students, mostly males, frequently led to sentiment and the desire to
intermarry.
In my capacity as both the head of the Hillel group and the pseudorabbi for the community, I was often
visited by many young Christian women regarding their hopes of marrying the young Jewish men they dated. It
seems that many young Jewish men still made conversion to Judaism a prerequisite for marriage. They came to
talk to me about conversion. While I did not have the authority to convert anyone, still I could explain the
conversion process and the Jewish belief system. Of course I was aware that according to Halachaic law,
conversion solely for purposes of marriage was not considered a genuine, adequate motive. Such a convert, for
instance, would not be said to follow the path of becoming a Ger Tzedek, a righteous convert. Nonetheless, I felt
that it was my duty to enlighten these women about what Judaism is and what it requires of converts.

know Jews do not believe in the divinity of Christ. Would you be able to reject this belief that you

All of them informed that this would not be any problem.
cept the divinity of Christ, you
also would have to g
, I cannot have

The rejection of their childhood dreams and memories of good times and presents was more than they
could accept.
I did not want to tell them that many Jews celebrate Chanukah as a quasi-Christmas. After all, if one is
to covert, one should accept the true Jewish creeds and not some modified form. If there was anything that kept
Christian women from converting, it was the fear of the loss of Christmas more so than their fear of parental
disapproval.
In the summer of 1964, I received a call from the chairman of the Department of Criminal Justice.
, who is the head of the federal prison system, has a problem, and I know you can
Alexander when he chaired the Department of Criminal Justice at SIU before he was
selected to head the federal prison system.
What was the problem? About fifteen miles from Carbondale, in Marion, Illinois, the federal
government had built a maximum-security prison. Among the 460 inmates were 7 Jewish prisoners who felt
discriminated against because they were not afforded the opportunity to participate in Jewish religious services.
The Baptist minister in charge of religious services had offered to conduct Jewish services.
,
The idea that the federal government was discriminating against a Jewish minority felt threatening to

Since there were no services on the Sabbath in the synagogue in Carbondale, I felt free to offer my
services to the prisoners. I did not do it for the money. The $20 per service, three times a month, hardly paid for
the gas and the effort that it took to drive there. Moreover, by spending the Sabbath morning in Marion, I was
depriving my family of the little time I could give them.
I went to the prison because I felt a moral obligation to do so. It was important to me that I provide these
Jewish prisoners a relationship with their heritage. In my view, when I offered the inmates Jewish services and
something to enhance their Jewish spirit, I was fulfilling the moral commandment of freeing the imprisoned.
They were grateful that I came, especially one person who had not practiced his faith outside, but now he
wanted to recite Kaddish every week for his mother who had recently died. Under the guise of ritual food, I
would bring them c
congregants and came each Sabbath to service.
These few Jewish inmates represented various types of felons. There was one young person who was
imprisoned for transporting stolen cars across a state line; another, for bogus checks; then there was one who
had violated the Mann Act by transporting women across the state line for immoral purposes. The most violent
felon, about whom the others cautioned me, was a member of the Jewish Mafia, Murder, Inc. The prisoners
were grateful for my participation in their lives and gave me insight into prison life in a federal institution.
I also made friends with the Catholic priest who was employed by the federal government. The
relationship between the priest and the Baptist minister, who was in charge of religious activities in the prison,
was somewhat strained. The latter wanted to exercise his authority over the priest, who felt that he should be
given complete autonomy in his relationship with his parishioners. I often had lunch with the priest, at which
time, I listened to his problems and offered some advice on how to overcome the attempts by others to exercise
bureaucratic authority over him.
In the spring of 1964, I passed my comprehensive examination and submitted my proposal for my
dissertation, which was then accepted by my committee. I now gained a new status

I was an ABD

that is, I

had completed all the requirements for my Ph.D. except the dissertation. I began collecting the data for my
research, a sociological study of Jews in small towns. By the spring of 1965, I had completed the first draft of

the dissertation and was faced with the decision of whether to stay in Carbondale or to leave for a position at
another school. In Carbondale, SIU offered me a position as lecturer, to teach one course and supervise a
dormitory. Were I to accept this position, I would receive a salary of $6,000 for nine months, an apartment in
the dorm, and cafeteria food for my whole family. I could also retain my position as community rabbi.
Financially, this was a very lucrative offer. I had, however, had enough of the difficult task of being a rabbi. I
felt it was time that I turn my attention entirely to my chosen profession. After visiting different schools, I
accepted a position as an assistant professor at Memphis State University. In retrospect, this decision served me
well in the long run, and finally I felt that I knew where I was going. In August, we moved into a rented house
in Memphis, and I started to ready myself for my reconstructed life. I became what my father had hoped for me,
a professor whose interest was also Judaism.
It took me two years to complete my writing and to defend my dissertation. In 1966, I passed my
defense, and soon I was officially awarded a Ph.D. With my degree in hand, I was promoted to associate
professor. Three years later, I was invited to become the chair of sociology at Georgia State University, and I
was promoted to professor.

