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It was the most successful Jewish
ad campaign of all time — but who
was the model?

Culture

By Andrew Silverstein

 

You don’t have to be Jewish to love Levy’s rye bread ads.

Duane Blue Spruce of the Laguna and Ohkay-Owingeh Pueblo tribes keeps a copy of a
Levy’s ad pinned to his office wall at the Smithsonian National Museum of the American
Indian in Lower Manhattan, where he works as a facilities planning coordinator.

Blue Spruce, 60, would seem to be an unlikely admirer of the ads featuring non-Jewish
New Yorkers of all ethnicities and ages happily feasting on rye. The posters, which ran in
New York City from 1961 into the 1970s, look more like kitsch decoration behind a deli
counter than wall art for a Native American museum administrator. But Blue Spruce is
more interested in the model in this particular ad than the iconic tagline: “You don’t have
to be Jewish to love Levy’s real Jewish Rye.”

The model is an older Native American man. He squints out from under a cowboy hat with
a feather sticking out. He’s just had a bite of a sandwich and is starting to crack a smile like
a blissful tribal elder.

“He‘s like an old acquaintance,” Blue Spruce told me over Zoom from his office.
Blue Spruce never met the man, nor does he know his name, but he remembers the ad
from when he was growing up on Staten Island in the 60s and 70s. A kid with an unusual
last name, he felt disconnected from his Irish and Italian-American classmates.

When he went on the subway, he was greeted by the massive Levy’s ads with archetypes
of stereotypical New Yorkers: an Italian nonna, an African-American boy and a Chinese
man, among others, all breaking bread. And then there was the Native American.

“Seeing this Native person included in this very popular ad campaign made me feel like oh, 
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he and Native people by extension are accepted as real New Yorkers,” Blue Spruce
recalled.

He wasn’t alone in connecting with the ads. The tagline, by legendary copywriter Judith
Protas, instantly entered the modern vernacular. The ads became pre-internet memes,
widely parodied and copied. Posters sold nationwide, and Levy’s became New York’s top-
selling rye.

“It is one of the top 10 campaigns in terms of advertising and brand recognition in the 20th
century,” graphic designer Sean Adams, who wrote the book “How Design Makes Us
Think,” told me over the phone.

Even if you weren’t around for the ad campaign, you’ve probably seen a Levy’s ad shared
as a nostalgic social media post or dissected in a marketing textbook. Or you might have
spotted one on the wall of any number of museums, including the Smithsonian American
Art Museum in Washington.

There were many variations, including a Japanese schoolboy, a frocked choir boy, and even
an aged Buster Keaton. But most likely you’ve seen the one with the Native American
model.

In 1961, the campaign was a breakthrough. In an era when brands still hid their Jewish
identities, Levy’s did more than lean into their Jewishness, they overstated it. After all, rye
bread isn’t exclusively Jewish.

And decades before diversity was a corporate buzzword, the campaign by the firm Doyle
Dane Bernbach (DDB) was one of the first to be racially inclusive. In an era when billboards
and magazines almost always featured white suburban families, people took notice.

Malcolm X, on a 1964 photoshoot for Now! magazine, told Civil Rights activist and
photographer Laurence Henry, “Take my photo next to this ad.” He posed below the photo
of an African-American child munching on Levy’s. “I like it,” he said.

But as is often the case, what was once forward-thinking became outdated. The Asian
martial artist karate-chopping a loaf of bread and an Irishman typecast as a cop now feel
like cheap tropes. That we should assume the African-American and Asian models aren’t
Jewish is just wrong. You don’t have to be white to be Jewish.

Looking closely at the Native American man in the ad, you can see that the black pigtails 
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are a wig, part of a costume, along with the cowboy hat and the feather. Worse, there’s an
art world rumor that he wasn’t actually Native American at all.

At the Poster House, a New York museum, the ad served as an example of modernism in a
recent exhibit on the pioneering design firm Push Pin Studios. The museum label read:
“Some involved with the campaign claim the actual model was an Italian shoe shiner
‘discovered’ in Grand Central Station and dressed up for the part.”

Even if the bread ad isn’t a case of “red face,” it feels stale. Blue Spruce gave me a
counter-example of Native portraiture in an ongoing exhibit he worked on. It features life-
size photos of five Mohawk ironworkers in their hard hats and work attire. No feathers, no
braids. They’re depicted as full members of modern America, not exotic relics of a dying
culture.

Still, in 2006, Blue Spruce included the Levy’s ad in a New York-themed book for the
museum called “Mother Earth, Father Skyline,” noting that it was “a groundbreaking
campaign” in terms of inclusiveness.

At the time, The New York Times reported on Blue Spruce trying to track down the model’s
identity, not because he doubted that he was Native American. Based on the cowboy hat,
he guessed he was Navajo. He wanted to give the man due credit and learn how he felt
about the photoshoot.

The only thing known about the Native man was that Howard Zieff, the photographer for
DDB, roamed the streets of New York searching for just the right faces. “We wanted
normal-looking people, not blond, perfectly proportioned models,” Zieff, who went on to
direct movies including “My Girl,” told The New York Times in 2002.

“I saw the Indian on the street; he was an engineer for the New York Central,” Zieff, who
died in 2009, said. The African-American child he found in Harlem, and the Chinese man
worked at a Midtown restaurant. “They all had great faces, interesting faces, expressive
faces.”

Still, despite his efforts, Blue Spruce couldn’t identify the man.“This picture shares an
unfortunate characteristic with earlier photographs of Indians,” he wrote in the caption.
“the name is hard to trace.”

So, Who Was That Levy’s Rye Bread Model Anyway?
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I decided to take a stab at solving the mystery of the man in the photo. His story deserves
to be told and by telling it, maybe we could better understand what the ad means today. I
hoped he was actually Native American.

It would be tragic if he was an Italian shoe shiner, a repeat of “the crying Indian” from the
1970s anti-litter commercial, who was actually Italian-American. But then again, if he
turned out to be Jewish, that would be tragically funny.

Since 2006, the internet has revealed additional clues as to the man’s identity. A 2019
comment by a distant relative on the typography website Fonts in Use described him as a
“Penobscot Indian.” I took that info to the very active online forums of retired railmen and
train enthusiasts who identified him as Joseph Stanley Attean who, yes, was a member of
the Penobscot Nation of Maine. At the time of the photo, in 1961, he was 64 years old and
living in the South Bronx.

I confirmed this with more help from the forums. They led me to an obscure photo book
about the New Haven Railroad that shows Attean in 1966 and mentions the Levy’s ad in
the caption. I also found former co-workers and a family member.

That he was a train engineer as the photographer Zieff claimed is hidden in plain sight. If
you look past the pastrami sandwich and the pigtails in the ad, you can see Attean’s denim
railroad jumper and red bandana around his neck. According to Joe MacMahon, a 78-year-
old retired engineer who began working on the railroad with Attean in 1965, the Native
man was one of the last railmen to wear the old-school railroad outfits — a throwback to
when he started as a fireman stoking coal in steam locomotives in Maine during World War
I.

I reached out to the Penobscot tribal historian James Francis, who knew nothing of the
Levy’s ad or Joseph S. Attean. The name, however, grabbed his attention. “The Attean
family was our chief bloodline,” he said.

A century earlier, Joseph S. Attean would have been chief of the Penobscot Nation. Instead,
he was living in New York, posing in the costume of a Hollywood version of an Indian.

He was the eldest male descendent of the last hereditary chief of the tribe, Joseph Attean.
His namesake and great-uncle is a household name among the 2,400 members of the
Penobscot tribe. He died a hero in 1870, saving the lives of others in a boating accident
during a log drive on the Penobscot River.
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The first Joseph Attean and the engineer’s great-grandfather Joseph Polis were guides for
the American naturalist Henry David Thoreau. The author’s 1864 book “Maine Woods”
chronicles his time with the two men paddling birch bark canoes, hunting moose and
fishing trout.

Still, Joseph S. Attean’s great-nephew Phillip Attean didn’t learn about the ad until he saw
it in his high school sociology textbook in the late 1970s, shortly before the rye bread
model died in 1982 at the age of 85. “He had kind of a pseudo-celebrity lifestyle. I never
realized it until later on in life,” said Phillip Attean who more recently discovered other
instances of his great-uncle in the spotlight.

Three years before the Levy’s ad, in 1958, Joseph S. Attean appeared on the TV game show,
“To Tell The Truth,” which featured individuals with unique jobs and unusual backstories.
I found Attean’s episode on YouTube. In his full railroad uniform with corduroy engineer
hat and overalls, timetable sticking out of his jacket breast pocket, he displays what Phillip
calls a “dry sense of humor.” He makes the audience laugh as he deadpans a one-liner
about New Haven trains running late.

More interesting is the prepared statement detailing the Penobscot man’s life story
narrated by the show host: “I worked in lumber camps, and each spring was part of the
crew that drove the logs down the river to the mill.”

Attean’s life was like his father’s and past ancestors until the age of 21. Census and other
government records show that he was born in 1896 and lived on the reservation Indian
Island. After high school, he married a Penobscot woman who stayed at home weaving
baskets like his mother had, while he worked as a lumberman.

Joseph S. Attean escaped the hard, dangerous work on the river that killed his ancestor by
finding employment on the railroad in 1918. According to Francis, it was common for the
men to leave Indian Island for work. It wasn’t just a way to escape poverty on the
reservation, but in the years before the Indian Citizen Act of 1924, it could mean gaining
the right to vote and other basic civil rights.

At first, like many other Penobscot men, Attean maintained a house and family on the
reservation. But after his young daughter died of tuberculosis in 1921, he moved to the
Bronx permanently. He’d divorce and remarry twice. Three of his brothers would follow him
to the New Haven Railroad, where he would eventually rise to become an engineer.

“He was well respected by everybody and a bit of a celebrity amongst the railroad workers, 
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especially after the Levy’s ad,” said MacMahon, who remembered co-workers sometimes
called him by his Native American honorific, Chief Gray Squirrel.

How To Market a Jewish Bread to White Bread America

In 1949, the Henry S. Levy Bakery had a problem. New York’s tenement-dwelling, rye and
pumpernickel-eating Jews were moving to the suburbs and discovering the wonders of
Wonder bread. Levy’s had been a staple of Brooklyn since 1888, but sales were starting to
sag.

The bakery approached DDB, then a Jewish startup on WASP-dominated Madison Avenue.
Agency founder Bill Bernbach, who would go onto create the Volkswagen “Think Small” ad
and the Little Mikey commercial for Life Cereal, handled the account. Instead of trying to
buck the trend of Jewish assimilation, he began marketing the rye bread to white bread
America.

How DDB went about it would change how Jewish Americans saw themselves. In the
1950s, unless Jewish brands were selling only to Jews, they hid their Jewish identities in the
same way Greenbergs became Greenes to advance their careers. Bernbach suggested
changing the brand name from Levy’s Real Rye to Levy’s Real Jewish Rye. But according to
what ad executive Bob Levenson wrote in “Bill Bernbach’s Book,” the Levy’s president was
hesitant.

“There are still a lot of antisemitic people around. Why rub their nose into it?” the executive
asked. To which the Jewish mad man responded, “For God’s sake, your name is Levy’s.
They’re not going to mistake you for High Episcopalian.”

Once the “You Don’t Have to Be Jewish to Love Levy’s” campaign went viral, Hebrew
National followed suit in 1965, advertising kosher hot dogs to non-Jews with the slogan
“We answer to a Higher Authority.” Like Levy’s, they embraced Jewish ethnic and religious
difference as a selling point.

In the 1960s, non-Jewish Americans didn’t just discover the kosher aisle, but also Jewish
culture. Philip Roth, Saul Bellow, and Bernard Malamud’s books became best-sellers and a
shtetl musical was the biggest hit on Broadway.

Historians believe the Levy’s ads did more than ride the wave of philosemitism. “In the
years following the campaign, rates of Jewish intermarriage climbed steadily, registering
widespread acceptance of Jews as intimates of non-Jews,” states the multi-volume series 
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“City of Promises: A History of the Jews of New York,” edited by Deborah Dash Moore.

For Angelina Lippert, the chief curator of the Poster House, using Jewishness to mass-
market a product was revolutionary. However, she’s less impressed by the diversity of the
models. “That’s interesting because that’s usually not something highlighted in ads at the
time,” she said, “But those are still stereotypes.”

‘I’d Like To Teach the World To Eat Rye Bread’

It’s important not to give too much credit to Madison Avenue. DDB was selling packaged
rye bread, not marching on Washington. In 1965, American Indian advocates forced the
firm to remove a Calvert Whiskey ad with a yelping firewater-loving Sioux chief.

Still, even small steps are important. When I revealed to Lippert that Attean was a Native
American and not Italian, she gave DDB credit. “That’s even more progressive than most
companies were at that time,” she said.

Adams has taught the ads at the ArtCenter College of Design in California not just as an
example of “bumping outside your audience,” but as a shift away from the 1950s
monoculture of conformity. “It just sent a message: ‘It’s OK to be different.’”

For Adams, the Levy’s campaign set the stage for more inclusive marketing. “It’s the
precursor to the 1971 Coca-Cola commercial ‘I’d like to teach the world to sing’” the
professor said in reference to the iconic ad of multiracial youth singing on a hilltop which
was featured in the finale of “Mad Men.”

He agrees that the ads perpetuate stereotypes, but he doesn’t find them demeaning. The
tight close-ups on the smiling faces humanize the subject. The Cooper Black font is
uplifting. The ads are playful visual puns. All things that he believes add up to a successful
ad without crossing the line into something offensive.

“The copy asks me to do some work. It relies on the viewer’s cultural knowledge,”
explained Adams. “And the final takeaway is a sense of humor and success. ‘Oh, I get it,
the policeman must be Irish.’”

As a kid, Blue Spruce understood that. “They’re not poking fun at the individual,” he
explained. “The person in the ad is in on the joke.”

Keeping a Heritage Alive
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Phillip Attean remembers living with his grandfather Elmer, also a New Haven engineer,
and his great-uncle Joe in the Bronx in the 1960s.

The 62-year old systems analyst at a Minnesota hospital said his family, as “urban
Indians,” would seek ways to express their Native American identities in public. Photos
survive of Joseph S. Attean in a headdress presenting a tomahawk at the 1945
commissioning of the naval ship USS Indian Village. His brother Elmer, under the name
Chief Black Hawk, led reenactments of tribal rituals at the short-lived 1960s Bronx
amusement park Freedomland and the 1964 World’s Fair.

The entire family, including Joseph S., would join in on the performances that Phillip
described as “a bit Hollywood hokey.” Only the drumming and singing was traditional
Penobscot. The dancing and costumes were improvised in the style of western Native
Americans.

It wasn’t just because they were trying to meet the expectations of a white audience.
Members of the Penobscot nation had lost their culture through forced assimilation
starting in the 1880s. “They were forbidden to speak the language, they were forbidden to
practice any of their traditional dancing and so on,” Phillip said of his grandparent’s
generation.

Similar performative pow wows for tourists took place on the Penobscot reservation
starting in the 1930s. According to Francis, the pageants were rooted in the turn of the
century exploitative Wild West Shows. By staging their own culture, the Penobscots did
more than just bring in tourist dollars to the poor community. They provided an outlet to
be openly Native at a time of deep racism. “It didn’t matter that they were wearing
western-style headdresses. They were just expressing how proud they were to be Native
Americans,” said Francis.

It’s easy to see how Native Americans performing as themselves for white audiences could
become exploitative, even if they do so willingly.

I discovered a 1962 Kellogg’s ad that is a riff on the Levy’s poster from the previous year.
The ad, by the agency Leo Burnett, also has a Native American in a cowboy hat with a
feather and long black pigtails, but this time he’s not smiling. He’s grimacing and holding a
box of Corn Flakes. The tag line, “No trade ‘em for Manhattan,” is clearly poking fun at the
model. The model is also Joseph S. Attean.

Phillip Attean has a copy of his great-uncle’s Levy’s ad hanging in the house he keeps on 
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Indian Island. For him, the image is proof that his grandfather and great-uncle never forgot
their Native heritage, despite efforts to stamp it out. But the costume is also a reminder
that they were seen as the last vestiges of Native Americans, not everyday people. He
recalled a bittersweet conversation he had with his grandfather before his death.

“We were talking about being Indian,” he remembered, adding that his grandfather told
him, “never let that part of you die, and whenever you have a chance, share it with other
people.’”
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The Anne Frank play that was too
dark, honest and Jewish for
Broadway

Culture

By Lauren Markoe

 

In 1955, a decade after Anne Frank perished at Bergen-Belsen, “The Diary of Anne Frank”
opened on Broadway.

It won the Pulitzer Prize, a Tony Award and the New York Drama Critics Circle award for
best play. It would be produced all over the world, and adapted into a movie that was
nominated for eight Oscars and won three, helping to make the Jewish teenager the
Holocaust’s most well-known victim.

Perhaps more than the diary itself, published three years earlier, the theatrical version of
“The Diary of Anne Frank” gently introduced a subject many preferred to avoid. The play’s
most quoted line, uttered by Anne, is shockingly hopeful: “In spite of everything, I still
believe that people are really good at heart.”

But there was another play, a darker and more Jewish adaptation of her diary, one truer to
Anne’s words. Few have seen it.

Written by Meyer Levin, a Jewish journalist and author who spent the post war years in
Europe and had won the trust of Otto Frank — Anne’s father and the only member of her
immediate family to survive — the play was performed in Israel in 1966 by The Soldiers
Theater, part of the Israeli Defense Forces, and a few other times for mostly small
audiences.

Those enlisted to bring Anne Frank to Broadway had read Levin’s play. Cheryl Crawford,
the first producer attached to the project, considered it “too faithful” to the diary.

The story of Levin’s script, and its rejection by the New York theater and publishing worlds
and Otto Frank himself, is the subject of another piece of theater, Rinne Groff’s 
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“Compulsion or The House Behind.” This semi-fictional play about the Levin play debuted
off-Broadway more than 10 years ago at The Public Theater starring Mandy Patinkin. It’s
currently in the middle of a run at Washington’s Theater J.

Groff named the play “Compulsion” to refer to themes it shares with Levin’s bestselling
1956 novel of the same name, about the Leopold and Loeb murders. She gave it a second
title, “The House Behind,” to refer to the Frank’s hiding place, distinguish the play from
Levin’s book, and highlight its concern with the story behind the story. “This is just a
backstage drama,” she said.

That drama — divided into two acts, the first mostly set in New York, the second in Israel —
probes the psyche of an author desperate to see his most beloved work performed on
stage. Levin had chronicled the lives of Holocaust survivors in Europe, and as they made
their way to Palestine. He believed that only a victim could capture the Holocaust’s epic
horror. After reading her diary in 1950, he decided that this victim was Anne. “Here was the
voice I had been waiting for,” he wrote in “In Search,” his 1950 autobiography, “The voice
from the mass grave.”

Levin’s play included several passages from the diary in which Anne contemplates
antisemitism, and the plight of the Jews. Their absence from the Broadway hit, written by
Frances Goodrich and Albert Hackett, incensed him. In “Compulsion,” Groff renames Levin
“Sid Silver,” and builds a character consumed by rage. Everyone involved in the Broadway
production is an antisemite to him, even Otto Frank, whom Levin actually sued, alleging
plagiarism.

Voice from the grave

Literally hanging over the struggle in “Compulsion” over who gets to tell her story is Anne
herself, who appears in the play as a marionette, visiting from the dead. Those skeptical of
the idea of puppets in theater for adults may well feel differently after watching how Anne,
pulled by strings, becomes an apt metaphor in a play about people fighting to control her
legacy.

Puppet Anne Frank moves fluidly and hauntedly, wrapping her arms around human actors
and cuddling up to them in bed. She is melancholy, provocative and, unlike Anne the
diarist, fully aware that she lived her last months in Auschwitz and Bergen-Belsen. Voiced
offstage, she declares: “Everyone likes me better dead.”

But Anne won’t weigh in on the central question of “Compulsion.” As she declares at the 
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beginning of Act 1: “I don’t own the copyright.”

Silver, to his torment, doesn’t own it either. “Compulsion” pits him against two publishing
executives — one of them Jewish — who shepherd the first English edition of Anne’s work,
“The Diary of a Young Girl” into print. They eventually dismiss Silver as a narcissistic
crackpot, but not before reminding him that, though an accomplished writer, he has no
bona fides as a playwright or legal right to Anne’s words.

Miss Mermin, the Jewish editor, who is Anne’s exact age but grew up safe from the Nazis,
prides herself on introducing the world to Anne’s diary, the work that has also made her
career. She’s played by an actress who also plays Silver’s wife, a writer in her own right
who loves her husband deeply, but sees how his compulsion threatens their marriage,
family and his career. Anne is your “mistress,” Mrs. Silver tells her husband.

Current events

The second act of “Compulsion” moves the drama to the one place that Silver decides he
can take control of his life and Jews can take control of their history: Israel. In Tel Aviv — as
Levin did in 1966, before Otto Frank shut it down — Silver stages his version of the play,
copyright be damned.

“Why is it irrational to believe that here in Israel, I can control my own fate?” he asks. After
the Holocaust, he suggests, Jews have earned the right not to follow rules that have so
often persecuted them.

Miss Mermin is not so sure. As she defends her efforts to popularize the diary, she also
questions Israel, remarking that the new Jewish state has not signed the Nuclear Non-
Proliferation Treaty.

The question of who controls Anne’s story in “Compulsion” raises larger ones — who gets
to frame the history and meaning of the Holocaust? Who gets to judge the Jewish state?
The questions persist.

Less than a week into the run of “Compulsion” at Theater J, Whoopi Goldberg on the
national television show she co-hosts declared that the Holocaust “was not about race”
but rather “man’s inhumanity to man,” and later described it as white people hurting white
people. She then apologized. ABC News suspended her for two weeks.

Levin surely would have seized upon Goldberg’s remarks as yet more evidence that non-
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Jews are too ready to define the Holocaust and efface the Jewishness of its victims.

When I spoke to Groff, the playwright of “Compulsion,” she said the controversy reminded
her of Silver’s rant in the play against a phrase delivered by Anne in the Broadway version,
a phrase that does not appear in her diary. “We’re not the only people that’ve had to
suffer,” Broadway Anne says. “There are always people that’ve had to … sometimes one
race … sometimes another.”

That’s exactly what the Goldberg controversy was about, Groff said. “Do we look at this
event on something on the continuum of human atrocity? Or do we look at it as something
unique, that can only be discussed in terms of anti-Jewish feelings.”

“That question,” she said, “will always be with us.”

“Compulsion or the House Behind” is at Theater J at the Edlavitch DC Jewish Community
Center through Feb. 20. It can be seen in person or streamed. Tickets are available at the
Theater J website.
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How I stay close to my son while
arguing over Israel and Palestine

Opinion

By Lynne Golodner

 

As a progressive and pro-Israel mother of four teens, I’ve tried hard to instill in my children
a balanced perspective on championing the challenged while supporting the world’s only
Jewish state.

But when my eldest son wants to discuss Israel-Palestine, we often descend into heated
debate.

Asher is a college sophomore and decidedly critical of the state of Israel. He has always
enjoyed a good argument — the substance of the debate as much as the energy of the
back-and-forth. Since he started college, his lefty politics shifted toward socialist-
communist-anarchist. He leans more toward championing the Palestinian cause, going so
far as to support the movement to boycott Israel.

It has been a sore point in our home for sure, but because we are close, it is something I
constantly try to reconcile, as does my thoughtful son. We have engaged in quite a number
of conversations, some of which got quite tense, to try to understand the other.

Initially, I felt rejected and threatened. If my son vilified the only Jewish nation on the
planet, had I failed to instill Jewish values in my children? And what did his vilifying say
about how he saw me and my unwavering support of Israel?

For me, Israel is a dream-come-true, a place where my people have power. Growing up in
the shadow of the Holocaust, I reveled in Israel’s strong, confident image of Jews. In the
1980s, I met survivors at school and in my community, and draped a tallit over empty
chairs on the synagogue bimah to remember Soviet refuseniks.

I experienced antisemitism myself — when a boyfriend’s father complained that a server
was “Jewing” him, my boyfriend told him not to say that in front of me instead of telling
him not to say it at all.
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Asher, in contrast, doesn’t believe Jews need a special place. My children hear about Israel
in the media’s unflattering terms: bully, occupier. Asher uses words like apartheid and
genocide. My kids don’t feel oppressed. They don’t feel their heritage is connected to a
nation halfway around the world. They believe being Jewish is a choice; I know it’s not.

I often ask Asher why he devotes such a disproportionate amount of energy to this one
place. He says it’s because Israel is a powerful country that I support without question. He
scrutinizes other countries, but doesn’t engage me in arguments because we agree on
most other places, like our shared concern for the Uyghur Muslims in China.

I share Asher’s dedication to achieving fair treatment and equal access for all people. I
believe both Jews and Palestinians are in need of these things, while he believes
Palestinians need greater advocacy than Jews in Israel do at present. He sees Israel as an
ominous oppressor while I see it as a saving grace after centuries of persecution against
Jews.

Eventually, I realized that I needed to drop my defensive position and explore my son’s
perspective. So I invited a Palestinian and an Israeli, who both live in the West Bank and
work toward mutual benefit, to be guests on my podcast.

During the interview, my Palestinian guest, Noor A’wad, corrected me when I referred to
the “conflict.”

“A conflict is a situation where both parties have equal power,” he said. I realized he was
right. As a writer, I appreciate how words frame a discussion — and a debate. I thanked him
for correcting me, and we discussed how to equalize the language as a first step toward
equalizing the situation.

After Asher listened to the episode, he called me to apologize.

“We’re closer on this issue than I realized,” he said.

It was a turning point in our argument, as well as our relationship.

I grew to view our disagreement not as a threat, but as an opportunity for both of us to
expand our views and for me to consider my son as a fully formed adult separate but equal
in his perspectives.

“When you’re close with someone,” he told me, “you don’t get to lay out your argument 
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and walk away. You have to engage. There needs to be a respectful back and forth.”

I agreed, and I like to think I taught him that. I also taught him to speak his mind and stand
up for right over wrong. We raise our children to see things more clearly than we do. I tried
to enlighten my parents on race and privilege, and now Asher is teaching me to listen, to
confront my inconsistencies and blind spots.

I’ve offered to travel with him to the West Bank, to hear the perspectives of people on the
ground. He says, “sure, some day.” At least he’s not saying no. Our relationship is lifelong
and there is time to deepen this conversation by gathering more information to expand our
perspectives.

In his second year at St. Olaf College, preparing to sing in the Christmas concert, Asher felt
conspicuous as one of the few Jewish students on the Lutheran campus. He’d sung in
plenty of holiday concerts before, but this one was religious, with only one faith story and
all the participants buying into that narrow perspective.

So he wore a kippah with his choir robe. Now, he wears it every day. Our stances can
change as we encounter more situations and reflect on them. I hope that will happen with
my son on the matter of Israel. He hopes that for me, too. At least I know we’ll keep talking,
and that’s the most important thing.
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Germany denied my Holocaust
survivor mother reparations —
twice

Opinion

By Krystyna Lagowski

 

When I was 34, I discovered my mother was a Holocaust survivor.

My parents finally put their hellish marriage out of its misery and called it quits. In the
aftermath, I came across an affidavit in which my mother was claiming financial support. In
it, she stated she was born into the Jewish faith. It was an astonishing revelation. She had
converted to Catholicism after the war in order to marry my Catholic father.

I had been raised Catholic, celebrated all the Catholic holidays, had first Communion
(twice!), said all my prayers to Jesus in Polish and even met the Polish pope, John Paul II.
But according to Jewish law, I realized that I was actually Jewish, like my mother.

It completely changed my life.

My parents had been married for 42 years, and the split, along with the discovery of my
mother’s heritage, led me to a new understanding of her. She often had fits of rage,
melancholy, and anxiety. Now I began to learn why.

When she could finally open up, we spent hours talking and often weeping. I learned that
my mother’s name wasn’t Joanna, but Dorota Milstein. I learned that she’d lost her parents,
Maurycy Milstein and Bronislawa Dawidowicz, in the Lwów ghetto.

Dorota labored in the ghetto hospital as a nurse, and later, in Janowska camp, where she
sewed slippers and sorted the possessions of murdered Jews. It was a squalid existence,
teetering on the edge of brutality and death.

When my mother heard the ghetto was to be liquidated on June 1, 1943, she managed to
get false papers. Dorota was gone; she was now Joanna Litniowska, a good Polish Catholic 
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girl.

Within three weeks, Joanna made it out of Poland and into Germany, where she got a job
as a kitchen maid at the swanky Hotel Schiffmeister. Less than three miles down the road
was Hitler’s Eagle’s Nest, his summer headquarters.

Hitler and Eva Braun counted the Schiffmeister among their favorite dining spots and
visited whenever they were in the area. What would they have said if they knew their
schnitzel and spätzle had been prepared with the assistance of a Jew?

After the war, Joanna wound up in a Displaced Persons camp outside of Munich. At the
time, about 30% of DPs in Europe were Jews. As David Nasaw describes in his book “The
Last Million,” it was chaotic, with Jews initially housed with the same nationalities that had
tormented them before and during the war.

In the fall of 1947, my mother was one of the DPs to complete a “Care and Maintenance”
questionnaire indicating where she lived, her education, what languages she spoke and
where she had been employed. The form was to determine her eligibility for financial
assistance from Germany designed to compensate survivors for wartime suffering, having
to flee persecution and surviving under a false gentile alias.

She was denied. She was told, “Pani była na wolnosci” — you had your freedom.

But Dorota was never “free.” Her parents had been murdered by the Nazis; she had
narrowly escaped typhus, torture and death.

Yes, she’d escaped the ghetto and found a job. At the hotel where she worked, Joanna may
have been able to come and go as she pleased. But she was a terrified young Jewish
woman who would have been shot if her truth was revealed.

These experiences haunted her. My mother was less a survivor than a refugee from a time
and place that had traumatized her. Her existence was saturated with horrific memories.
She was too shattered to even talk about it for 40 years.

A program called the German Social Security Ghetto Pension, also known as ZRBG, was
made available to Holocaust survivors who had worked for the Nazis in the ghetto. My
mother could have used the money, but couldn’t bring herself to apply.

My mother passed away in 2009. Recently, I heard of a program where heirs of survivors
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could receive a one-time payment from the German government. I needed my mother’s
fractured life to be validated by those who had devastated it, so I applied.

But again, it was not to be. Seventy-three years after the German government denied my
mother’s first application for restitution, they rejected her for a second time. The program
only applies to those who were born in 1923 and after. Dorota was born in 1918, and
therefore ineligible.

I’m sorry I ever filed that claim. I’m sorry I ever held out hope that I could find any kind of
redemption for her ordeals from the German government, who seem determined to discard
their responsibility for what my mother endured. From having the affront to telling her she
had been “free,” or that she hadn’t suffered enough, to this latest indignity.

Money talks. In this case, it would have said, “Dorota, the German government is sorry you
had to bury the agony that Hitler dumped onto you.”

For 40 years, my mother couldn’t bring herself to talk about what she went through. But I
can. And I’ll continue to talk and write, wherever, whenever and however I can.
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Ceramics, Broadway, gay rights
activism, Tevye, memoirs — for
Harvey Fierstein, they’re all parts
of the same quilt

Culture

By Mervyn Rothstein

 

“Hello, Merv,” the unmistakably familiar voice says, gravelly yet warm. “What can I tell you,
cookie?”

The first thing I want to ask Harvey Fierstein, the 67-year-old multiple Tony Award-winning
actor, playwright and librettist, is why he decided to write a memoir.

“COVID hit,” he says. “Which I’m sure is the reason for most people doing anything the last
two years. And my agent said to me, ‘Why don’t you write a memoir?’ I said I don’t write
prose. I write op-ed pieces every now and then, but that’s different than the long form.

“But then I actually thought of a story that’s in the book. When somebody first said to me,
‘Why don’t you write a play?’ I said because I can’t spell. And he said, ‘There are people
that get two dollars an hour who’ll fix your spelling. Go ahead and write.’ So I did. And I
thought that this is the same situation. Now I have a computer that can fix the spelling. It
can even change some of the bad grammar if you want it to.”

So, he said, he wrote the first chapter — “the one that starts with me wanting to be the evil
witch, and not the king, in ‘Sleeping Beauty’ in second grade. And it made me laugh. So I
sent it to Philomena, the girl who played the evil witch — we’ve been friends since
kindergarten — and she sent back the photograph that’s in the book of me at Halloween.
And I thought not only did I remember the story correctly — 60 years is a long time — but
the story meant something to her. So I said, let me give this a try.”

In the 400-page memoir, “I Was Better Last Night,” Fierstein sums up his life this way:
“You got your name in lights, a star on the Hollywood Walk of Fame, and your bunny 
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slippers in the Smithsonian goddamn Institution. Not bad for a fat c—ksucking drag queen
from Bensonhurst.”

Fierstein has won four Tony Awards in four different categories. In his groundbreaking
semi-autobiographical 1970s “Torch Song Trilogy,” he starred as a gay Jewish drag queen
in pre-AIDS New York; he played XXL-sized housewife Edna Turnblad in the Broadway
musical “Hairspray”; he wrote the libretto for the musical “La Cage aux Folles”; and the
not-so-traditionally-nice Jewish boy from Brooklyn played Tevye in the 2004 revival of
“Fiddler on the Roof” on Broadway.

Last year, he donated $2.5 million to the New York Public Library for the Performing Arts to
create the Harvey Fierstein Theatre Lab. And this spring, the first-ever Broadway revival of
“Funny Girl,” for which Fierstein revised the book, will open at the August Wilson Theater
starring Beanie Feldstein.

And yet, Fierstein says, his life could easily have turned out completely different. “Writing
the book, I saw several places where I could have taken a different turn,” he says, “Mostly
when you read a showbiz biography, 10 pages into it, it says, ‘And then I saw a Broadway
show, and I said, that’s me, I’m going to be up there one day.’ Or ‘I saw a movie, and said
that’s me, I’m going to be a movie star.’

“Well, that’s not my story. I never wanted to be an actor. I never wanted to be a writer. I
just lived my life — this sounds really full of myself — as an artist. Which meant, when a
challenge comes along, whether it’s a piece of clay or a typewriter or a stage role, you say,
‘Can I take this on? What can I make of this? What can I do with this?’ That’s the way I
approach life. There’s a point in the book when I’m in college and I’m making ceramics.

“And I write that if the board of the school had given me a one-person show as a graduate,
as my professors wanted them to do, I would probably be a ceramicist now. But they
refused, and I said, ‘Well, f—k it,’ and turned my head the other way and went in a different
direction. As I say in the book, life is as exciting as the number of times you’re willing to
say yes.”

In Fierstein’s memoir, he writes of the enormous changes he has seen for gay people since
he first wrote “Torch Song Trilogy” in the late 1970s.

”When we first opened Off Off Broadway, the gays in the audience looked nervous,” he
says. “They were nervous about what was going on onstage, how openly I was talking
about gay sex and gay lovers and what we wanted out of life. That was scary to people 
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then. There was a feeling you could get arrested coming out of the theater. But when we
did the revival of ‘Torch Song’ à few years ago the gays walked in with an ownership. They
owned ‘Torch Song Trilogy.’ They owned that history. They came in knowing who they
were, where they came from. They had this remembrance of the prizes won. They weren’t
frightened to be there anymore.”

But — “there’s always a but in there,” he says, the audience still felt uneasy about the way
he depicted his main character’s relationship with his mother. “They were just a bunch of
frightened people again,” Fierstein says. “We never quite get over pleasing or displeasing
our parents, do we? It’s something that stays with us.”

About his time as Tevye, he writes: “I’ll confess that no one thought it crazier than I did to
have a downtown experimental theater drag performer who arrived on Broadway having
anal sex center stage and most recently won a Tony playing a 300-pound housewife now
take on one of the most iconic roles in all of the theater’s canon.” And yet he considers it a
highlight of his stage career.

“Doing ‘Fiddler’ both on Broadway and on the road gave me some of the greatest nights of
my life, both as an actor and a human being,” he told me. “A lot of my best memories
onstage are connected with ‘Fiddler.’ One of the things I feel proudest of is to put my name
alongside all of the great performers who have done ‘Fiddler’ worldwide. You feel part of
this thing that’s so much bigger than you.”

“I saw ‘Fiddler’ when I was a kid,” Fierstein says. “Instead of a stage that fills up with nuns
— nuns like in ‘Sound of Music’ or orphans like in ‘Oliver’ — all of a sudden there was a stage
filled with Jews. It was shocking to me. My life in Bensonhurst was Jew-centric. Being
Jewish was inescapable. But not on a stage.

“Those were the times when you had your nose fixed and you changed your name if you
wanted to be in showbiz. Danny Kaye was certainly not born with the name Danny Kaye.
And people talked about Barbra Streisand as if she could never have a career with that
nose and that name. All of this was the reality of my life. And yet here the Jews were so
proudly onstage. And I’ve carried that with me all my life.”

Despite his Jewish heritage, Fierstein considers himself an atheist.

“There’s this wonderful saying Judge Judy has,” he says. “If it doesn’t make sense, it isn’t
true. That’s really my bottom line. It just doesn’t make sense that there would be one mind,
the super-duperest mind of a god that created it all. It makes us so ridiculously important, 
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and human beings are just not that ridiculously important. That’s part of the problem of
how we treat the Earth and everything else.

“We’re just a part of it all, and we don’t treat the world as something we’re just a part of.
We treat it as if we own everything. That comes from that insanity of ‘God made us special
so we can do whatever we want — the plants are here for us, the animals are here for us,
we can throw garbage into the universe and it’s just fine because it’s all ours.’ If there was
a god he would punish us just for that.”

Fierstein is also known as a quilter, and the pandemic gave him an opportunity to devote
time to that craft.

“I had a bunch of quilts I had promised to people,” he says. “If you have a baby, I’ll make
you a quilt. If you get married, I’ll make you a quilt. So I said this is a good excuse to do
that. I got out the sewing machine and made five quilts in a row. I still have two that are
unfinished.”

Writing about his libretto for “Kinky Boots,” the 2012 musical about a factory that makes
boots for drag performers, Fierstein says that one theme of the show is “finally making
peace with who you grew up to be.” Is he talking about himself, I asked.

“I think that’s a fight all of us have our whole lives, isn’t it?” he says. “We’re always trying
to figure it out. Because let’s face it. If you sit quietly with yourself you can dig down and
find your five-year-old self still sitting there, disguised as an old man. We are that five-
year-old.”

“We haven’t changed. We’ve learned stuff. We’ve modified stuff. We’ve gained stuff. We’ve
lost stuff. But we haven’t changed who we are. Who you were is who you are now. That
stuff stays with you all your life, questioning who you are. I don’t think I have an answer for
who I am. I think I make that kind of clear in the book.”
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What programs like “Finding Your
Roots” miss — and how I tracked
down my own family’s history

Culture

By Daniella Weiss Ashkenazy

 

Downtime from COVID, with no real end in sight, has led to all manner of new hobbies —
and obsessions — including digging deeper into one’s family history.

This had been a passion of mine even prior to the rising interest in ancestry that now is
practically its own pandemic among my baby boomer peers. Many of us are fueled by a
fear that if we don’t get that knowledge down for the record — be it as scraps of
information or hours of taped oral history, or in my case, a memoir — whatever we know
may be lost forever. The PBS series “Finding Your Roots” with Henry Louis Gates, Jr., is a
reflection of this growing desire to know and preserve our personal histories. The show’s
audience has surged from 2.5 million in its first season in 2012, to 16.6 million viewers last
year; the eighth season began in January.

ates does a good job tracing and highlighting nuggets hiding in the archives about his
subjects’ ancestors (Larry David had a great-great grandfather who was a Confederate
soldier, for example) and adding historical context about the political, social and economic
conditions surrounding the information he unearths. But when stonewalled by holes in the
narrative, “Finding Your Roots” often leaves the enigmas unexplored.

And the human dynamics — why Larry’s grandfather Leib Brandes, for example, never told
his family that he had nine siblings who likely perished in the Holocaust — often remain
unaddressed. Those are the types of questions I tried to answer in my recently published
family-saga-turned-social-history, “Playing Detective with Family Lore.”

The story traces the four branches of my family, which emerged from such totally different
places and circumstances in Eastern Europe that together they provide a good overall
picture of Jewish life there. It then explores the dynamics of the quantum leap made by my
parents’ generation, as offspring of immigrant parents and children of the Depression, into 
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the American mainstream.

As I dug in, I found myself facing a slew of unanswered questions:

What was really behind the breakdown in communication between the family of my
mother, Pearl, which was plunged into poverty after her father’s untimely death in the flu
epidemic of 1918, and their far wealthier relatives? Who was “David,” a friend of my
parents’ killed in the Spanish Civil War, after whom I was named? Did my great-grandfather
Jacob Reiter really forget about his four young kids still in Europe, as family lore held, when
he married the widow Rosa Rabfogel to start a new family in New York?

To tackle these questions, I had to switch hats — from a daughter and granddaughter
taking a nostalgic and often amusing trip down memory lane, to a journalist seeking a
more complex truth.

I was born and raised in Washington, D.C., and made aliyah in 1968 at age 22. Nearly two
decades later, as an unemployed mother of three living on a moshav, I started writing for
Israeli newspapers including the Jerusalem Post and Davar.

I published my first book, about the Israeli army, in 1994. It took nearly three more decades
to finish my second.

I mobilized my journalistic skills for my memoir project, sharing with readers the secrets
(and the pitfalls) of Internet sleuthing and investigative reporting. How to secure multiple
sources to confirm key facts. How to stitch seemingly unconnected snippets of information
together to forge a more coherent whole that may contest or complicate a narrative. How
to see significance in the subtext.

I used online sources such as community birth and death registries, census data, marriage
licenses and World War I draft cards to do far more than construct a family tree. Those
documents contained a cornucopia of alternative paths to pursue beyond the tools
generally relied upon in popular genealogy literature.

Take, for instance, Jacob Reiter. His naturalization papers show he arrived in New York on
Oct. 10, 1896. This turned out to be eight months before his brother-in-law Morris Sahn
(whose existence I uncovered only because he was cited as a witness on his older
brother’s marriage certificate) named the seventh of his nine children Rosey, in memory of
Morris’s sister, Rosa Reiter.
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Suddenly, I envisioned the window of time shortly after Rosa Reiter’s young children lost
their mother: between October 1896 and May 1897. I had already known that Rosa, my
great-grandmother, died in her sleep and was discovered in the morning by my
grandmother, who was at the time a small child. Now I understood this tragedy happened
very soon after Jacob set off for or arrived in America.

I had conducted a series of audiotaped interviews with my mother, Pearl Weiss, between
2000 and 2009. In one of those conversations, in 2004, she had described her mother and
siblings as “four kids wandering around with no one to really take care of them,” although
“there was an elderly grandfather in the shtetl who ran a saloon.” Pearl estimated the
children’s plight lasted two years, but it turned out it was a full five until Jacob sent tickets
to bring them to New York.

But Jacob Reiter had not “married and forgotten his children,” as family lore asserted.
Those children boarded a boat for Ellis Island on July 9, 1902, four months after Jacob
married Rosa Rabfogel on March 10, 1902. He had spent the previous years working dawn
to dusk, barely eking out a living selling tomatoes from a pushcart on Pitt Street on the
Lower East Side.

Family lore had it that Rosa Rabfogel treated Jacob’s children badly because she did not
expect to be saddled with them.

My grandmother used to say: “You know Cinderella’s stepmother? She was good compared
to mine.” But while family lore blamed this maltreatment on the idea that the second Rosa
Reiter had been surprised to be saddled with the first’s offspring, the timeline created by
the documents belies that. A widow with two children of her own, Rabfogel likely walked
clear-eyed into this marriage of convenience, and her treatment of her stepchildren can
only be chalked up to her own character.

In piecing the puzzle together, I found myself having plenty of Sherlock Holmes moments,
including my discovery of what was really behind the breakdown in communication
between my grandmother and her rich relatives.

I hope that makes our family story a worthy read, regardless of whether you are interested
in investigating your own. Its portrayal of life in the Old Country — with quirky side
excursions in the footnotes for those so inclined — is relevant for anyone among the
majority of American Jews who trace their roots back to Eastern Europe.
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