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In this touching and delightful memoir, Norman Podhoretz charts the ups and downs of his
lifelong love affair with his native land, and warns that to turn against America, from the Right no
less than from the Left, is to fall into the rankest ingratitude. While telling the story of how he
himself grew up to be a fervent patriot, one of this country's leading conservative thinkers urges
his fellow conservatives to rediscover and reclaim their faith in America.A superb storyteller,
Podhoretz takes us from his childhood as a working-class kid in Brooklyn during the Great
Depression -- the son of Jewish immigrants singing Catholic hymns in a public school staffed by
Irish spinsters and duking it out on the streets with his black and Italian classmates -- to his later
education, his shifting political alliances, and his arrival at a happy personal and intellectual
resolution.My Love Affair with America shows us a gentler and funnier Podhoretz than readers
have seen before. At the same time, it presents a picture of someone eager to proclaim, against
all comers, that America represents one of the high points in the history of human civilizations. In
this powerful, elegantly written, and poignant cautionary tale, Podhoretz pleads with his fellow
conservatives not to fall, as some have lately done, into their own special brand of anti-
Americanism, as he reminds them of the disastrous consequences that followed the assault by
the New Left against the United States in decades gone by.Warm in feeling and brilliantly
perceptive, My Love Affair with America points the way back to a thoroughly unabashed love of
country -- the kind of patriotism that has rarely been encountered in recent years and that is as
invigorating as it is inspiring.
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O beautiful for spacious skies,For amber waves of grain,For purple mountain majestiesAbove
the fruited plain!America! America!God shed his grace on theeAnd crown thy good with
brotherhoodFrom sea to shining sea!—From “America the Beautiful”by Katharine Lee Bates
(1893)

INTRODUCTION“God’s Country”As far back as the eighteenth century, the great literary critic
and lexicographer Dr. Samuel Johnson, a fervent Tory who might have been expected to think
otherwise, famously dismissed patriotism—to give love of country its proper name—as “the last
refuge of a scoundrel.” And for at least the past hundred years, patriotism has been treated even
more derisively by American writers and intellectuals than it was by the towering Englishman
who came before them. It has been associated not only with scoundrels but with charlatans,
demagogues, fools, nativist bigots, and the “boosterism” that H. L. Mencken, Sinclair Lewis, and
so many others once mercilessly ridiculed to such lasting effect.Nationalism, a related though
distinct phenomenon, has perhaps fared even worse. Since it suggests pride in, more than love
of, country and carries with it besides an intimation of defiant bellicosity which at its extreme
edges becomes jingoism or chauvinism, nationalism has often been excoriated as the main
cause of war. There was a time, for example, when it (rather than, say, the character and
traditions of the German people or the grievances arising from the Treaty of Versailles or the
mysteriously persistent power of anti-Semitism) was widely blamed for the rise of Nazism.On the
other hand, love of country, and pride in it, is so common a feeling among peoples everywhere in
the world that there seems something almost fatuous, if not positively perverse, about making an
issue of it. Celebrating or condemning patriotism, and even nationalism, is rather like praising or
deploring human nature itself. After all, even a lifelong radical like the philosopher Bertrand
Russell could say of his own country that “Love of England is very nearly the strongest emotion I



possess.”I feel much the same way about America, land of my birth, “land that I love.” (I can still
hear those words being belted out every week on the radio by Kate Smith, a big star of the
1940s in her signature song, “God Bless America.”) But I only plumbed the depths of this feeling
in the course of being driven, almost against my will, to defend the country with all my might
against its ideological enemies on the Left from the late 1960s on. These were people who had
been my own political allies and personal friends up to the point where they were seized by a
veritable hatred of America; and it was because I could not stomach the terrible and untrue
things they were saying about this country that I wound up breaking with them.Eventually, with a
pit stop or two along the way, I sought and found refuge on the Right, not least because its
attitude toward America was in complete harmony with my own. But then, in the mid-1990s,
there unexpectedly came an outburst of anti-Americanism even among some of the very
conservatives I thought had been permanently immunized against it. I should have known better
than to be surprised, familiar as I was with the traditions on which the conservatives were
drawing and which they were now updating. These were traditions that had mostly originated in
America itself in the period after the Civil War, but reinforcements had also been imported from
Europe (where, by the way, anti-Americanism was just now enjoying a resurgence evidently
fueled by resentment of the fact that the United States had been left by the fall of the Soviet
Union as the only “superpower” in the world).The motives and the issues behind this outburst on
the Right in America had little if anything in common with the ones that had formerly animated
the Left (and that lived on in various disguises and mutations such as bilingualism and
multiculturalism). To my sorrow and dismay, however, the end result was uncomfortably similar in
a disheartening number of respects.What to do? The truth is that I encountered a stiff inner
resistance to buckling on my slightly rusted armor for yet another campaign: “Why should the
agéd eagle stretch its wings?” Edmund Wilson, commenting in his critical classic of the 1930s,
Axel’s Castle, on that very line from T. S. Eliot’s great poem “Ash Wednesday,” said that it made
him “a little tired at hearing Eliot, [then] only in his early forties, present himself as an ‘agéd
eagle’ who asks why he should make the effort to stretch his wings.” But when those words of
Eliot popped into my own head, I was already pushing seventy, and it made me a little tired to
think of going back into combat over a phenomenon that I had fondly imagined I would never
have to deal with again, and certainly not on the Right. Unable, however, to help myself, back I
went anyway. Fortunately for my tattered ensign, this new round had a very much shorter
duration than the first and did not (I hope!) leave me, as its predecessor had, with a new set of
ex-friends.Another stroke of good luck from my point of view was that I did not feel the same
obligation to open up a second front by replaying the struggle against the latest wave of
European anti-Americanism. An older version had occupied me as a young student in England
nearly a half-century earlier, when an even more virulent resentment over the predominance of
American power in the aftermath of the Second World War had become pervasive throughout
Europe. But I was living in America now, I no longer visited Europe much, and this time I was
more than content to let that particular cup pass from my lips.Yet the resurrection of anti-



Americanism on the Right in America itself also turned out, perversely, to be a stroke of luck.
From my point of view, it was (if I may be permitted a small sacrilege) a felix culpa on the part of
the Right, in that my being summoned from the reserves into active duty, and having to defend
this country once more, served to remind me of why I loved it so much. In addition, it refreshed
my sense of why (unlike, say, England or France) America was always being denigrated and
defamed. And it also helped me realize why merely rebutting these attacks in a polemical mode,
as I had spent much of my adult life doing, was not enough. Beyond being defended by a
counterattack against its assailants and an exposure of their misrepresentations and slanders,
America deserved to be glorified with a full throat and a whole heart.That is exactly what I want
to do here through telling—and with only as much polemic as is needed (again a line from T. S.
Eliot pops into my mind) “to swell a progress, start a scene or two,” or set a context—the story of
how and why my love affair with America developed, how it ran into a rough patch, and how it
then emerged with all doubts stilled and reservations removed, leaving me uncharacteristically
full of optimism and good cheer. America, according to some who have preceded me in their
attitude toward it, is “God’s country.” This is, as the pages that follow will attest, a judgment with
which I have no inclination whatsoever to disagree.

PARTI“Who Is He, That Uncle Sam?”It all began with language.I was born in this country, in the
Brownsville section of Brooklyn, but as a very small child I spoke—or so family tradition has it—
more Yiddish than English. My father, Julius Podhoretz,*1 had been here for eighteen years and
my mother, Helen (neé Henyeh),2 for ten when I came along in 1930, and they both knew
English reasonably well. But my paternal grandmother, Runyeh,3 lived with us when I was little,
and she barely spoke English at all despite the fact that she too had been here for quite a long
while. The same was true of my other three grandparents, all of whom, in accordance with the
invariable custom in their generation, were in marriages that had been arranged by their parents
without consulting them.*The derivations of this and all other Jewish names mentioned below
can be found in the numbered endnotes beginning on p. 237These marriages, incidentally, had
been duly solemnized by rabbis “in accordance with the law of Moses and of Israel,” but in the
pre-World War One era, few East European Jews bothered getting them ratified by the state, to
whose authority in such matters they were largely indifferent. In the eyes of civil officialdom,
therefore, their children (that is, the immediate ancestors of the vast majority of American Jews
stemming from that part of the world) were legally considered bastards. Hence when these
children were issued passports, the documents would bear the surnames of their
mothers.Unaware of this, and presumably never having inspected the papers she had carried
with her, my own mother suffered a great shock upon arriving at Ellis Island in 1920 at age
seventeen. Expecting to be met by her father, M’shitzik4 Woliner, who had gone to America
before the war broke out and had been cut off for six years from his family in Galicia (then a
province of the Austro-Hungarian Empire), she waited and waited and waited as “Henyeh
Werker” kept being summoned to be picked up. Finally, she was the only one left in the



cavernous hall. She had been a little girl when her father last laid eyes on her, but peering
through the gate he realized that the lone young woman standing there disconsolately was his
daughter, and when she was then allowed through the gate, he reintroduced himself not with an
embrace or a kiss but by yelling at her for failing to come forward. At this display of her father’s
characteristic mode of address, she burst into tears and told him that she thought her name was
“Henyeh Woliner,” not Henyeh Werker. (In America, though the “Henyeh” soon became Helen,
she would as often be referred to by the former as by the latter.)There is another story
connected with my mother’s arrival in America that I cannot resist telling here, so powerfully
does it capture the wonders of the America I love and have set out to glorify, but it requires fast-
forwarding all the way from 1920 to 1950. That was when I was graduated from Columbia
University, which I had attended for four years on a scholarship endowed by Joseph Pulitzer—a
Jew from Hungary who had come to this country much earlier than any member of my family
and had grown rich and powerful as a newspaper publisher. Now, having partaken of the fruits of
Pulitzer’s success in America, I was about to embark for Cambridge University in England on a
fellowship endowed not by a Jew but by a quintessentially American WASP lady named Euretta
J. Kellett.Two Kellett fellowships, one for Cambridge and one for Oxford, were awarded every
year by Columbia, and in 1950 the Oxford-bound winner was someone named Emmanuel Chill,
whom I had never met. In those days, the Kellett was considered an important enough award to
be announced in the New York Times, with pictures of the two Fellows included in the story. “You
know,” my mother said upon reading the Times piece, “when I came to America, an older girl
named Ida Chiel* from my village was on the same ship, going to join her husband, who was the
son of Mendel Chiel. She already knew a little English, and during the trip she taught me to say,
‘How do you do, my dear father,’ so I could greet him like a regular American when we landed
” (an effort which, as we have seen, turned out to be sadly wasted under the circumstances).
“Anyway, I lost touch with her after a while, but I’ll bet Emmanuel Chill is her son, named after
Mendel. Probably this Emmanuel takes after Mendel too, because he was very educated. He
could even understand the Polish newspapers, and so he was the one we all depended on to
bring us news during the war. I remember how we would all get together in the marketplace
every week to hear him read in a loud voice with his big glasses on his nose.”*She pronounced
the “Ch” as “kh”—a hard and guttural sound that does not exist in English.To this I responded
impatiently, “For Godsakes, Mom, I don’t even know if the guy is Jewish. Anyway, it’s too crazy.”
Undeterred, she announced she was going to telephone Emmanuel Chill’s mother. “Don’t you
dare!” I shouted, deeply embarrassed. But behind my back, she dug up the number, which
turned out to be listed in the Bronx phone book, and when a woman’s voice answered, my
mother said, “Mrs. Chill,” this time using the soft “ch,” which she was capable of pronouncing
when she wanted to, “I’m the other mother and I’m calling to congratulate you.”After Mrs. Chill
had politely thanked her, my mother, not missing a beat, asked her if “by any chance” her first
name was Ida. And of course it was, and of course this “other mother” was the very same Ida
Chiel with whom mine had traveled to America, where, after drifting apart, they would both live



as members of the working class. Yet America had found two of their sons there, plucked them
up, and deposited them into a great university in which Jews were still only grudgingly welcomed
(the unacknowledged Jewish quota at Columbia until the late 1950s was 17 percent of the total
undergraduate population). To top it all off, a mere thirty years after these two young girls from a
tiny hamlet in East Europe had crossed the Atlantic in steerage and landed on Ellis Island,
America was sending their two sons back across the same ocean, only now in grand style and
to a very different part and level of the continent.The name of Harry Golden is no longer much
remembered, but this Jew from the Lower East Side of Manhattan, who moved to North Carolina
and became a very popular newspaperman down there, wrote a big best-seller in the early
1960s whose title by itself summarizes the theme that unites this story with a thousand others of
similar, if less melodramatic, impact: Only in America.**“Only in America” became the tag line of
many good jokes and stories. Thus, when the Lord Mayor of Dublin came to visit New York, and
Casey Stengel (or was it Yogi Berra?) of the Yankees learned that this high official of the capital
of Ireland was Jewish, he is alleged to have shaken his head in wonderment and said in all
seriousness, “Only in America.” I am tempted to say the same thing about the proximity of the
two villages—Podgorecz and Rogatyn—from which I and the financier and diplomat Felix
Rohatyn each got our names (though he himself was born in Vienna before emigrating to the
United States as a child escaping from the Nazis.)Back now to the other side of my family and
why my father’s mother Runyeh lived with us when I was little. It was not, as one might think,
because she had become a widow. Her husband, my other grandfather, Yidl5 Podhoretz, to
whom she had presented five sons while they were still in Europe, was very much alive when
she left him not long after their arrival in America. Allegedly the breakup resulted from disputes
over the distribution of his “paydeh,” which was a new Yiddish coinage, derived from the English
“pay day,” that came to be used by many immigrants to describe the family finances.Naturally
there was more to it than that. Dark rumors circulated that Runyeh held Yidl partly responsible for
the suicide of her youngest sister Perel,6 who had leaped to her death from the window of the
fifth-story cold-water flat she had been sharing with them in a tenement building on the Lower
East Side of Manhattan. Perel had a clubfoot and was very homely to boot, but she had been
rescued from spinsterhood by being married off in Europe to a hapless and totally penniless
cousin when she was in her late twenties and he was only about nineteen.With her new
husband, der schvartzer Yankl7 (“the black Yankl”)—meaning not that he was swarthy but that
he had dark hair and was thereby distinguishable from another of their cousins, der roiter Yankl,
whose hair was red—Perel had a baby. This baby would become Nathan Podhurst in America,
where he would work all his life as a shipping clerk in one of the factories that made up New
York’s bustling garment center. But despite being in this lowly occupation, Nathan would see
nothing incongruous about getting an endless supply of “business cards” printed up for him.
These he would distribute with a great flourish even to his close relatives, including the little
children among them, announcing every time he did so: “Here is Nathan Podhurst, with a capital
N and a capital P.”**He pronounced his own name with a Yiddish accent as “Nayt’n Podhoist.” As



for why it was Podhurst rather than Podhoretz, see endnote 1 .But this was many years in the
future. When Nathan was still an infant, with nary a capital letter to his name, his father
derschvartzer Yankl fled to America, where (like my grandfather M’shitzik) he was happily stuck
by the outbreak of the First World War. When the war ended, Perel followed after, but Yankl,
older now, less docile, and wised up by his exposure to the freer ways of America, refused to
resume living with her, and she moved in with my grandparents. No amount of pressure or
cajoling from the family could make Yankl change his mind and take her back. Becoming as a
result more and more despondent, Perel finally committed suicide.It was probably because my
grandfather Yidl had been insufficiently sympathetic to her pathetic youngest sister, and not
because of disputes over paydeh, that Runyeh left him. And it was entirely characteristic of my
family that the explanation offered for Perel’s suicide should have been as bowdlerized (for the
sake not only of the children but of themselves too) as the one offered for Runyeh’s breakup of
her marriage. Perel, they said, trying to dye her hair with henna, had put on too much, and the
result was an itching so intense that it drove her first crazy and then out of the window. Even as a
kid, I smelled something fishy in this story. But I thought it the better part of prudence to let
sleeping legends lie. Anyway, probing into this one would have been a useless exercise, since it
was inconceivable that a truthful account would ever be forthcoming.Similarly in Runyeh’s own
case: one day, whatever the cause, she packed up her stuff, including the huge pots and pans
she had carted over with her from Europe. Thus encumbered, she and her youngest son, my
uncle Meyer, then in his late teens, moved without so much as a by-your-leave into our small
apartment in Brooklyn where, as my mother would still be complaining with undiminished
resentment sixty or more years later, there was no room in our overstuffed cupboards for those
pots and pans. Runyeh also forbade her husband to visit. Hence poor Yidl—as they told me
when I grew old enough to be let in on such stories—was forced to take many endless trolley
rides from lower Manhattan to Brooklyn and hover secretly across the street from our apartment
building in order to catch a glimpse of the infant grandson (me) he adored but could never again
embrace.It goes—or should go—without saying that leaving her husband did not mean that
Runyeh had changed her mind about the institution of marriage. To be sure, even if she had
wanted a divorce, it would have been virtually impossible for her to get one under Jewish law (to
which she was strictly faithful) unless her husband agreed to give it to her; and Yidl, who
evidently harbored dreams of reconciliation, would never hear of it. But in truth, she had no
desire for a divorce, either; nor did she wish to remarry when her husband died.What she did
want was to become an American citizen, and she wanted it passionately enough to spend
many months boning up with the help of my only sibling, my big sister Millie—five years older
than I—on the facts about which she expected to be quizzed by the judge. Who was the first
President?; what was the Constitution?; who freed the slaves?: these were the things to which
she memorized the answers, rehearsing them in her painfully broken English. At last the great
day came. But the judge, who must surely have been an anti-Semite, asked this elderly and
obviously religious Jewish woman only one question: “Madame, do you believe in bigamy?”



Imagining, probably, that bigamy was one of the principles of the American Constitution to which
she was about to swear fealty, Runyeh instantly answered, “Sure,* judge,” and that was that.

PARTI“Who Is He, That Uncle Sam?”It all began with language.I was born in this country, in the
Brownsville section of Brooklyn, but as a very small child I spoke—or so family tradition has it—
more Yiddish than English. My father, Julius Podhoretz,*1 had been here for eighteen years and
my mother, Helen (neé Henyeh),2 for ten when I came along in 1930, and they both knew
English reasonably well. But my paternal grandmother, Runyeh,3 lived with us when I was little,
and she barely spoke English at all despite the fact that she too had been here for quite a long
while. The same was true of my other three grandparents, all of whom, in accordance with the
invariable custom in their generation, were in marriages that had been arranged by their parents
without consulting them.*The derivations of this and all other Jewish names mentioned below
can be found in the numbered endnotes beginning on p. 237These marriages, incidentally, had
been duly solemnized by rabbis “in accordance with the law of Moses and of Israel,” but in the
pre-World War One era, few East European Jews bothered getting them ratified by the state, to
whose authority in such matters they were largely indifferent. In the eyes of civil officialdom,
therefore, their children (that is, the immediate ancestors of the vast majority of American Jews
stemming from that part of the world) were legally considered bastards. Hence when these
children were issued passports, the documents would bear the surnames of their
mothers.Unaware of this, and presumably never having inspected the papers she had carried
with her, my own mother suffered a great shock upon arriving at Ellis Island in 1920 at age
seventeen. Expecting to be met by her father, M’shitzik4 Woliner, who had gone to America
before the war broke out and had been cut off for six years from his family in Galicia (then a
province of the Austro-Hungarian Empire), she waited and waited and waited as “Henyeh
Werker” kept being summoned to be picked up. Finally, she was the only one left in the
cavernous hall. She had been a little girl when her father last laid eyes on her, but peering
through the gate he realized that the lone young woman standing there disconsolately was his
daughter, and when she was then allowed through the gate, he reintroduced himself not with an
embrace or a kiss but by yelling at her for failing to come forward. At this display of her father’s
characteristic mode of address, she burst into tears and told him that she thought her name was
“Henyeh Woliner,” not Henyeh Werker. (In America, though the “Henyeh” soon became Helen,
she would as often be referred to by the former as by the latter.)There is another story
connected with my mother’s arrival in America that I cannot resist telling here, so powerfully
does it capture the wonders of the America I love and have set out to glorify, but it requires fast-
forwarding all the way from 1920 to 1950. That was when I was graduated from Columbia
University, which I had attended for four years on a scholarship endowed by Joseph Pulitzer—a
Jew from Hungary who had come to this country much earlier than any member of my family
and had grown rich and powerful as a newspaper publisher. Now, having partaken of the fruits of
Pulitzer’s success in America, I was about to embark for Cambridge University in England on a



fellowship endowed not by a Jew but by a quintessentially American WASP lady named Euretta
J. Kellett.Two Kellett fellowships, one for Cambridge and one for Oxford, were awarded every
year by Columbia, and in 1950 the Oxford-bound winner was someone named Emmanuel Chill,
whom I had never met. In those days, the Kellett was considered an important enough award to
be announced in the New York Times, with pictures of the two Fellows included in the story. “You
know,” my mother said upon reading the Times piece, “when I came to America, an older girl
named Ida Chiel* from my village was on the same ship, going to join her husband, who was the
son of Mendel Chiel. She already knew a little English, and during the trip she taught me to say,
‘How do you do, my dear father,’ so I could greet him like a regular American when we landed
” (an effort which, as we have seen, turned out to be sadly wasted under the circumstances).
“Anyway, I lost touch with her after a while, but I’ll bet Emmanuel Chill is her son, named after
Mendel. Probably this Emmanuel takes after Mendel too, because he was very educated. He
could even understand the Polish newspapers, and so he was the one we all depended on to
bring us news during the war. I remember how we would all get together in the marketplace
every week to hear him read in a loud voice with his big glasses on his nose.”*She pronounced
the “Ch” as “kh”—a hard and guttural sound that does not exist in English.To this I responded
impatiently, “For Godsakes, Mom, I don’t even know if the guy is Jewish. Anyway, it’s too crazy.”
Undeterred, she announced she was going to telephone Emmanuel Chill’s mother. “Don’t you
dare!” I shouted, deeply embarrassed. But behind my back, she dug up the number, which
turned out to be listed in the Bronx phone book, and when a woman’s voice answered, my
mother said, “Mrs. Chill,” this time using the soft “ch,” which she was capable of pronouncing
when she wanted to, “I’m the other mother and I’m calling to congratulate you.”After Mrs. Chill
had politely thanked her, my mother, not missing a beat, asked her if “by any chance” her first
name was Ida. And of course it was, and of course this “other mother” was the very same Ida
Chiel with whom mine had traveled to America, where, after drifting apart, they would both live
as members of the working class. Yet America had found two of their sons there, plucked them
up, and deposited them into a great university in which Jews were still only grudgingly welcomed
(the unacknowledged Jewish quota at Columbia until the late 1950s was 17 percent of the total
undergraduate population). To top it all off, a mere thirty years after these two young girls from a
tiny hamlet in East Europe had crossed the Atlantic in steerage and landed on Ellis Island,
America was sending their two sons back across the same ocean, only now in grand style and
to a very different part and level of the continent.The name of Harry Golden is no longer much
remembered, but this Jew from the Lower East Side of Manhattan, who moved to North Carolina
and became a very popular newspaperman down there, wrote a big best-seller in the early
1960s whose title by itself summarizes the theme that unites this story with a thousand others of
similar, if less melodramatic, impact: Only in America.**“Only in America” became the tag line of
many good jokes and stories. Thus, when the Lord Mayor of Dublin came to visit New York, and
Casey Stengel (or was it Yogi Berra?) of the Yankees learned that this high official of the capital
of Ireland was Jewish, he is alleged to have shaken his head in wonderment and said in all



seriousness, “Only in America.” I am tempted to say the same thing about the proximity of the
two villages—Podgorecz and Rogatyn—from which I and the financier and diplomat Felix
Rohatyn each got our names (though he himself was born in Vienna before emigrating to the
United States as a child escaping from the Nazis.)Back now to the other side of my family and
why my father’s mother Runyeh lived with us when I was little. It was not, as one might think,
because she had become a widow. Her husband, my other grandfather, Yidl5 Podhoretz, to
whom she had presented five sons while they were still in Europe, was very much alive when
she left him not long after their arrival in America. Allegedly the breakup resulted from disputes
over the distribution of his “paydeh,” which was a new Yiddish coinage, derived from the English
“pay day,” that came to be used by many immigrants to describe the family finances.Naturally
there was more to it than that. Dark rumors circulated that Runyeh held Yidl partly responsible for
the suicide of her youngest sister Perel,6 who had leaped to her death from the window of the
fifth-story cold-water flat she had been sharing with them in a tenement building on the Lower
East Side of Manhattan. Perel had a clubfoot and was very homely to boot, but she had been
rescued from spinsterhood by being married off in Europe to a hapless and totally penniless
cousin when she was in her late twenties and he was only about nineteen.With her new
husband, der schvartzer Yankl7 (“the black Yankl”)—meaning not that he was swarthy but that
he had dark hair and was thereby distinguishable from another of their cousins, der roiter Yankl,
whose hair was red—Perel had a baby. This baby would become Nathan Podhurst in America,
where he would work all his life as a shipping clerk in one of the factories that made up New
York’s bustling garment center. But despite being in this lowly occupation, Nathan would see
nothing incongruous about getting an endless supply of “business cards” printed up for him.
These he would distribute with a great flourish even to his close relatives, including the little
children among them, announcing every time he did so: “Here is Nathan Podhurst, with a capital
N and a capital P.”**He pronounced his own name with a Yiddish accent as “Nayt’n Podhoist.” As
for why it was Podhurst rather than Podhoretz, see endnote 1 .But this was many years in the
future. When Nathan was still an infant, with nary a capital letter to his name, his father
derschvartzer Yankl fled to America, where (like my grandfather M’shitzik) he was happily stuck
by the outbreak of the First World War. When the war ended, Perel followed after, but Yankl,
older now, less docile, and wised up by his exposure to the freer ways of America, refused to
resume living with her, and she moved in with my grandparents. No amount of pressure or
cajoling from the family could make Yankl change his mind and take her back. Becoming as a
result more and more despondent, Perel finally committed suicide.It was probably because my
grandfather Yidl had been insufficiently sympathetic to her pathetic youngest sister, and not
because of disputes over paydeh, that Runyeh left him. And it was entirely characteristic of my
family that the explanation offered for Perel’s suicide should have been as bowdlerized (for the
sake not only of the children but of themselves too) as the one offered for Runyeh’s breakup of
her marriage. Perel, they said, trying to dye her hair with henna, had put on too much, and the
result was an itching so intense that it drove her first crazy and then out of the window. Even as a



kid, I smelled something fishy in this story. But I thought it the better part of prudence to let
sleeping legends lie. Anyway, probing into this one would have been a useless exercise, since it
was inconceivable that a truthful account would ever be forthcoming.Similarly in Runyeh’s own
case: one day, whatever the cause, she packed up her stuff, including the huge pots and pans
she had carted over with her from Europe. Thus encumbered, she and her youngest son, my
uncle Meyer, then in his late teens, moved without so much as a by-your-leave into our small
apartment in Brooklyn where, as my mother would still be complaining with undiminished
resentment sixty or more years later, there was no room in our overstuffed cupboards for those
pots and pans. Runyeh also forbade her husband to visit. Hence poor Yidl—as they told me
when I grew old enough to be let in on such stories—was forced to take many endless trolley
rides from lower Manhattan to Brooklyn and hover secretly across the street from our apartment
building in order to catch a glimpse of the infant grandson (me) he adored but could never again
embrace.It goes—or should go—without saying that leaving her husband did not mean that
Runyeh had changed her mind about the institution of marriage. To be sure, even if she had
wanted a divorce, it would have been virtually impossible for her to get one under Jewish law (to
which she was strictly faithful) unless her husband agreed to give it to her; and Yidl, who
evidently harbored dreams of reconciliation, would never hear of it. But in truth, she had no
desire for a divorce, either; nor did she wish to remarry when her husband died.What she did
want was to become an American citizen, and she wanted it passionately enough to spend
many months boning up with the help of my only sibling, my big sister Millie—five years older
than I—on the facts about which she expected to be quizzed by the judge. Who was the first
President?; what was the Constitution?; who freed the slaves?: these were the things to which
she memorized the answers, rehearsing them in her painfully broken English. At last the great
day came. But the judge, who must surely have been an anti-Semite, asked this elderly and
obviously religious Jewish woman only one question: “Madame, do you believe in bigamy?”
Imagining, probably, that bigamy was one of the principles of the American Constitution to which
she was about to swear fealty, Runyeh instantly answered, “Sure,* judge,” and that was that.*A
word she pronounced as “Shoo-a.”Bewildered by her rejection, she turned to my mother, her
daughter-in-law, who had accompanied her to the hearing, and asked in Yiddish what she had
done wrong. Upon being given the explanation, her indignation reached about as high a pitch as
any human being could experience without bursting into a thousand pieces. “That scoundrel!”
she exclaimed, “me he asks such a question?!” Thus it was in a bizarre connection with marriage
—a kind of divine retribution, as she may well in the secret recesses of her heart have taken it,
for her own sins against the institution—that her ambition to become an American citizen was
frustrated.Yidl died in 1934 when I was four years old, and I remember him only well enough to
know that he was infinitely more loving and tender than my other grandfather M’shitzik. In this,
M’shitzik was not all that unusual. Indeed, men like him were sufficiently common in the culture
of East European Jewry to have a designation of their own—he was a bayzer Yid, an angry Jew
—though I doubt that another so perfectly realized a specimen of the type ever existed. He might



make a rare exception in the case of his granddaughters and my mother, but neither his other
two daughters nor his two sons nor I or any of his other male grandchildren were ever on the
receiving end of so much as a smile.And it got worse as he became more and more religious.
Strictly Orthodox to begin with, he grew with the passage of the years in America (during most of
which he worked as the shammes, or sexton, of a musty old Brooklyn synagogue) into an ultra—
what in Israel would come to be called a haredi.* Later, when I got to know a bit about these
matters, I realized with a jolt one day that he was not very learned, and I used to joke that since
the 613 commandments binding upon a pious Jew were not enough for him, he had invented
new ones, like a prohibition against whistling, which he was firmly convinced had been ordained
by God.*Literally, a “trembler”—before God, of course.Not surprisingly, then, it was just as far
from roses in the marriage department for my mother’s parents as it was for my father’s. Which is
to say that M’shitzik and Esther Malkah never “got along,” either. This was the euphemism
employed by my mother, the eldest of their five children, to describe what was in fact a loathing
so intense that husband and wife literally ceased speaking to each other until death did them
part (she went first in an accident when I was in my teens, and he passed away about twenty
years later, shortly after settling in a haredi community in Israel). But not content with refusing to
speak to each other, they also spoke against each other, even to their own grandchildren.Once,
for example, M’shitzik warned my sister Millie, then about eight or nine, not to eat anything her
grandmother might feed her when she visited, since it might well be poisoned. (In view of the
fact that what Esther Malkah fed her was Millie’s favorite sandwich—which consisted of sliced
radishes and raw onions smothered in chicken fat between two pieces of heavy black
pumpernickel bread, with a side dish of extremely sour pickles—he may inadvertently have had
a point.)
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Joe, “Good Read.. If there’s any jewish folks out there whose grandparents immigrated from the
old country this is a good read. But being raised by jewish immigrants isnt really much different
than any other so its a nice snapshot into 20th century urban America.”

Larry Mark - Editor of MyJewishBooksDotCom, “Hurray for America, the haven for immigrants &
last gr8 hope. The book opens with a rendition of American the Beautiful. Norman Podhoretz,
Commentary Mag bigwig and Dean of America's neo Conservatives recollects his life and fight
against Marxists and the ACLU. Born in Brownsville, the son of Jewish immigrants (Julius/Joel
and Helen/Henya), Norman (Naphtali) attended public schools and sang Catholic hymns taught
by Irish spinsters. He fills this ode to America with fabulous stories and anecdotes, as he
recounts his youth and Liberalism and maturation as a Conservative. Along the way he
continues his ode to those peddlers who helped create the America we know today. The book
is a ringing Bell that counters what William F Buckley refers to as the keening sound of
complaints against the USA. Podhoretz spins good yarns. I enjoyed his story about his
graduation from Columbia, and receipt of a Fellowship to "Oxbridge." The other recipient turned
out to be the son of the woman from Norman's mother's village. She and his his mother had
shared the trip from Europe to Ellis Island and had lost touch over the decades. Another great
story was a recollection of Daniel Bell poking fun at his future brother-in-law Alfred Kazin.
Kazin, writing "On Native Ground", spoke of OUR forests. Bell found it weird to refer to OUR
forests, as if urban working class Jews from NYC were Americans. Or when famed Professor of
Philosophy Sidney Morgenbesser, a lapsed rabbi, found it bizarre that he was teaching
undergrads about Saint Augustine. I was shocked by these quaint attitudes til I was even more
shocked that thirty years later, Podhoretz recounts, Gore Vidal still writes about Jews as being
not "us" or being dual loyalists. Part 4 of the book, titled "Dayyenu American-style," recounts
Podhoretz's points of gratitude and his love of country. I suggest that the diligent reader pair
this book with Dershowitz's "Chutzpah."”

Steven Fantina, “Let Freedom Ring Loudly. Norman Podhoretz' billet-doux to the country who
has given him so much is an enthralling read occasionally marred by desultory digressions.Like
all long lasting marriages, this love affair went through periods of turbulence, but even when he
felt instances of temptation, he was true to his citizenship and never gave into infidelity. Such
inveterate loyalty did not extend to his politics. Once an avowed liberal, "Commentary's" long
time editor maturated into as the subtitle declares "a cheerful conservative." Still, his devotion to
his homeland remained steadfast regardless of where he was on the political scale. One of the
salient disillusionments he found with liberalism was the ignominious tendency to badmouth
America. Acts of such betrayal outraged Mr. Podhoretz and no doubt gave increased impetus to
his propitiation toward conservatism.This love letter warns of a similar concern more recently



seen from the right, but this is one area where the supporting evidence is weak. Except for the
discussion of a controversial seminar and a handful of other morsels, this charge remains rather
unsubstantiated. Certainly, nothing is given that equates to the sixties radicals offering
vainglorious aid and comfort to the Vietcong.It should also be noted that Mr. Podheretz wisely
does not see justified, severe criticism of the government as a lack of faithfulness to the nation.
He was one of the many eclectic movers and shakers (ranging from Clinton/Gore cheerleaders
Alan Dershowitz and Lawrence Tribe to conservative icons William Bennett and incoming
Secretary of Labor Linda Chavez) who gracefully signed the brilliant syndicated ad urging the
supine congress to take some action against Clinton, Reno, and company for the savage
incursion and kidnapping perpetrated on the noble Gonzales family that infamous Easter
weekend. Despite the natural umbrage he felt by this execrable breach committed by her
opprobrious government, his allegiance to his beloved America was not diminished.In this
zeitgeist where patriotism and fidelity are routinely belittled, this tale of mutual honor and
approbation stands as an example to be emulated.”

Jussi Bjorling, “Podhoretz: going squishy on us?. When reading anything by Norman Podhoretz,
I usually have to unclench my teeth at least once an hour. To my surprise, I made it through the
entire book in a single day, and my blood pressure never rose into the red zone.This book is far
more autobiographical than anything Podhoretz has written (that I've read to date), and anyone
seeking to demonize him as a humorless reactionary will have trouble doing so after reading
his portraits of his grandparents and parents.Of course, Podhoretz hasn't changed THAT much,
and along the way he makes excursions into both non-contentious history (the uneasy role of
the American intellectual) and highly partisan recountings of his own battles (especially around
the 1960s). This is the cultural critic we know and love/hate, and Podhoretz is at the top of the
form (except for a few vicious ad hominem attacks reminiscent of those in "Ex-
Friends").Podhoretz also devotes a great deal of space to the nature of Jewish identity in this
book, using his family history as a springboard. This is a little more sentimental than most of his
writing, but still of high quality.This is not vintage Podhoretz, due to the autobiographical
framework, which forces the author to fit his observations into a tighter structure than he is used
to. He also seems to have mellowed a bit with age. However, his powers are as sharp as ever,
and it is refreshing to see him deploy them in a new  context.”

The book by Norman Podhoretz has a rating of  5 out of 4.3. 10 people have provided feedback.
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