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Preface

In response to a dismissive-of-his-talent viewer who stated that he, Bernini, the famous, Baroque, Italian artist, when sculpting a marble portrait, merely made an exact copy of a sitter's features -- Bernini very politely stated that the result of making a portrait in that fashion, would be no different than if one powdered a face white, and, as we all know, by doing so, a person's features become unrecognizable.


What every artist knows (or should know, if he’s worthy of being so designated) is that in expressing his perception of a reality, it’s necessary that he extract the truth (as he sees it) from the object or subject under consideration, and then present it in a believable fashion. The manifestation of that perceived reality, providing an artist has the skills sufficient to materialize his vision or concept, will result in a work of art. How good that work of art will turn out to be, will be determined by the vision and concept that instigated the making of it in the first place – plus, of course, the artist's competence. It's this ability to create a believable reality out of a piece of stone, a bunch of notes, a string of words, or a few blobs of pigment that makes art come alive, as if by magic – and what made great artists revered as magicians. 

[It’s with this in mind that the author has refrained from using footnotes -- all too often used (much like tent poles for supporting the flimsy canvas covering the arena of a traveling circus) by writers as a means of giving significance to, and authority for, otherwise banal and meaningless conclusions. Nevertheless, it should be stated that every dramatization of events made by the author in Noo Yawk, New York -- The Flip Side, was based on his actual experiences and observation – or, while allowing for artistic privilege, on what he had good reasons (based on his determination of the truth) to have logically concluded that that’s the way it was.] 

*


All characters in "Noo Yawk New York – The Flip Side," have been created to better present a multi-faceted, true-to-life portrait of the City and its people, warts and all. Most literary portraits of New York are merely caricatures that stress the cliché-type superlatives commonly associated with the City’s most obvious faults or most significant assets. What seems missing is the most important input – that which comes from the City’s ordinary people (without regard for the politically-correct) who live ordinary lives – albeit, lives lived in a unique and ever-changing setting. 

[In recent times, the skill required by an artist to instill that sense of magic in his oeuvre is no longer needed nor admired. The result is that artists, if they so much as find acceptance (and perchance reverence) when practicing their profession, must have qualities based on criteria that have nothing to do with their abilities to give form to their genius. Why? because the stature of an artist is currently based on his popularity: a popularity built on his appeal: an appeal based on his ethnicity, race, religion, sexual preference, physical appearance and personality: a personality capable of his being publicized as that of a genius: a genius who can be made into a celebrity: a celebrity revered for his being a celebrity – all accomplished without any substantial considerations ever given to the artistic merit of his work – let alone to its having a magic.]

*


With the exception of New York and perhaps Mumbai, it would have been difficult to come across a major city, either here, in America, or abroad: whose people weren’t overly regulated; that didn’t impart a tourist-oriented museum-like quality; that didn’t have a contrived energy; or that wasn’t maintained for the benefit of its wealthy, well-born and politically-powerful inhabitants. However, by the end of the millennium, New York, and to a lesser degree Mumbai, appears well on its way to becoming a city with the worst of all those attributes: a city overly-controlled with a concocted vivacity and history, and that’s dedicated to the making of a groveling citizenry coerced to serve the needs of its wealthy, well-born and politically-powerful inhabitants – to the detriment of all others.


In New York, just as throughout the rest of the nation, there’s been an erosion of the old melting-pot ideal; a fast-disappearing laissez-faire attitude towards individual freedom, and a burgeoning materialism that appears intent on destroying the carefree spirit – all of which, when flourishing in the past, allowed for the flowering and support of the creative aspects of the fine arts – while mitigating the City’s stress on money making.

*


New York, as is the nature of a big city, is inhabited by a range of humanity that runs the gamut from those few exhibiting gracious brilliance on one end of the spectrum, to the vicious, ignorant and banal souls who preponderate the other – with the overwhelming majority floating around somewhere in-between. But, New York would be no different than any other big city, if not for its being a haven for the constant inflow of aggressive, opportunity-seeking Americans, and migrants from every land, the world over.


It was the combination of all those factors that created New York's many ever-changing "in" sections – all with their ever-mutating, multicultural middle-class citizenry – all of whom managed to maintain much of their natural-come-by verve, while assimilating, as New Yorkers, into the big picture as Americans. It was the result of that amalgamation of diverse elements that was responsible for making Noo Yawk the world’s current capitol – and not the greed-motivated, bigotry-based institutionalization by reactionary politicians, of a new fascism that limits everyone’s freedom – all in the name of law and order.  Sad to say, this is supported, as being good for New York, by folks who must surely know better.  
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FORWARD

GOOD LIES – BAD TRUTHS


With their arrival in Manhattan (the name being the only significant thing remaining in New York that still belongs to the misnomered and cheated-of-their-heritage American Indians), Europe’s Judeo-Christian, covetous Dutch invaders, established the concept of racism in the Americas. Those greedy Dutch (and their equally covetous British conquerors), having been instilled with an Old Testament-based chosen-of-God mentality, along with its rationalization that greed-is-good, went about, on racial grounds, murdering recalcitrant Amerinds – and stealing their country, while turning it into a promised land for themselves. It was that same Bible-based racist logic (which resulted in their considering non-Euro-Caucasians as something less than human) that also led to their justifying the forced transportation of Equatorial Africans, as slaves, to much of the Americas.

*


 While Amerinds were killed off when they manifested their hostility towards the hordes of invading Europeans (whose sole purpose was to displace them – by whatever means necessary), within a generation after their arrival, those first immigrant groupings of Euro-Caucasians were free to show their enmity towards the members of each subsequently-arriving immigrant grouping – without fear of retribution – of any kind. The bigotry-based attitudes of the earliest of America’s less-competent, less-intelligent and more-greedy immigrants have become part of an American and New York tradition; once members of each succeeding immigrant grouping lose their foreign accents – they, in turn, as wannabe ASPs, direct their economics-rationalized, bigotry-based resentment towards the members of every new immigrant grouping – a process that seems to never end.


The result of all this is that no individual whose ancestors arrived in New York (as part of a massive immigrant grouping), has failed to receive his share of bigotry-based injustice. Moreover, at one time or another, all individuals, due to their perceived ethnicity, race, religion, age, sex and physically- and-mentally-impaired condition, have also been the recipients of one or another form of prejudice-based discrimination.  


Nevertheless, none of this has prevented some individuals from within any one of the various minorities (now an all-inclusive word that defies definition – but, like pornography, one believes one knows a minority when one sees it) from succeeding in whatever endeavor they were especially equipped and motivated to excel in; the greater the bigotry-based prejudice an ambitious individual faces, the greater the effort required of him to succeed in his undertaking – which may not be all that bad, providing at least some aspect of an opportunity remains. 

*


Noo Yawk, New York -- The Flip Side, is intended to highlight the hypocrisy of the self-righteous proponents of the politically correct – while, at the same time, acknowledging the very-real existence of the bigotry-based hurdles erected, both intentionally and otherwise, in an attempt to prevent certain citizens from having an opportunity to participate as equals as they go about trying to live the American dream.  


An anti-Amerind, anti-Negro, anti-one-or-another-Protestant-denomination, anti-Catholic, anti-Asian, anti-Jewish, anti-Latino, or anti-everyone-else you can think of attitude has existed from time to time (and for the most part still exists, at least to some degree) amongst one or more of America’s diversity of identifiable groupings. As such, members of every one of those groupings have at one time or another been subjected to, participated in, or benefited from the results of bigotry-based determinations.


 Such unfair bigotry-based considerations have added to the difficulties of a whole range of American citizens when attempting to fulfill themselves. And, those affected by these considerations include many ASPs, almost-ASPs, and wannabe ASPs – along with members of every conceivable grouping -- in addition to those now justifiably or not claiming special privileges due to the negative affects because of their minority status.

*


While allowing for the fiction (albeit, with a sometimes basis in fact) that portrait painters are the harlots of the fine arts, it’s their ability to see and lay down mid-tones that permits them to define the features and interpret the character of a sitter. It would be impossible for truly-great portrait painters (none of whom painted from photos) to manifest the many aspects of a sitter’s personality, if not for their ability to apply mid-tones – as they saw fit. And, just as a portrait lacking mid-tones results in a caricature-like rendering that’s meant to either flatter or disparage the sitter, a composite description of any arbitrary grouping, minority or not, when presented in black and white terms, results in a caricature – which, by its very nature, avoids giving a true-to-life portrayal of the folks in question.


It’s for those reasons that issue is taken with the proponents of the politically correct – who, by their denying the existence of gray areas in the makeup of any given group they choose to champion, deny the individuality of those who make up the grouping. The self-righteous advocates of the politically correct go about presenting the members of any group they claim deserving of special compensatory treatment as being virtuous mother-loving good guys – as pure as the driven snow. That they may very well feel justified in doing so – as a means of countering the misrepresentation of those same minority members (as loathsome and despicable bad guys) by the self-righteous proponents of a bigotry-based, I-got-mine-screw-you kind of conservatism, should not exonerate those proponents of the politically correct for having manufactured an idealization of a grouping which its members find impossible-to-live-up-to – this, in turn, has them continually stressing past bigotries in order to rationalize that inability. 
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.

The Author’s Note

Much of the information relied upon for the conclusions drawn concerning the makeup of the people, places and things described in the India Bound series was acquired during a lifetime of dealing with, and observing the activities of thousands of ordinary and not so ordinary people. And, from the mid-1960’s on, I did some five hundred portrait studies (all but a handful are still in my possession: I don’t do portrait commissions, and I don’t hack portraits) -- mostly in New York, but with many others in India, and elsewhere. The overwhelming majority of all those people I related to, whether or not while doing their portraits, resulted, on balance, in an enjoyable and edifying experience. 


Since so much of my awareness, as to what motivates people’s doings, comes from one-to-one contact with, and close-up observations of, a very large cross-section of humanity -- rather than from surveys and statistics compiled by commercial canvassers, I’ve been afforded the pleasure of innumerable encounters with intelligent, estimable people: people with whom, even on substantial moral and interpretive issues,  I may or may not have been in agreement.


There is, of course, a flip side to this manner of research: it’s that on occasions I found myself relating to a mean-spirited, ignorant, bigoted or self-promoting  sicko. And even if that person was quite bright and knowledgeable, and even when I found myself in agreement with him on one or another controversial issue, it still resulted in a far from pleasing encounter. 


So, although, as a researcher, dealing with such a vast array of individuals was almost always enjoyable and worth the effort, on occasions it proved to be an exhausting and unpleasant experience. At which time, in an effort to determine the root cause for their behavior, I forced myself to refrain from reacting visibly to insults, even if bigotry-based and, either intentionally or otherwise, directed at me. This was easy enough to do when drawing or painting them (I encourage my sitters to talk to me)  -- since I could feign involvement in my work. However, on rare occasions, when the level of my adrenaline rose to a point where I damn near lost my cool, I’d virtually always walk away -- unless, of course, I thought the benefits accruing from remaining and determining the person’s motivation far outweighed my, by then, full-blown dislike for the person. In which case, once my curiosity was satisfied,  I made a point of avoiding them.

*


It’s when dealing with those losers, of every stripe (regardless of their religion, race, ethnicity, sex or sexual preference), whose most common characteristic was their unfounded-ambition,  that my non-violent nature was put to the test. However, by believing myself physically able to more than just defend myself in event the person proved unusually insulting, I could just turn my back or walk away, and still maintain my pride; I believed, unless I was kidding myself, that I could, in event things turned violent, at the very least, give as well as I might receive. It’s in more recent times, during the passage of the last decade, that doubts as to my physical prowess grew. And, with those doubts, the need to restrain the urge to react physically to a deliberate insult became more difficult. All of which has made me realize that it’s time to stop trying to edify myself in this manner, and concentrate on putting my accumulated knowledge and experiences, primarily those as a New Yorker, together.


It’s hoped that a read of The Flip-Side of Noo Yawk, New York will prove my efforts worthwhile. 
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. 
PART - I

Noo Yawk, New York
The
FLIP SIDE
      MARKAND THAKAR
1 - a
The University Emporium

In May of 1944 Nainsink Tagore started work at a local haberdashery; its prewar clientele consisted of well-to-do Columbia students and modestly-paid, faculty members in quest of tweedy attire. However, during W.W.II it catered to the needs of the navy’s ninety-day wonders.


Nance (his Americanized nickname) Tagore had gone to The University Emporium with a fellow student to solicit an ad for their junior-high-school, graduation album – for which they received no commitment. But, they were offered jobs. Nance’s classmate, Herby Bluestein, received a more-than-adequate allowance from his father, who was a very well-paid, garment- center, union-executive. Moreover, Herby’s parents had advised him, under no uncertain terms, that he (who was their only child) was to expend all his energies towards becoming a high-priced psychiatrist. Nainsink, whose three older brothers had been drafted, which resulted in the Tagore family’s income being substantially reduced; accepted the offer.

*


The navy had taken over most of Columbia University, where, each month, a fresh batch of ensigns was being turned out with production-line precision. Within three months, as midshipmen, former college freshmen and sophomores, many apparently still in their teens, were considered knowledgeable enough to be commissioned as officers in the U.S. Navy (perhaps for service on the U.S.S. Caine).


The University Emporium did its part in helping the American war effort by outfitting the soon-to-be ensigns in gray chinos and blue-serge officer’s dress-uniforms. This also allowed for the amassing of a small fortune for Harry Greenburg and Myron Schwartz, who, besides being the owners of The University Emporium, were partners in Harrison-Black, a very expensive, high-pressure, glitzy clothing store located on the eastern corner of Central Park South and Broadway -- just off Columbus Circle.

*


The basement shoe department at The University Emporium had been converted into a fitting room for the middies. And, just off the fitting room was a small dungeon-like room in which Annie, two tailors and the steam-presser worked.


It was there, in the workroom, that Annie reigned as the driving force. She was a woman well into her forties, had a florid complexion, and spoke with a trace of a brogue. Annie had an ample figure – one typical of a wide range of lower-income, middle-class women of her age and older. They had acquired it by doing heavy-duty housework, ironing, cooking and baking – all of which Annie did during the course of her workweek, in the evening when she returned home, and on Sundays.


In the era leading to the Great Depression of the 1930’s, ladies like Annie: housewives, of every ethnic background, who had lots of kids (and managed to survive the birthing ordeal), labored constantly to fulfill their acknowledged marital duties -- without the benefit of TV dinners, most frozen foods, electric washers and dryers, ready-made pie crusts, instant mashed potatoes or any of their ilk. As a consequence, due to well-earned appetites and without concern for their figures, they ate well – wearing corsets, when out, to prevent knowledge of their euphemistically-called Rubenesque shapes from being divulged to the world at large. However, despite their resultant plumpness, as evidenced by the appearance of their arms (when not hidden by long sleeves), the ladies, being strong of body, kept their children, and often their husbands, in line – while tending to remain healthy, as they lived well into their eighties. (The iceman may have had his pick, but only if the mighty lady was a willing accomplice.)


When at work, Annie wore old, comfortable-looking house slippers; each day she changed into what appeared to be the very same (though clean), cheap, much-washed, faded house dress. She did none of the intricate tailoring, but as a competent seamstress, worked on a machine designed specifically to stitch the bottom of a trouser leg – which, in accordance with the French- chalk marks designated by the head tailor, she did with alacrity. In addition, she did the occasionally-required hand-ironing. It was Annie’s constant, good-natured chatter that kept everyone content – as they worked non-stop from the moment they arrived ‘till Annie left at four: at which time the work-pace slacked off precipitously.

*


Vincent, the presser and porter, was a short, trim, but powerfully-built man. He, like virtually all New Yorkers, including those with Central African heritage (most of whom spoke with barely a trace, if that, of an Amos & Andy speech pattern) referred to himself as being colored or a Negro. Until that time, and until the late sixties, the majority of African-Americans, those who were able to find employment amongst Euro-Caucasians, were equally intelligent and able, and often more-so than the majority of their less-pigmented co-workers. Vincent was no exception. He was an intelligent, capable and sensitive man and, as required of all working people at the time, was well groomed and neat, but as befit his station, simply dressed (except at Christmas time, when, while wearing a three-piece suit, he patrolled the store’s street-level selling area). 

*


There were also two tailors. Mr. Levy, the senior tailor, who was the only person in the whole store to be called by his last name, was an elderly, good-natured man who got along with everyone. He rarely spoke, but when he did, his speech was slow-paced, sing-song and had the typical accent of a long-time resident of New York’s lower-Eastside.


Paul, the other tailor, was middle-aged, sallow-complexioned and spoke in quick spurts with a heavy accent of indeterminate European origin. He was a refugee from Romania, which may have accounted for his speech pattern; he spoke English with an accent and the emotions far more consistent with that of a resident of New York’s Little Italy (Romanian being a romance language, albeit, with a Slavic twist) than of a man from East Europe fleeing Nazi persecution – which he claimed to be.


Paul prattled on constantly; it was almost always about his sex life, or about his pursuit of an expanded one. In an apparent attempt at rationalizing his claimed overt whoring, he related how his wife, who had lost interest in sex, told him: “I don’t want to be bothered with it anymore – go pay some slut, and leave me alone.” 

*

Nance, who was two months shy of his fifteenth birthday, with not much over a year or two having elapsed since he stopped wearing corduroy knickers, had very little idea of what the relatively cleaned-up-for-mixed-company details were all about. Nevertheless, he could feel the tension build as a result of Paul’s unthinking questioning of Vincent.


During the course of one of Paul’s chatterings about his sexual escapades (though never very explicit – as far as Nance could tell), he matter-of-factly asked Vincent if he knew of any nice, hot, low-priced colored girls. By the latter part of the twentieth century the surprise caused by Vincent’s response would have been its civility – however, during that era of separate-and-unequal, legal segregation of the races, his response (one of annoyance, though a little heated): “Why don’t you try and find a hot, low-priced White girl?” – startled everyone by its testiness. But Annie made a quip, saying she’d find Paul a nice Irish girl, and everyone laughed. 

<>

1 - b
Moeburg’s Drugstore

Drugstores were an integral part of every urban center of every town in America, large or small – and functioned as social centers for a whole range of teenagers. Besides what one might expect of a drugstore: they were ice-cream parlors and fast-food outlets serving breakfast, lunch, dinner and snacks every day of the week, from six A.M. ‘till eleven P.M. – when not all-night long. They had soda fountains with high stools, steam-tables, sandwich boards and huge coffee urns. There were counters with cabinets and display cases from which cigars, cigarettes, snuff, perfumery, bedbug poison, toiletries, condoms, diaphragms, patent medicine and films with overnight developing were sold, as well as postage stamps at face value. (During those pre-plastic days, and when checking accounts were scarce, many mail order companies accepted U.S. postage as payment for their wares, and then resold them at a discount to drug and candy stores.) With the notable exception of the diaphragm (no doubt the Church’s doing: legally, only a woman with a doctor’s prescription could obtain one), none of those particular services or items offered for sale required the presence of a licensed pharmacist. Nevertheless, it was the personality of the pharmacist which gave a drugstore its individual character.


Prescriptions were dropped off at the local drugstore – in the quite normal expectation that by obtaining the prescribed magical potion and following the doctor’s instructions, the patient would miraculously obtain relief from his real or imagined ailments. And, it was the licensed pharmacist (universally called “Doc”) who, with his very limited knowledge of Latin, doled out, or mixed, measured quantities of the mysterious contents of one or more of the glass stoppered bottles that lined the drugstore’s back wall – as he methodically, and usually correctly, filled the prescriptions written by all-knowing doctors in a mysterious, illegible and cryptic hand. 

*


In New York, just about every other corner of every commercial avenue in a residential neighborhood of Manhattan would have a drugstore on it. And, a majority of them were, apparently, owned and operated by immigrants from East Europe. Moeburg’s Drugstore, which was located on the corner diagonally across from The University Emporium, was no exception.


Old-man Moeburg was called Doc by one and all – except when asked for medical advice (for which he was totally unqualified) – at which time he was politely addressed as Doctor. His advice, offered as a goodwill gesture, was given without charge – and, as such, was worth every cent it cost. 

*


Doc Moeburg ran the entire store at all times, except the food counter, when, from 6 A.M. ‘till 3 P.M. his wife Molly ran it. Mrs. Moeburg (only Doc called her Molly) and Bea: a very light-skinned, very plump, very bright, good-natured colored (she would have resented being called either a Black or an African-American) woman, did all the food preparation. Food prep was done after the breakfast rush, between ten and eleven-thirty, and then from two ‘till four P.M., when Bea left for the day.


Meat loaf, a steam-table staple, was made (two at a time) by mixing lots of crumbled dry bread (stale, but not rancid) in a stainless steel bowl containing heavily-seasoned (but not spicy hot), fatty ground beef, molding it into a bread-like loaf and then, after placing it in a suitable pan, baking it in the oven located in the not-overly-clean basement. 


A week’s supply of hamburger patties would be made at one time, and then placed in the constantly-being-opened-and-closed, under-the-counter freezer – where all the other prepared foods were stored. For whatever the reason, when fully cooked on the griddle (rendered of their fat and diarrhea-causing bacteria – would best describe the process), the hamburgers were delicious. And, no one was known to ever order a rare hamburger a second time. 


There were but two types of soup offered: they were made in the basement by emptying cans of condensed Campbell’s tomato soup, or the contents of a few packets of then-recently- developed Lipton’s chicken noodle soup, into a large pot of boiling water.


Egg, tuna fish and chicken salads, which were really sandwich spreads, were all prepared behind the counter by Bea. The basic mix for all the salads was prepared by slicing innumerable stalks of celery lengthwise, into narrow strips, and then finely cutting them crosswise until a huge mound of it was accumulated. Then, the hashed celery, along with globs of mayonnaise scooped from a big glass jar, were placed in a large stainless-steel container (the same type used in the steam-table), at which time negligible amounts of chopped, hard-boiled eggs, canned tuna fish, or chicken (for which pork was often substituted – since it turned white when cooked) was added.

*


Everyone worked hard. A breakfast of two eggs (any way desired -- even poached), two slices of buttered toast (rye, whole-wheat or white) with jelly or marmalade on the side, a small glass of slightly watered-down orange juice, freshly-brewed coffee with coffee cream on the side (made from a quart of milk, a quart of light cream and a can of evaporated milk), plus a glass of ice water, were all served within a few minutes after the customer sat down at the counter. All this cost twenty-five cents (but big spenders also ordered three slices of bacon, or a slice of ham, which cost an extra dime) -- and sometimes a customer would leave a nickel tip (pennies were an insult, and a dime was almost unheard of). 

*


Whenever anyone from The University Emporium wanted coffee or whatever from the drugstore, Nance, who was, amongst many things, the haberdashery’s gofer, was sent. It was the result of making those frequent trips, that he became friendly with the kids who hung out on the corner; and, by the end of the summer, Nance had become one of the crowd.   


After a year at The University Emporium, and despite his having received raises bringing his wages up to sixty-five cents an hour (the minimum wage was fifty cents an hour, and a cup of coffee or a ride on the subway cost but a nickel), Nance quit and went to work at the drugstore. Doc had offered him a job as a soda jerk. 

<>
1 - c

 Agatha Wooding 

Following her graduation from Millville High, Agatha Wooding helped out at her father’s hardware store: which, like the town’s high school, was also the only one in town. Her father paid her well, and since she wasn’t expected to contribute anything at home, within six months she’d accumulated enough money to do her thing. Shortly after Christmas, Agatha Wooding’s parents (with much misgiving) drove her the ten miles north to Erie, located on the lake of the same name. There, after her father bought her ticket, she kissed them goodbye and boarded the Greyhound bus that would take her to New York.


Her photo in the album issued for the graduating class of 1945 was that of a mature, wholesome, attractive and bright-eyed brunette; the accompanying blurb stated that she was a cheer leader, the best actress and best dancer. It could have added that she was self-willed, ambitious, adventurous and terribly naive – a combination bound to cause problems for a shapely, just-turned- eighteen year old who was intent on trying to make it big in the Big City.

*


Within a few days after her arrival in New York, Agatha moved into a furnished room rented out to proper young ladies by a family living in a well-run building (one with a doorman and elevator operator) located on the corner of Riverside Drive and 113th Street. Her rent was cheap; she had no kitchen privileges, and visitors were not allowed. 


Agatha would stop by Moeburg’s drugstore for a late breakfast. She’d order the twenty-five cent special: small freshly-squeezed orange juice, two eggs (fried over light), buttered toast (rye), marmalade, coffee (cream on the side) – and she never left a tip. She didn’t appear aloof, yet she kept to herself; the only words Nance recalled her saying were a cheerful, “I’ll have the usual,” and, then, as he placed her breakfast on the counter directly before her – an appreciative, “Thank you.” 


After leaving Moeburg’s, Agatha would take the IRT from 110th Street to Times Square. She’d pick up Variety to see if, what, when or where casting was going on. In time she began stopping off at Jimmy Raye’s, the actor’s hangout on Eighth Avenue.  


A few months’ having passed, Nance noticed a gradual change in her bearing. She no longer came across as a cheerful, self-assured and proper young lady. She appeared preoccupied, despondent and very confused. Then, suddenly, as if she’d found a solution to whatever was troubling her, she reverted back to being a perky young thing – and considerably more outgoing -- at least towards Nance. 


Although in the past she’d only stop by Moeburg’s for breakfast (always before eleven, to take advantage of the special), she began coming in for coffee during the afternoon: soon after the lunch-time rush, when it was slow. Agatha would sit around making small talk with Nance for a half-hour or so – during which time they got to know each other’s name.

*

Nance, though he’d been working at the drugstore for nearly a year,  hadn’t yet turned seventeen. But, during the war kids grew up while still quite young. Twenty percent of America’s male population served in the armed forces; jobs were easy to come by, and even after contributing fifteen dollars a week at home he had twenty dollars left – and that went a long way in the 1940’s (when the family’s rent was but sixty-five dollars a month). With few older males around, Nance, with money in his pocket and mature for his age, acted the part of a man (albeit a very young-looking one). 

*


One afternoon, Agatha dawdled with her coffee ‘till four, when Nance got off work. After he washed up and changed into his street clothes, he sat at the counter with her. They made small talk for a few minutes before Nance asked Agatha if she’d like to take in a movie; she agreed and they went to the Loew’s Olympia.

*

The feature film was “A Walk in the Sun” with Dana Andrews and Richard Conte. It was a war movie about America’s W.W.II invasion of Italy. The movie made an obvious, albeit well- intentioned, attempt to paint Italians as unwilling foes of the men in our multi-ethnic  (yet, un-hyphenated) American Army. Although the presence of a few American soldiers’ having recognizable Italian ancestry was stressed, it included young men coming from every conceivable, Euro-Caucasian ethic grouping – in what appeared to be a then-compulsory list of ethnic caricatures included in every American-made war movie. 
*
After taking in the double feature (one pipperoo, one stinkeroo), they stopped for sandwiches and coffee at the neighborhood Bickford’s; they then decided to go for a walk on Riverside Drive.

*

During the mid-1940’s, it was nothing special for regular kids, after dark, to go down the steps from the street level of Riverside Drive to the park down below. There and then, heavy petting usually took place: often resulting in what was called dry (not a totally accurate description) humping; it was rare for middle-class girls to go all the way, or for middle-class boys to try and coerce a girl into doing “it”. 
*


Agatha and Nance went down the steps to the lower level of the park. Talking and walking until they reached a section with steps leading even further down to the highway level; it was a secluded, cavernous colonnaded section that overlooked a small asphalt-covered area used for playing roller-skate hockey or such. 


They sat behind one of the huge columns, and necked for barely a minute – when Agatha laid back, closed her eyes and spread her legs. During the following few minutes of foreplay, Nance, despite his being sexually naive, realized that Agatha was obviously far from being a virgin. 

*

Every kid that hung around the corner had a wallet with a condom-caused ring indented in it -- thereby certifying his readiness to prove himself a man. In most cases it remained there for years; Nance’s had been in his wallet for the better part of a year.

*


Nance withdrew his wallet from his back pocket and hurriedly extracted the silver-papered condom. Agatha’s eyes remained tightly shut during the first ten or twenty seconds that elapsed; Nance, inexperienced and excited, was in the process of awkwardly putting the condom on, when Agatha, wondering what the delay was all about, opened her eyes – seeing the condom, she immediately clamped her legs shut and pulled her skirt down. Nance was confused by her doings – and, though disappointed – was also relieved that nothing had happened. Agatha got up – and they left the park, walking back to Broadway without exchanging a word.

*


A month passed before Agatha Wooding again stopped at the drugstore. There was a sense of urgency in the way she asked Nance for help. She told him she needed three hundred dollars to pay for an abortion. Nance looked at her for some time: half in pity for her frightened and distraught condition, half in disgust for what he now realized had been her attempt to bamboozle him into thinking he was responsible for impregnating her. Nance thought of asking her why she didn’t just ask the man she had slept with for the money, but he didn’t. Instead, he told her the truth: he had no way of getting that kind of money (and that was a lot of money in early 1946). He did tell her, though, that she was welcome to the nineteen dollars he had in his savings account -- which he could withdraw the next day from the National City Bank branch at 111th Street. She appeared to hold back her tears, as she said, in a very controlled voice, “Never mind.” And, then, with a look of determination, she spun around and stalked out – never again to be seen by Nance. The realities of life in the big, beautiful and cruel city had both the teenagers, Nance and Agatha, growing up quite fast. 

<>
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About Nance (Nainsink)

When growing up, Nainsink Tagore, as a born and bred New Yorker, had no idea that his ancestry made him different from other kids; all of whom also had at least one parent or grandparent who came from someplace other than America. One of the first inklings of his being different occurred shortly after the Japanese sneak attack on Pearl Harbor. His fifth-grade teacher, Mrs. O’Grady, a big, blowzy, red-headed woman had questioned her class as to the religion practiced at home (probably illegally – but, since this was very early W.W.II times, an awful lot of government-sponsored, God-is-on-our-side, religious propaganda was bandied about without protest). When he wasn’t able to raise his hand in response to her naming any of the usual range of possible Judeo-Christian religions, it did tend to make him feel a little different from the other kids.  

*

The school was in the Dyker Heights/Bay Ridge section of Brooklyn, which, at the time was (and may still be) a neighborhood of one- plus a few two-family homes. The overwhelming majority of its inhabitants were middle-class and nominally Christian: many of whom were second or third generation Americans who were trying to be very ASP-like. The three main groupings were: ethnic Scandinavians -- Swedes for the most part; Irish of the lace-curtain persuasion; and Italians, prosperous, upwardly-mobile and very-proper. All the children in the area attended public schools -- with the exception of those coming from lace-curtain Irish homes – in which case most went to the regional Catholic parochial school.  

*


Having failed to raise his hand, Mrs. O’Grady had Nance come to her desk. When questioned again, Nainsink explained that no religion was practiced at home, and that his father was dead. When asked about his father, he said he had been a practicing Hindu. (His father, a Kshatriya, had come to America shortly after the turn of the century: a decade or so prior to America’s entry into WWI.) In response to more of her questioning, he told her that his father had given his older brothers some religious instruction; but, since his father was in poor health for years before he died, he had received none. When asked about his mother, he said she practiced no religion. The teacher than asked where she was born. He told her Belgium, adding that she lived in Holland most of her life before coming to America. Thereupon, Mrs. O’Grady, no doubt inspired by evangelical concerns, told him that, since his mother was born in Belgium, a Catholic country, he must really be a Catholic – and should go to church. 


A few weeks later, Nainsink mentioned to his mother that he had gone along with some friends to a nearby church to help set up some chairs. In a very-proper, school-taught British accent, her only response was, “All religion is nonsense.”

*

In later years, Nainsink, having explained to his children that Santa Claus didn’t really exist, but was part of America’s gift-giving tradition (the non-religious aspect of Christmas was celebrated at home), was advised one evening around Christmas time, by his youngest son – in the serious manner only a  first grade student making an awe-inspired observation could utter: “Do you know, dad, one of the teacher’s aides – a grown-up lady – still believes in God.” 

*


Neither of Naiinsink’s parents arrived in America as part of a recognizable immigrant grouping. They were well-educated: his father, in India, had acquired full knowledge of numerous Indic languages, as well as English; his mother, educated, for the most part in the Netherlands: where, as were all middle-class children, in addition to Dutch, she was taught to read, write and speak German, French and English. Though both were fluent in various Indo-European tongues, and despite his father’s attempts at teaching his mother Gujarati (the then prominent language of the Bombay Presidency – which included Gujarat), English, with the exception of a smattering of terms commonly used in India (mainly those referring to food), was the only language spoken at home. 


Before his parents’ marriage in 1915, his father had supplemented the small income he derived from his holdings in India by freelancing as a translator and writer for Indian language newspapers; and then, during WWI, he worked with the U.S. Censor’s office as a translator of exotic (Sanskrit-based) languages. Prior to the onset of the Great Depression, and to compensate for the decline in his father’s income, his mother worked as the foreign editor of a trade magazine (however, to hide her sex, her byline included only the initial of her first name). 


Having parents who hadn’t arrived as members of one or another massive wave of immigrants, definitely had its advantages for a child. However, in a city like New York, it most assuredly had its downside. As the Great Depression (that major social and economic leveler) progressed, and as his father’s health took a turn for the worse: the family income was greatly reduced – forcing his mother and older brothers to go it alone (no extended family to offer moral support or financial assistance) – which resulted in their moving, by steps, to the less affluent sections of the City. There, the Tagore children (this was prior to the Tagore’s working their way back up by moving to the slightly-more-upscale Bay Ridge/Dyker Heights, and at a time when Nainsink was still too young to be aware of his being different) found themselves set apart from the other kids, who were, for the most part, the progeny of immigrants from Ireland, and Eastern and Southern Europe. 

The majority of those folks living in the non-slum but, nevertheless, far from desirable sections of the City (most were located in the outer boroughs) came from lower-income families or had a family background that made them socially less desirable as tenants (as far as real-estate interests in the more affluent sections of the City were concerned). Nevertheless, those families designated as ethnic, and their kids, perhaps understandably, were often boorishly overly materialistic. Moreover, they, despite, or perhaps because of their having borne the brunt of every possible sort of bigotry themselves, were often just as bigoted towards others, in their own way, as were their former tormentors. 

*    
                                                       Pepsi-Cola hits the spot.

Twelve full ounces that’s a lot.

Twice as much for a nickel too.

Pepsi-Cola is the drink for you.

*


During the 1930’s, New York’s population was well over eight million – of which Catholics (mainly with Irish and Italian ancestry) accounted for close to half the population, and Jews (mainly from Eastern Europe: Russia and Poland) numbered about a third of it. But it wasn’t until 1954 that laws prohibiting the exercising of discrimination (based on race, religion or ethnicity) by the real-estate industry were enacted (though only rarely ever enforced). This was in response to those exclusionary bigotry-based practices that were an obvious insult to darker-skinned Americans (mainly Negroes and Latinos, but had also included, though not nearly as all-encompassing, East European and Mediterranean types, as well as Asians and Irish). Nevertheless, there were members of every one of those sinned-against groupings who, albeit to a lesser degree – but only because they had owned or controlled less, were as guilty of bigotry-based considerations when selling or renting out a property, as were any real- or wannabe-real-American types. Moreover, those who benefited the most from the end of such discrimination were not Negroes or Latinos, but were those offspring of immigrants with money and a very American-type demeanor. And, by the turn of the millennium, there still were umpteen sections of America, and that includes New York City, where it would be next to impossible to see one non-professional, dark-skinned or less-desirable- ethnic-type resident. 

*


There should be no denying that greed (exorbitant profits?) is the prime mover behind the racism that permeates the real-estate industry – and that everyone owning real estate, regardless of their race, religion or ethnicity, is motivated to cater to (and often instill) whatever form of bigotry that they believe will enhance the value of  property they have a vested interest in. A limited, yet telling example of it could be found in a 1960’s article praising the action of a Black owner of a residential building in a White neighborhood located in New York City. It was published in the then ultra-liberal (it ain’t no more – for sure) New York Post. The Black owner of the building was quoted as saying that he had hired down-and-out Blacks to make stereotypical nuisances of themselves as they sprawled out on the steps of his building. By his doing so, the Black owner bragged how he had obtained an exorbitant price for the structure: the difference between its true market value and the price he received – which was the amount of money New York’s bigoted real-estate interests were willing to absorb as a means of ridding the neighborhood of Blacks.


The article in the New York Post, that once staunch supporter of integration, never even suggested that the Black owner should have rented the apartments in the building to the innumerable law-abiding middle-class Negroes (as a means of dispelling the racist-motivated, negative perception of them publicized by the real-estate interests he had sold out to). Had the Black owner not been as greed-motivated as his White counterparts, he could have helped integrate middle-class Blacks into New York’s middle-class, no-longer-hyphenated neighborhoods – much in the manner accomplished by the middle-class of every other ethnic grouping.  And, at least in the North, this would have helped to alleviate at least some of the racial prejudice then-endemic amongst the overwhelming majority of the City’s residents –– regardless of their race, religion, creed or ethnicity.

<>
2 
Morningside Heights


Morningside Heights, the area below 125th Street, from Morningside Park west to Riverside Drive, and south to 110th Street was touted by its denizens as being the Acropolis and cultural center of New York. It had: Columbia, Teachers (Horace Mann) and Barnard colleges; the Juilliard School of Music; Saint John the Divine; Riverside Cathedral; The Union Theological and Jewish seminaries; Saint Luke’s and Women’s hospitals; International House; and last, and perhaps least, Grant’s Tomb.


Moreover, City College and its Lewisohn Stadium, The High School of Music and Art, and even the Apollo, with its big-time swing bands, were all within walking distance. Muggings were almost unheard of, at least through the 1940’s, and even the lowest levels of Riverside Drive Park were fairly safe – day or night. Even the Museum of the American Indian and the Spanish Museum were but two local stops north by subway. And a ferry ran across the Hudson, from 125th Street to the Palisades Amusement Park: it cost a nickel. 

*

What with Harlem’s expanding inexorably westward towards the Hudson River, and 125th Street becoming more and more of that community’s main drag, Blacks, within a year or so after the end of W.W.II, began finding their way, by ferry, to Palisades Amusement Park. At this point, without any change in the cost of admission, or in any other way – entry to the huge swimming pool at the amusement park became limited to those with membership cards. Both membership and the card were freely offered, gratis, to all prospective customers – with the exception of Negroes. (This was not happening in the Deep South, but well-above the Mason-Dixon Line – in New Jersey, on the first landfall west of a not-all-that-liberal Manhattan – and for all the talk, it still ain’t.)

*


In viewing the rest of the City (i.e., Manhattan – the residents of all five boroughs did, and still do, consider Manhattan to be the City), there was no Lincoln Center, and NYU was then known as a school for kids from well-to-do families whose grades weren’t high enough to enable them to go free to CCNY – those kids who made it were heard to kid about the ethnic makeup of their school, calling it City College Now Yiddish. [Nelson Rockefeller, in later years, was to institute the State University system, which was based on that of the City University, which included CCNY.] On the other hand, most students going to NYU, which was then facetiously considered (perhaps unfairly) a school for future dentists not smart enough to be doctors, and accountants not bright enough to make it as lawyers. Nevertheless, it should also be noted, that many attending NYU had been rejected as undergraduates by even some of the not-that-prestigious schools of the time: usually due to prejudice of one sort or another. (The majority of college-bound Catholic kids went to Fordham or other religious institutions. And, access to the more prestigious colleges for ASP-type students was somewhat limited by their grades, but was also, very-much determined by the income and pull of their parents.) 

*

Washington Square Park, now a de facto extension of NYU’s Greenwich Village campus, was a simple, quiet place where young mothers from the neighborhood brought their kids, and if any NYU students spent time in the park, no one was aware of it. Twice yearly, art exhibits (begun during the Great Depression) took place on the periphery of the park, and they were considered, perhaps with some justification – at least for that time, amongst the City’s major cultural events.

[If not great art, at least the works shown in the early Washington Square exhibits gave some indication that the makers had the skill and knowledge of one claiming to be an artist. Obviously, those exhibits took place before the era of political correctness and big-time art hype -- with its claims that everyone’s an artist and every diddling thing they do is art – providing a promoted-by- the-media authority says it is.]

Greenwich Village was considered the bohemian section of the City and consequently of America. As such, thanks to the resultant inflow of non-conformists, some of whom were homosexuals eager to be free of small-town bigotry, and many others were young adventurous women arriving in the aftermath of each re-release of the movie, “My Sister Eileen”, New York’s ever-greedy, real-estate interests, in an effort to meet their demands for accommodations, dubbed much of the lower Westside abutting old Greenwich Village, the “Village”. However, in the 1970’s to meet the continuing demands by those wishing to live the bohemian life (by the late 1980’s, they were mostly middle-class yuppies from the outer boroughs and beyond), real-estate interests expanded  the size of The Village beyond Manhattan’s Westside -- which gave birth to “East Village” (formerly the Lower Eastside, a.k.a. Alphabet City).

*


The New School was considered a place for dilettantes to study with often-brilliant, refugee professors. And, whether or not Pace College existed doesn’t really matter – at the time no one was aware it did. The Whitney was located in what is now the Studio School on West Eighth Street; it was boutique-like and unpretentious. And, Frank Lloyd Wright’s Guggenheim museum, hadn’t been conceived, and was years away from being built. The Modern (the only major museum in New York, at the time, with an entry fee -- a quarter) and the Met, both a fraction of their later super-department-store size, offered an edifying experience and a pleasant and relaxed atmosphere in which to view the works on display. Those cultural institutions, plus the Museum of Natural History; The Metropolitan Opera; the main library on 42nd Street; Carnegie Hall; The Frick Collection; and The Morgan Library – all of which were spread out throughout the City, did tend to counter any claims by the residents of Morningside Heights, that it was the nation’s Mount Parnassus as well as its Acropolis.

*


Nevertheless, the upper West side of Manhattan, with some logic, could still be considered the City’s and nation’s intellectual and cultural center. And to prove the point, one could state the truism, that all great societies have the seeds of their own destruction embedded in the same fertile ground that allowed them to flourish in the first place: The Manhattan Project, which initiated the making of the first atom bomb, was Morningside Heights’ crowning contribution to New York’s claim to greatness. And, some might add, as further proof of its impending doom, that during the post-war era, the beatniks (though unknown at the time) hung out at the West End Bar and Grill, located on Broadway, between 113th and 114th Streets. 

*

[The claim by art museums is that they offer a much needed public service: one that makes available to all, those wonderful visions of men and women of genius who have sufficient skills to manifest them as works of art. The Metropolitan Museum of Art and the Brooklyn Museum have, with but few notable exceptions, managed to do just that. Since their fees are determined by how much a visitor can, or is willing, to pay, no one is prevented, for monetary reasons, from entry at any time (although the money takers are either coached to be, or, on their own, are often rude to those paying anything but the maximum – perhaps they must be reminded that New York taxpayers pay for a substantial part of their salary). Most other New York museums – whether or not they receive direct aid, like churches, pay no taxes. But, unlike churches, which make contributions voluntary, they charge exorbitant fees.

[The Modern, for one, in the post-W.W.II years had an entry fee which was one-third the minimum hourly wage, but, by the turn of the millennium, their fee had more than doubled in relation to the take home pay for an hour’s labor by a person earning the minimum wage. It should also be noted that the Modern sponsored a co-op that was supposed to help pay for the museum’s upkeep and such. The museum’s efforts to exhibit works which are so often obviously intended to be politically correct are to be admired. However, since the entrance fee is beyond the ability of many bright young minorities to pay, one has to wonder at the commitment of those determining the museum’s policies.

<>
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Hanging Out

L.S.M.F.T.  –  Lucky Strike Mighty Fine Tobacco 

 (Let’s Screw My Finger’s Tired)


A motley group of teenagers (though it was rare to see more than seven or eight hanging out at any one time), such as that which congregated on the corner outside Moeburg’s Drugstore, could only have been assembled in this particular section of Manhattan’s Morningside Heights – during that postwar period that merged with the closing years of W.W.II.


Many were the daughters of building superintendents, or of owners of brownstone rooming houses who were, with few exceptions, first-generation Americans with German-Protestant, East-European-Jewish or second generation Irish-Catholic ancestry. Virtually all the remaining girls in the crowd came from families with relatively-proper, lower- to middle-income, middle-class backgrounds. Nevertheless, they too had a much varied ancestry: Scandinavian, Mediterranean, Central and East European as well as indeterminate early-American. In addition, what with the war on, there was a smattering of refugees with diverse religious and national backgrounds. Nevertheless, all the girls were considered bobby soxers, and all had varied educational, social and economic backgrounds. 

*


There are, of course, lots of exceptions to the generalities that are being made as to the makeup of the crowd. And, in the case of the few middle-middle-class boys who occasionally hung out on the corner, those generalities which might seem most arbitrary. They lived in one or another of the nearby door-manned apartment houses. These boys tended to come from very respectable, Christian families with better-than-lower-middle-class incomes, or from not overly-ethnic-type Jewish families with solid-middle-class incomes. And, all of those kids, both Christians and Jews were expected to graduate from high school and go on to college.

*


The largest group of boys hanging out on the corner lived with their families in small, non-elevator apartment houses or tenements (not slums) located at least a block or two away from the streets bordering Harlem. For the most part, at least socially, their families would be considered lower-middle class. All were law-abiding, and as wage earners their parents’ employment varied considerably; they were blue- and white-collar office and factory workers, waiters, waitresses and owners of small businesses. There was little expectation that these kids would go on to college. Though virtually all finished high school, they were in commercial courses, which effectively denied them the chance to get a higher education. However, students graduating from high school then, even with a commercial diploma, when compared with more recent graduates (from the early 1960’s on), were far better educated.  


Those boys, almost all of whom ended up serving in the U.S. Army of Occupation in Germany, Italy or Japan, were to become the salesmen, civil servants, restaurant managers, mechanics and small business owners of their time. Virtually all were to move out to what were then considered the lower-middle-class suburbs of New Jersey, Queens, Staten Island or beyond the city-limits, on Long Island. They were also destined to be included in the grouping of retired or deceased fathers of the turn-of-the-century’s middle-aged, baby boomers.

*


The second largest group of kids came from the outer perimeter of Morningside Heights. The poorest of whom lived on La Salle Street – which angled south and west from 125th Street to Broadway, and acted as the primary barrier to the spreading out of Harlem or any unauthorized intrusion by its residents. Some of the kids from better-off, but nevertheless far-from-socially- acceptable families lived on Broadway, just below the elevated 125th Street IRT station – others in that category lived within a few blocks south of Cathedral Parkway (110th Street) on Central Park West and Manhattan, Columbus and Amsterdam Avenues. To the east, there was no need for a buffer zone of non-pigmented tenement dwellers: Morningside Park acted as an attractive and inexpensive barrier to the spreading of Harlem beyond its acceptable-to-real-estate-interests boundaries. And, a half-century later, apparently with the cooperation of Black politicians, those boundaries are still more or less maintained – but for the most part, with lower-middle-class Latinos (replacing their fairer-skinned counterparts of the recent past) used as buffers to protect the sensibilities of America’s law-abiding and sometimes-unintentionally-bigoted, middle-class New Yorkers.

*
Unless by a widowed spouse, single parenting (not a term in vogue at that time), was a no no. Being a single parent then (virtually always a woman and poor, but not a designation relating to race), brought hardships for a woman far greater than for her currently-living-off-welfare counterparts: at the time it was considered disgraceful, and financial support, if and when available, was far less remunerative – as well as far more difficult to obtain than in later years. 

[Even in these more recent times, despite single parenting’s losing some of its stigma, and whether or not there might be valid ethical considerations – or whether or not most adults believe abortion is or isn’t a particularly good thing, the consequences of a young woman’s not having one, most-often far outweigh those of any other consideration. So, if for no other reason, the determination as to whether or not a pregnancy is terminated, must be left to the individuals personally involved – with the wishes of the woman (no matter what her age) taking precedence over those of all others, including those of the man.]

*


Many of the poorest kids coming from the buffer zones were thought-to-be Catholic (but none were known to be religious, or ever attend a service – in any house of worship). Many of those youths had parents who were in jail, drunks, never married or divorced. Their parents were social outcasts who had been ostracized by their own families, the city government, their church (nominal) and their ethnic counterparts (shanty Irish was then a term much used by lace-curtain Irish – while the other kids were lumped up, by one and all, as a kind of generic white trash). There was no concerted effort to assist those children (who would now be termed: underprivileged) – unless one considers a then-prevalent practice of the police, whereby one or another of those kids would be made to sit in the front seat of a patrol car, between two cops, who then took turns in smacking the kid around, as a form of governmental guidance. (And, since both the cops and kids tended to be of Irish descent – the question of racism was never raised.)

*

A few decades before the end of the twentieth century, one of New York’s claiming-to-be-liberal senators (and the sad thing is, that all things considered, he really was a liberal), while euphemistically calling the past, deliberate, though assumed-to be-temporary, outcasting of those in poverty: “benign-neglect”, advocated that a similar fate be endured by those Americans with Central African ancestry. Perhaps his logic was: “If we could take it, why can’t they?” 
*


Segregation, though not strictly enforced in the New York school system, was still the law of the land. This was interpreted to mean that the poorest of New York’s freckled and sallow-skinned youths were not required to attend the closest elementary school – if its student body was composed primarily of Negroes. However, when those poor-White kids were then enrolled in a middle-class, elementary school located outside Harlem, with but few exceptions (what with their having scant or no parental involvement), they had little or no incentive to study. This, in turn, placed them in classes with the least educable students – many of whom were mentally deficient. 


In addition, since most of those students were indeed poor, and, as such, received free lunch – they had the added stigma of having to eat it in an open section of the school’s lobby (where they were seen by smug, middle-class students, who lived in the neighborhood, as they left to go home for their lunch). It should also be noted, that the area where the food was served reeked of the combined odor of institutionally-prepared soup and strong disinfectant. None of which had the effect of enhancing the self-esteem of those poor White students.

*

Poor as herein referred to, should not be confused with the term applied to all Blacks from the mid-1950’s on – although, the loss of self-esteem for those low- and middle-income Negroes (few really-poor or upper-income Negroes were involved) who were being bused out of the Harlems and Brownsvilles of America, was undoubtedly no less demoralizing for them, than it had been for those outcast “Whites” – whose fate they fell heir to.

*


Due to their benefiting from the application of a de facto benign neglect, the majority of those poor “White” kids living within the outer limits of Manhattan’s Morningside Heights, acquired none of the study habits or skills that would have enabled them to go on to get a vocational, high school education (no such thing as social advancement in those days). Moreover, it was almost out of the question that, if and when they graduated from elementary school, they could pass the entrance exams to any one of New York’s academic or excellent, specialty, public high schools – or earn a scholarship to any of the City’s numerous parochial and private schools. 


What with their lack of self-esteem, due to their slum living, reinforced by their being treated like idiots by their teachers (much as lower-middle-class Blacks were in later years), those white kids continually played hooky – and eventually dropped out of school completely – truancy officers notwithstanding.

*

Prior to W.W.II, any kid playing hooky could expect a visit from the truant officer. Not so during the latter days of W.W.II: between the draft and the lure of lucrative factory jobs, few truant officers were on call; and the fear of a visit from one, all but disappeared. 

*


Despite the labor shortage, once those kids quit school, few could get jobs. This brought about a spiraling cycle of criminal activities – which for some started much earlier: with the likes of petty shoplifting and swiping coins from a candy store’s outdoor newsstand. To consider whether it was their lack of employment (due to a somewhat-justified fear by potential employers – that they had a predilection to pilfer) that caused the kids to turn to petty, and not-so-petty thefts, could, perhaps, serve as a rationalization for a goodly portion of those kids’ ending up in reform schools, and – eventually, for many, doing time in a penitentiary. 

Those kids, when old enough to be released from a reformatory, or on parole from jail, were required to be gainfully employed in legal doings (jobs as runners for bookies and such, had to wait). Only the most menial and low-paying jobs were open to them. Those jobs, many in hospitals (where they were treated with contempt): as dishwashers and porters, or doing basic food prep and its ilk, were not, at the time, covered by minimum- wage laws – as a result they were paid next to nothing. No doubt there were additional inputs that caused them to stray again from the straight-and-narrow path of righteousness. But, since many of those young men couldn’t deal with what they felt were degrading conditions (admittedly caused by their own past unlawful actions – which were, however, probably due to their reacting to their being treated as pariahs), they returned to their former criminal ways – this, as a means of earning the money and respect they felt it would buy (which was, perhaps, the reasoning that led most astray – in the first place). And, it wasn’t long before many of those young men were re-incarcerated.

<>
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The Inner Circle

All crowds, even the likes of the pickup one that hung around Moeburg’s drugstore, tend to have a nucleus of regulars. For some months prior to Nance’s working at the drugstore, he had become a regular – others were: Hugo, Mickey, Nate and Joey. Allowing for the fact that all but Roy, had been drafted or enlisted in the Army (which had one or the other away over a two-plus year period), the loosely-knit group held together for over five years.


Hugo Gruber lived with his mother and sister in a somewhat seedy but well-kept tenement located on the corner of 109th Street and Amsterdam Avenue – three stories above Paddy’s: the Irish bar from which the Grubers got their dinner-time pail of beer.

*

[All the buildings facing Amsterdam Avenue (most of which have since been raised) were similar, if not identical, to those ubiquitous, seedy, tenements still standing on the lower Eastside – most of which have been cleared (by hook or by crook – or with a carrot or a stick) of their long-time residents. By the end of the 1980’s the original railroad flats in those tenements on the lower Eastside (much of which, is now called East Village) –  after being cut in two, their linoleum floor coverings removed,  the application of a fresh coat of paint and the addition of: air-conditioning, updated fixtures and appliances, along with a more-reliable-looking security system – were to command rents per square foot comparable to, if not exceeding, that for apartments in the most exclusive sections of the City.] 

*


The Grubers had originally moved to the City from New Jersey after Hugo’s father deserted the family: a fairly common happenstance during the Great Depression. (Wherever the work ethic prevails, the effect of a man’s losing his job is tantamount to his losing his manhood. Running away was considered a coward’s way out, whereas, joining the army, or the French Foreign Legion, was thought to be the recourse of a brave man – which may very well account for the ease that nations have had in recruiting men during hard times, and why all major wars tend to take place when a surplus (usually recession-caused)  of cheap labor is available.) 


Left destitute, and too embarrassed to remain in Rutherford, the Grubers moved to Manhattan. Hugo’s mother and his much-older sister were able to get jobs assembling syrup pumps for soda-fountains in a factory where an uncle was foreman. After the Jap attack on Pearl Harbor, the factory received sub-contracts from the Brewster Aircraft Company on Long Island, to do simple manufacturing and assembly work. During the immediate post-war years, the factory’s owner attempted to make something other than soda-fountain, syrup-dispensing pumps, but soon the Gruber ladies were back assembling them. (A decade later, the owner laid off all his factory workers, and began importing them from Japan.) 


Hugo went to Harran High, and graduated with a non-academic diploma. He was an average student, had a very strong New York accent – with strong Noo Joisey overtones. He was over six-feet tall, was fair-complexioned, and was pretty-much liked by everyone. He also had a crush on Dolly Steinberg: a cute, plump, bottom-wiggling, short-skirted, bobby-sox-wearing tease, who worked part-time behind the drug counter at Moeburg’s drugstore. But, Dolly, who lived with her parents (they owned and ran a nearby, brownstone rooming house), had a crush (for a while) on Ronnie Drago, a handsome, macho youth who lived with his family in Bensonhurst (Brooklyn).  


Despite Dolly’s not giving Hugo any encouragement, anyone referring to Dolly as a C.T.(which, just about everyone thought she was), or anything else meant to be derogatory, could expect to have a fight with Hugo.

*

During those W.W.II years, (long before the application of the term Holocaust was rightfully applied to their persecution, and years before the full extent of the horror of it all was known) many ethnic, non-religious Jewish New Yorkers were heard to blame their fellow Jews for being overly competitive – and thereby causing the reprisal by the Germans on all Jews. Some lost all faith in their God: how could they consider themselves chosen-of-God – if He allowed them to suffer such horrible treatment at the hands of the Nazis? Others, partly out of fear, partly due to a heartfelt feeling for their fellow man, went out of their way to be friendly with Christians in an attempt to give the lie  to the vicious, mean-spirited, verbal caricatures that had been circulated about them. 

*


It was in New York, while W.W.II was going on, that many Jewish girls, such as Dolly Steinberg, made a point of being friendly with Christian boys like Ronny Revelli, who worked for his older brother at the vegetable store located a block south of Moeburg’s drugstore. He wasn’t what you’d call handsome, but he had regular features, a clear-complexion and was always well- groomed. He gave the impression of being a decent, likable young man. 


At the time, Ronny had just finished an eight week stint in boot camp; he had been given a ten day leave before going on the shake-down cruise of a just-launched destroyer. The destroyer had been scheduled for duty in the North Atlantic, but with the war in Europe just about over, rumor had it that the ship was now destined to join in the anticipated invasion of Japan. 


Boot camp, for a sailor, was much like basic training for soldiers. Not only were they intended to teach him the particulars involved in the use of weapons and such, but it was to make him obedient to the commands of his superiors. And, this entailed breaking a civilian’s sense of self – from then on he was to be an obedient tool. But, a sense of pride in his becoming a sailor or soldier serving his country, was intended to compensate for the indignity of his having lost the rights of a free man – with his rights as an American to decide his doings. 

[A recent case has come to light (in 1999), which told of a Black sailor being pardoned for having refused to load ammo on a warship during W.W.II. It seems there had been an earlier devastating explosion on a nearby ship, and he, as one of a detail of fifty Black sailors, had joined in the mini-mutiny. On first hearing of the pardon, anyone who has ever been in the service would tend to have a negative reaction to it. After all, he, upon having been sworn in, had been made to believe that such a refusal was an act of cowardice and would subject him, especially in wartime, to the dire punishment that a court-martial could mete out. However, on further consideration, if one remembers that the only American servicemen being segregated were those who showed evidence of having Negro ancestry – and that they were treated as inferior people – one can condone the granting of a pardon to the sailor. Unlike the “others”, when a Black, until well after the beginning of 1947, entered the service, and gave up his freedom, he received nothing in return – no sense of pride for being a patriot was to be his. And, asking a man to risk his life for little pay and with not even a show of respect for him as an American and a fighting man, was not only unfair, it was foolish.]
*


Ronny Revelli, all decked out in his navy-blue, bell-bottomed suit, stopped by Moeburg’s drugstore and asked Dolly Steinberg for a date. Ronny always managed to have money in his pocket, and, as a civilian, before being drafted into the navy; he had dated Dolly a few times. He’d take her to a good restaurant, a first-run movie and then to a fairly expensive nightclub (at the time, eighteen was the legal age for imbibing in New York State, but, it was rare, if ever, that anyone ever got carded in the City). 


The restaurant was crowded, so when he and Dolly were seated near the swinging door by which the waiters were constantly entering and leaving the kitchen, Ronny, despite having given the maitre de a fin, thought nothing of it. After dinner, they went to the Capitol where they saw a first-run movie and a stage show with Cab Calloway and his orchestra. It was midnight before they left the theater and made their way the few blocks downtown to the Hotel Astor. They took the elevator to the Astor Roof, where they expected to have a few drinks and dance to the music of a live band. At the entrance they were stopped. Ronny assumed that the others being let in had reservations, but after half an hour of waiting, Ronny went up to the tuxedoed man who was barring his way, and offered him a sawbuck. The man looked at him with disdain, and told him: “Come back when you’re an officer, sailor boy.” 

*

Mickey Doyle was as tall as Hugo, had curly, dirty-blond hair, was handsome in a tough-guy way, and was the most sexually-experienced of the boys. He lived with his mother and half-brother on Central Park West in one of the buildings located between 106th and 110th Street; they had been built with the expectation that their spacious apartments would be occupied by far-more-affluent residents.


Rumor had it that Mickey’s step-father might be colored. Mickey was very protective of his half-brother, whom he brought around the corner a few times – and his half-brother, color-wise, did indicate the possibility of his having some Negro ancestry (which in later years possibly wouldn’t be that significant). However, it must be stressed, that although everyone was more or less aware of it, it had absolutely no effect on anyone’s attitude towards either Mickey or his half-brother. All that notwithstanding, it was Mickey who referred to those inhabitants of Harlem who were living but a few blocks to the north of his residence as: “those Jungle Bunnies, beating on their tom-toms all night long.”

*

As the population of Harlem increased, it threatened to spread south beyond its acceptable-to-New York’s-real-estate-interests’ southern boundary (the north side of 110th Street -- which is still pretty-much in force). To prevent this from happening, the buildings’ owners, in an attempt to maintain the bloated-by- racist-concerns value of their luxury buildings which were located further downtown on Central Park West, rented out the apartments in their buildings close to and abutting Harlem, at very low rates, to law-abiding, low-income, middle-class, white Christians – who, for obvious economic reasons, were (though usually ever-so reluctantly) willing to live in close proximity to Negroes. Meanwhile, Columbia University, Saint Luke’s and Women’s hospitals, Saint John the Divine and Morningside Park served as buffers in preventing the residents of Harlem from spreading beyond the confines of its southwestern border.

*


When the building in which the Doyles lived was erected, rich, poor and middle class had large families. And, since the Doyles’ apartment was originally intended for occupancy by the well-heeled, it had lots of bedrooms, plus servants’ quarters. Moreover, since Mickey’s mother’s job as a waitress in one of the large, downtown, chain drugstores (where it was said Mickey’s mother met his stepfather) was insufficient to support her family, she supplemented her income by taking in borders: three of whom were more-or-less respectable hookers: none of whom were known to ever bring a John to her room. But, on occasions, one or the other lady would give Mickey a treat – or perhaps give  herself one – he was a very handsome youth. 

*


Joey Sanchez lived with his mother in a tenement on 135th Street off Amsterdam Avenue. The neighborhood was maintained by New York’s real-estate interests as a buffer zone between Harlem and those areas (sections of Amsterdam Avenue, Broadway and Riverside Drive located north of 125th Street) that were still occupied by lower-income, more-or-less-respectable-type Whites. Nevertheless, once real-estate interests realized that a fortune could be made by getting those Whites to give up their rent-controlled apartments – racially-based scare tactics were employed to get them to vacate their affordable apartments. Within a few years their mission was accomplished; Whites, in anticipation of Blacks moving into their neighborhood, succumbed to that outrageous racist propaganda, and moved out. Then, after dividing each apartment into many small ones, they rented them to minorities (the majority of whom were on welfare) at rents, usually paid by the City, many times more than they had previously been legally entitled to – for the entire original apartment. 

*

There might very-well be some basis for the saying that what goes around comes around. In maintaining real-estate values, it was the practice of New York’s real-estate interests to openly trade on, if not instill (but discreetly in later years), a sense of foreboding in all Whites – that should they live too close to Harlem, both their lives and property would be placed in jeopardy. In addition, they implied that such proximity to Negroes in any part of the City would cause them to lose whatever social status they had. Originally, it was assumed that the flight of Whites to the suburbs was an unwanted and unintentional consequence of the spreading of racist propaganda – and, at first glance, “White” flight might have appeared detrimental to the well-being of New York’s real-estate interests (since what happened to Detroit was on people’s minds – which, had some saying they got what they deserved). However, in retrospect, since the calculating money-men who continue to promote those racist notions must have been aware of its potential to hasten movement of middle-class Whites from their rent-controlled apartments to the suburbs, it does give credence to the opinion of many that White flight was actually promoted by real-estates interests for good, sound, financial reasons (read: greed).

*


Joey’s father had moved to New York from Puerto Rico before the depression, and shortly thereafter he married Joey’s Italian mother. They hadn’t lived together since Joey was nine-years old but, being Catholic (though, non-church-going), they never divorced. However, since his father owned a used-furniture store on Columbus Avenue and 84th Street, Joey would visit him from time to time.


Joey spoke English with less of a New York accent than most of the kids who hung around the corner. And he worked on it; every few days he would add a new word to his fairly-extensive vocabulary: you could tell, because he’d try to use it whenever and wherever he thought possible. Joey was of average height; he was fair-complexioned, and it would take a discerning eye to detect that trace of a combination of Spanish, Amerind and Negro in his features that proclaimed his Puerto Rican ancestry. Joey prided himself in his Latin dancing; he was a little forward with the girls, and perhaps not so surprisingly, the least outgoing of the girls were most responsive to his advances.


Although everyone was aware of his having Puerto Rican ancestry, there never was any reference made to it, negative or positive, nor did it generate any kind of special  attitude towards him (which may have been due to their being relatively few Puerto Ricans living in New York at the time). Nevertheless, he seemed constantly on the defensive, and his actions and reactions always appeared a little stilted and calculated. He must have had to put a lot of effort into making himself believe (the others couldn’t have cared less) that he could blend in with the rest of the crowd.

*

Nation-wide, during the Great Depression, the family size of middle-class folks, Catholic or not, was greatly reduced. However, as is still the practice of the poor and socially disenfranchised (worldwide), they continued to have lots of kids – no doubt in the belief that they couldn’t possibly be any worse off. On the other hand, depending on the will and inclination of the woman, as well as the domination, or lack thereof, of the man, the rich, with little concern for any religious-based prohibitions on the use of unauthorized forms of birth control (albeit, with some possible exceptions), made their own decisions regarding the size of their families. Then, in the aftermath of W.W.II, that era of the baby boomers, middle-class families resorted to the limited forms of birth control then available, limited the size of their brood to two or, at the very most, three. By the last decades of the millennium, what with the skyrocketing costs associated with child rearing, it became rare indeed to find a financially-secure, middle-class married couple, with more than one offspring – if not childless. Moreover, that low birth rate can be found amongst folks professing a belief in any religion – whether or not it prohibits the use of artificial means of birth control. But, then again, aren’t all means of birth control – including the rhythm method – artificial?

*

Two young Catholic woman meet.

First Woman: “The pope has approved a pill for birth control.”

Second Woman: “Wow, that’s great. I’m glad to hear that.”

First Woman: “Yes, a woman takes the pill and places it between
         
             her knees before she goes to bed each night.”

*


Prior to the Great Depression, if a woman hadn’t given birth to at least one child by the time she was in her late twenties she was considered barren, and if unmarried, an old maid. Nate’s mother was in her mid-thirties (his father was many years her senior) when she gave birth to Nate. Between the advanced ages of his parents, plus his having been born two years before the onset of the depression – when couples tended to have fewer children – Nate Greenbaum was an only child. His parents owned and operated a small dressmaking business in the garment center. And, while his parents, having come to America as children, retained much of their East European accent, Nate had acquired that of a typical native-born New Yorker. 


Though his parents were readily identifiable as ethnic, East European Jews – which would have prevented their moving into one of the well-kept, door-manned buildings near Columbia, that catered to well-to-do, accent-less, ASP-like professionals, they would have had no problem getting an apartment in one of the posh buildings on West End Avenue. However, they were either unable, or unwilling to pay the high rents (for its time) that apartments in those buildings commanded. As a result, they lived in a first-floor apartment of a well-kept but seedy elevator building on 109th Street, between Broadway and Amsterdam Avenue. 


Nate was six feet tall, had wavy black hair, a clear complexion and regular features – all of which made him attractive to girls; he was not particularly athletic – but was far from fat or flabby. He was the instigator of many of the most interesting things that the crowd did – both before and after the others enlisted or were discharged from the service. And, despite their very different backgrounds, Nate and Hugo Gruber (they were the same age and went to the same high school) were truly the best of friends. 

<>
4 - a

Harlem, Negroes and Colored People

Harlem, from the 1930’s on, was more of a city within a city – more like Chinatown (but without the food freaks and tourists) than the predominantly ethnic enclaves of Yorkville, Little Italy, Hell’s Kitchen and the Lower Eastside. For the most part Harlem’s residents were middle class, but with lower-middle-class incomes (the exceptions being a few City workers, the well-to-do living on Sugar Hill and the better-paid show-folks, athletes and other transients staying at the Hotel Theresa. At that time, people who now prefer to be considered African-Americans, called themselves, and were respectfully called Negroes or colored.


There’s an obvious correlation between the degree of bigotry members of an arbitrarily-designated group are subjected to and the number of derogatory terms that their detractors use when going about denigrating them – and  the longer its duration, the more extensive the number. Although all humanity, dating back some millions of years, had its origins in a common ancestor with not-yet-out-of-Africa origins, those whose forebears remained in the more-central and equatorial parts of that continent, and who, in more recent times were transported to the Americas, especially to the States, have been the recipients of the greatest number of disparaging designations of any American grouping.

*

[On the other hand, the misnomered Indians of the Americas, who were killed off to the tune of fifty millions, did, once in their graves gain the respect of their murdering Judeo-Christian conquerors. Ergo: the Cleveland Indians, the Atlanta Braves, the Hotel Algonquin, Indian-head nickels and so on. Nevertheless, one might understand why some Americans with Central African ancestry, when considering the price paid by Amerinds, might very-well prefer to suffer the insult of name-calling rather than pay the same price as the Amerind, to have an ice-hockey team of White players called the New England Blacks or the Minnesota Negroes.]

*


Nigger was the term most-often used in the past by bigoted Whites – and used to this day by certain Blacks when disparaging a fellow Black, especially when within earshot of a White – in an obvious, “I dare you to say it,” challenge. And when a White, who may or may not be a bigot, says, “nigger,” usually because he’s quite strong, in response to the challenge, all the nearby liberal Whites appear shocked.


Nigger, Spic, Polack, Yid, Wop, Mick and any others you can think of were terms applied by colonizing, Judeo-Christian North-Europeans to disparage all those folks differing from the makeup of those folks claiming a kinship to the ideal European with Germanic ancestry.

*

For all the North Europeans’ attempts to hide their origins by claiming a racial superiority over other folks, virtually all of them have at least one line of ancestors who were serfs (slaves). Central Europe’s Slavs have a much more difficult time camouflaging their origins; one needn’t be a student of linguistics to realize that Slav is the word for slave. Meanwhile, that small but outspoken group of folks’ claiming special status as the chosen of the Judeo-Christian God, who are obvious genetic amalgams of the Slavic Slav and the Germanic serf, have made the slavery of their questionable biblical ancestry into a praiseworthy occurrence.

In the case of Americans with Equatorial-African origins (most of whose ancestors arrived well before the ancestors of the vast majority of immigrants), they have no choice but to be known as a people whose ancestors were slaves. No degree of propaganda, and it’s being attempted, can remove the stamp of their having ancestors who had been America’s slaves. Their readily- perceptible physical characteristics: facial traits, hair and, most of all, their having a far-greater degree of melanin pigmentation than the overwhelming majority of Americans with Mongoloid or Euro- and Indo-Caucasoid ancestry, identify them as having born-into-slavery antecedents. And, it’s this fact that’s partially to blame for their having been routinely segregated – and continues to prevent the acceptance of even the most competent,, educated, wealthy and sophisticated amongst them from being accepted into the American mainstream. 

From the earliest times in America, immigration has been fostered as a means of obtaining cheap labor. In the past, when the more physical aspects of man’s abilities were required, North, then East and South Europe’s and East Asia’s poor (but not the poor from colonized countries – for obvious reasons) were encouraged to migrate to America. The South chose to rely on Black slaves for their cheap labor, whereas the North exploited the poverty of Europeans and the far West, the Chinese.

Since the fostering of immigration was intended to prevent the pay of current workers from going up (in accordance with the laws of supply and demand), earlier arrivals always resented later arrivals. Since this same practice has continued to this day, unless new immigrants take the jobs that nobody wants – even if the pay were a little higher, no one complains. However, when employers encourage immigration from former colonized nations (whose citizens hadn’t had the same opportunity to migrate to America in the past) in order to fill higher-paying and more prestigious positions, the same type of resentment is shown towards them as was shown by earlier immigrant groups towards each succeeding wave of willing-to-work-for-less immigrants. 

Hypocrisy, thy name is man!

<>
4 - b

Billy


The driver of the big Mack truck, being bored, picked up a hitchhiker just as he left Philadelphia. The driver just wanted company, so they exchanged but few words before the truck reached the end of the highway. There, the driver slacked off on the gas pedal – and as the truck slowed, he turned to his passenger:


-- “Gonna be a big man, huh?”


-- “Hope so.”


-- “Have enough money?”


-- “Yeah, almost twenty dollars.”


-- “You better get a job soon.”


-- “My cousin said there’s lotsa jobs in New       

                   York.”


-- “Maybe for some – you got much schooling?”


-- “Quit school when I left home.”


-- “Well, maybe you can find work – what with 

                  the war on.”

*


At the plaza in front of the Lincoln tunnel, the driver stopped his truck, rolled down his window, paid the toll and then drove off into the hole in the wall. Later, when approaching the end of the tunnel, the driver, while pointing to the NO RIDERS sign, told his passenger:


-- “I’m gonna have to let you off at the first red          


      light, Okay?”


-- “Sure, mister. I ain’t got no place special to  


      go.”


-- “It’s still early, maybe you can even get a job  


      today. When I let you off, go over to Times   


      Square and take the trolley uptown, or you 


      can just start walking. By the time you hit a 

                   Hundred and Twenty-Fifth Street you might find a 

      job. I’ve seen lots of stores with help-wanted signs
 
      stuck on their windows.”


-- “Thanks, but I don’t wanna do just any kind  


      of work. I been hitching all the way from Detroit to
 
      get a real job – I wanna be somebody.”


-- “What kinda job did you figure on getting?”


-- “I don’t know – maybe as a waiter – or a job in a
 
     bank.”


-- “Well, I hope ya get what you’re looking for – but, if 

      you’re smart, you’ll take the first job you can get –

 
      no matter what.”
*


As the truck cleared the tunnel, the sun’s rays burst in on them, which temporally blinded the driver, but to Billy seemed a good omen. So, when they reached Ninth Avenue, and after the driver pulled the truck over to the curb, he, eager to start his new life, paid but little attention to the driver’s well-intentioned advice:


– “Just keep walking straight ahead ‘till you hit
     
     Broadway, and then turn left. The street numbers get 

     bigger as you go uptown; and that’ll let you know if
 
     you’re going in the right direction – lots of luck, kid.” 

             -- “I hear what you say. Thanks a lot, mister.”


The kid, Billy, opened the door; and with a well-worn, imitation-leather (cardboard) valise in hand, hopped off the truck. As he shut the door, he waved to the driver, turned abruptly and walked with determination towards Broadway – and an uncertain future.

*

Whether it resulted from the aftereffects of the Great Depression, or the relative austerity that prevailed during America’s involvement in W.W.II, living in Manhattan allowed for a much easier way of life than during the last decades of the millennium – when the number and size of its buildings, the hours one worked and the costs of living there, were to increase at a seemingly unstoppable rate. (Rents for unregulated apartments were to increase by a multiple of between thirty and fifty, if not more – whereas the hours worked merely doubled, while the cost of a bus ride went up only thirty fold – but the two-cent transfer has since been included free of charge.) 
*


When Billy reached Times Square, he decided to walk – thereby saving the nickel it cost to take the trolley uptown. He stopped to look at the band of lights circling the old Times building that spelled out the latest war news. While passing the Paramount movie theater and the Astor Hotel, he glanced across Broadway; there he saw the Camel sign with a mammoth-sized head of a soldier painted on it, that, as if by magic, was blowing smoke rings at a leisurely pace from between its parted lips.


Most movie theaters on Broadway, those located seven or eight blocks north of 42nd Street, showed first-run, major movies. Included in the price of admission, besides newsreels, special features and previews of movies to come, were big-name swing and jazz bands with top-name performers, and often high-kicking dancers. And all the theaters had huge marquees circled by ever-blinking light bulbs that touted the current show. (From time to time the likes of Frank Sinatra, Nat King Cole, the Four Ink Spots, and the bands of Benny Goodman, Cab Calloway, Harry James, Duke Ellington, Count Basie and Spike Jones were featured – but tickets were expensive: they cost two dollars.)

*

Walking fast, while ignoring one another, the endless parade of pedestrians moved inexorably onward – pausing only occasionally to avoid being run over as they crossed a street. As a group, they paid no attention to traffic lights: red or green, unrelenting, they eased their way through the constant stream of cars (their horn-honking drivers, notwithstanding) – pausing only when a slow-moving truck blocked their way, or to avoid being hit by a car driven by a determined-to-move driver. Getting a summons for jaywalking was then inconceivable. However, a half- century later, a manipulative dictator of a mayor, attempted to enforce laws prohibiting jaywalking (it would have been okay had he just stuck to making the subway trains and buses run on time – a la Mussolini). His rationalization for doing so was that he was improving the quality of life for New Yorkers – but the only folks to benefit were the wealthy and upper-income-bracket residents, commuters and tourists, both foreign and domestic, who rent or own those oversize limousines and automobiles or who, at lunch time, ride in taxis to spend over a hundred bucks a head to dine and imbibe three, tax-deductible martinis at an upscale restaurant (trickle-down prosperity – in action). In those days, the cops were fellow New Yorkers, with nary a son of an us-against-them, scared-of-the-big-City man in their ranks; and, they were not inclined to harass law-abiding, ordinary folks. Besides, the people would never have put up with it – as proven by the failed massive attempt to enforce jaywalking laws in the mid-1950’s. (To the credit of the more recent crop of New Yorkers, after taking it for a month or so (during the late 1990’s), they forced the City to rescind its drive to criminalize the horrendous act of jaywalking).

*


The further Billy walked, the more impressed he was by the bigness and the hustle and bustle of the City. He rubbernecked just like a tourist or service man just arriving in Manhattan. Besides all the people and the plethora of big buildings, there were the immense signs; the countless big, boxy-looking Checker cabs; the open-air trolley cars clanging their way up and down the center of Broadway; and, then there was the never-ending progression of stores with their windows displaying wares he had had no idea existed. 

*

In a typical case of quality-of-life improvement for those with political pull – and a lot of money to spend – the owners of taxi medallions convinced New York’s easy to convince (bribe?) politicians that ordinary sedans, if painted yellow, were better for New York than Checker cabs – which ‘till then were the only cabs allowed to ply the City’s streets. Since standard automobiles are designed to offer the greatest comfort for the driver – with rear seats relegated for use by small children, back-seat-driving mothers-in-law, and lovers wishing to position themselves as close to one another as possible, it’s obvious that the decision to permit taxi owners to attach their medallions to the hoods of sedans and later mini-vans, was made without any consideration given for the comfort of the family-type passenger – or individual, for that matter. In the no-longer-to-be-found Checker, with the exception of a sliding glass panel, through which directions and payments were made, and which was operable at the discretion of either the driver or passenger, the driver could be completely shut off from the passenger – which afforded privacy to the passenger and safety for the driver. The Checker’s passenger compartment had seating sufficient to enable three, good-sized, long-legged adults to sit in total comfort. And, even when the jump seats were unfolded to accommodate two additional passengers, it still wasn’t as uncomfortable an experience as when three passengers are seated in the rear of a sedan or mini-van taxi. 

*

Near Columbus Circle, Billy stopped to look at the cars in the display windows. Besides those in the (old) General Motors building, there were a slew of other sales rooms in the area. During the previous three years, only military vehicles were being manufactured; as a result, the showrooms were stocked with used cars and manned by sleazy salesmen well-trained in the art of paying little for the used cars bought from men being drafted, and then selling them dear to those benefiting from the war. (In truth, the only ones who didn’t profit from W.W.II were the majority of those men who enlisted or were drafted into the service, and their families – which is probably the end result of all wars.) 

*


Seeing the Automat, located on Eighth Avenue, just before it intersected with Broadway at Columbus Circle, Billy crossed over to get a cup of coffee. The Automat was spacious and airy. Lined up along one wall were innumerable little metal- rimmed, windowed boxes: each with a price in nickels and a slot in which to insert them. The coffee was dispensed from a spigot located in a niche on the wall. After getting nickels for his quarter from the lady in the change booth (who spewed them out with an exactness and speed that amazed Billy), he placed a cup and saucer under the spigot, indicated its shade and deposited a nickel in the slot.


At the time, there were no laws prohibiting or regulating smoking in restaurants. Yet, though most everyone smoked, you couldn’t smoke in the Automat; it wasn’t for reasons of health: it was prohibited in an attempt to prevent people from lingering after consuming their purchase. As for Billy, he left just as soon as he finished his coffee – not because he couldn’t smoke (all kids smoked at that time), but because he was anxious to be on his way.  

*


Located in the middle of Columbus Circle, was one of the many mini-parks formed where Broadway intersected with one or another of Manhattan’s major thoroughfares – this, as it wended its way west and uptown to the Bronx. The small park in Columbus Circle, with the wealth-seeking-explorer’s statue perched on top of a tall, stone pillar in its midst, was most welcome: there, there were benches to sit on, and grass to be viewed – though not to be trod upon. Bordering the street that encircled the small park was the entrance to Central Park – which, though slightly altered, is still there. But, all the surrounding low buildings: those with a never-to-be-replaced roller-skating rink; cafeteria; Regal Shoes store, railroad ticket office; hole-in-the-wall, key-making store and huge billboards facing the circle – have all been raised. At that time there was: no Coliseum (by 2000, it was in the process of being demolished), no Huntington Hartford Museum (renamed, or otherwise); no Great Western building (now another Trump monstrosity). And only the corner of a then-modern apartment house still faces the circle. (Mark Twain responded to the question of what he thought of New York, by saying he was sure it would be a wonderful city if they ever finished building it. Well, Mr. Twain, perhaps they should have considered it finished – a good many years back.)

*

That benefit from war (during W.W.II): a labor shortage – which gave the nation full employment, plus the availability of clean flop houses’ charging but a quarter for a fairly-safe night’s lodging, made for an unsympathetic attitude towards society’s nonconformists (free spirits, bums?) by the City’s citizenry. This, in turn, allowed for the enforcement of the City’s anti-vagrancy laws. As a result, in most areas, the City fathers succeeded in almost eliminating the presence of those free-souls stewing in their own filth – with the exception of the Bowery, where they could be seen sleeping it off in the gloomy doorways of those buildings standing in the shadow of the el: on which trains rumbled along overhead, day and night. Between the cleaner air and the near-absence of vagrants, ordinary citizens were free to use the public benches (with but few exceptions) wherever and whenever they had a mind to.

The entire City was then a relatively clean place. Almost all cigarette butts were filter-less and, though tossed in the street, soon disintegrated. Few people owned dogs, so, despite the then lack of stoop-for-poop laws, there was little chance of getting lucky. For those folks concerned with the quality of the City’s air – allowing for the proximity of Secaucus, with its then-pig feeding (and butchering) industry – it was pretty good. Trolleys (no need for air-conditioning, they were open on the side during the warm months) ran on electricity that was connected to the trolleys by an underground third rail located between the tracks; Railway Express trucks ran on batteries; and car use was limited – the result of the wartime rationing of gasoline.

*


Billy, being sixteen, strong and healthy, and invigorated by the hectic pace of the City, just kept walking. With the near-manic rush of mid-town’s ebbing, his self-confidence, which had waned considerably, began to return. With the tempo of the City slowing more and more as he made his way uptown, he began stopping at those stores with help-wanted signs in their windows. But, with no references, and no special experience, he was always turned down. Whether in response to the truck-driver’s advice, or through the realization that, since it was already two o’clock, and if he wanted a job he’d have to set his sights lower – he responded to a hand-lettered (in red poster paint) porter-wanted sign that was taped to the display window in front of Moeburg’s Drugstore.


After experiencing the earlier rejections, Billy was surprised at how easy it was to get the job. But, since it was only as a porter and dishwasher; and he was neatly dressed, clean, had a close-cropped haircut and was well-spoken, he was hired. Besides, with the war on, there was a problem getting anyone to take the job.

 Since the porter had quit a few days earlier, Nance, along with the other employees, had been asked to help out ‘till a new one could be hired. Doc Moeburg, being a decent man, and also fearing that Nance, or one of the others, would quit if he didn’t hire a new porter soon, made every effort to insure that Billy took the job, and that he’d remain on it. So, within a few minutes after Billy entered the store inquiring about the job, Doc Moeburg told him:


-- “Yes, we can use you. The lunch rush is over, so you
 
       can sit down – and Bea will fix you something to
 
       eat. After you eat, you can go behind the counter,

       and Nance will show you what you’ll have to do.”

 Then, as an afterthought, Doc Moeburg added:


-- “Do you have a place to stay?”


-- “No, sir. I just got into the City this morning.”


-- “That’s okay, I’ll talk to the elevator men who eat

    
      here, and see if one knows of a place for you to stay.”


After Billy ate, Doc Moeburg gave him a sheet of paper and a pencil, and asked him to write down his name, the address of his parents and his social security number (which Billy had already obtained in Detroit). He then went behind the counter with Nance. Billy’s first chore was to sweep behind the counter and then take the floor boards out into the street – where he scrubbed them down with an old corn broom loaded with hot, soapy water. While waiting for the boards to dry (it was a sunny day so it didn’t take more than half an hour), Billy swept out the front part of the drugstore. He then brought the boards in and placed them back behind the counter. Billy showed a willingness to learn and work, which made Doc Moeburg try even harder to get him a place to live.


After receiving no help from the elevator men, he asked Wally, a well-spoken doorman, who said he knew of a place. But, with a twinkle in his eye, Wally asked Doc Moeburg why he couldn’t just take a room down the block – where there were lots of them available. Doc ignored the question, and Wally, with good-natured resignation, gave him the address of a rooming house – and told him it shouldn’t cost more than six dollars a week (neatly furnished rooms in any one of a dozen nearby rooming houses, in Morningside Heights, were then going for no more than seven dollars a week).  When Nance got off work, Doc Moeburg gave him a slip of paper with the address of the rooming house that Wally, the doorman, had given him, and asked him to go along with Billy to show him the way. 


They took the trolley that ran up Broadway and that turned east at 125th Street, They got off one stop after Lenox Avenue, and walked a few blocks south, until they reached a park. Facing the streets bordering the park were many well-kept brownstones. They descended the two steps to the entrance of the building at the address that they’d been given. Nance pressed the buzzer; and a plump, middle-aged woman, after giving them the once-over through a slot in the door, opened it. In confirming that they were at the right place, she acknowledged that she was indeed Mrs. Jackson, the name of the lady Wally said ran the boarding house. Nance then told her who they were, and why they were there. Thereupon she let them enter – while telling them that she knew Wally, the doorman.


Mrs. Jackson, who showed much more interest in pleasing Nance than Billy, was to give Billy a careful once-over before saying she had a vacancy. Thereupon, they walked up two flights of steps to see the room. It was far from large, but was more than ample: it was sunny, simply furnished and appeared clean.


Though Nance had no idea what he’d do if Billy didn’t take the room, when they got back downstairs he asked if he liked it. Billy said it would do just fine, and gave six dollars to Mrs. Jackson.


As Nance was leaving, Mrs. Jackson invited him (while offhandedly including Billy) to one of her church’s Sunday afternoon socials – where, she told him, there’d be music, food and dancing. In later years, Nance was to rue the fact that he had declined the invitation; with the changing times, even if offered again, the experience for him couldn’t possibly be the same. But, he, like Billy, was but sixteen, and kids that young feel uncomfortable at unfamiliar, family-type functions – in or out of a church.


While Billy remained at Mrs. Jackson’s boarding house, Nance left and walked back over to 125th Street. From there, he rode the trolley back to Broadway and, then, ten blocks downtown to where he lived.

*


The next day, at work, Billy mentioned that when he woke up in the morning he noticed that there were tiny blood spots on the sheet, and that he thought he’d been bitten by some kind of insect. On hearing this, Doc Moeburg gave him a small, orange can of bed-bug poison and a cheap spray gun. He then told Billy to spray his mattress when he got home.


Billy didn’t stay very long on the job. Although they got along well, Billy resented Nance. Nance and he were the same age, yet Nance was a counterman, and shared in the tips. Everybody liked Nance, even the colored elevator men who worked in the neighborhood would sit only at Nance’s end of the counter. 


Considering how racist American society was at the time (though, even after the passage of a half-century, it hasn’t changed all that much), it was only natural that Billy felt it was Nance’s skin color that made him the counterman, and he the porter – though he knew Nance had been working there, albeit, for the most part – part time, for a year before he even started. 

*

The results of racism’s being the breeding ground for more racism, American Negroes, then, and often still do, pride themselves in being stronger than all other peoples. This does cause innumerable Americans with Central African heritage to strive tirelessly in their attempt to succeed in those fields most demanding of physical prowess – with the obvious result that they excel disproportionately more in those endeavors, as a race, than other arbitrarily designated groupings. However, the downside to this is that so many, in more recent times, have also accepted the racist notion that they’re intellectually inferior to all other people – thereby relieving all-too-many Blacks from the necessity of putting in the same kind of concentrated effort to exercise their brain cells (to the same degree as so many other folks) as they did to excel in physically-demanding endeavors. And, this only-to-readily manifests itself in their relatively poor showing (again as an arbitrarily designated grouping) in endeavors requiring a knowledge of things intellectual, as well as in those requiring problem-solving abilities. (Although, doubtlessly, this was also the result of their parents’ having been denied the opportunity to enter most white- and blue-collar job markets, or to acquire the kind of education that would have motivated them to infuse a desire to excel academically in their children – as a means of assisting them to enter the more intellectually-demanding professions.) 

A case in point, during the late 1990’s, at J.F.K. International Airport, make-work jobs as baggage handlers have been given to young African-American males. The intention to give employment to youths, who, in the current intellectually-demanding, high-tech fields, are otherwise unemployable, is commendable. Moreover, there should be no questioning the need to treat all individuals with respect – no matter what their education or intellectual abilities. Nevertheless, the nonsensical practice of allowing those youths to assert an authority over airline passengers waiting to collect their luggage (something all coach passengers routinely do for themselves at other airports) – in an attempt to prove that brawn is superior to intellect (perhaps understandably, since our American attitude towards equality is that: "I'm just as good as you, plus some”) – when their presence is totally unnecessary, is hardly helpful to the cause of racial harmony. All it does is confirm, if not sow the seeds in the minds of bigoted travelers to and from the world at large, that Americans with Central African heritage are incapable of behaving in a civilized manner. No doubt the airport’s hiring practice helps a hundred or so youths to believe that they have a purpose in life, which is, of course, very important – but by doing so, it harms the overall image of America, in general – and, racism’s being  what it is, that of all African-Americans in particular.

*

The double-edged effects of bigotry-based generalizations, when practiced against believed-to-be homogenous groupings is, of course, not limited to African-Americans. If anyone takes the trouble to analyze the pros and cons of the biases, of one sort or another that have affected his own well being, he’s sure to realize bigotry’s dual role – whereby it can cause some within his grouping to excel in one line of endeavor, by whatever means it takes (moral issues taking a back seat) – and, yet, has others within the same grouping using it as an excuse for their failings – whether or not it was due to their own lack of effort to utilize their intellectual or physical resources – or just their lack of them.  

That all people (with the notable exception of such giants as Thomas Jefferson,, Mahatma Gandhi, Leonardo da Vinci, Albert Einstein, Paul Robeson, Ludwig Van Beethoven, William Shakespeare and their ilk) have far more abilities, both physical and mental, than they ever try to use, is made manifest when any arbitrary grouping is forced, usually as a life-preserving measure, to call on abilities, both mental and physical, which they had never used before – and never even dreamt they had.

*


Before the month was out, Billy started taunting Nance, claiming he was being favored. Nance could feel a fight coming on. Growing up in New York, Nance had his fair share of fights (never with the intention to maim – and never with a bat, a switch-blade knife or a gun – the use of which made you a dirty fighter) – but he had nothing against Billy. Nevertheless, one day, having eaten their lunch, and after they had had a minor confrontation behind the counter, Nance, in an effort to cool things off, as well as a sign of friendship, asked him if he’d like to take a walk down to the Drive (the street level of Riverside Park). Billy said sure, so they went – with neither one knowing what would ensue.

*

The bus-stop signs for the Fifth Avenue, double-decker buses that ran along the Drive, were heavy. They had a cast-iron base, in which a four-foot length of iron pipe was securely inserted; on both sides of the upper half of the pipe were arrow-shaped, metal plates painted “BUS STOP” in black and white. Just seeing the sign was an invitation to every kid to try to lift it – as a means of testing his strength. Kids growing up in Manhattan were always fooling around with them. Most were eventually able to raise a bus-stop sign over their head, with only one hand – which was sufficient to prove one’s right to hang out with the other kids. 

     *



Once on the Drive, Billy, upon seeing a bus-stop sign, tried to lift it with one hand, but was unable to press it over his head. He, then, belligerently challenged Nance to try and do it. Nance, having grown up in the City, lifted it with relative ease. 


Standing across the street, just to the north of the statue of Louis Kossuth, the Hungarian patriot – was a neighborhood woman. She was holding a young boy of about seven or eight by the hand, and appeared to be waiting for the light to change. However, she became so absorbed in the impromptu contest between Billy and Nance that she and her charge just stood there watching, making no attempt to cross the road as the light changed from red to green and back again. Nance didn’t know either the woman or child, and it’s extremely doubtful that Billy would have ever come in contact with either of them. Yet, Nance couldn’t help but notice the signs of satisfaction on their faces after he succeeded in lifting the Bus Stop sign, and after Billy failed in his second attempt. Even at that early age, Nance realized why they had rooted for him, and against Billy – and he was annoyed by it. Having been brought up free of racist notions (despite some snobbish tendencies exhibited by his mother), the contest, as far as Nance was concerned, had nothing to do with race. Nevertheless, that afternoon Billy quit his job as porter. And, shortly thereafter, as soon as he turned seventeen, Nance left to join the Army.  

<>
5 - a

Ethnicity

The term ethnic often has a derogatory connotation – especially when applied to those Americans whose forebears were compelled to live in communities composed solely of immigrants having the same or similar cultural backgrounds. Though occasionally self-imposed, the segregated sections of cities like New York were perpetuated as a means of maintaining, if not heightening, real-estate values; and, though de facto, they were supported by the full authority of the law. However, being a land of immigrants (though what country isn’t – if you go back far enough?), the development of these various ethnic, sub-culture communities was a uniquely American thing – in that their inhabitants, though foreign-born, could and did, acquire full rights of citizenship (at least on paper). And, it should be noted that segregated communities have continued to spring up (during the last half of the twentieth century) in cities throughout the nation – most noticeably in those more populous cities, where their existence is still enforced, but now indirectly, by the maintaining of a rent and tax structure that benefits a city’s graft-engendering, politico-financial, real-estate complex.

*


While most New Yorkers believe they can tell, just by looking at a person, the specific ethnic grouping he belongs to, that judgment is almost always based on assumptions rooted in a bigotry their parents brought with them from the old country. The exceptions were, and still are, those bigoted notions acquired after their arrival in the States. These were usually displayed when members of one ethnic grouping responded, in a tit-for-tat manner, to the bigotry-based taunts of one or more other ethnic grouping. Nevertheless, when used, whether consciously or not, they were merely reinforcing the ongoing biases similar to those that had been aimed at them earlier by members of one or another I’m-more-American-than-you previously-arrived immigrant grouping. And, similar bigotry-based, uncharitable inferences, based on mannerisms and physical appearance, continue to be applied to the members of one or another of the more-recently-arrived ethnic groupings. Apparently, when frustrated losers have ancestors who arrived a generation or more before those of other folks, they believe they’ve become super-Americans – which, in turn, entitles them to denigrate later arrivals as a means of compensating for their own shortcomings.


In the past, the overwhelming majority of first- and second-generation Americans joined their predecessors in rallying around the flag – while, at the same time, rejecting the old-country ways that their parents had often only-inadvertently brought with them. However, during the last few decades of the millennium, all-too-many, first- and second-generation Americans, as well as those whose immigrant ancestors were numbered amongst America’s earliest arrivals from Asia, Europe and Africa have chosen to aggrandize and then stress the ancestry of their forebears. And, in doing so, they ignored the destitution, persecution and outcast nature of the existence that so many of their ancestors had been subjected to – an existence, whether as freemen, pariahs, serfs or slaves, that was so vile as to have caused them to sever physical and emotional ties with their homelands – and embark on a life-threatening journey – more often than not of their own free will.


In New York, though it appears to be the case for the entire country, the ability to determine the specific alien origins of most American-born individuals normally consigned to one or another ethnic grouping is becoming more and more difficult (with the logical exception of the vast majority of recently-arrived immigrants). Within a generation or two, most traits (obvious, racial differences being the exception) that had once distinguished the members of one ethnic group from another, those traits which had been singled out by bigots as indicators of the moral, intellectual and physical inferiority that they self-righteously attributed to any ethnic grouping then in disfavor, were either toned down by the recipients of that gratuitous, bigotry-based derision, or, when possible, totally discarded. However, there were exceptions; many of those former indicators of ethnic inferiority became part of the overall ethos attributed to all New Yorkers, and in many instances, to native-born Americans – in general.


The two-edged aspect of bigotry’s being what it is, many of those who find it more advantageous to stress their ethnicity than to be taken as just another run-of-the-mill American, present themselves in a burlesqued version of the ethnic grouping with which they’ve decided (often due to societal pressures of a coercive nature) to claim a roots connection. The result is, that, by the end of the twentieth century, many Americans have proceeded to re-hyphenate themselves – by going so far as to adopt the characteristics of the particular ethnic grouping they believe they have a connection with. 

*

The cliché currently in vogue, roots, is being stressed by alien nations in an attempt to influence those Americans believed to have ancestral ties with their people. This, in an attempt to have them buy their products, visit their country, send gifts – and help them extract monies directly from the American government. Being a land of hyphenates, with virtually everyone’s ancestors’ having arrived in the States no more than a few centuries back (with the obvious exception of the long-suffering Amerind), all Americans are constantly bombarded with appeals to their alien roots.

[This is not meant to demean those nations that expect their former middle-class citizens, who migrated to America, when and if they gained their educations and skills in their native land, to assist the folks back home – in any way they can. Since their educations and skills, plus the monies it cost, are all obvious benefits to all Americans, and an obvious loss to the folks they left behind, those particular immigrants’ acquiescing to the pleas for help by their mother country, should feel free to do so – without their being considered unfaithful to their newly adopted  land. On the other hand, those who’ve gained everything in America, that they and their ancestors possess, have no obligation (other than as one human being helping another) to respond to those  ethnicity- or race-based appeals for assistance.] 

The term roots was popularized as a result of the publicizing of the title of a novel (few people using the term having read the book – or any other book, for that matter) by Haley: an American with Central African ancestry, whose book attempted to instill a perception, for African-Americans, of their being an essential part of America’s beginnings – which, of course, they most-certainly are. However, the stress on the concept of one’s roots, as used by all the gimme, gimme nations of the world, in an attempt to coerce America’s hyphenates (especially the wealthy or politically powerful) to command a disproportionate share of America’s wealth, leads one to recall the old adage, that good intentions (the object of Haley’s Roots) pave the road to Hell – which, in this case, can be interpreted as lining the pockets of the greedy (peoples of nations) claiming to be needy. 

In America, until the last decades of the millennium, the labeling of imported items with their country of origin had the effect (with notable exceptions) of downgrading its appeal to the general public. Not so in more recent times. (From baby boomers on, few would understand the derisive and racially motivated joke, whereby, upon turning a faulty item upside down to check its country of origin, the narrator makes the disdainful comment: “What can you expect – it’s Made in Japan.”)

Exporters, from certain select nations, now have a ready market amongst those Americans who believe their roots are in the country of origin of their wares. This acts to insure the ability of those sellers of alien products to readily establish a foothold for their goods on the American market. Though this surely isn’t necessarily a negative for the general American consumer, it often has a dampening affect on the ability of the nation’s smaller industries to compete – especially those employing America’s skilled and semi-skilled, blue-collar workers –  whose numbers have been dwindling at an ever-accelerating pace – while, at the same time, the availability of those constantly-diminishing-in- buying-power minimum-wage jobs in the McDonalds- and Holiday Inn-type service industries have increased dramatically.

*


English, as spoken in America, much as the English spoken in Britain (its fraternal twin that quite naturally shares the same surname – English), has a constantly growing vocabulary – and, as is the case with most, if not all living languages,  with a variety of different and slightly-nuanced meanings that are often applied to an identical word. The manner in which those words are used and, of course, the speaker’s accent, works to identify him as a resident of one or another nation, and often of a section of that nation.  


New Yorkese is that dialect of American-English formed over time from a diversity of linguistic inputs – and it’s the manner in which New Yorkers pronounce (some might say distort) the English language, that gives it its unique identity. The number and diversity of dialects, as well as words, that have been contributed by every incoming group of immigrants (foreign and domestic – especially the less-educated) is what gives shape to that singular accent and vocabulary attributed to the native-born New Yorker.) 


The earliest immigrant input contributing to what we now know as New Yorkese, can be traced back to the first greed-motivated colonizers: the Dutch. By their having obtained all of Manhattan for twenty-four bucks – they set the trend, whereby some members of every subsequent wave of immigrants have emulated them by trying to get rich quick – this, by taking advantage of the naiveté of its most gullible residents – in any quasi-legal or, if necessary, criminal means at their disposal. Following the Dutch burgers were the British military, along with their camp followers (being legalistic people, despite having defeated the Dutch, they allowed them to keep their vast holdings north of the City: that which they originally seized from the Amerinds (Mohegans?) – a classic example of honor amongst thieves. With the exception of freed Blacks, early on, Manhattan was not a major destination for those fleeing a bigotry-based persecution. But, a continuing stream of burger types did arrive in limited numbers – along with boatloads of Britain’s social rejects: who, having been forced off their land and unable to find even near-starvation wage factory work in England, had tenanted her poorhouses and jails, from whence they were to come to America – with many ending up in the New York area. They were to be followed by escapees from a combination of class-prejudice, religious intolerance and famine: the Germans, Swedes and Irish.


After them, came the impoverished, Southern and Eastern Europeans: social and economic pariahs seeking to better their lives. Sprinkled amongst all these various massive migrations of the past were indentured servants, redemptioners and contract laborers, many of whom were included in the earlier waves. But Poles, contracted out by their old-country masters to work the coal mines in Pennsylvania, and Chinese who, as cheap labor, had originally been brought to America’s West coast to help lay the tracks for America’s transcontinental railroads, had little affect on New York’s linguistic and attitudinal makeup. (San Francisco had the real Chinatown, and other cities claimed the right to make fun of Poles for their linoleum-covered floors – though all but fairly-wealthy Americans of every ethnic background had them.)


That mélange of disparate peoples, plus a diversity of small groupings and individuals – ranging from the destitute to the affluent, the illiterate to the highly educated – all coming from just about every land, worldwide – were to become known as New Yorkers. (The individual members of this more or less identifiable and unique grouping – didn’t and don’t, in any way resemble that New Yorker with a monocle and top hat  used as the logo of a once-sophisticated and gutsy magazine.) The making of the native New Yorker was abetted by the serendipitous result of the world-wide Great Depression and some forty years of legislated-bigotry – which had banned the immigration of all non-American types. Like a good stew, time allowed New Yorkers to become a somewhat unified peoples – while maintaining only the fuzziest and not always readily discernible identity of its individual components. 


Nevertheless, self-serving bigotries began to resurface even before the onset of the 1960’s, when the earlier prejudice-based, restrictive, immigration laws were liberalized by Congress. (It had passed with the support of many otherwise-reactionary Congressmen, due to their belief that an influx of immigrants would act to keep wages of all Americans in check and counter the political influence of both unions and the American Negro.) 


Since the bad has a habit of tagging along with the good, over time, the aftereffects of those liberalized immigration laws allowed politicians to cater to the selfish demands of one or another of those large new or reinforced immigrant groupings. In addition, seeing politicians playing up to the demands of recent immigrants, native-born Americans were to make their own selfish demands for government assistance based on near- nonexistent connections with the folks from one or another alien nation.

 *

Gaugan has been cited as saying, a large area of red is more red than a small area of red. Of course, he was talking about the use of colors in a painting – and how that affects a viewer’s subconscious. Nevertheless, it’s obvious that one can make an observation similar to Gaugan’s about the size of the various groups that make up New York’s currently much-touted Grand Mosaic: the greater the number of people who make up a particular grouping (tesserae of the same or similar composition, size, shape, color and so on) within this mosaic, the greater its influence – to the detriment of all others. 

*


So, between politicians playing up to the ethnicity of their constituents, and the pressuring of those new immigrants (and eventually the American-born progeny of long-dead immigrants) by countries claiming to be the land of their ethnic roots, New Yorkers were to lose their recently-acquired near-homogenous presence. This has allowed politicians, who now claim that New Yorkers are but the tesserae of a large mosaic, to tailor their appeals for votes according to the ethnicity-based demands of every readily-identifiable grouping. New Yorkers who are considered as tesserae within this mosaic, and who are part of a large grouping, have a major voice in how the City is run – while an individual, like a single tessera within a huge mosaic, being all but invisible, has absolutely no voice. 

*

In years past, when at a baseball game, folks rooted for their home team. In New York, before Branch Ricky worked a deal to take the Dodgers to California, while arranging for the Giants to follow suit, New York had three home teams. The vast majority of New Yorkers, as did most Americans, rooted for their home team because it represented the city, geographic section of the country or, in the case of New York, the borough they came from (though sentiment also played its part: the team they rooted for may have been an underdog or a sure winner – or they found a manager or a player appealing). Though there were some New Yorkers who rooted for one or another of those teams due to the ethnicity of a manager or a dominant player – few of them would admit it.

Although the general attitude of New York’s baseball fans, that of the sport being an American institution, appears to be one that will go on forever, during the last years of the twentieth century, in an obvious effort to cash in on the current, politically-motivated attempt to re-hyphenate New Yorkers, the Mets’ front office went about advertising numerous hyphenate-of-the-day special events to take place at Shea Stadium (no doubt they’re destined to happen on dates that normally have low attendance).

*


As the last decades of the millennium progressed to Y2K, the distinctive accent of one or another of New York’s original polyglot peoples (once the simplest means of determining a New Yorker’s ethnicity), was in the process of being lost. Earlier on, most children of every major-wave immigrant tended to have a very obvious identifying accent – whether or not his ancestors came from an English-speaking country. However, what with the anti-immigration policies enacted in the early 1920’s, and then, due to the effects of W.W.II, and of its precursor the Great Depression (when folks couldn’t or wouldn’t migrate to America), by the 1960’s the dominant accent amongst native-born New Yorkers had become fairly uniform. It was based on the overlaying of numerous accents, contributed by each newly-arrived immigrant grouping, on a dialect with origins going back to the area’s earliest immigrants. Words like oil were, and still are, by some old Brooklynites and Jerseyites, pronounced earl – while girl was pronounced goil – and it was this sort of pronunciation, with inputs by each succeeding wave of immigrants, that gave and continues to add to that distinctive New York accent – currently in use by so many of the City’s native-born. 

*


Many offspring of yesterday’s immigrants, primarily those men who no longer display readily recognizable traits that manifest a believed-to-be unique ethnic identity, now sport gold chains bearing religious symbols of one sort or another around their necks – and  turbans, skull caps, scarves and such objects upon their often-balding heads. 

*

The making and acceptance of the requirement, by so many hierarchic Monotheistic religions – regarding the wearing of headgear, of one sort or another, can only be explained by the realization that old men wrote the rules of conduct for worshipping their God. That women were, and still are, often required by those rule-making old men to hide their femininity, when and if they’re allowed to worship along with men, can be explained away as an awareness that the presence of femaleness might cause men to think more of carnal matters, than on their divine relationship with their God. However, it boggles the mind to think that a Supreme Being, One so potent as to have created, and then to control, the workings of a universe so immense as to have innumerable galaxies of up to 100,000 light-years in diameter (one light year equals six trillion miles), has the time or inclination to prescribe the conditions under which His earthly creations are required to cover their heads. The preposterous notion implied by His self-elected spokesmen that His judgment, as to the goodness of the members of a congregation, will be influenced by whether or not they complied with a requirement that specific headgear be worn as a prelude to their worshipping Him – does put into question, at least for a thinking person, the entire body of dogma-based rituals performed by the adherents to one or another Monotheistic, my-God-is-the-only-God religions.

Since all those highly organized religions are universally controlled by that vast coterie of mostly dysfunctional old men who steadfastly require that all males in their congregation conceal the status, hirsute-wise, of their pates, it becomes obvious that the hat, and its kindred head coverings, serve a basic purpose – and that’s to hide the baldness that befalls so many elderly gentlemen. Why? Baldness is often connected with the aging process, which, in turn, connotes (usually wrongfully) a lack of virility in a man. Though this no doubt holds true for many an old man (old age does tend to quell much of a man’s sexual desires – Dole and his purported use of Viagra to the contrary), if all males, young and old, covered their heads, the playing field would be leveled. And, neither youths nor old men would appear more virile (a time-worn sign of authority) than the other. Ergo, since religion’s old fogies claim knowledge of God’s will on such lofty, spiritual matters as what foods to eat and when to take a day off, it’s not at all surprising, after giving due consideration to the self-serving nature of mankind,, that they’ve set rules requiring every male in their congregation, regardless of their age, to cover their pates in the manner they’ve so decreed.  If the lisp of a king can be made a virtue, why not the hiding of a balding pate?
[As a means of making the shortcomings of those in authority acceptable, it’s been the practice of fawning underlings to ape their masters' faults as a means of gaining their favor. A classic example of this is Castilian, now the standard form of Spanish, which still incorporates the speech impediment, a lisp, of a once powerful king of Castile.]

 *


This accentuating, by so many Americans, of a claimed-to-be ancestral past, is being stimulated by those nations most eager to take advantage of the hyphenated ethnicity of Americans. By playing on their guilt: for their ancestors’ having escaped the problems faced by left-behind countrymen, or by stressing their virtually-always-baseless, genetic affinity with one or another universally-praised individual (this, due to claimed race-wise, religion-wise, ethnicity-wise – or otherwise connections), has caused an awful lot of Americans to defend every action taken by that alien nation and its people (no matter how heinous they might be) – including the denigrating of whomever that alien nation has a quarrel with. Moreover, it even goes so far as to cause many an American hyphenate to defend the foods and attire commonly associated with the country, culture or people with whom they’ve been made to believe they have ancestral ties, and common roots. 

*

All that notwithstanding, it must be noted that those I’m-more-American-than-you bigots who go about disparaging the country, culture and people associated with any given immigrant grouping – usually one in disfavor due to those bigots’ finding themselves unable to compete successfully with its members, are equally responsible for causing those associated, no matter how tenuously, with the demeaned minority grouping, to look to their roots in an attempt to find an acceptance for what they are, and for what their ancestors were.

. 
<>
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Appealing to the Ethnic Vote

If one is to write about the goings on in Morningside Heights during W.W.II and the years immediately following it (the initial period focused on in Noo Yawk, New York) it’s necessary to consider the affects that the City’s various ethnic groups had on the area – whether as residents or by living at its periphery. The ethnicity of the youths (those with German, Greek, Scandinavian and Polish ancestry) who hung around the corner was, of course, a factor in determining the overall character of the group. But, the growing presence of immigrants from Puerto Rico and of Blacks arriving from the South (directly or by way of one of the North’s industrial cities – with the end of the war, and the return of the veterans, their labor was no longer required) were to play a significant role in Morningside Heights during the postwar years – primarily due to the way their presence affected the makeup of its periphery.


Although, at that time, those New Yorkers with Italian antecedents represented a major portion of the City’s population, the overall effects of their ethnicity on Morningside Heights was far less than that of the City’s two other main ethnic groupings. Irish Catholics who, due to their having been a major presence on its borders for decades (that only ended in the mid-1900’s), and Jews with East and Central European ancestry, who became the owners and operators of many of the area’s small retail businesses, with many living in Morningside Heights or on its outskirts – were, along with a diversity of individuals involved in its many cultural institutions (the vast majority of whom were born outside the City’s borders), the most responsible for giving the area its special character. 

*

Since W.W.II, the social and economic standings of all those folks who had contributed, directly or indirectly, to the makeup of Morningside Heights, have definitely improved. Nevertheless, when considering them as members of one or another recognizable grouping, Blacks and Puerto Ricans, despite many notable exceptions, when compared to the advances made by members of New York’s other racial and ethnic groupings, have gained little economically, and next to nothing socially.

*


Memories are short, and what’s remembered tends to be flattering of one’s self-image and the folks one relates to – and all New Yorkers, as members of any one of the identifiable groupings, have proceeded, perhaps understandably, to remake their past so as to present themselves in the best of lights. However, in doing so, they faced a dilemma. By their denying their having had lowly ancestors who had met with many of the same sort of bigotry-based obstacles as those Americans with Latino, Equatorial African, and Amerind ancestry – they could lose many of the benefits accruing from their newly-acquired political clout, which would allow them to take advantage of the current trend of government to assist members of any and every minority group claiming they, or any of their ancestors, had suffered (apparently in any conceivable way) as the result of biases they faced: those due to their religious practices, ethnicity, race, sexual orientation or whatever. 


The result is that many members of ethnic entities have decided to have it both ways. The political clout that only identifiable so-called minorities could acquire was to lead to the re-hyphenation of American society, which, because of the City’s makeup, has had a deleterious affect on the way the City is run, and on the lives of those New Yorkers who continue to think of themselves as individuals. In the past, New York had three main ethnic groups (Italian-Catholics, Irish-Catholics and East-European Jews) – plus one consisting of all others. Those included in the fourth grouping were primarily Protestants – which had all the rest within that grouping (virtually all of whom were fair-complexioned) tending to vote independent, or Republican – as a sort of counterbalance to the then-sleazy politicians catering to the Catholic and Jewish vote. Since this gave the City’s politicians only four groups to kiss up to, individuals, since they were lumped up as others, had at least some say in the running of the City. 

*

[In more recent times, the GOP has stolen the old-Democrat’s thunder; by catering to the demands of the more bigoted elements amongst Catholic and Jewish voters, they were able to add them to their long-time, anti-foreigner, slightly-racist, ASP-like standbys of the past – while losing the support of more liberal-minded Republicans.]

With the influx of many more immigrants from the world over, all forced to unite politically in order to protect their rights, they too became a political force. And, as Blacks and Puerto Ricans gained a very strong political voice, the Democrats, the former party of immigrants, and therefore, despite its faults, fairly liberal, understandably began catering to the needs and demands of the City’s Black and Puerto Rican residents. The Republicans, by playing the racist game, managed to use this to convince many members of New York’s old ethnic minorities (mostly former Democrats), along with those belonging to the new hyphenated minorities, to vote for a Republican as mayor. They were successful; the Republicans managed to elect the first non-Democrat to be mayor of New York since the Fusion Party candidate, La Guardia, was elected over fifty years ago. 

*


All of this, over the course of that half-century since the post W.W.II years, has given rise to a stress on  everything being politically-correct – when referring to folks belonging to any of the political blocs of so-called minorities. No folks belonging to any of the old or recently-designated minorities [now so broadly-based as to include all those entities claiming to have been denied the same opportunities afforded members of the yet-to-be-defined (by anyone) majority], are willing to accept the fact that they, themselves, had often, unthinkingly, when not deliberately, generated some of the negative attitudes exhibited towards them by some of the more bigoted members of the so-called majority. Moreover, members of the hypothetical majority, for fear of being accused of blaming the members of a given minority (the victim) for the bigotry-based unfairness they’ve been subjected to, refrain from even mentioning those bigotry-generating activities. 


The definition of politically correct, if it isn’t, should be: “A form of censorship, applied according to the degree of a minority’s political clout, that’s designed to benefit one or another self- or de facto-forcefully-segregated grouping; it prohibits the mentioning  of anyone connected to that grouping whose activities might be considered disparaging –no matter how true.”

 
In our politically-correct times, even those movies that claim to show the atrocities committed by folks associated with a particular grouping tend to give a kind of uplifting majesty to the most nefarious of their doings. This is usually done by rationalizing their horrible deeds by inferring that they were performed in retaliation for a past or current slight or insult made to a member associated with the minority group being portrayed.

*

[There are some constantly changing exceptions to the list of minorities (usually any grouping with a membership of less than half the population) who fail to meet the hypocritical and self-serving definition of one that must be protected against having demeaning and scurrilous references made to its members. Amongst those folks who currently fail to warrant protection by the proponents of the politically correct are: straight Euro- and Indo-Caucasian males, adherents to non-Judeo-Christian religions, Palestinians, Communists, Frenchmen, Germans and Mongolians – as well as all cabbies with South Asian ancestry. All of which, allows a person, when denigrating everyone connected with any of those groups, to avoid being considered a bigot.]

<>
5 - c

The Ethnic Joke

During the prewar years, ethnic jokes, almost by definition, were told with a readily-identifiable accent. Invariably, their punch lines ridiculed those traits stressed by bigots (who, often as not, had manufactured them in the first place) as indicators of the moral, intellectual and physical inferiority of a targeted ethnic group.

[Despite their racist overtones, when the narrator of this kind of offensive banter identified with the ethnic group being disparaged, and when his connection was not obvious to the eye or ear, he invariably made a point, one way or another, of making his audience aware of his connection to the folks receiving the brunt of his bigotry-based jokes. Perhaps he did, and still does this, in the belief that if his ethnicity denied him full acceptance as an American, he might as well, if a professional comedian, use it to earn a living. Moreover, it’s quite possible that many female comics now use that same line of reasoning to rationalize their routinely denigrating women – much as Black comics go about poking fun of Blacks – as they go about taking advantage of their ability to use the term “nigger”, which is forbidden for use by White comics fearful of being considered a bigoted racist (or of giving an excuse to a jury of Blacks to discount his testimony in a trial of an African-American for murder of a couple of Whites).] 


During, and immediately after W.W.II, the telling of ethnic jokes was taboo; the existence, and even the concept of such a person as an American hyphenate was denied. Everyone proudly proclaimed their un-hyphenated-American ethnicity. None claimed to be more American than another – and those who did, such as members of the DAR, were held up to ridicule.


With the demise of the ethnic joke, came the “moron” joke. And, since entertaining their audiences with the graphic details of the sexual indiscretions of a sitting president was unheard of at the time, the life of the party, as well as the professional comedian, had no recourse but to intersperse their standard, snicker-causing hackneyed, double-entendres with the same time-worn, bigotry-based jokes of the past – but, as morons, speaking like blathering idiots, instead of heavily-accented members of one or another of the ethnic groups formerly denigrated by those very-same funsters. 


As the years passed, and as the Americanizing effects of W.W.II diminished, ethnic jokes returned. Jokes were then tailored to appeal to the postwar sensibilities of those folks seeking to confirm their sense of belonging. This, as always, was done at the expense of others. Most prominent were those newly refurbished ethnicity-based jokes, most of which stressed: Italian military cowardliness and their Mafia connections; Jewish hypocrisy and greed; Irish drinking and pugnacity; Southern bigotry; Swedish narrow-minded ignorance; British royalty’s fatuous behavior; hillbilly naiveté, and of course Polish stupidity. Meanwhile, the bigotry generated against Negroes, Latinos, Amerinds and other non-European types was so deep-seated in America, that it was difficult for even the most-driven-to-succeed amongst the crassest jokesters, to find anything funny about it. And, in the aftermath of W.W.II, when everyone was fed up with just about every aspect of the war, few, if any jokes were told that deprecated the Japs or Nazis – neither were jokes told about the recipients of the atrocities they committed: Russian and Chinese peasants, Holocaust victims and prisoners of war -- nor, for that matter,  about the dropping of the atom bomb.  
*


In the past, comedians who resorted to the telling of ethnic jokes did so to capitalize on the bigotries already in place, without any obviously-calculated attempt by the narrator to manipulate his audience (which, of course, didn’t make it good). However, as the fifties came to a close, the ethnic jokes (including their moron-joke substitutes) were to become a useful means of deliberately spreading propaganda. Many of the same jokes once bandied about by bigoted Christians to denigrate Jews were being revived by Jews, with a change of characters, as a means of denigrating Arabs. Blacks were being characterized as virtuous, yet wily innocents, as they outsmarted the obtuse bigoted Southerners: all of whom were being characterized as rednecks and White trash. The use of ethnic slurs, by “liberal-minded” comedians, was considered acceptable behavior when catering to the bigoted conceits of those they empathized with (who, all too often, were just as hypocritical when laying claim to their being liberals).

<>
6
Manhattan

Until the very day of Japan’s sneak attack on Pearl Harbor, Eighty-Sixth Street, east of the Third Avenue el, was festooned with huge flags and banners bearing the swastika that proclaimed a substantial portion of its residents as being supporters of Nazi Germany. The following day, the United States declared war on the Axis powers, and the FBI swooped down on Yorkville and loaded paddy wagons with the now cringing members of the German American Bund – many of whom were American citizens.

*

[Similar actions were taken in California against born and naturalized American citizens with Japanese ancestry. However, there was a basic difference – in California, all Japanese, for no other reason than their being ethnically Japanese, were rounded up and sent to concentration camps –  and, although Japan still considered all Japanese as being subjects of the emperor, it’s not known if any of those Japanese-American citizens were engaged in anti-American activities (talk about racial profiling). One of the most important factors leading up to their imprisonment and confiscation of their property was the resentment, in California, of Japanese-Americans for their financial successes, primarily as farmers – not because of any real national security reasons. And, it does appear that a goodly number of Southern Californians will continue to hold racist attitudes well into the twenty-first century – only with a change of players.]

*


Yorkville’s dance halls, stripped of their Nazi drapery, were to bear such nondescript names as the Switzerland and the Lorelei. War-workers and servicemen would soon be eating in good, cheap, just-reclassified, Bavarian restaurants and all Germans were seen to be smiling, and were called Good-Germans. By the time the 1960’s rolled around, the el was long-down, and the children of the original German immigrants, those who didn’t become handymen, doormen or superintendents in the newly refurbished tenements and just built upscale apartment houses: those that were cropping up all over the Yorkville section of the Upper Eastside, moved out to the outlying suburbs, thereby adding to the burgeoning near-ASP, exurban populations. Those who remained in Yorkville, resented their being pressured to vacate their apartments (whether or not through hard-to-refuse inducements); the children showed their resentment towards the incoming, soon-to-be-ubiquitous Yuppies – by vandalizing their cars and waylaying late comers as they made their way along the yet-to-be-brightly-lit side streets. 


By the late 1970’s, good Germans and ex-Bundists alike, along with their offspring, were almost completely replaced by Yuppies – that bland, faceless crowd of overly-ambitious, well-paid, middle-management, office workers, lawyers and shrinks. The Yuppies’ goal in life appeared quite simple: make a lot of money and spend it at one or another of the same chromium-fixtured Ristorantes as do all the other vapid migrants from beyond Manhattan’s bordering waters.

*

Within twenty years, the Yuppies had either become as one with the members of a nouveaux-near-rich, middle class or were replaced by them. These then-most-recent residents living on the now-tres-chic entire Upper Eastside: those folks whose taste buds had outgrown the delights of the fast-food served at Kentucky Fried Chicken, Pizza Hut and McDonalds, or of the simple meals served at their hometown’s one decent old-American, pseudo-French or Italian-American restaurant; along with all the foreigners from nations with dollar-rich economies, all often with the aid of tax-free expense accounts, fostered the growth of a whole new breed of upscale restaurants. And, so, while America’s money-men speak out against a rise in the minimum wage for America’s working poor, these folks routinely spend more on one meal than  families living on a minimum wage earn in a week. LET THEM EAT CAKE!

With women suing men for every gauche attempt made to satisfy themselves sexually, and the spread of STD (Sexually Transmitted Diseases: a term intended to euphemize the killer AIDS), the latest restaurant-going craze may very well be the result of sex getting a bad rep. And the consumption of fancy food appears to be the substitute-of-choice for sex; it has the added advantage of turning that old saw: which states that the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach – into: it may also be the way into a lady’s pants (plus, in these PC unisex days, those of a man’s). 

[The lumping of AIDS in with currently-curable venereal diseases as a means of de-stigmatizing the doings of homosexuals and intravenous-drug users, though obviously well-intentioned – has the double-edged effect of making straights as well as homosexuals believe: that all promiscuous sexual activities can have deadly results – or conversely that AIDS is also curable.] 

*


Through the 1940’s, Amsterdam and Columbus Avenues, from 110th Street down past Lincoln Center, when they turn into Ninth and Tenth Avenues, and then downtown to fourteenth Street, the residents were almost all of Irish extraction. Bars were found there on almost every corner (this allowed for a rear-door, family entrance), and a funeral parlor was located in the middle of just about every other block.


During the daytime, the bars were dreary places reeking of beer, now-sour, spilled the night before – along with that of many a prior night (no matter how well mopped). During the day, they were patronized by a few ever-present barflies – some of whom appeared engrossed in deep thought, while others seemed to be nodding-off in a drunken stupor. But in the evening the bars came to life; the enticing aroma of freshly-poured and foaming beer permeated the air, as blue-collared men stopped off for a few after their having put in a hard day’s work. 


As the early evening turned to night and short beers were turned into chasers for shots of Fleichmanns, the talk in the bar got more boisterous – which was when loud talk occasionally turned friends into sidewalk brawlers. Outsiders, though, who minded their own business, were seldom if ever drawn into a fight. Nevertheless, since heavy drinking and sexual hang-ups go together like corned beef and cabbage, a non-regular arriving with a lady was encouraged to sit at a table in the rear section of the bar – where food might be served.


In New York State, until around 1970 or so, only bona fide restaurants could serve liquor.  To qualify as a restaurant, a bar had to serve food and reserve a section for eating it greater than the bar area. In small local bars, their corner location allowed for a side entrance to an underused restaurant. Most of those bars in Irish neighborhoods seemed to have the same decorator: the restaurant sections held several rickety tables, each covered with a square sheet of green-checkered oilcloth that had an ashtray and a green five-and-ten soup bowl full of small pretzels in its center; four bent-wood-backed chairs surrounded each table.  In the afternoon, local kids would sneak in the rear entrance and swipe a few pretzels – while the bartender pretended not to notice. At night, some of those same kids would come in selling the two-cent Daily News or Daily Mirror (they cost only a penny at the newsstands during the depth of the depression) for a nickel. And, if a man, sober or not, gave the kid a quarter, expecting change, the kid was as likely as not to grab it and run like hell – but nobody ever called the cops. 


By the time the millennium drew to a close, the working-class Irish had long since gone. They had moved into one- and two-family houses in those parts of Queens that had previously been occupied by the by-then-more-affluent ASP-types – who had themselves been moving out to Long Island’s  North Shore. 


Meanwhile, those run-down tenement buildings had, even before the end of W.W.II, begun to be occupied by immigrants from Puerto Rico. The transition of the area from low-income, blue-collar Irish-Americans to Puerto Rican-Americans (who were then but an insignificant presence in Manhattan) was a lot less troubling than one would be led to believe by the folks dramatizing it as a backdrop for their Broadway productions. (The claimed conflict of cultures that occurred during that turnover was the basis for the Puerto Rican- versus-Irish, far-from-realistic, romantic, dramatic musical: West Side Story. It was a little later that the murderous attacks by the psychotic Umbrella Man took place – which, for some dumb reason was also made into a musical.)


Soon, most of the old buildings housing Puerto Ricans and the remaining Irish, along with St. Nick’s Arena, joined the huge brewery that had been demolished – all of which were soon to be replaced by empty lots, a handful of projects, high-rise, apartment houses and the Lincoln Center complex. The result was, Puerto Ricans became but transients en route to other more, or sometimes less hospitable sections of the City and country – the exception being those living in the former, uptown Italian section of Manhattan, now known as Spanish Harlem – or El Barrio

You People

Hector was a Puerto Rican. He could read and write in both English and Spanish – he could also take dictation in both languages. Hector looked the way a Puerto Rican was supposed to look. Though quite fair, his features gave evidence of his having a wonderfully varied gene pool: one derived from inputs of all three of the major races. 


Hector had been Nance’s assistant; Nance, though quite young, had been the subordinate manager of a brokerage firm involved in international trade. A year or two later, soon after Nance had started his own brokerage firm (as a licensed Customhouse Broker and Freight Forwarder) Hector came to Nance’s office seeking employment – he was hired immediately.

*


Hector was a registered Republican; he was but one of a handful then residing in East Harlem – but his political ambitions were dashed, this was in late 1959, when he ran for a minor office and lost. 


Nance, always ready to experience yet another aspect of the City, had volunteered to help Hector get out the vote. He did this, by driving Hector around El Barrio to escort otherwise-non- voters to the polls. Nance’s efforts, however, as far as Hector was concerned, went for naught. 


Nevertheless,  prior to the day of Hector’s defeat at the polls, when Nance went with him to East Harlem’s Republican Club (in a storefront on East 110 Street), Nance was to have the opportunity to witness, firsthand, the depth of the problems that New York’s ordinary Black and Latino citizens faced when dealing with the police.

*


The entrance to the club was located a few steps down from street level. Nance entered with Hector shortly before the meeting was to begin. Inside, were about ten rows of a dozen folding chairs each that faced a table on a raised platform. The audience was made up of mostly Blacks, but with the exception of one or two Whites, the rest were Puerto Ricans. The meeting began with a short welcoming speech by the chairwoman: a well- spoken, obviously-well-educated, neatly dressed and attractive Black woman of a certain age. Without much further ado, as soon as the guest of honor (a plainclothes police detective) arrived, he took center stage.


The detective – a tall, limber and obviously powerfully-built man of around forty – after climbing up on the platform and seating himself on a chair located to the side of the chairwoman, said the obligatory few words about appreciating the applause that greeted him. He then went on to say how pleased he was to have the opportunity to meet with them and answer any questions they might have – all so that the police could better respond to the needs of the community.


Nance was much impressed by the detective’s attitude. Although, he did notice a touch of condescension on his part towards his audience: one composed of well-dressed, very polite people of an obviously most-law-abiding nature. Except for evidence of most having a greater amount of melanin in their genetic makeup – they were the same type of middle-class folks one would come across in any group attending meetings at any Republican Club, in any section of the nation.


Everything seemed to go fine until one elderly lady mentioned that, since she lived on the top floor of a brownstone, when at night, while playing games, some teenagers ran around on the roof – which disturbed her sleep. And, she wondered if the police could do something about it.


It was then that Nance was to get an inkling as to what the problems were that Blacks and Puerto Ricans faced. The detective, in a tone of voice one uses to scold a child for not doing what he should, said in a patronizing manner, and with an authoritative tone of voice: “We’ve told you people in the past that you’ve got to file an official complaint when things like this happen – there was no reason for you people to have waited ‘till now to tell us about these violations. We can do nothing unless you people inform us about the crimes being committed by your people.”

*


After the meeting, Hector arranged for Nance to meet an uncle of his at a nearby bar. Hector told Nance that his uncle was a judge in Puerto Rico. He was a tall, handsome, white-haired man in his late fifties; his finely-chiseled, sharp features were those associated with certain Caucasians, which seemed to conflict with his being very dark-skinned. Hector’s uncle was well-spoken and extremely knowledgeable; he spoke English without a trace of a Spanish accent. Nance, Hector and his uncle drank and talked for over an hour about all sorts of things pertinent to New York, democracy, politics and Puerto Rico. Then, seemingly out of the blue, when talking about San Juan, he mentioned the intrusion there of, “Niggers.”


Nance, though surely not color blind, had always prided himself in not being a racist – and he wasn’t. Nevertheless, after hearing Hector’s uncle coming out so acrimoniously against those Negroes who had come late to Puerto Rico, he realized the reason for his being so taken aback by the judge’s use of the term “Nigger”, was that in his mind, he had given undue consideration to the color of the judge’s skin – which, perhaps, the judge sensed. 

[Nevertheless, giving the devil his due, it’s possible that Nance’s being aware that a recognizable portion of the genetic inputs of many Puerto Ricans had Black African roots, the assumption he made was not without at least some logic. Moreover, an awareness of the physical characteristics used to differentiate people by race (though completely meaningless if used for any other purpose) does not make one a racist. It’s the negative attributes given to a people, because of their race, that makes one a racist.]
Nance was cognizant of, and surely, so was the judge, that in many parts of the States, Hector’s uncle, the judge, especially at that time, would have been referred to by bigoted White Americans, by the very same denigrating term that he had used. At a later date, on giving it further consideration, Nance concluded that the judge was using that term, as a means of disassociating himself, when in the States, from the American Negro – much as is routinely done by many recent immigrants coming from Central Africa and the ex-British possessions in the Caribbean. (This holds true despite its having been the activities of American Blacks that made them desirous of living in the States.)

(It’s a good possibility that American Negroes, sensing that attitude, did not empathize that much with the recent immigrant from West Africa who was killed after being shot at forty-one times by four Caucasian members of NYPD. And, despite resenting the racist mentality of New York’s “Finest”, which caused them to murderously overact to what they believed to be suspicious behavior – American Blacks refrained from engaging in a big way against the senseless killing of a non-threatening and unarmed man.)
*

All of which tends to indicate that the color of one’s skin, by itself, is not the sole governing factor for the institutionalizing of what’s presently labeled bigotry-based-racism. It’s grounded in a whole range of identifying characteristics, all of which act to determine a people’s social status –  caste or class, if you will. 

Nevertheless, since those who have what poor people don’t have are most apt to be well-off, fair-skinned Euro- and now Indo-Caucasians and Orientals (the result of Judeo-Christian, ignorance-based racist notions) – they are also most apt to be subjected to the criminal activities of ambitious members of the poorest classes. The degree of observable skin pigmentation in a people – racism, if you will (the result of five centuries of rationalizing slave trading and greed-motivated colonialism), is a major contributing factor to the cause of poverty – and relative poverty is the most decisive factor that causes people to turn to crime. The obvious result is, that the darker a person’s skin color, the more apt cops (regardless of their own race) are to consider that person a potential criminal. The vast majority of cops, being no smarter than other folks, lack the ability to consider people as individuals. This has cops, who are paid to fight those crimes committed against the more prosperous members of society and who have been inculcated with the notion that darker-skinned folks are inferior beings, generaliz, which, in turn, has them treat all such folks as likely felons. 

*


With but few exceptions, the residents of the new Westside who had begun moving in from the 1980’s on, came from the numerous pockets of intellectual mediocrity found strewn throughout the lesser boroughs, satellite counties, and points west. More often than not the new residents of those former slum areas were the college-educated offspring of those very same folks, of every ethnic background, who had fled the City a generation or two earlier. 

*


Throughout the country, real-estate interests routinely cash in on the prevailing racist attitudes (which they may very well have instigated in the first place). Those real-estate wheelers and dealers who were operating in New York were responsible for that seemingly endless exodus of the City’s wide-ranging middle class. Their movement to the surrounding White communities was to continue for some twenty years. However, within another ten years many of those folks and their offspring were to return. By their going full cycle, they were to occupy the new Miami-chic apartment houses and renovated tenements from which their ancestors, along with the Puerto Ricans, had been ousted – legally or otherwise. Within a decade, the rents paid by these new residents were to run into a multiple of fifty to a hundred times what their own forebears had paid as slum-dwellers in one or the other ubiquitous, segregated-by-ethnicity sectors of Manhattan. 

*


In more recent times, allowing for major overlaps, Lincoln Center attracts an entirely different crowd than the newly ensconced tenants living between it and Columbia University. The university’s presence manages to preserve a bit of a college-town feeling in Morningside Heights, whereas, to its south, the presence of tourists around Lincoln Center during daytime is such that the students hanging around outside Juilliard have little effect on the cold glitziness of the complex. However, as night sets in, the area tends to sparkle – which is also the time when the money spenders arrive: an older, out-for-culture, middle- and upper-class, more-sophisticated crowd – some of whom are tourists.


The most-recent tenants on the Upper Westside choose not to cook at home, although even studio apartments have kitchenettes. So, despite their spending a fortune in rent (which requires that they work endless hours to afford), they can be seen, nightly, frequenting one or another of the new-Westside’s “in” restaurants. More often than not it’s a chromium-swank, indirectly-lit bistro, saloon, or ristorante serving Continental food with an Asian touch and pizza at ten times the price of a slice from the local pizzeria. Customers dining in these emporiums of chic cuisine can expect to be served by a perennially-unemployed actor, who introduces himself by name: “Hi, I’m Bruce, what would you like to drink?” while depositing an impressively large menu, and an even larger wine list (not to be confused with the actual wines available) at monumental prices. 


Bistros feature menus describing dishes in French that neither waiter nor customer fully understand. Ristorantes invariably tout their individual-sized pizza topped with the latest in newly-discovered ingredients, along with preposterously-over-priced pasta dishes topped with a la you-name-it. Saloons, those upgraded Blarney Stone-type bars with a name always preceded by the obligatory O’, that advertises its owner’s claimed pedigree, lists on a no-nonsense blackboard: hamburgers-garnished-with... and quiche-whatever; tap ale is served there, at six bucks and up a pop (the old false-bottomed, extra-thick glass mugs are out, pints are in).  Sushi shops offer made-to-sound-exotic seafood, at deluxe prices, and served by kimono-costumed waitresses. This parade of Westside bistros, saloons, ristorantes and sushi shops – all  of which seem identical, offer fairly decent, but nevertheless, run-of-the-mill food at near-haute-cuisine prices. 

<>
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Postwar Noo Yawk – The Way it Was 


It’s been said: the only real Venice is that unreal city overflowing with tourists; that  Rome wasn’t built in a day; and that Paris, the City of Light, was “Gay” (not to be confused with the adjective now used to describe those folks involved in shared, non-potentially-baby-making, sexual activities). Meanwhile, the most common cliché voiced about New York, one usually bandied about by tourists from Mabel’s Rump, Wyoming, along with many of their fellow sophisticates hailing from beyond Manhattan’s surrounding waters, is that: New York’s a great place to visit, but I wouldn’t want to live there. Also heard is the quip already referred to, attributed to America’s all-time top humorist, Mark Twain, that New York would be a great city, if they ever finished building it. And a present-day Mark Twain might very well also opine, that if New York’s population ever stopped changing, it might very well be, if not admirable – at least unique.

*

Even before the 1950’s, New York had many impressive buildings besides the Empire State, Rockefeller Center, and those on downtown Broadway and Wall Street. Nevertheless, the overall scale of the City was one that ordinary New Yorkers and visitors could relate to. The City had a relatively concerned citizenry and was livable, safe and clean. The City was truly the most wonderful town to live in – providing one ignored the fact that: racial, religious and ethnic segregation in housing was legal, as it was for Negroes in the City’s school system.; there was corruption amongst officials in virtually every segment of City government; the Westies and the Mafia controlled the waterfront and trucking industry; the preferential, old-boy lending practices of banks; the garment industry’s control of questionable company unions purported to represent their underpaid, overworked and ill-used workers. (And, contrary to the claims of New York’s turn-of-the-millennium fascist-minded mayor, all those faults were either remedied long before he took office, or still prevail.)

*


For New York’s visitors, and its more recent residents, it’s next to impossible to visualize the City without its current inhabitants – who bear but slight resemblance to their recent predecessors. From shortly after the turn of the century, until the end of America’s police action in Korea, middle- to lower-middle-income (poverty, then having no social or economic advantage, few folks admitted to being  poor) New Yorkers – primarily the progeny of immigrants from Southern and Eastern Europe, and Ireland – accounted for the largest political block – one controlled by the Democrat party. Then, as now, most second generation (and longer) New Yorkers tended to vote with the Republicans, who (as they still do) catered, if not fostered, a bigoted attitude towards newly-arrived and first-generation immigrants (unless very rich). The hackneyed adage that power corrupts and absolute power corrupts absolutely, most assuredly held true to New York’s political scene: the Democratic Party was corrupt. And, when considering the degree of chicanery and outright crookedness that Republicans have engaged in whenever and wherever they’ve dominated American politics, that adage appears an incontrovertible truth. 

In contrast with the later, near-complete, economically-  enforced, de facto segregation which seems destined to continue well into the twenty-first century, prior to and during the Great Depression and on past the W.W.II years, until 1954, New York’s Negroes, though not mandated by law, were, nevertheless, legally segregated by the City’s real-estate interests. The resultant, then-relatively-small, communities located in areas like Manhattan’s Harlem and Fort Greene in Brooklyn, were politically and economically weak, and received few if any political plums.


Not so the City’s major Euro-ethnic groups. City jobs requiring little or no skills had been reserved for the least educated amongst ethnic Italians (ditch diggers, trolley-track repairmen, garbage collectors, white wings and such); meanwhile, ethnic Irish held the more-prestigious, semi-skilled government jobs (trolley-car and subway conductors, policemen and political hacks).  


The most-notable possible exception to the City’s politically-motivated and ethnicity-based hiring practices were those jobs, namely as teachers, that began to require a formal education and the passing of civil service exams – which resulted in the gradual replacement of a majority of politically-appointed, primarily ethnic-Irish-Catholic women with a younger and thought-to-be-better-educated, teacher corps (though not necessarily better teachers) – of whom  a goodly percentage were ethnic, East European Jews. 


Few, if any, Greeks or Chinese were known to hold City jobs: they were either self-employed (many owned and operated family restaurants), or worked for small manufacturing companies and retail businesses. Ambitious, not-overly-educated, ethnic Irish, Italian and Polish Catholics, and Germano-Slavic Jews also tended to own small, retail- and service-oriented businesses: bars, barber shops, shoe repairs, delicatessens – and, of course, restaurants. Blue-collar workers in New York’s countless office buildings: elevator men, maintenance men and cleaning women, were overwhelmingly ethnic East European Orthodox Christians. Meanwhile, New York’s second-generation and longer residents (primarily with some British inputs), those with a high school academic diploma or better, worked as clerks in banks, insurance companies, brokerage houses, major department stores and large corporations of one sort or another. 

*


Before attaining middle-class-hood, virtually all members of major-wave immigrant groupings lived in ethnically- segregated sections of the City – many of those with poorer populations were said to be gangster-ridden; they weren’t really, but the residents tended to be tough. Nevertheless, if outsiders minded their own business, they’d have no problems – at least during the daylight hours; and this held true to the racially segregated areas as well. But, starting in the early 1960’s, the no-longer-legally-segregated areas of the City became, for outsiders,  both dangerous to visit and to reside in. What’s most disturbing, though, is that while Black neighborhoods appear to be getting somewhat safer for both their residents and visitors alike, areas with a low- to middle-income population, whose only cohesive element is that they’re Euro-Caucasian, have become hostile places for outsiders, whether as new residents or as visitors. 

*

[That, in more recent times, so many of New York’s Finest hail from the outer boroughs and beyond, where all-White segregated neighborhoods proliferate, no doubt accounts for their motivated-by-fear, aggressive attitude so often displayed towards Manhattan’s non-obviously-wealthy citizenry. Whatever the motivation behind the offensive demeanor frequently manifested by some members of the NYPD, and despite its being obvious that racism is a major component of it, the understandable claim by certain civil-rights groups that it’s directed solely against Latinos and Blacks, is not totally based on fact.]

*

In New York, until Reagan’s economics-rationalized racist policies began to take effect, racial and ethnic tensions in the City had eased precipitously. But, the Republican party (now the spokesmen for the NRA, tobacco industry, insurance companies, religious fundamentalists and the greediest amongst the upper-income and wealthy folks – who may or may not be Americans or taxpayers), in an attempt to dominate American politics, found it advantageous to cater to the South’s latent hostility towards all minorities.


Either due to his own bigoted views, or as a means of playing up to those believed to be held by the majority of folks from beyond the confines of the City, but especially by Southerners, the Republican candidate for president was quoted as saying he wished New York, along with its people (the implication being that they – those folks numbered amongst the City’s diversity of ethnic and racial groupings, were lesser Americans), would disappear into the ocean – a concept enlarged upon by the sicko pitcher for Atlanta. Perhaps, not surprisingly, many members of each of New York’s plethora of ethnic groupings believed Reagan was referring to all the awful folks belonging to those other ethnic and racial groupings that they themselves had always been hostile to – and went about voting for him in a big way.

*

Marcantonio was – until the early 1950’s when the Republicans and Democrats joined forces to defeat him – the sole Socialist cum Communist Party member in Congress. With the exception of a section of  his uptown, Eastside district, now known as East Harlem, or El Barrio (formerly the original, ethnic, Italian neighborhood called Little Italy), there were few Puerto Ricans (most of whom began arriving at the end of W.W.II) or other Latinos living in Manhattan, or New York for that matter. Those Puerto Ricans, as well as Latinos-in-general, living outside El Barrio, were fair-skinned, and spoke English with little or no accent; they were, for the most part, better educated than the average native New Yorker or immigrant from Europe; and they tended to blend in with the City’s general population. Their acceptance during the immediate, post-W.W.II years was so great, that many fair-skinned Blacks (an oxymoron?) became fluent in Spanish in an attempt to escape the indignity of segregation. Moreover, after seeing the acceptance of Puerto Ricans (many of whom appeared to have Negroid ancestry), African-Americans were to realize that racial segregation was not incontestable. 

*


There were no Korean produce markets; they were known then as vegetable stores, and were usually owned and run by ethnic Italians – and flowers were only sold by florists, most of whom were ethnic Greeks. Almost all the Orientals in New York were of Chinese ancestry – and they tended to live and work in Manhattan’s Chinatown – or in the then-ubiquitous Chinese hand laundries.


As the decades passed, and many of the poorest Italian-Americans moved up the economic ladder, Negroes and Latinos replaced them in the most menial city jobs. And as life improved for New York’s Irish-Americans, their domination as employees of the City’s transit system as (now-obsolete) trolley-car and subway conductors, motormen, change-booth cashiers, maintenance workers and bus drivers was gradually replaced by Negroes (many of whom were fairly-well-educated and most had only recently migrated from the South – in an effort to escape a life of bigotry-enforced subordination – both economic and social) and also, but to a lesser degree, by first- and second-generation Latinos.

*

As one of those quirks of fate, well over a hundred years earlier, as a result of the migration out of famine-devastated Ireland, in a city like New Orleans, where Negroes had been employed in many skilled and semi-skilled fields, Irishmen, often forcefully, were to replace them.

*


Nowadays, due to our throw-it-away prosperity, shoe repair stores are as hard to find as a free-lunch counter in a bar, but when shoes were routinely resoled, but only halfway, and reheeled, they were everywhere – and they were owned and operated by Italian Catholics. Meanwhile, East-European Jews ran a majority of the City’s retail stores.


Early on, there had been no mass migration out of South Asia, and the few Indians that did come to America settled in California. Nevertheless, due to the liberalization of America’s immigration policies, one that also favored better-educated immigrants, Indians (all those folks coming from the Subcontinent – both Moslems and Hindus), were to replace East-European Jews as owners and operators of New York’s candy stores and newsstands – with some professionals from amongst those Indian immigrants replacing them as taxicab drivers – when not working part-time as waiters in the now-ubiquitous Indian restaurants. 

*

India’s bourgeoisie, the Vaisya (much as the capitalist in the West who, a few centuries back, usurped the power of the nobility), had long since laid claim to the dominant position once held by members of India’s caste of the nobleman-warrior (Kshatriya). And, it was India’s business-minded middle class (it’s permissible for members of all upper castes to engage in trade), along with thirty thousand medical doctors, as well as tens of thousands of expert computer programmers and professionals with Ph.D.s, most, if not virtually all of whom gained their educations in India, who were to steal away to America’s greener pastures. – And, so, it can be seen that it’s not only from among the Euro-Caucasian followers of one or another of the Judeo-Christian religions that one finds espousers of the creed of greed.

*


Simple American food was available in Automats, Shraffts, Stouffers, Bickfords, Eat’m-and-Beat’ms, Greek-run greasy spoons, a slew of inexpensive cafeterias, and on every other corner of the busiest thoroughfares were drugstores with steam tables and sandwich boards (where a cuppa cawfee cost a nickel). When middle-income New Yorkers went out to dine – they went to ethnic-run restaurants. Good, inexpensive Italian (Neapolitan), French, German, Chinese (Cantonese) and Polish restaurants abounded. There were also Italian and Jewish delis (both meat and dairy) and Irish bars (since, at that time, only food-serving establishments could get a license to serve alcoholic beverages, huge corned beef, fresh ham or roast beef sandwiches were served in Blarney Stones and their ilk – but, greasy hamburgers were often the only food offered in the ubiquitous neighborhood bars). There were few pizza parlors, and none sold their pies by the slice. There were stores selling milk shakes and a frankfurter for ten or fifteen cents near busy subway entrances (like the one then at the corner of 42nd Street and Seventh Avenue), and Greek street vendors sold peanuts from hand pushed wagons – with a steam-propelled, constantly-blowing whistle.


Though they existed, one would still have been hard put to find more than one, or at most two restaurants in Manhattan serving Indian, Japanese, Lebanese, Scandinavian, Russian, Mexican, Dutch or Spanish food. And, before the opening up of immigration to folks from throughout the world, it would have been difficult, if not impossible, to find a restaurant serving Thai, Afghanistani, Vietnamese, Philippine, Tex-Mex, Chinese-Cuban, non-Cantonese-Chinese, Korean or Brazilian food. There were, however, a lot of good American-type seafood restaurants, chop houses and all-night cafeterias – but there were no restaurants claiming to serve either Soul or health  food.


Family life for New Yorkers wasn’t all that different than for folks living in any other city, large or small. And that meant people ate breakfast and dinner at home. Blue-collars workers brought their lunch, and those donning white collars for work tended to eat out at Chock-Full-O-Nuts, Nedicks, cafeterias or Chinese restaurants (all cheap at the time). Restaurants that were considered expensive for dinner were very reasonable at lunch time – when they were frequented by businessmen on business and “the girls” (groups of secretaries and clerks celebrating birthdays and such). For the most part, evening restaurant-going was for hotel residents and transients: tourists, salesmen, actors, musicians and their ilk – or for dining out on special occasions. 

*


Until the late 1940’s there were only a few supermarkets in Manhattan. There were, however, slues of small, local, individually-owned vegetable stands, butchers, groceries, bakeries, drugstores and candy stores – that, if combined, offered far better service than the supermarkets, and at competitive prices. 


There were also places like Washington Market and the wonderful Callanan’s with their individually-run stalls selling a variety of foods that could rival the selections offered by the most pretentious of the latest crop of gourmet food sections in department stores, supermarkets and ubiquitous upscale fancy-food boutiques that have since flooded the City. In addition, at those old, downtown-Manhattan markets, the prices, being competitive, were such that ordinary white- and blue-collar workers could afford to buy their produce. 

<>
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Da Bowery

New York (where the winner takes all – and the rest crap out), that magnet for the ambitious – often-brilliant, more often than not an oddball, must be considered the true capitol of that America singled out as the nation of immigrants. To get at the real tempo of the City, it’s necessary to dwell on the ordinary folks who are responsible for making New York what it is – and, for the time being, ignore the presence of the above-it-all, better-off ASPS; the old and new super-rich; and ultra-talented local and newly-arrived intellectuals – all of whom have been well documented in the past. Nevertheless, though also not an integral part of New York’s wide-ranging, middle-class scene, it’s a little more difficult to ignore New York’s residents of skid row, the Bowery. 

*


The el had rumbled over trolley tracks running along Third Avenue, much as it did on the Bowery (which turned into Third Avenue as it moved north from what is now known as the East Village). From mid-town on up, the string of six-story, walkup tenements that bordered the Third Avenue el, were populated, for the most part, by law-abiding, Euro-ethnic, lower-middle-class families; at street-level: Irish bars, Jewish pawnbrokers, Greek greasy spoons and Italian barbershops proliferated. Then, by the 1960’s, the thought-to-be-civilized makeup of its residents, and the convenience of traveling to and from the area, gave impetus to its gradual gentrification. As its long-term residents were ousted, new upscale tenants moved into the high-rent residential and commercial buildings then being constructed; Third Avenue was then well on its way to acquiring its turn-of-the-millennium, somewhat-less-than-tony tenor.


However, New York’s real-estate interests had a more difficult time cleaning up the Bowery’s image. Society’s losers and dropouts congregated on the Bowery. During the day it was bustling with panhandlers, working folks and customers at its restaurant-supply stores, wholesale outlets and pawn shops. But, as the shadows under the el grew murkier, the heavy drinking began. If flush, those habitués that made a few bucks during the day: pearl divers (dishwashers); trucker’s helpers (when they wanted to work they’d line up early in the morning, on Houston Street, and wait to be hired); successful panhandlers; and the occasional middle-class, five-day-binge, slumming drunk  traipsed into one of the many cheap-shot bars that lined the Bowery. 


The Bowery’s habitués, without the funds to get drunk in a bar, sat in doorways swilling cheap guinea-red wine. Meanwhile, those amongst the bars’ clientele who were too drunk to navigate back to their two-bits-a-night, flophouse beds, risking being rolled, passed out in the doorways amongst the less fortunate denizens of the Bowery: winos who were already lying there sprawled-out and stewing in their urine-drenched clothes.  


Skid rows, of course, are not unique to New York, but the scale of the one on the Bowery most assuredly made it special. Few of its inhabitants, transient or otherwise, were native New Yorkers, and all could be considered losers. Many amongst them, due to social pressures of one sort or another, had been prevented from ever trying to compete; others, who, though able and capable, never tried. But what all seemed to have had in common was their attempt to escape from whatever special devil pursued them. One can readily assume that a major factor leading up to their copping out was one rooted in the demands, in their home towns, that they conform to what they felt were suffocating strictures: strictures imposed on them as a result of their living in one of middle-America’s smaller communities – usually one where the town fathers (as often as not hypocritically) attempted to coerce everyone into abiding by the dictates of the prevailing morality – often that of one or the other reactionary, Judeo- Christian faiths. 

*

[For whatever it’s worth, as bad as it was for the residents of the Bowery in the post-W.W.II years (what with so many Americans still suffering from the aftereffects of the Great Depression), they didn’t seem quite as self-destructive as New York’s over-dosing, abject, social misfits of the relatively-prosperous and freedom- loving 1960’s, 70’s and 80’s.]

*


Though a few flop houses can still be found on the Bowery, the Bowery’s real-estate interests (a goodly number of whom are said to be recent Chinese and Israeli immigrants – who appear to be as motivated to get as rich as is the Donald) have managed, by the turn of the millennium, to get a fascist-minded mayor to help them cleanse it of the homeless, unemployed and other undesirables – with far more success than the Czechs have had of ridding their republic of Gypsies or than the Israelis have had in ridding their colony in the fertile crescent of Palestinians or than the Serbs have had in cleansing Yugoslavia of Albanian Moslems.

<>
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CRACKING
 The Fractional Distillation of the Once,

 Near-Homogenized Noo Yawka  

Despite, or perhaps because of the diversity of ethnic components making up New York’s cultural melting pot, the City, along with its people, for better or worse, attained its unique character. It was this resultant product: the tolerably-educated, middle-class, native-born and long-time resident (often numbered amongst both the least and the most intelligent), who never seems totally satisfied with his station in life, who gave New York its singular vitality. The constant attempts by some to prove they’re as good, plus at least a little bit better than the next guy was, and still is, the source of much of that energy which pervades the City. It’s also the cause of much of a New Yorker’s bigoted rationalizations for both his past failures and present successes (which depended on a willingness to expend the energy and ignore the adverse consequences of his triumphs on others – and to a far lesser degree, on his intelligence). 

*

Mark Twain: “In Boston they ask, ’How much does he know?’


           In Philadelphia they ask, ’Who were his parents?’


           In  New York they ask, ‘How much is he worth?’”

* 

Mugger: “Give me your money or I’ll blow your brains out.”

Victim:   “Shoot away. You can live in New York without brains, but not without money.” 

*


But there’s a saving grace – New Yorkers tend to manifest an attitude of acceptance, though not necessarily one of approval, of the many aspects of human frailty – with a stress on mankind’s idiosyncratic needs and inclinations – artistic, materialistic, sexual or what have you.

*


The acceptance of New York’s first- and second-generation, native-born Americans by middle-class, suburban America, had its origins in America’s post-WWI, isolationist, anti-foreign-type, immigration laws that were enacted in the early 1920’s, along with the stabilizing effects of the Great Depression (when few people entered the States – legally or illegally – and when many foreign-born returned to their homeland). Those inputs were also responsible for the de-emphasizing of the ethnicity of native New Yorkers; this de-hyphenating was to bring about that now-fast-disappearing, more-or-less-homogenized entity: the New Yorker. In addition, subsequent inputs of the W.W.II years, when the we’re-all-Americans-and-only-Americans, rah-rah-rah, patriotic propaganda (sometimes it can be for a good cause – and have beneficial results for all) was being touted throughout the country – which had American-born New Yorkers thinking of themselves as just other Americans – and sans hyphens, at that.

*

For the most part, outside of the Deep South, the W.W.II stressing of the fact that we’re all Americans, included, at least to some appreciable degree, Negroes. Nevertheless, even in the North, as the post-war years progressed (Ralph Bunch and Jackie Robinson notwithstanding), the reality of their lowly social status, in every segment of the nation, was being made clear to them.

[As late as the 1970’s, Nance recalled a re-hyphenated, ethnic New Yorker’s (considered in America’s classless society: lower middle-class ) describing how, during a bus trip from Manhattan to Niagara Falls, the driver stopped for lunch at a diner in a small upstate town. The passengers entered the diner and were served politely – except for the one Black couple, who were refused service by a surly, burley counterman. Meanwhile, all the other “White” passengers stayed, and ate their meals.]

*


In the suburbs, the acceptance, as generic Americans, of first- and second-generation, Euro-ethnic New Yorkers by the offspring of earlier arriving immigrants, no doubt worked to accelerate the migration of New Yorkers out of the heart of the City. But the real impetus was due to a combination of factors – both with racist overtones. 


Since Puerto Ricans were eligible to collect welfare and vote almost immediately upon their arrival in New York (fearing the loss of the island, decades earlier Puerto Ricans were granted American citizenship), Congressman Marcantonio was to benefit on two counts from his having encouraged, if not instigated, the original mass migration of impoverished Puerto Ricans from San Juan’s slums to what is now El Barrio. It insured his election by a grateful electorate, and it allowed him to adhere to his socialist principles – being impoverished, many Puerto Ricans, as welfare recipients, were supported by the state.

*

Although the vast majority of migrants from Puerto Rico tended to be family-oriented, and it was they who populated El Barrio, included in that migration were quite a few blond-streaked hookers (in Morningside Heights, working out of the York resident hotel on 113th Street – across town from El Barrio) who catered, for the most part, to the needs of ex-GIs attending Columbia.

*


During this same end-of-W.W.II period, a major movement of poor, un- and semi-skilled Negroes, made superfluous as a result of the mechanization of the South’s cotton-growing and processing industry, and to escape the effects of the South’s then-legal, demeaning, segregation laws, made their way to the North’s major cities. New York, perhaps due to the reputation of Harlem, was the destination of choice for many. And, many being destitute, many ended up on welfare.


Although, in later years, the plaint of African-Americans, that urban renewal meant Negro removal (which it often did), during the years following the end of W.W.II, it meant the removal, at the behest of New York’s real-estate interests, of members of New York’s lower-middle-class, Euro-cultural groupings: Irish and Italian Catholics, East European Jews and German Protestants were among the largest ethnic entities affected by the real-estate industry’s attempt at revitalizing Manhattan.


 The tenements (those housing lower-income, Euro-ethnic New Yorkers) that existed from First Avenue, through those avenues to the south that were to give Alphabet City its name (real-estate-wise, upscaled as East Village) – all the way to the East River, and for a dozen blocks north of 14th Street, were destroyed and replaced by Stuyvesant Town (unofficially reserved for solid-middle-class White folks most with obvious East or South  European roots, plus mighty few of the old residents – most of whom had political or social contacts), and Peter Cooper Village (whose tenants were also White, but of a  type not considered ethnic – who also appeared to be slightly-more- affluent and better-connected than their counterparts in Stuyvesant Town). 

*


One Hundred and Tenth Street (where Central Park ends) and then along the west side of Morningside Park, almost until it reaches 125th Street, can still be considered the dividing line between Black Harlem and the White upper-Westside of Manhattan. In an effort to maintain that (red?) line, the tenements on Columbus and Manhattan Avenues were cleared of their Euro-ethnic residents – the result of their being enticed to leave, when not evicted, from their cheap rent-controlled apartments. As they moved out to the less-desirable White sections of Queens, Staten Island and near-by New Jersey, their former homes were demolished  – all in a successful effort by New York’s real-estate interests to prevent Negroes from moving beyond Harlem’s well-defined southern border.


Meanwhile, the remaining socially as well as economically lower-middle-class, Euro-ethnic residents of those neighborhoods located south of the borders of Harlem were instrumental in preventing Blacks from moving into their communities (primarily those with dominant Italian, German and Irish ancestry – and outside of Manhattan, in the outer boroughs: communities where Chassidic and Russian Jews, Scandinavians, Slavs and such predominated -- also did their part. In many cases Negroes were brutally stopped from even walking around in White neighborhoods – especially after dark. (This not only kept a few boorish drunks or potential criminals from entering those neighborhoods, but the vast majority of Blacks, who had always been law-abiding, also stayed away – which, may very well have been the reason why the City’s fathers allowed the practice to continue.) 

*

The when-did-you-stop-beating-your-wife aspect of whether Black aggression was the root cause of their being excluded from White society, or whether the belligerent attitude displayed by many Blacks was the result of their having been excluded from Caucasian and Mongoloid society, is beyond the scope of this work. To do so, would necessitate going back to their pre-slavery existence in Central-Africa; their enslavement and sale to Moslem traders by their black-African foes and the involvement of Europe’s Spanish, Portuguese and British God-fearing, Old Testament-rationalizing, Judeo-Christian entrepreneurs.

[Dating back to Islam’s proselytizing, live-by-Allah-or-die-by-the-sword beginnings, while acknowledging that gross barbarities against non-Christians and non-Jews were committed by Moslems during their religion-cum-greed-motivated invasions, once converted to Islam, whether or not Caucasian, Mongoloid or Negroid – as  Moslems, they could not be enslaved by another Moslem (a prohibition that appears to be ignored in modern-day, oil-rich Arab states).] 


However, while acknowledging that the murderous behavior of Iberian Catholics and North Europe’s Protestants, when colonizing lands belonging to non-Christians, was no worse than that of their Moslem counterparts, when Christians were involved, it was a completely different story. Whether or not a Negro was a Christian – he was kept as a slave by those professing to be Christians. Obviously, being a Christian did not stop followers of the Judeo-Christian religions from being racist. The concept of racism is rooted in that Book considered to be God’s work: the Old Testament. And, until quite recently, Ethiopian Jews, because of their race, were denied their religious heritage by their fellow Caucasian Jews’ having Slavic, German, Spanish and Levantine ancestry.

For whatever the reasons – but with a nod to non-Bible-reading Catholicism, Negroes in Latin America, once baptized, were not segregated, de facto or otherwise, to the same degree as were America’s Negroes – who, in the South, were also segregated in Catholic Churches and parochial schools.  

 In an attempt to keep all  this in an historical perspective, it must be noted that at the height of the slave trade – the plight of Europe’s own White Christian and Jewish peasantry (due to the barbarous treatment at the hands of their greed-motivated European, Judeo-Christian overlords), was hardly any better.

*

Since aping the bigotries displayed by a ruling class is standard procedure for over-ambitious members of minority groupings when attempting to be accepted as one with their  betters, many a Latino in the States has adopted the same bigoted attitudes towards all non-Christians: Moslems, Buddhists, Hindus, as well as Jews, that were once considered endemic amongst members of New York’s Euro-ethnic, Christian communities. Moreover, many Catholic Asians living in former Portuguese and Spanish colonies have, no doubt for the same reasons, adopted the same bigotries towards non-Catholics, as their American Latino counterparts. 

The more things change....
<>
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White Veterans Versus Blacks

 and

 The White Establishment

The North’s dalliance with racial equality during W.W.II came to an abrupt halt within two or three years after the war’s end. Any transgression against a White by a Black, and, of course, they existed, was magnified and given racial significance.


It was odd indeed, or perhaps not so odd at all, that Negroes were being resegregated in the North, shortly after segregation stopped being officially enforced in the armed services. What was, perhaps, even more odd, at least at first glance, was that the media was bemiring all W.W.II veterans (the vast majority of whom were White), much as they had Negroes in the past. 


It would be difficult to find one newspaper, out of the many then being published in New York, that didn’t go out of its way to denigrate the generic veteran. Sixteen million Americans had served in the nation’s armed forces – of whom the overwhelming majority were enlisted men (a term applied to all non-officers, whether or not drafted) who came from wage earning families with lower-middle-class incomes. The attacks on the generic veteran can only be compared to that on the generic Negro. Headlines read, and occasionally screamed out: “VETERAN MURDERS...or VETERAN ROBS...or VETERAN RAPES.... The magazine section of that most renowned survivor of the newspaper wars: The New York Times (that adherent to the truth at any cost), ran a multi-page spread with photographs, depicting those veterans unable to get jobs who received the munificent reward of twenty dollars a week for fifty-two weeks – this, for their having given up as much as four or five years of their lives – as lazy bums (demeaned as members of the 52-20 club). 


The term draft dodger was not invented by Republicans who were trying to smear the most capable president America has had during the last half of the twentieth century. And, it was probably not invented by the folks who denigrated those men avoiding service during W.W.II; which was done to emphasize the heroism of those men who willingly give up their freedom and risk their lives for the benefit of others. Nevertheless, when those men who did serve in W.W.II: those men who didn’t avoid the draft, but had responded to the jingoistically-encouraging propaganda put out by those manipulative folks who had benefited most from their patriotism (the same folks reviled as war-profiteers, yet, more often than not, the same ones who had profited unduly from their labor during peacetime), indicated that they might have public support should they act together as a political unit, it behooved those former war-profiteers to cut the W.W.II veterans down to size – which is just what they did, and in a most expeditious manner. 

[A similar fear, by those ex-war-profiteers, of their losing their ill-gotten gains, was to lead to McCarthyism and the somewhat successful attempts by the House Un-American Activities Committee to blacklist anyone with liberal leanings – read: support for the real compensation to the average veteran and his family. Note, there was a post-war recession in America that didn’t end before the economic benefits resulting from America’s police action in  Korea began to take effect –  which also brought about the end of McCarthyism.] 
*

[Meanwhile, no doubt as an act of God, at the end of 1946, when the drafting of men ceased, a horde of former 4F’s (men, otherwise eligible, but who were considered unfit to serve in the armed forces during the W.W.II emergency) became miraculously cured of every conceivable, difficult-to-confirm ailment known to man. Boards to sleep on in support of weak backs, hearing aids to counter near-deafness, inch-thick glasses for the legally blind, canes for those with trick knees, and aids in support of a host of other debilitating maladies, were discarded – their users miraculously cured – no doubt the result of major breakthroughs in medical research – or a massive visitation to Lourdes.] 

There were men from every ethnic and racial background who, during W.W.II, were inducted into the armed services. That said, one has to wonder why so many men who didn’t serve (many of whom were to claim to be super patriots), and who would have ordinarily been drafted, or who were of an age eligible to enlist – became famous. One might check the birth dates of any number of folks reaching prominence in any number of fields to see that a disproportionate percentage of them never served. Of course, the intent of the draft boards might have been to keep the most promising young men out of harm’s way. On the other hand, it may very well have been that by their having avoided (at the very least) losing three or four years of their lives, they prospered – while their potential competition was in the service. It’s accepted by all knowledgeable sports fans that Ted Williams would have amassed statistics as a ballplayer, placing him somewhere at the very top of his field – if not for his losing those many years as a pilot during W.W.II and then again during the Korean police action.

*

By their demeaning ex-servicemen, the powers that be effectively deprived veterans of their ability to act as a unit to attempt to be compensated for their having risked life and limb in the service of their country. By destroying their credibility, those who prospered from the war were insured of retaining their excessive profits. These were profits realized as a result of 300,000 servicemen, willingly or not, having lost their lives, and innumerable more their limbs and their minds – while the rest, years of their lives.


What is most disconcerting, is that the Germany that lost the war, routinely gives their workers (those, whose ancestors were involved in starting and losing both World Wars) at least a six week paid vacation – whereas, American workers, whose forebears fought and won those wars, are lucky to get two weeks paid vacation.

<>
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Rape


Since the army’s practice was to apply any leave not taken as terminal leave, Nance was back in the City by Thanksgiving 1947. Shortly thereafter, he ran into Vincent, the presser from the University Emporium. Vincent wanted to talk, and invited Nance to have coffee with him. They walked over to a nearby Bickfords cafeteria and, after getting two cups of coffee at the counter, they sat at a table opposite each other, drinking it. Finally, Vincent started the conversation by mentioning the poor treatment the employees were getting at the haberdashery – now that the war was over. But there was obviously something far more distressing on his mind. 

*

When working at the University Emporium, Nance’s attitude towards Vincent was no different than that towards any of the other employees. Though Nance’s upbringing was similar to that of most not-particularly-ethnic “Whites” (amongst whom Negroes were never considered totally human), and despite the fact that all mankind tended to reveal physical characteristics that would ordinarily consign them to one or another particular ethnic or racial grouping, Nance managed to regard those people he met as individuals (judgments based on generalities being a convenient tool for fools, politicians and academics). And, even in later years, when many Blacks began to indiscriminately insult those folks lumped up as being “White”, and when many fair-minded New Yorkers began to rethink their attitudes about Blacks, in general, Nance, pretty-much maintained the overall ability to recognize that  all people were distinct beings. 

[Though Nance’s attitude towards Blacks (considering each as an individual, and refraining from damning all for the misdeeds of a few) might be considered praiseworthy, it’s worth noting that the doings of many so-called “Whites”, those who belong to one or another of New York’s major ethnic and religious groupings (those that typically exclude Negroes), could cause a casual observer to come away with a spate of negativity about all the individuals who make up one or another of those “White” ethnic groupings. But, in that case, should one, based on the unseemly behavior of a few individuals belonging to one of those ethnic groupings, refrain from making negative generalities about all its members,  one would get no praise – rather he’d be damned as a bigot should he not refrain from doing so.] 

*


Vincent, as well as the few Blacks who worked in the neighborhood, was at least as law-abiding and mannerly as any of the still all-white residents. And, despite the then legally-condoned, near-total segregation of the races that existed citywide, there were but few instances of the kind of hostility Negroes exhibited towards Whites – which, by the mid-1960’s, most New Yorkers, regardless of their race or political views, came to expect of young, and sometimes not-that-young Blacks. (Though born of an understandable frustration, when that antagonism was directed against folks who tended to be free of the most virulent forms of racial prejudice, it was annoying as all hell – to say the least.)  


What Vincent was trying to talk about was Wash – and to disassociate himself from him. That Vincent felt it necessary, is what made a sad story even sadder.

Wash

Wash had little formal education, but spoke English without any noticeably-distinct accent. He was verbal and expounded knowingly on all manner of subjects – almost all of which he knew little or nothing about (which is a characteristic manifested in common with weather forecasters and economists, as well as most barbers, bartenders, shrinks, politicians and financial advisers). Nevertheless, he was far from stupid. Allowing for his having been, for the most part, self-taught, he must have had an excellent mind to have accomplished what he did. After all, not only did Wash face and surmount an awful lot of bigotry but, as a small gargoyle of a man he was offensive to the eye; in the words of Bea, the big colored woman who worked behind the counter at Moeburg’s, Wash was, “The ugliest man I ever saw.” 


Most afternoons, when Nance got off work, Wash would be sitting at the counter dawdling over his coffee. He’d be there, rain or shine, wearing an old, worn, sweat-stained, once-gray, felt fedora: its turned-down brim casting a shadow over small, beady, bloodshot eyes. Everything below his large flat nose was nothing but mouth and lips – and all of that was the color of stewed rhubarb: a beige-like red. Despite, or because of his looks, somehow or other, Wash managed to emanate an aura of integrity (perhaps his claims of being part Seminole had something to do with it). He spoke in a very knowing manner, but knew but little. And, although the vast majority of those frequenting the drugstore totally ignored his all-knowing pronouncements, some of the kids who hung around the drugstore, as well as a few of the off-hour diners at the counter, were known to consult him. They took what he said seriously – and acted upon it much in the manner that some folks do their horoscopes published daily in their favorite tabloid.


It’s doubtful that Eilien would have considered going to the basement living quarters of any other janitor cum porter, White or Black; but Wash (perhaps due to his calculated efforts) was considered different, a kind of non-person – not really a man. Moreover, it’s highly improbable that any other middle-aged (in those days it meant being between 35 and 45) janitor would have had the intelligence or inclination to figure out a way of luring a young woman to his place. And, especially if the man were White, even if suffering from an irrepressible urge, it’s doubtful that he’d even consider doing it; racism’s being what it is, the risk of jail for a White man, should he entice such a young woman to his digs, was not worth it. At least at that time, a White girl would not have been quite as reluctant to press charges of rape against a White man as she would against a Negro – the shame of being penetrated by a Black would, in all probability, more than counter her desire for legal revenge. 

*


Nance’s blind acceptance of all folks as just other human beings, quite naturally included Wash. And, since there was never anything said that could really be considered injurious to his reputation: that of a simple, decent, honest man, Nance included him in any conversations going on with the other kids. Although relationships amongst the kids hanging around the corner tended to go little beyond those that adults make when hanging around a bar, dealings by the kids with all adults tended to be limited to small talk in or around the drugstore; and that held true for their dealings with Wash. However, shortly after Nance enlisted in the Army (in July of 1946), by which time most of the other youths were either drafted or had enlisted, Wash had become a kind of confident to the more gullible amongst the girls – the oldest being no more than seventeen.

*


The most-manly amongst the youths were away in the service. So, the older veterans attending Columbia, those living in the nearby fraternity houses, began inviting the local teenage girls to their parties. There the girls danced, drank and got laid – a few by any and every frat boy desiring them. It was during a party at one of the frat houses that welcomed athletes as members, that Eilien met Angelo. Eilien was one of two daughters of a superintendent of a fair-sized apartment house located near Amsterdam Avenue. Angelo and Eilien began going steady when she was but sixteen, and it was the result of that liaison that Eilien got pregnant.


Teenage pregnancy was never an oddity. Shotgun weddings, and a couple having a premature, first-born child weighing seven pounds were not unusual happenings. However, Eilien’s problems were not so simply remedied. First, Angelo didn’t want to get married, and even if he did, which would be a problem because he couldn’t possibly support her and a child, and stay in college, secondly, she believed her father would never approve of it, and might even turn violent – why? Because of his attitude towards Italians: despite their both being Catholic (albeit, non-practicing), Angelo was an Eyetalian, and they were Irish. 


Eilien’s being unaware of having done anything really wrong, the result of her youth-born naiveté (after all, lots of other girls were having sex with the frat boys), didn’t prevent her from realizing that having an illegitimate child was not the way to go. An abortion was out of the question: that it was a no no, her being a Catholic didn’t bother her, but what did prevent her from getting one was that neither she nor Angelo had the money, and even if they did, they had absolutely no idea as to where they could find a doctor who would perform it.

*


As Eilien continued to visit the drugstore, news of her pregnancy soon became common knowledge. Within no time after  word of it got out, as Eilien was sitting at the counter, she was approached by Wash who, being aware of her predicament, spoke to her about it, implying that he could help her abort the fetus. It was in this frame of mind that Eilien visited Wash in his basement apartment. And it was there and then that Wash raped Eilien. He suggested she rest her head on the back of a chair and bend over to facilitate his scrutinizing and probing her vagina preparatory to his claimed simple-for-him-to-perform abortion. She closed her eyes, and before she knew it he had taken her. She didn’t scream, but when he was through, she straightened her dress, and with tears streaming down her face, walked out to the street.


Eilien felt dirty. Suddenly sex was no longer a fun thing. She felt used and confused. Though she wasn’t even a virgin when she met Angelo, one could hardly consider her a slut. She was just a lovely very-young woman, who, though taken advantage of by a few of the frat boys in the past, did then, and had continued to enjoy the sexual aspects of her body. Moreover, even at the frat parties that turned into minor orgies, Eilien felt in control. She went to them of her own volition, full-well knowing what the result could be, yet believing she still had the right to say yes or no.


Nothing made sense anymore. She had no idea what Angelo’s reaction would be if she told him what had happened. Angelo was, of course, fully aware that, in the past, Eilien had, at least on a few occasions, engaged in casual sex. But this was different. If she felt dirty after being raped by Wash, what would Angelo think of her? It was a Negro who had raped her, which she knew he’d hardly consider in the same light as if it were committed by a frat member.

In New York, at that time, Wash’s being Black would not have caused the same flurry of racist commentary that it would in later years. As a case in point, when a few snickering, well-founded rumors circulated about Wash’s visiting (ostensibly to do some unspecified work) a lonely, not-particularly-attractive, thirty-five- year-old, “White” woman staying at the York Residential Hotel–  race was never made an issue (although the thought of the lady’s being with such an ugly man was). The general attitude of folks was, if it were true, that it was a private matter involving two consenting adults. Why the indifference then? – because Negroes “knew their place”. Racism, at least in New York, and it did definitely exist there, didn’t take on its more virulent aspects ‘till a decade or more later when the population of Afro-Americans increased dramatically, and they began to assert their rights as American citizens. And, it was by their doing so, that they threatened the established order of things, i.e.: New York’s caste system – the City’s ethnic- and money-based pecking order. 


Eilien had briefly considered going to the police, but, as young as she was, immediately realized its futility. First off, it’s doubtful that they’d believe her claims as to what transpired; secondly, she, herself, by seeking an abortion, was guilty of transgressing both the law of the land and that of the Church. Moreover; since the police force (the law) was then pretty-much all Irish Catholic – those who believed her account might very-well consider that, for her seeking help from a Negro, she, an Irish girl, got what she deserved.  


No longer a practicing Catholic, and with confession out of the question, she decided to confide in Doreen, a very bright and beautiful girl of seventeen. Eilien considered Doreen far more worldly: she had dated and slept with a dozen different college kids. After swearing Doreen to secrecy, Eilien told her everything: from her being pregnant (which was not news to Doreen, or anyone else who frequented the drugstore) to her being raped by Wash (which was, of course, news to her). 


Before the day was out, everyone that hung out at the drugstore, or who knew someone who did, heard about the rape. Doreen left no ear unfilled – including that of her then-current boyfriend, who stayed in the same frat house as Angelo. Perhaps, as a play on don’t ask – don’t tell, Eilien never told Angelo about Wash. However, if Angelo wasn’t aware of what had transpired, he was the only member of the frat house who didn’t know of it. Whatever Angelo’s reasons for remaining aloof, which were no doubt manifold, he was never known to mention anything about the rape.


Wash was never seen again at Moeburg’s drugstore. And, although the building where he worked as a janitor was located but two blocks away, he remained on his job – that is until a week later, after one of Angelo’s fraternity brothers ran into him on the street, and menacingly told him: “We don’t ever want to see you around here again.” There was never anything more done to him, but soon after, Wash disappeared from the neighborhood. Perhaps he managed to get another job that would allow him to wheedle his way into the confidence of another crowd of kids – or, maybe he began to realize that he was giving up much more than he could possibly gain by taking advantage of their naiveté. (That is, assuming that his motivation wasn’t sick as all hell.)


Wash’s selfish, destructive taking of Eilien was despicable. It was the action of an ugly, mean-spirited runt of a man who knowingly and deliberately destroyed a part of a troubled, naive, young girl’s life. 


According to Doreen, who confided in Nance, shortly before the baby was due Eilien and Angelo left the City. And then, after stopping off in Maryland to get married, they headed west. (Doreen never mentioned what was behind Angelo’s deciding to marry Eilien. Perhaps he truly loved her, or perhaps it was out of guilt – after all, he had sired the child and, according to Doreen, it was he who first raised the possibility of her getting an abortion.) With Angelo’s having left Columbia in mid-semester, and Eilien big with child, they needed all the luck they could get to make a good life for themselves. Nevertheless, it’s just possible that their experience, which bound them together far more than any formal church wedding ever could, served them better than having the support of family and friends – or from his having an Ivy League college degree. 


And, Vincent, the presser from the University Emporium, one would hope, realizes that his having a skin pigmentation similar to that of Wash didn’t make him his accomplice – in any way. (Although, racism being what it is, who can calculate the degree of harm to the cause of better race relations, that the actions of a man like Wash was responsible for.) 


Nance, after hearing what had taken place in his absence, began to think twice before introducing anyone he knew little about to friends or even acquaintances. Since before he enlisted in the army, and while working in the drugstore, it was he who had introduced Wash to the crowd, he felt, that in some way, he was responsible for what had happened to Eilien. And, perhaps he was. 

<>
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Elsa Kruger nee Hummel

Deciding to leave Vermont, her husband and her infant daughter, Elsa Kruger took the train out of Wessex Crossing destined for New York City’s Pennsylvania Station. Immediately upon her arrival, while carrying a small suitcase, she walked cross-town to Third Avenue. From there she took the el to 86th Street. This was during the autumn of 1941 and despite America’s Lend-Lease program with England (it involved some fifty near-obsolescent destroyers), and America’s gearing up for war, which included the drafting of young men into the armed services, America was still neutral – and, as a result, Americans with Nazi leanings were free to exercise their rights of freedom of speech. 


Eighty-Sixth Street was Yorkville’s “Main Street”; and, it was all decked out with flags and banners emblazoned with swastikas. Elsa walked towards the middle of the block, between 2nd and 3rd Avenues, where the Yorkville branch of the German- American Bund was located. 

*

[In the States, Germany’s Fifth Column operated through the Bund, much as the agencies of every nation, world-wide, whether or not friend or foe of America, currently operate through both their embassies and quasi-official organizations – with the primary intention of acting as a conduit for information obtained legally or otherwise (as spies) – as well as the manipulating of American public opinion – to their economic advantage: whether or not that propaganda is said to be for ideological reasons. While allowing for that rare exception that proves the rule, it always ends up being for the financial benefit of that alien nation’s politically-powerful and wealthiest citizens – and almost never benefits, income-wise, that nation’s most needy (with the possible exception being when their poor are paid as soldiers, who then go about killing and dying to maintain the status quo for the sole benefit of their country’s entrenched elite).]

*


Elsa Kruger, nee Hummel, upon reaching the Heidelberg Cafe – which she knew well, looked up. There she saw a huge swastika-bearing banner strung out just below a large, second- floor loft window bearing: German-American Bund, lettered in gold. Now, reassured that it was the right place, she climbed the flight of stairs leading from the street to the meeting room. Once inside, ignoring the sight of swastika-bearing German flags and banners, and posters screaming out, “Heil Hitler,” that depicted idealized, helmeted German youths goose-stepping proudly – and, like good soldiers, obediently, past their Austrian idol, Elsa went directly to the reception desk. There she was immediately recognized by Herman Brauner. Without removing the cheap cigar clenched firmly between his teeth, he gave Elsa a smile of recognition, and motioned for her to be seated.


 Herman Brauner had been a close friend of Elsa’s father, Otto Hummel. He had known her mother and father for years prior to their returning to Germany. Elsa’s father had invited Brauner to attend the wedding reception for Elsa and Fred held at the Heidelberg Cafe. It was there, just before her parents left for Germany (that was during the Great Depression – they felt it would be easier to be poor in their fatherland, where they’d be amongst their own people, than in the States), that he had met Elsa.


Once the small talk was over, Elsa asked Brauner if he could help her find a place to stay and if he could get her a job. Getting her a place to stay was no problem. However, getting her a job was not quite that simple. Despite America’s beginning to benefit economically from a world at war, or preparing for it, the country hadn’t as yet fully recovered from the impoverishing effects of the depression – and jobs were still hard to come by. Brauner, before dismissing the idea, did consider getting her a job at the Bund, or as a waitress at the Heidelberg Cafe (the owner being a drinking companion), but didn’t: he had doubts as to her commitment to the cause; she was not German-born, had married a second generation American (though of German extraction), lived in Yankee Vermont for over two years – and had lost even the trace of the German accent that she had once had. 


What Herman Brauner did do, due to his past friendship with her father, Otto Hummel, who was a good German, was to arrange for Elsa to get a job. It was at the Golden Eagle, a restaurant-bar on the other side of town, in Morningside Heights. The owner was an Irishman still fuming from Britain’s partitioning of Ireland – which allowed England to maintain ownership of the most prosperous section of the Emerald Isle. In accordance with that age-old, Indo-Aryan adage, the enemy of my enemy is my ally, the Irish owner of the bar and Herman Brauner became friends – as such, Brauner had no problem in talking him into hiring Elsa. It was considered a good job: as a waitress she cleared, on average, over thirty dollars a week in tips.


The Golden Eagle was located on Broadway, near 111th Street; Herman Brauner arranged to have Elsa stay nearby at the York Residential Hotel, which was on 113th Street, off Riverside Drive. Like so many residence hotels in the neighborhood, the rooms there were clean and simply furnished, the bathrooms were in the hall, guests had kitchen privileges – and rents were seven dollars a week. Having taken care of his obligation to Elsa’s father, Brauner made it clear to her that he didn’t expect to see or hear from her again. 

*


Elsa was but eighteen when she first met Fred Kruger, her future husband. It was at the bar of the Heidelberg Cafe. He was the truck driver and chief hired hand at a dairy farm in Northern Vermont. The part of his job that he liked best was his monthly run to the wholesale meat market on West Fourteenth Street. There he’d deliver his cargo: the remains of old and worn-out cows; those lean carcasses were never intended to be cut up and sold as cuts of prime beef. But, who’s to know?

 
Before returning to Vermont, he’d stop off in Yorkville to pick up a half-dozen pairs of German, smoked pork sausage, a pound of Westphalian Ham and a small bucket of rollmops. Then, after placing his purchases in the cab of his truck, he’d cross 86th Street, and walk the half-block to the Heidelberg Cafe. 


Elsa, working the afternoon shift, had just gotten off work and was seated at the bar talking to the bartender when Fred walked in; he seated himself a few stools away. In the evening, the bar became a pickup place, but until then, it was a low-key hangout for a small neighborhood clientele. As Fred sat there, a stein of dark German beer in hand, the bartender, who recognized him as a sometimes customer, drew him into his conversation with Elsa. By late afternoon, as the bar began to fill, the bartender turned his attention to his new customers, leaving them alone – and they moved closer. Their conversation continued with the usual, meaningless bar-talk bantering – until the dance band arrived. There were six musicians – all middle-aged and looking much like caricatures one might find in a George Grosz drawing. The effects of the depression were such that being a musician, since it wasn’t (and still isn’t) considered a truly essential endeavor, and despite the efforts of Petrillo and his local 802, musicians working away from downtown areas often received little in the way of wages. Nevertheless, the musicians at the Heidelberg Cafe, though no doubt low-paid, were competent – that is, as long as they played two-step and three-step music: waltzes, polkas and fox-trots. But, they were out of their class when it came to the lindy. Oblivious to the quality of the music, Elsa and Fred danced all evening. That night, Fred walked Elsa home to her parents’ apartment on Second Avenue. He left her, promising to see her again – when he next came to market. 

*


Elsa’s parents had considered themselves good Germans; and, despite the ease that Germans had in obtaining American citizenship – they never applied for it. They couldn’t bear the thought of transferring their allegiance from Germany to America. (Elsa’s father had left Germany in 1912, and always regretted not having been available to fight for the Kaiser.) Though claiming it was due to the effects of the Great Depression, Elsa’s parents’ motivation for returning to the land of their birth was also due to their belief that Germany was on the verge of engaging in another major war – one that Germany was destined to win. But, Elsa showed no interest in leaving the States. Her being born and raised in America, made her much too set in her independent ways to be happy in her parents’ fatherland. 


In Germany, in response to a jingoistic call to her men to regain their manhood; one believed to have been lost due to their being defeated by the Allies in WWI, they willingly give up whatever individual freedom they had had. This resulted in their fatherland’s becoming even more of a man’s world than it had been when Elsa’s parents, two years before the outbreak of the Great War – WWI, had migrated to America. Though American women, at that time, hadn’t attained complete equality with men (and still haven’t, due to the blocking of the ERA Amendment by Republican politicians – with the support of many women), in comparison to a woman’s lot in Nazi Germany: where her responsibility was to bear children and be obedient to the will of her heroic, fighting man (a role German women seemed quite happy to fulfill), American women were free souls. Elsa’s parents were aware of this, and feared for her well-being should they insist on taking her with them. They had come to realize that despite their attempts at instilling what they considered good German values in her, she would never stop being an undisciplined American.

*


One month later, on his next trip, Fred asked Elsa to marry him. She said yes, but would have to get her parents’ consent – which they gave more than willingly. With Elsa married, they would have no qualms about leaving her and returning to Germany; they immediately booked passage on the first available Hamburg-America Line vessel – which was due to sail in two weeks time. 


The wedding took place two days before her parents were to leave. With the wedding over, and after saying their good-byes to her parents, who had arranged and paid for the wedding reception held at the Heidelberg Cafe, Elsa and Fred slipped away – leaving their guests to busy themselves with food and drink. They left the City in Fred’s truck. Their honeymoon consisted of two nights of heavy breathing in a cabin at the Moody Motel, on the outskirts of Brattleboro, Vermont. 


Despite Fred’s having acquired a Vermonter’s accent, and being a second-generation American – Fred was considered a foreigner. That his new wife, Elsa, took over a year to lose the last remnants of her Yorkville, German accent, only served to reinforce Fred’s not-really-an-American status in the minds of Vermont’s earlier inhabitants: those who claimed American credentials going back at least twice as long.


Elsa’s pro-Hitler parents’ having exposed her to the propaganda of Manhattan’s German-American Bund, led to her getting involved with its local, inconsequential counterpart. This led to Fred’s accompanying her to the Bund’s meetings held in Burlington. Though their involvement was totally free of any traitorous intent, the upshot was: Fred was denied the security clearance required to work at the New Departure defense plant (not yet called a war plant) – which had only recently opened near Wessex Crossing. (In the aftermath of Pearl Harbor, there was even talk of having Fred interned – though by then, Elsa had left him with the baby Alice, and out of consideration for the child such talk ceased.)


Two years of living with Fred on the dairy farm in Mable’s Valley was more than Elsa could stand. Within a year after her daughter’s birth, she left Vermont for good: returning to the New York of her youth – leaving baby Alice and Fred to fend for themselves. Fred claimed that Elsa had left him because he would no longer attend the Bund meetings – which, no-doubt, had some basis in truth; he was trying to get a job at the just-opened New Departure factory. 

*


For Elsa, remaining in the Bund had been her way of maintaining her German credentials. She was devoid of the then-being-touted traits of a good German: her hair and eyes were dark brown, she was tall and slender – and she was far from the buxom, baby-nourishing fraulein then being touted as the ideal by propagandists for the Third Reich. 


Over the course of the first two years of her marriage, Elsa had proved to be a vivacious, ambitious, social animal who was liked by all, and since she attended most church functions (though, being a free-thinker,  she was a Christian in name only), she was respected for being both God-fearing and of good moral character. Meanwhile, Fred, who seemed the ideal husband when Elsa had agreed to marry him, soon proved to be a total bore. And, although all who knew them were united in denouncing Elsa for leaving the baby, those who knew Fred for the tiresome oaf he was, were somewhat muted in their censuring of her for leaving him. In fact, most folks in Mable’s Valley had wondered just what it was that the outgoing Elsa had seen in him – in the first place. But, upon reflection, rightfully concluded that it was the result of her being at such an impressionable age when she married him; her youth allowed her to fantasize romantically about her going off with a big strong man to a faraway place. So, although all faulted Elsa for leaving Fred with the baby, few blamed Elsa for leaving him. 

<>
10- b

Sydney Smith

Sydney Smith attended Columbia University on the GI Bill. To supplement his living allowance he worked two evenings a week, part-time at Moeburg’s drugstore. There, as a counterman and soda jerk, he washed dishes, swept the floor, served coffee, made ice-cream sodas, took cash, and talked to customers. He was pleasant, well-spoken and a good worker.


By the time Sydney Smith began working at the drugstore, he had served almost three years in the army. Though, when drafted, he already had two years of college, and had scored high on the army’s intelligence test, which might have made him eligible for officer’s training school, he never tried out for it. Instead, he served stateside as a clerk in the army air force.  


As a child, Sydney Smith’s parents had indoctrinated him with the belief that he was better than the other kids in the town he grew up in (a town on Lake Champlain, just beyond Burlington’s city limits). Despite his parent’s claims that they were not religious, and despite their not attending the service themselves, every Friday evening they dropped him off at the only nearby synagogue (small, and without a full-time rabbi). There, Sydney had it dunned into him that, because of his having Jewish ancestry he was, if not better than the other kids, at least different. As a result, since he was an “A” student in public school, when not receiving the highest grade in his class, he chalked it up to anti-Semitism.


 Sydney resented his parents for insisting that he spend so much time studying – and for denying him the chance to play with the other kids. Over time, he gradually accepted the responsibility of being considered one of God’s “chosen people”. Although, he did question his parents, as to how God knew who was chosen and who was not. They ignored his query, but when he persisted, they told him to ask the rabbi. When asked, the rabbi’s response was, “He knows!” For true believers (in any religion), explanations of such an enigmatic nature are accepted, without question. However, for Sydney, who hadn’t as yet reached that stage when he could blindly accept the evasive words of a paid advocate of a religion demanding a submission to the will of an all-knowing God, the rabbi’s unequivocal assurance of God’s omnipotence (a common devise employed by all of His anointed spokesmen), didn’t really satisfy him. When giving the matter additional thought, he concluded: God knows he was a Jew, much the same way strangers and the other kids did. The only time he felt singled out as a Jew by anyone, was when he wore his skullcap. 


Sydney accepted the lot of the chosen, and studied continuously, while at the same time exposing himself to all the world’s aesthetic goodies – as channeled through what he had been taught, solely the product of the West’s Euro-centric, Judeo-Christian culture – with a stress on the Judeo. In time, being constantly reminded of his chosen status, he began to look down on the Goyim: those other kids who had week-end jobs, newspaper delivery routes – and who, after school,  hung out at the local ice-cream parlor, went swimming and played baseball in the summer, and ice-skated in the winter. However, by the time he reached his mid-teens, when the mere sight and smell of a nubile female could cause his pants to bulge embarrassingly, his feeling of superiority over the other kids, those he observed flirting with the young girls in the school yard, did cause his thoughts about them to be more like those of envy than of superiority.

*


It was in early 1946, shortly after his discharge from the army; a time when all Americans were still thinking of themselves as a more or less singular unique cohesive people, and many Jews had come to realize just how preposterous it was for them to consider themselves as being chosen of God (after all, how chosen could one be, if one’s God could stand by and allow a third, or even a quarter of His people to perish in such miserable circumstances?) –  that Sydney Smith was grateful that his parents had given him a good American name, rather than the surname of Siegal – which was that of  his parents before they changed it.

<>
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Sydney Meets Elsa

For more than five years, at eleven o’clock, every morning of every day of the week, save Sunday, Elsa left her room at the York Residence Hotel and walked two-and-a-half blocks to the Golden Eagle. Elsa liked her job as a waitress: she earned more than enough to live on: her salary was a dollar a day; but meals were free; she ate there six days a week, and her tips averaged about five dollars a day; she met lots of men at the restaurant; best of all, she was kept busy – and had little time to think about her daughter, or the dirty trick she had pulled on Willy – when she abandoned them; it also prevented her from dwelling on the hurt she had felt when Herman Brauner shunted her out of Yorkville – as fast as he could. It was obvious to her that, despite her parents’ having returned to Germany, where they became active members of the Nazi party (and where their knowledge of America was put to good use), Herman Brauner doubted her allegiance to the Bund, and to the fatherland of her parents.


As it worked out, Herman Brauner did Elsa a favor. The day after Japan’s sneak attack on Pearl Harbor, and two months after she had left Brauner in Yorkville, the Bund office was raided by the FBI; at which time all its members were rounded up and hauled away to be fingerprinted, and then either jailed or kept under surveillance.


Due to her parents’ involvement with both the American Bund and the Nazi party back in Germany, Elsa was soon visited by the FBI. There was no evidence that she had anything more than a superficial involvement, and that as a child, with the New York Bund – or that the Burlington Bund was anything more than a social club. Moreover, since her job as a waitress at the Golden Eagle could in no way be deemed war-sensitive – with the one exception that her mail (which was almost nil) was routinely scrutinized, the FBI left her alone – and she was free to come and go as she pleased.


As W.W.II progressed, Elsa’s partiality towards things German, all but disappeared. She came to think of herself only as an American – and regretted her parents’ getting her involved with the Bund. Elsa’s Americanization had become so complete, that she began to think of her parents as the enemy; it was the men she dated who were responsible for much of her new-found patriotism.

*

The growing shortage of young men caused many sexually-active ladies, in an attempt to satisfy their womanly needs, to become more and more aggressive in their efforts to attract the attention of an eligible male. As a result, as the war continued, few were keen on complying with the social niceties once considered de rigueur for any woman not wanting to be considered a whore – or an easy lay, which in a way was worse.

*


Although Elsa was no stickler for convention, and more often than not she failed to require the obligatory three days of dating before allowing a gentleman to enter her room, she was still taken out numerous times by the same man, even after she bedded him. Besides being young and attractive, which had many of the regulars at the restaurant taking her downtown to see first-run movies at theaters with big-band stage shows; she was also bright and pleasant company. This, in turn, induced many a scholarly-type gentleman to escort her to plays and concerts. It was then, this being wartime, that she would stand at attention as the obligatory national anthem was sung, and allegiance was pledged to the flag.

*

“Under God” was not part of the pledge until President Eisenhower (the only reason to really find fault with any of his actions) fostered its addition. That at least ten percent of all Americans (close to thirty million) don’t believe in the existence of a God is not the point. What is, is that its addition is tantamount to establishing a state religion – which is in direct contravention of the Constitution.  So, why should such a fine and intelligent man, as was Ike, knowingly abet the inclusion of “under God” to the Pledge of Allegiance? Perhaps one should “cherche la femme”. 

It would be difficult to believe that Eisenhower’s moral values were not subverted by the ubiquitous, overpowering presence of the sexual hang-ups routinely inculcated into the psyches of the followers of  the various and sundry Monotheistic religions. So, for that reason, as a means of appeasing his God for his having screwed his jeep driver during his tenure as Commander and Chief of the Allied Forces in Europe, Eisenhower added the words “under God” to that once perfect Pledge of Allegiance – which had served the nation so well in the past.

Apparently, Ike’s JEEP (by Y2K its manufacture was controlled by a major W.W.II German manufacturer) driver was the only female in his command who was not a Lesbian – at least according to recent statements made by in-the-know, gay ladies who were WAACs.

*

                 [Don’t back the attack by laying a WAAC,

                  Or rest on the breast of a WAVE.

                  But sit in the sand, and do it by hand,

                  And buy bonds with the money you save.]

*


For Elsa, the association between her participation in those patriotic gestures, and her having a good time, was soon etched on her psyche. Moreover, with the Hollywood propaganda machine in full force, it made flag-wavers out of all Americans. It was strong enough to cause many young men, no matter how reluctant they may have been to fight in another of Europe’s wars to end all wars, to voluntarily enlist in one or the other of the armed services. Moreover, that Jingoistic propaganda had parents willingly send their sons off to kill or maim the enemy and risk being killed or maimed in return – or, at the very least, to cause their sons to give up their freedom for a few years. 

*


When she first came back to New York, she was still but a very young women – and despite her being married, and having given birth to a daughter, she wasn’t yet old enough to vote (New Yorkers could drink at eighteen, but couldn’t vote ‘till they turned twenty-one – by the mid-1980’s the reverse was true). She had regular features, wore her dark brown hair in a pony tail, had a fair complexion, hazel eyes, and an overall trim well-proportioned body – with the notable exception, that she was fairly flat-chested – which she remedied with the purchase of a pair of falsies from the local five and dime. She could drink and she enjoyed drinking; she was fun to be with. Along with that, she had maintained the naive, carefree attitude of a teenager – which made her appear somewhat vulnerable. All of which, when added to her good looks, assured her attraction to a whole range of men – wartime scarcity of eligible males or not. 


Not only did Elsa enjoy drinking, but she enjoyed the company of men – and engaged in every aspect of heterosexual sex (though she drew the line on group sex). She never considered that a man could take advantage of her. She was as willing a partner as any man – perhaps more so. Nevertheless, not having sex for a few days at a time didn’t, as a rule, make her anxious or frustrated. But, when she went steady with a man, she expected to experience an orgasm any time they had sex – and this she expected to occur every evening.  If this didn’t happen, she felt cheated; and, then, self-righteously justified, more often than not, she’d go out to one of her favorite bars and pick up the first more-or-less respectable looking man who made a pass at her.


 By the time the war was over, Elsa had come to think of herself solely as an American, and an un-hyphenated one, at that. Moreover, her numerous liaisons with men coming from the entire strata of middle-class, Caucasian-American society, had made her into something of a political liberal.  

*

At that time, for any number of reasons, the clientele of bars in Morningside Heights did not include Negroes. Even during the daytime, those few Blacks who worked there didn’t venture into any of the neighborhood bars. Why?  – because he wouldn’t be served, and if served, when he’d get up to leave, the bartender, while eyeing his regular customers, would break the glass he drank from. (There were, however, neighborhood bars bordering Harlem with an interracial clientele; the folks in those bars showed considerably more respect for one another than they did in those that were de facto-segregated – in any part of the City.)

Liberal or not, middle-class White girls didn’t date Black men. However, things haven’t changed all that much in the interim – it’s an accepted truism amongst young Caucasian women, that if they ever expect to get married, and if they go out with Negroes, they’d better marry one, because no White man will want to marry them. Screw them: Yes. Marry them: Never! – well, almost never. 

In later years, from the mid-1960’s to the mid-1970’s – when the first real attempts at integrating Blacks into America’s White society were being made, many young and not-so-young, middle-class girls were to realize that, that truism was indeed true. Those girls could be as free with their bodies as they wanted, and still find a mate belonging to their own race or ethnic background – provided none of the men they went to bed with was a  Negro. And, with the exception of a green-card marriage (when an American citizen, illegally, received a cash payment for marrying an alien) it was rare, indeed, for a White girl who dated a Black man to get married – and if she did, it was usually to the Negro she had slept with –  or to his “brother”. 

[Early on, Black women seemed to accept the fact that many Black men showed a preference for the company of White women – the blonder the better. But, as the 1960’s rolled around, and many young middle-class White girls started going with middle- class Black men, Black women began to show their resentment for all White women especially if blond or pretty. (It’s more than possible that a jury composed of mostly Black women refused to convict a well-known Black man for the murder of his estranged wife, because she was White.) 

Whether to cater to the antipathy of their female relations; as an act of revenge, by denigrating Whitey; because of the prestige they garnered or their market value, Black Pimps were to entice young blondes from the hinterlands to work for them. The result was the “Minnesota Strip” – 8th Avenue for a half-dozen blocks north of 42nd Street.]

That the results of the morally-correct experiments with integration, with few exceptions, proved to be a disaster, was not totally the fault of White bigotry. Those attempts at making a wholesale integration of peoples of all the races, without any allowance for their having basic cultural differences, was doomed to fail. That all Americans must have the chance to fulfill themselves to the best of their abilities, is a right that no just person should consider as being up for question – opportunity must be available to all Americans – period! That said, between the unrealistic expectations of well-meaning liberals, and the inculcated racist concepts enshrined in the psyche of  a broad cross-section of the American middle class: ones that are inherent in the West’s self-serving Euro-centric, Judeo-Christian, centuries-old rationalizations for the subjugation of other peoples – based solely on skin pigmentation, makes a broad-based integration of Caucasian, Negroid and Mongoloid peoples, barring a major cataclysmic happening, impossible to accomplish – at least one that includes Negroes –  in the foreseeable future. 

*


Elsa and Willy never bothered to get a divorce. Willy had no interest in remarrying, and Elsa found being married very convenient. It prevented an unmarried boyfriend from getting any ideas about moving in with her. And, when she became bored with a bed-mate, she just told him that her husband was coming to town (as the 1970’s came to pass that might not have worked). By the time W.W.II was over, her orgasmic needs began to wane; she began to enjoy those periods of solitude. Sometimes, for as much as a week at a time, she’d come home to her room, and remain there. To occupy herself, she’d read a book or turn on the radio and mend and iron all those some-day-I’ll-attend-to-it things she’d stuffed into the corner of her closet. 

*


Elsa met Sydney at Moeburg’s Drugstore. The war had ended over a year earlier, but with jobs scarce, she remained at her waitress job at the Golden Eagle, and kept her room at the York Residence Hotel. She’d stop off at the corner drugstore for whatever toiletries she needed; she also bought cigarettes (Lucky Strike) and postage stamps when there. With her more sedate life-style, on her way home, after picking up the early edition of the Daily Mirror, she’d stop at the corner for coffee at Moeburg’s. There she’d glance through her paper, singling out the Walter Winchel column to read; when finished, without saying a word, upon leaving she’d place a quarter on the counter for a by-then, ten-cent cuppa cawfee. (In New York, even then, people who relied on tips for a good part of their salary: bartenders, waiters and waitresses – but not necessarily cabbies or barbers, tended to be big tippers.)


Occasionally, there’d be a slight surge of customers at the counter, but normally only a handful showed up. Since Elsa usually came in well-after nine, Sydney had plenty of free time, and they fell into the habit of making small talk for a few minutes before she left. The drugstore closed at eleven. One evening, they had been so intent in their conversation that they didn’t realize it was closing time until they heard Doc Moeburg locking the door. Sydney asked her if she’d like to hang around for a few minutes, and then have a drink at the West End. She agreed, and they left together. Outside, he asked her if she wouldn’t rather go up to his room, where he had a bottle of wine, and listen to music. She agreed, and it soon became a ritual: each evening, after he got off work, they’d go up to his room. There she’d remain for an hour or so, talking and listening to classical music (he was determined to be a cultured man). Sex entered their relationship so gradually, that they would have been hard put to say exactly when it started.


Though never agreed to in so many words, from the very beginning they both considered their relationship as having no strings attached. They were two adults engaged in having consensual sex. Sydney went to class, studied and then worked four evenings a week at the drugstore. Elsa worked a split shift at the restaurant that lasted from eleven in the morning ‘till nine each evening -- every day but Sunday.  During those evenings when he was free, Elsa would spend a few hours with him – almost always at his place. As the months went by, Elsa began caring more and more for Sydney – and Sydney continued to show Elsa the greatest consideration and kindness – both in and out of bed.


During those early post-W.W.II years, although everyone assumed they knew just what a person’s ancestral background was, nobody seemed to care – or even ask about it. Elsa was aware that Sydney had been raised as a Jew. However, in no way did she think of him as the kind of stereotypical Jew whom the Bund had claimed that Hitler and the Nazis were within their rights to rid Germany of – and there was no evidence that his being a Jew affected her emotional attachment to him. Sydney, on his part, showed no animosity towards Elsa because of her German ancestry; he appeared to consider her but an attractive and intelligent, typical, young American woman – which she most certainly was.

*

[No civilized person, and that included virtually all members of the Bund, ever considered the possibility that such a calculated act of barbarity as the Nazi’s systematic massacre of Europe’s Jews, Gypsies and invalids was conceivable – let alone that it would ever be carried out. Moreover, it’s doubtful that one would have come across many more (percentage-wise) Germans advocating the extermination of Jews, than Jews who have spoken out for the extermination of all Arabs. (All but those New Yorkers with an ostrich’s mentality would have heard psychopathic members of both those groups, to this day, advocating just such a “final solution”.)  Sickos, the world over, either in the name of racial pride, religious zeal, or due to anti-ethno-religious sentiments of one kind or another, continue to propose such a final solution for any peoples made inhuman – as a means of rationalizing self-serving, political and economic ends – this, to the point of their considering them no better than vermin.
[None of this is intended to exonerate those folks who fail to speak out against the abhorrent activities, verbal or otherwise, committed by those folks claiming to speak or act in their behalf, and for their benefit.]

*


Sydney was a top student at nearby Columbia University. One evening his physics professor chanced to enter Moeburg’s drugstore; upon seeing Sydney working behind the counter, he made arrangements for him to get a grant – one sufficient to allow his devoting all his energies to his studies. Sydney not only quit his job, but was never seen in the store again. 


With the aid of the grant, Sydney was free to spend many more hours at the library than he had in the past. And, it was there that he met Judith. In short order, they became good friends. A year had elapsed since Sydney and Elsa had begun seeing each other; during that time, their no-strings agreement had lost its significance; their relationship had developed into something else – more like a common-law marriage. Nevertheless, since he considered his friendship with Judith to be that of buddies, when she invited him to spend Passover with her family at their house in Florida, he accepted, without any qualms about leaving Elsa in New York. On Elsa’s part, since he said he was going with a friend from college, she saw no harm in his going. And, despite their seeing less of each other, what with his spending so much time studying, she said she thought he deserved a vacation – and besides, she added, a week’s separation would be good for them. 

*


It was on the third day after his arrival in Florida that Judith’s father drew Sydney aside for a little chat. Her father, very pointedly, let Sydney know that the man Judith married would be well taken care of. Until then, Sydney had planned on cutting his stay short. He was getting bored. His thoughts were of Elsa – whom he missed, not only for her love-making, but her loving and accepting presence; he always felt good when in her company. Nevertheless, since money talks – bullshit walks, upon hearing Judith’s father’s thinly-veiled proposition, he began to think of Judith in a different light. And, although he made a point not to give any indication that he was aware, in any way, that a bribe (or a dowry, if you will) was being offered to take Judith (who was far from pretty, and slightly on the dumpy side) for his wife, he did stay the entire week. 

*


Even before his vacation in Florida, Sydney had become more and more absorbed in his studies; it was no longer routine for Elsa to drop by his place, instead she’d wait for his call, either at the Golden Eagle or at the York. Apparently, after receiving the grant, he felt even more pressured to excel than in the past; he began spending less time with Elsa, and more time at the library. So, when he returned from his trip to Florida, Elsa accepted the growing infrequency of his calls, without question. However, to counter her boredom, she began frequenting the local bars. Like a bee to sugar, Elsa attracted the attention of any man sitting near her. This buoyed her ego, and since she did enjoy the company of men, she found no difficulty in filling those hours formerly spent with Sydney – though, even on those rare occasions when she ran into an old lover, she would always leave the bar alone. 

*


The old West End Bar and Grill was big: its windowed front on Broadway ran a quarter of the block between 113th and 114th Streets, Upon entering through a revolving door, one veered left for the bar and right for the cafeteria. Separating the two sections, starting about ten feet from the entrance, was a four-foot-high, mahogany-stained-wood divider – topped with two-foot-high, smoked-glass panels. 


Liquor was served from a long, nondescript, wooden bar with high-backed, wooden stools facing it; and, lined up on the bar’s tiled floor, next to the still more or less obligatory brass, foot-rail were the then always-present spittoons. Six wooden booths (all bearing the initials carved by immortality-seeking customers) were lined up on the bar-side of the partition. 


In accordance with the law at the time, the cafeteria part was larger, in total area, than that of the bar. Its steam table and sandwich board faced a counter that ran halfway along the middle of the wall; there were long wooden tables and benches to one side near the entrance, and those seated at them could be seen from the front of the bar. Customers desiring privacy could sit in the rear, two steps up, at one of the smaller tables. There was no waiter or waitress service, and it cost ten cents for a beer at the bar, and on the cafeteria-side fifteen cents for a freshly-grilled American cheese sandwich (no need to run out for a then impossible-to-get slice of pizza).  

*


One afternoon, between shifts, as Elsa sat at the bar of the West End (which was located but three streets north of the Golden Eagle), looking in the mirror, she saw Sydney enter. He was accompanied by a young woman, and both were carrying books. They didn’t come to the bar; instead, they sat in the cafeteria at a table in full view of the bar. Sydney sat with His back to Elsa; the girl sat facing her. Seeing as they were in deep conversation, Elsa, assuming the girl was but a fellow student, refrained from intruding. Nevertheless, as she gazed in the mirror, she gave Sydney’s companion a thorough going over: she appeared of average height, her jet-black hair was braided and coiled in a bun that sat almost directly on top of her head; there was nothing especially bad about her features, yet she most certainly would have been considered homely – by the standards of her day. Leaving their coats and books on the table, they finally rose to get trays; then, as they waited their turn at the sandwich counter, Elsa took the opportunity to leave – discreetly, fully confident that Sydney’s involvement with the girl was innocent of any sexual implications.

*

[By the 1990’s, when a face was but a minor part of a female’s attributes that was on display, and when a belly button surrounded by a five inch band of exposed, usually-tattooed flesh; an accentuated well-shaped (natural or padded) behind; bare thighs protruding from beneath a mini skirt that barely covered a lady’s crotch; and real or manufactured pendulous, bra-less or push-up-bra-enhanced breasts, were all there to advertise the nubile qualities of a female (and perhaps to convince a unisex world that they would be better bed-mates than any androgynous-appearing  male or female) – Judith’s shortcomings as a homely girl may not have been so easy to detect.] 

*


Sydney didn’t call Elsa for a week, and when he did, it was to tell her he was going to marry his schoolmate, whose name was Judith. He told her, that although he still loved her, he felt more comfortable with Judith. He never mentioned the financial considerations, but did say that Judith’s and his religious backgrounds’ being similar, was important in his making the decision. 


Despite their mutually-agreed-to, I’m-free, you’re-free arrangement, Elsa felt betrayed. ‘Till then, Elsa, despite her having been married, and the mother of a by-then seven-year-old child (whom, along with her husband, she had abandoned), she had been a naif. She never planned ahead, and tended to see only the good in people – while making allowances for her own shortcomings. And, even when made aware of the dirty-doings of others, she quickly forgot them. But, Sydney’s leaving her to marry this Judith girl, had destroyed all that forgiving quality.


Elsa cried a lot and wanted to get drunk. There was the quart of beer she had brought up to her room earlier in the evening. She drank it; then, unsatisfied, and though almost mid-night, she left her room at the York to have a drink. As she left, she noticed that the fellows who hung around the corner were still there. Virtually all the older boys, though still very young, were veterans who had only just been discharged. And, although they didn’t hang out as often as they had in the past, on this occasion most of the kids from the old crowd (with the exception of those still in the army, like Joey and Nance) were on the corner. Elsa went up to them, and flirted a bit – especially with Mickey: the tall, handsome, curly-haired, blond youth. She then led him along 113th Street, halfway towards the Drive where there was a well-kept, but, nevertheless, unattended building. Whatever the motives of the other youths, at Nate’s urging, they tagged along. 

*

Human beings, their having evolved from a microscopic near-nothing of a blob floating around in a muddy soup – along with all their crawling, leaping, jumping, slithering, flying, buzzing, oozing, swimming, running, creeping, crouching, scavenging and blood-sucking relatives of some few billion years ago, like to think of themselves as something unique, and better than all the other “lesser creatures” who populate the blue planet.

By ignoring our basic ties to all other living things, we kid ourselves into believing that somehow or other we’re not only superior to, but completely different from them –  even as we exhibit so many similar, if not identical emotions. Having created God(s) in our image, or at the very least with our psyche, as a means of justifying our self-elevating belief that we’re something special, and that we have no commonality with those crawling, leaping, jumping, slithering, flying, buzzing, oozing, swimming, running, creeping, crouching, scavenging and blood-sucking relatives of ours – we continue to prove how much closer we are to them than to those one-of-a-kind ideal beings we claim to be. 

Humans can exist on the same diet as virtually any other mammal – besides food, all require water, sleep and shelter. All require heterosexual intercourse to procreate, and only the female has the mammary glands required to feed their progeny (although, humans are the only mammals to have elevated that skin-covered, fat-encased gland into a sexually significant appendage). The skeletons of all mammals (as well as many of our more-distant relatives – going back way before the demise of the dinosaur) exhibit an environmentally-adapted bone-for-bone relationship. The similarity is so great, that the jawbone of a modern-day ape was accepted as that of an early man: ergo, the Piltdown-man ruse.

The special qualities that might justify man’s claim to superiority over his fellow beasts, and other “lesser” forms of life, is the inclination, on the part of certain humans, to engage in the various mental and physical aspects of an all-inclusive category of the arts and sciences. And, some of those folks, at least until the ultra-materialist, latter decades of the second millennium, involved themselves in such highfalutin activities for no other reason than to do it. Nevertheless, there appears to be no appreciable differences between the emotions displayed by members of the various mammalian species when it comes to their attempts to procreate. Although many men, as well as other animals, are known to coax, connive, bribe or force a female into having sex with him, the vast majority of mammalians, which includes man, either fight for the right to inseminate a female who’s in estrus, or accept the primacy of the dominant male in such matters. 

Humans manifest responses in seemingly-infinite combinations to any given situation that are identical to those calculated or innate actions and reactions exhibited by every other conceivable living thing. Perhaps this is caused by our having accumulated a vast reservoir of mutated genetic matter over the eons that enables each individual human to react to any given stimulant in his own unique way. Or, perhaps it’s just a question of human see – human do – which may be our own imitation of what monkeys, as well as all our other more distant relatives do.

The author can remember, as a sun-tanned, sneaker and short-pants-wearing child, watching dogs in a daisy chain. One bitch in heat would attract every dog in the neighborhood – all of whom followed her in hot pursuit. Eventually the dominant male mounted her and, equally stimulated, every male dog proceeded to take part in a ritual whereby one dog mounted the dominant male, and every other dog mounted the dog in front of him, until every male dog in the neighborhood mounted a dog in front of him as they formed a daisy chain –  all completely oblivious of their surroundings, as they pursued their quest to inseminate the bitch in heat.

*


The boys from the corner followed Mickey and Elsa into the rear of the lobby. They stood a few feet back as they watched Elsa slip off her panties, lie down on the marble floor and raise her skirt in anxious anticipation of Mickey’s unzippering and penetration. Elsa’s sexual needs seemed insatiable, and her orgasmic groans caused the boys to anticipate what they fantasized would be their turn. Within no more than a minute or two, Mickey stood, zippered himself and stood aside as Elsa, seeing the boys in the background, indicated, with a touch of impatience, for Hugo to take her. With her legs spread, she beckoned one after the other of the boys to have a go at her. And then came Nate.


Elsa’s irrepressible, insanely-frenzied need to have as many males as possible penetrate, inseminate and stimulate an orgasmic response in her was all part of an hysterical attempt to purge her body of all memory of her past lovemaking with Sydney. As if just a cast-off whore, she had been discarded by him. And, so, at the sight of Nate standing there waiting to take his turn, she froze. An irrepressible, all encompassing loathing for the young man standing above her was overwhelming. Her eyes narrowed, her nostrils flared – and she snarled at Nate: “GET AWAY.” 


Poor Nate, he so resembled her ex-lover Sydney. Their features were much alike: both had black, wavy hair and slightly sallow complexions; and both were tall with similar builds. Nate’s standing there, ready to mount her, threatened to destroy the beneficial effects accruing from her pride-healing ritual. And, while clamping her legs tightly together, and in a deliberately controlled voice, showing the utmost disgust – told the boys still waiting in line: “Get that Jew away from me!”

*

Elsa had never given any thought to Sydney’s being Jewish. He surely didn’t fit the caricature of a Jew bandied about, early on, by her Yorkville neighbors. He had no identifiable accent, not even that of an Eastside Noo Yawker; at first, Elsa considered his lovemaking abilities as being average, but over time, as their involvement, at least on her part, became one of love, she came to feel they far surpassed that of the norm. And, aside from his being a little more intellectual, and perhaps slightly more calculating (though far less worldly) than most men she had known, in other ways she saw no difference. But, when he threw her over for Judith, a girl Sydney intimated was a Jew, it triggered a change in attitude towards Jews in general – from that of a dislike of those who seemed overly aggressive into a resurgence of a latent, instilled-in childhood detesting of all Jews. The immediate effect was that Nate didn’t get laid.

Elsa’s immersion in this orgy of sexual-masochism was an attempt to rid her body of all memory of Sydney – which had the effect of reducing her past affair with him into one long, dirty, sexual encounter – one devoid of  romance: just another in a series of meaningless fucks.  

*


Nate was both puzzled by her denying him access to her body, and infuriated by it. However, under the circumstances his emotions resulting from her refusal completely overshadowed any concerns he might have had as to why she had singled him out. Confused and frustrated by his change of fortune, Nate had the urge to mount her whether she wanted him or not (which could probably be considered rape). Instead he half-heartedly raised his leg, as if in preparation to kick her – before, feeling humiliated, turning away. Nate left and joined the others sitting on the steps in front of the building. Meanwhile, the rest of the boys took their turn, with some going for seconds. The entire episode didn’t take much more than a half-hour or so – during which time (aside form the incident with Nate) Elsa, alternately moaned in erotic ecstasy, and wept uncontrollably. 

*


After the last youth rose from her body, Nate, in an attempt to satisfy his ego rather than his libido, went inside and made a meaningless attempt to take his turn – but he was again repulsed. Outside, the boys stood around for a few minutes, and then, finding it awkward to say anything, and more than a little ashamed of themselves, they walked slowly towards Broadway – and then to the West End. Elsa was left in the corner of the lobby: quietly sobbing, curled up in a baby’s fetal position.

<>

11 - a
Liberal Pretense

It was known that Euro-ethnic women and homosexuals, as well as many straight men – all of whom appeared to claim liberal leanings – moved into ethnic Italian neighborhoods because there they felt secure. Why? Because, they need not fear the presence of Blacks (all of whom were presumed to be muggers, rapists and their ilk). As the years passed, many of those same sham-liberals were to castigate Italians for their having prevented African-Americans from moving into their neighborhoods. Obviously, hypocrisy is not the sole attribute of Republicans claiming adherence to that oxymoron: compassionate conservatism – Republicans are just more consistent in displaying it than their pseudo-liberal counterparts.

*

As the decades closed in on Y2K, those Americans with Equatorial-African ancestry were to single out Italian-Americans (amongst others -- namely those folks from the South Asian subcontinent ) as a major cause for their being treated as New York’s third- or fourth-class citizenry. On the whole, Italian-Americans were racists (albeit, as a defense mechanism), but no more so than any other arbitrarily-grouped segment of New York’s multi-cultural society. Nevertheless, they became more forthright (perhaps due to their being stimulated by the “Godfather” movies) in displaying their racist inclinations than most members of New York’s other ethnic groupings. (On the other hand, since they too have been blessed by being the product of ancestors with a complex gene pool, displays of anti-Semitic sentiment, much like that of Greek- and Armenian-Americans, tends to be exhibited primarily by overly-competitive Italian-Americans with either physical or intellectual shortcomings, and often with a desire to get rich.) 

There are those who think Black animosity towards Italian-Americans was exacerbated by the successes of Rocky Marciano – whose winning ways, besides bringing into question the commonly-held belief of Black physical invincibility, tended to make an awful lot of low-income, middle-class Italian-Americans project an obviously contrived macho persona – (perhaps an overcompensation by those who empathized with Italy’s people over their humiliating W.W.II defeat at the hands of both the Germans and Allies. 

*


In the late 1990’s, a beneficiary of America’s politically-correct, boosting of one of her most sinned-against minorities, produced a movie that totally distorted New York’s apprehension about a serial killer who was active during the mid-1970’s. It was later determined that the killer was the illegitimate offspring of Italian-American Catholics – and had been adopted by a Jewish couple with East-European ancestry. The murderer, no doubt resenting his classification as a bastard (and possibly heightened by his losing his Christian identity), went about gunning down couples making-out in cars parked on the City’s streets.


This had little affect on the vast majority of New Yorkers; ownership of autos, let alone making-out in back seats of cars, was hardly endemic to the City’s ethos. However, those New Yorkers who thought about it at all, until it was determined that the serial killer was White, had, with no proof, assumed that the murders were committed by a Negro. So, perhaps as a means of showing the unfair bias towards Blacks (which there definitely was, and still is to a fair degree), in his movie, the American movie maker, who had Central African heritage, stressed, because it concerned Whites, what most New Yorkers would consider a relatively insignificant occurrence –especially when compared to the number and brutality of so many other murders that occurred in the City during the last decades of the twentieth century. 


It seems logical to assume that the filmmaker went out of his way to denigrate Whites, and Italian-Americans in particular – which is not an uncommon practice by New York’s politically-correct media outlets. Whether the movie was intended to show that New Yorkers (both Blacks and Whites) automatically thought the murderer to be an African-American, or was his attempt to even the score with Italian-Americans, is conjectural. Nevertheless, one has to consider that his intention could very well have been to denigrate that ethnic grouping. And, that by doing so, he’s merely played on the biases of others towards Italian-Americans as a means of  helping Blacks to enter into the American mainstream – this, by having them ally themselves with those bigots biased against Italian-Americans. 

<>
11 - b

Anthony
Homosexuality, genetically-caused, knows no ethnic or racial boundaries. However, to this day, members of New York's ethnic communities, much as those living in small towns throughout America, consider homosexuals (whether genetic or considered self-willed), to be effeminate and degenerate. The fear of being considered unmanly, a sissy, or a fag caused many heterosexual males, especially those from the middle- to lower-middle classes, to put on an ultra-macho facade. And, prior to homosexuals’ being made aware of the AIDS epidemic that began in the early 1980’s, this macho front was imitated by many males engaging in homosexual activities. Often, men with middle-class backgrounds similar to those of their macho-like deriders (in an effort to be accepted by the members of their own particular social grouping: one based on its ethnicity, race, religion and where they lived), managed to successfully repress their sexual desires. They accomplished it by redirecting those urges into displays of manly-type behavior. This usually had them acting aggressively anti-Gay; engaging in martial arts, body building  or in death- defying fields – and talking tough, while downing lots of hard liquor. (Drinking to excess for many adult males, though for a variety of diverse reasons, for many macho-type, closet Gays, it’s their attempt to blot out their homosexual desires. And, it’s this which might very well account for the elderly, obviously- homosexual man, who, every so often arrives in a macho-type straight-bar near closing time, looking for a potential lover.)

[The more-right-than-wrong claim, by so many gays, that homosexuality is genetically-based (rather than the result of a confused mind) may very well find confirmation in the observation that, when there’s an overpopulation of rats, homosexual-like activity becomes rampant amongst them. Considering that, by Y2K, the burgeoning trend towards such behavior amongst humans has moved parallel with the seemingly out-of-control increase of the world’s population, it might very well be that this proclivity found in rats is a basic animal instinct – one that also exists in Homo sapiens. Since it’s not the intention here to justify, deprecate or laud homosexuals for their sexual predilection, any exploration into the possibility that such a correlation is valid, will be left to psychiatrists, medical doctors, demographers, zoologists, sociologists and their ilk.] 

*


Anthony was born in Brooklyn into a lower-middle-class family. He was bright, high-strung, ambitious, verbal, and a talented artist. He had an M.F.A. degree, was a Vietnam veteran, and was a man of his word (a fairly common trait – but by no means universal – amongst Italian-American men). He was also a closet homosexual, but in a closet with a translucent door.


The first time Nance met Anthony was during a heated debate at a members' meeting at what had once been the leading American art school. Nance’s three year term as a trustee was up, and as treasurer he tried to make vote-liberalizing changes in its Constitution (ones intended to prevent the school from becoming a conglomeration of geriatric playrooms controlled by a few deep-pocketed dilettantes – or. what is worse, a degree-granting institution). Anthony made a grandstand play at the meeting, no-doubt to give evidence of his brilliance (and he was quite brilliant); though it’s doubtful that it had any effect on the outcome, it did divert attention from the seriousness of the debate. At the time, it did annoy Nance.
*


Nance was a member of one of New York’s staid, aping-the-British, private clubs – one on lower Fifth Avenue – that claimed to be dedicated to the arts. The effects of the do-your-own-thing attitude of the 1960s had caused the club to offer membership to artists who were not academic renderers (though, at the time, a barber-shop quartet composed of its older members would continue to sing doggerel denouncing Picasso). By the mid-1970’s, to maintain its tax-exempt status, and put fresh funds into its depleted treasury, the art club, like all such formerly exclusive clubs, was to actively solicit foreign types; women, gays and other formerly excluded folks for membership (men lacking social connections or basic rendering skills) – all of whom were thrilled by the idea of belonging to such an ego-inflating, once-exclusive, ASP-type club. The only problem arising from this was that after Nance and the other members voted to open the membership to women artists, with the exception of a  few who were accomplished, they were the dull wives of the old members who were to join the club. Meanwhile, the vast majority of younger artists, whether male or female, couldn’t afford to pay the dues enabling them to be accepted as full members.
*


Anthony had seen a work of Nance’s that was included in a members' exhibit held in the club’s gallery. Shortly after Anthony’s visit to the club, apparently impressed by the painting, The New Model (a breakthrough for Nance), Anthony asked him if he’d like to stop by his yet-to-open gallery; Anthony had rented a space down in SoHo (This, was in early 1974 – some years before it became an upscale area of pseudo-chic boutiques and pricey restaurants’ catering to tourists and hippie-aping yuppies.).

The gallery was in a run-down factory area (as was all, then-recently-named SoHo), but it was a huge, wonderful, high-ceilinged space (the remainder of a just-failed, turned-shabby gallery). Despite some misgivings, which were totally offset by the inferred compliment to Nance and his work, he was more than agreeable to have Anthony represent him. Within five years, the rent on Anthony's gallery was tripled. As a result, the gallery folded – and he and the gallery’s artists were to go their separate ways. 

*

By the early 1990’s, branches of major uptown museums, a few smaller ones and dozens of prominent (and trying to be prominent) art galleries were to locate within a city block of where Anthony’s gallery had been. And, the building in which it was located has since been converted into an upscale hotel – with a starred restaurant in the space once occupied by the gallery.

*


It was on a Sunday afternoon in early 1982, that Anthony, accompanied by a few of the artists and their friends whom Nance had invited, dropped in at a bar in Tribeca where Nance was exhibiting a painting. (The work was painted in the bar – at which time hundreds of photos had been taken; slides developed from them, showing Nance while painting the five foot by four foot oil, were being projected on a wall of the bar.) It seemed odd to see Anthony, who had mellowed considerably in the intervening years, in the company of such macho-type men; in the past, Anthony would either be in the company of a homely, asexual-looking woman or a handsome, slightly-effeminate, young man. 


It was while the exhibit was going on in the bar that Anthony invited Nance and some of their mutual friends to a dinner party at his apartment on the Upper West Side. At that function he served sumptuous portions of good simple Southern Italian food. Amongst his guests, only his live-in companion, a handsome, rosy-cheeked, blond, blue-eyed man in his mid-twenties appeared to be gay. The dozen or so others were solid-citizen-types of straight men and women, all of whom were involved in art, and most had Italian-American connections of some sort.

*


Little more than a year passed, when Nance received a call at his studio from one of their mutual friends; he was advised that Anthony had just died – it was AIDS.


Though always a truly liberal man, as the inevitability of his impending death was driven home, Anthony had looked for solace in the simple, apolitical, work-a-day world of his Italian-American forebears – but not the part that dealt with Catholicism. He died an Atheist – refusing last rights. Notwithstanding, his family placed a cross beside him in his casket.

*

From the mid-sixties on through the seventies, most life-style deaths of young artists tended to be drug-related (by then, alcoholism was out of fashion). But, the outbreak of AIDS changed all that. A disturbing, yet possibly unconnected, happening, was the ultra-conservative trend in America that coincided with the outbreak of AIDS amongst gay men.

<>
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Fag Baiting – Early Spring of 1946

Gay was not the term commonly applied to homosexuals. Fag was. Fag-baiting was not a regular occurrence. It was a game played only occasionally: and then only when everyone was bored, and looking for something to do. Then, if some of the youths who lived close to the outer limits of Harlem came by, the game would be played. It entailed a group of six or seven teenagers going down the hill to the upper level of Riverside Drive, at which time one of the kids would volunteer to sit on a bench, by himself. Meanwhile, the other kids spread out, hiding themselves behind nearby trees, parked cars or bushes. Within five or ten minutes, a man (besides fag, commonly referred to by the boys as a homo, queer, faggot, fairy and queen – and often with a disrespectful adjective preceding it) was sure to sit next to him. As soon as the man’s probing talk turned into an actual proposition, the boy stood up and yelled out: “FAG,” at which time the rest of the gang would come out of hiding, and chase the petrified man away.

*


Long before the term entered a New Yorker’s everyday vocabulary, Floyd Regan was a latchkey-child. Although, he was above-average as far as his intelligence was concerned, he was still a poor student. He lived with his mother in a two-bedroom apartment in a well-kept building on West 111th Street, just off Riverside Drive. His mother, a divorcee in her mid-thirties, was both beautiful and sophisticated; and, she had an active social life. The living room had been simply and tastefully furnished by his mother. A life-size portrait of her hung over a working-fireplace; and a large, floor-to-ceiling, wooden bookcase chock full of books covered a good part of one wall. Floyd never mentioned what it was she did for a living, but he did say she worked in an office at a better-than-average-paying job. He also mentioned that she went out most evenings, usually with the same man: the artist who had painted her portrait. Although Floyd never said it, it was obvious that he loved his mother very much – it was also obvious that his resentment of his mother’s male friends, bordered on hate. 


With his mother either away or entertaining a man friend at home, Floyd looked for company on the street. At times, he hung around Moeburg’s drugstore, as did some of the kids from La Salle Street. Floyd felt he had much in common with those kids; he, like they, came from a broken home. He had no conception that he was different from them, and never fully realized why he wasn’t completely accepted by the La Salle Street kids. Floyd was lace-curtain Irish.

*


Most of the teenage kids who hung around the corner were more or less equal in strength. And, those who were obviously stronger, never attempted to bully a weaker kid. However, every kid had to be willing to fight, if challenged. What made the youngest La Salle Street kids different was that they frequently traveled in a pack. And, when they did, they were vicious and dangerous. Moreover, if anyone had a fight with one (and he’d best be on his guard for a sneak blow before it actually began), and managed to win, the entire pack would be on him. And, although there was never a question of their using guns, or even knives that were anymore lethal than a simple pocket knife – they were known to carry baseball bats. In dealing with those kids, the wisest thing was to avoid a fight with any of them. However, a major civilizing effect on some of older kids from La Salle Street: those who hung around the corner, was their desire to be accepted by the other kids – most of whom would be considered on a higher socio-economic level: i.e., middle to lower-middle class – as against downright poor.


The largest ethnic grouping of kids living on or around La Salle Street had some Irish Catholic ancestry – though, they were not necessarily in the majority. There were others living there with French-Canadian, Polish, Italian or Greek ancestry as well as an unidentifiable miscellany of others who were also known to occasionally hang around the corner. What all had in common was that most of those kids came from homes that were fatherless; and when there was a father at home, he was a drunk. The result was that their families were poor. All the boys were street kids, and all were street-smart and street fighters. A good half of all the boys ended up in reform school when young and many of them eventually went to jail. Not all, but most could be mean, vicious and brutal; and many of them were shoplifters, petty thieves and small-time muggers. They were also fairly loyal to each other; and felt abandoned by their families and society. They were beaten up by bigger kids, older brothers, and cops. Though usually protective of their sisters, which allowed many of the girls to grow up prim and proper, others ended up being whores. Virtually all the boys were sexually active before they turned sixteen – and virtually all had, at one time or another, been approached, molested and often worse,  by a homosexual. 

*


Even Nance, who lived with his family (albeit much diminished in size since his three brothers had been drafted) in a door-manned building across from Columbia, had had a run-in with a homosexual when he was fourteen. One weekday afternoon, during summer vacation, as he walked along Broadway on his way to see a movie at the Loew’s Olympia on 107th Street, a very-presentable-looking, real-American-type, young man came walking by and started talking to him. After making a few observations about the weather, the fellow asked Nance where he was going; and Nance said he was going to the movies. As they approached the theater, the young man offered to pay for Nance’s ticket, and Nance refused, saying he’d pay his own way. Nance bought his ticket, and the young man followed him in. The young man then preceded him down the aisle, and motioned to Nance to follow him to a seat in a row near the rear. Its being afternoon, there weren’t many people in the theater, and Nance, while ignoring the young man, seated himself in the middle of a row in the middle of the theater. After a few minutes, the young man, having moved to the seat directly in back of Nance, pleaded with Nance to come sit next to him. Nance turned slightly and told him to leave him alone. Within seconds after he turned back to watch the movie, he was hit on the back of his head. When he turned, he could see the young man running out of the theater. Nance still didn’t know what it was all about. Nevertheless, being aware of his vulnerability, although not aware of why – puzzled, troubled and also a little frightened by what he realized was something sick going on – he moved to the section reserved for children. And, for months thereafter, whenever he went to a movie, he continued to do so. 

  *


One evening, Mickey, Floyd and Nance  were hanging around the corner when four youths from La Salle Street came by. After talking and kidding around for a while, one of the kids suggested that they all go fag-baiting down on the Drive. Having nothing better to do, they all went down the hill to the street level of Riverside Drive. One of the kids, he was routinely referred to as Roman the Polack, volunteered to sit on the bench best suited for their purposes. Meanwhile, all the other kids hid nearby.


Fag-baiting for the La Salle Street kids was not the relatively benign, but nevertheless cruel, chasing of a hapless, gray, little pervert (though not considered a politically-correct term these days, at that time it was the term applied to all homosexuals, especially those who frequented the Drive) from the neighborhood turf – which is all the regular crowd on the corner ever thought of doing.


Within minutes after a small, beady-eyed man sat down next to Roman, and began talking to him, Roman stood up and yelled, “FAG.” At that point, everyone ran towards them. But, the youths from La Salle Street cornered him, and didn’t let him escape. They took turns bashing him flush in the face, and waited for the others, who by then had joined the group, to join in. Floyd seemed to do so willingly, while both Nance and Mickey held back. But, resignedly, and with little force, Mickey finally hit the cowering, terrified man. Nance continued to hold back; he couldn’t do it. Despite risking a confrontation with the kids from La Salle Street – he just couldn’t go about hitting that cowering, frightened, defenseless, sniveling  human being – pervert or not.


 Nance was more-or-less as strong as any of the other kids; so, when the other kids turned on him, and Mickey came to his defense, adding that Nance wouldn’t squeal on them, they didn’t press the issue. Instead, they turned their attention back to the quivering, elderly “fag”. The biggest of the La Salle Street kids lifted him in preparation for throwing him over the granite wall – down the twenty or so feet to the park below. Mickey and Nance then talked him out of doing it. In frustration, but with waning enthusiasm, the gang resumed punching the befuddled little man – and then, after giving him one last kick, and telling him never to come back, the whimpering, little man ran away as fast as he could.

*


One afternoon, a few weeks later, Floyd brought some of the La Salle Street youths to his apartment, to hang out for a while. One of the kids sneaked into his mother’s room and stole a diamond ring that was lying on the dresser. When his mother made a claim against her insurance policy, she was told that she must first notify the police. Whether out of fear or loyalty, Floyd refused to give the police the names of the kids who were in the apartment. Floyd’s mother was furious, and claiming that she could no longer deal with him (which she obviously couldn’t), arranged with the authorities to have him sent away to a work-camp reform school.  

<>
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AIDS & ART 

There’s no question that gays had been the recipients of deliberate bias – the result of their transgressing the moral code laid down in the West by the adherents to an intrusive and often-hypocritical, Judeo-Christian ethic. Nevertheless, at least for the better part of the twentieth century, they were rarely, if ever, in need of special or privileged treatment in the arts – where they were already very well represented. Then, perhaps as a result of their overcompensating for the general anti-homosexual attitudes expressed by everyday Americans, during the late sixties and early seventies (that period of sexual freedom that preceded the outbreak of AIDS amongst homosexuals), as gays entered a period of socially ghettoizing themselves, many male gays began to openly express an attitude of artistic superiority over "baby- maker" artists. And, the multitude of contemporary paintings by gay artists’ hanging on museum walls gave them some cause for claiming such an innate superior sense of the aesthetic.


Now, then, whether or not as a consequence of their belief in their own superior aesthetic sensibilities – moneyed, male gays, along with gay and straight museum hangers-on in the know, bought art, and much of the art they bought was by artists who were gay, or whose work catered to the sensibility of gays. To complete the chain of events, it's only necessary to mention what was then common knowledge: the Metropolitan Museum's curator of contemporary American art was known to be gay. An involvement in cronyism is obviously not a fault only attributable to straight, White males. 

*


After AIDS, in the very early eighties, proved to be the result of homosexual carnal activities – male, gay artists appeared humbled. The exposure to one and all of the then-universally- considered-sordid (though hypocritical on the part of many) details of their sexual practices caused them to feel both guilt and shame. Moreover, they felt betrayed by the heralds of the sexual revolution, and abandoned by both their fellow gays and by straight society. In the graphic arts, the full impact of all this was the destruction of their self-confidence as the unrivaled connoisseurs and makers of the West’s major artistic accomplishments.


Nevertheless, their loss of confidence as the leading practitioners in, and arbitrators of, the plastic arts (as preposterous as it seems: based on the manner in which they chose to satisfy themselves sexually) proved to be short-lived.

*


By the late 1980’s, having been successful in convincing some of the most prudish Americans, even the likes of Ronald Reagan, that AIDS was not merely a gay-male disease, and that they were being wrongfully blamed for the spread of AIDS – which was believed to have spread as a result of their penetrating one another's anus (a practice not limited to homosexuals, and one subsequently graphically discussed in many schoolrooms – along with the proper use of condoms). AIDS has since been known to also be spread by heterosexual intercourse, the sharing of needles by drug addicts, transfusions of infected blood as well as less intrusive means.

 Having regained their confidence – the  result of their having convinced themselves that they had done no wrong and were being victimized  by bigots for their engaging in homosexual activities, Gays, with added fervor, once again touted the aesthetic endeavors of homosexuals as a sign of their genetically-pre-ordained, superior, artistic sensibility. The result of all this was, when added to the then-prevalent attitude (one that began in the 1960’s) that everything is art and anyone can be an artist, resulted in the overwhelming majority of the works they exhibited being such banalities as: stick-like figures; pornographic fashion photos; one-decorator-color paintings; childish scribbles; ugly, student-quality, figurative renderings; banal academic works and an endless parade of similar drivel – none of which was more worthy of praise than the vast majority of benignly ignored similar work fabricated by incompetent daubers in the past – nor for that matter, than the contemporary art being churned out by so many non-gay neurotics, M.F.A. college instructors and hard-nosed academicians. Nevertheless, Gay art was, and still is being hailed as great art by P.C. art critics.


The lauding by art critics of works produced by gays, without regard to any artistic criteria was, no doubt, done to insure their own economic survival. One can just hear the admonishment made to critics by their bottom-line-considering publishers, that they’d better-be-politically-correct – or else. Ergo, no matter how banal the output by gays (as well as that by members of every other catered-to, politically-influential group), it was praised.

 
As a consequence, gays were again claiming to be born artists – and, like many other arbitrary groupings, the calamitous events befalling them were to be rationalized away as being a transitory act by God, but exacerbated due to inaction of others: with their own doings and shortcomings denied, ignored or never allowed to be considered as possible contributory factors.

*


There were, of course, those critics motivated for other reasons who needed no coercion to do the right thing. Some commended the banal works out of empathy with, or sympathy for AIDS infected artists – others' joining in on the rave parade felt coerced to prove their liberal credentials by extolling the commonplace output produced by gays, as a sign of their neutral stance on, if not approval for the sexual practices of gay men – though many might very well have considered them to be deviant behavior. All of which, with slight modification could apply to the reactions by critics due to their own personal, non-art considerations, or due to the pressures exerted by members and supporters of any one of the innumerable self-promoting groups who claim minority status
*


Moreover, at least from the time that New York artists were coerced into giving a painting in return for a favorable review by one or the other influential art critics (and one must not forget that the noted Renaissance art authority, Bernard Berenson was paid off by a gallery to authenticate a fraudulent work), greed, in addition to all other considerations, must always be considered as a motivating force when a good critique is given for work of a questionable nature. 

<>
 12
Noo Yawk Politics – Religion & Art

It's a known, that if the right people in the art world buy a work by a contemporary artist at a claimed fantastically-high price, it's automatically considered fine art – as is the entire output of that artist. This has resulted in the realization of great fortunes by those for-profit organizations (as well as those claiming to be not-for-profit), along with individuals (not necessarily excluding critics) who also base their purchases on their knowledge, as insiders, of who’s buying or showing what from or by whom. When the purchasing or exhibiting intentions of major museums that are known for their trend-setting ways are made known to the select few dealers, galleries, art lovers and artist’s benefactors connected with that museum, then, that too can lead to serendipitous financial rewards for all, including those idolized as patrons of the arts.


This practice would be considered illegal, as insider trading, if stocks listed on Wall Street were involved. But, when committed by museums, art collectors, gallery owners and dealers it’s perfectly legal; this has been so ever since portable art became an article of commerce. This dirty little non-secret is known to everyone involved in the art industry (aesthetics be damned). And, everyone involved in the art world has adjusted their ethical standards so as to accept it as a fact of life – and this includes the most respected museum directors and curators at the most prestigious museums, as well as renowned art critics and artists from superstars to advanced students. 


All of which leads to the hypocritical attacks on the art industry by Noo Yawk’s “shocked” politically-ambitious mayor, and the author’s response to it.

*

[The following is an edited commentary written by the author shortly after the opening of an exhibition titled “Sensation” held at The Brooklyn Museum of Art, during the fall of 1999.]
An Art Show Grows in Brooklyn

Personal opinions as to the artistic worth of the collage purporting to depict the Virgin Mary, are immaterial – although it boggles the mind to think that any Catholic who’s seen a reproduction of it could connect the work in question with their concept of Christ’s virgin mother. Or, for that matter, that any intelligent person, Catholic or not, doesn’t realize that the mayor’s apparently feigned outrage about an insignificant work is an attempt to gain national recognition – all in an effort to stir up support for his coming run for senator (if not for that of vice-president – this man has an elephant-size ego). One must remember that the ambitions of this man are such that he deliberately built his career by zeroing in on, and prosecuting his fellow Italian-Americans for their foibles, while apparently ignoring an awful lot of equally-abhorrent failings by others. If not a career move, then surely his actions regarding the museum’s exhibit deserves the attention of those very-same psychiatrists for the help he so freely urges his detractors to seek. 

*


Apparently, America’s Republican majority in Congress, as well as all nine members of the Supreme Court were more interested in destroying the credibility of a sitting president due to his having had a sexual encounter with a consenting adult (and curses of curses, for his unwillingness to mea culpa himself to the world for his sin), than they are in intervening in the calculated rape of the lady residing on the island in the middle of New York’s harbor. What is even more distressing is that not one of the diabolically-scheming mayor’s hirelings had the gumption to denounce his outrageous illegal actions – which gives any thinking person cause to consider the possibility that something far more  heinous is taking place – and that’s that Lady Liberty is being coerced into willingly bedding down with this apparently deranged, wannabe despot. 


One could easily challenge recent politically-inspired outbursts of venomous, self-righteous indignation made by the mayor in response to the exhibiting of a primitive, mixed-media piece (which included a few blobs of elephant dung), by a British-born Catholic with Equatorial-African ancestry (who claims his work is a depiction of the Virgin Mary), on any number of legal grounds – which the Brooklyn Museum has done – and won. 


Although there are, no doubt, many folks who would smear human excrement on any collage depicting the mayor, a more accurate collage would require the application of numerous cutouts of such well-know personalities as: Eliot Ness, who was responsible for putting Italian-Americans accused of being gangsters behind bars; Girolamo Savonarola, a book-burning, religious zealot who convinced Botticelli to destroy many of his paintings because they included renderings of beautiful ladies – and, later, just prior to his untimely death (he was hung and then burned at the stake as an heretic, by order of Pope Alexander VI), he, Savonarola, who had become a virtual dictator of Florence, caused Michelangelo to flee that city; the madman Hitler, who banned all art he believed degenerate; Joe McCarthy and his vicious attack dog, Roy Cohn, who, as reactionary Republicans attempted to terrorize all Americans into supporting the fanatical right; and last, but not least, the Ayatollah Khomeini, who condemned Salmon Rushdie to death for writing The Satanic Verses. It should be noted, however, that a collage depicting the mayor would have to be quite small, so as to stress the modest intellect of the man. Moreover, it should be placed in a warped, ready-made, cheap, plastic frame: one suitable for a proper hanging of a man of such stature. 


What is most bothersome is that not one Republican politician has been heard to speak out against the obviously unconstitutional actions of the mayor. And, to top it all off, within days of the fascist-like actions taken by the mayor, the front-running Republican candidate for president of these United States willingly accepted the mayor’s endorsement for his run for president. If this is the direction the Republican Party is determined to follow (and unless some prominent Republican speaks out against this outrage, it’s the only conclusion that can be made), then thinking and concerned Americans have no choice but to avoid voting for any candidate running as a Republican. Despite its being obvious that many individual Democrats also have great faults, none appears to threaten the basic freedoms guaranteed to every individual American – to the degree that appears imminent – should there be a Republican victory in the coming national elections.

More on Art in Brooklyn
The First Amendment to the United States Constitution

Congress shall make no law respecting the establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof, or abridging the freedom of speech or of the press, or the right to peacefully assemble...


On a Tuesday evening, the first night of the playoff series, the author was in East Village sitting on a stool in one of his favorite bars watching both New York baseball teams win their games (for which the mayor will surely take credit). During the preceding weekend he had written the piece: An Art Show Grows in Brooklyn, and as he gave a copy to a fellow patron (an intelligent and knowledgeable, long-time-resident and native New Yorker – a combination of traits that one rarely finds amongst New York’s newly-moneyed patrons of the now-in, seedy, once-artsy, Lower Eastside bars), he asked the author whether he had read the article that had appeared in that morning’s Times. Despite its being extremely difficult to avoid reading that agenda-driven-while-trying-to-be-all-things-to-all-people publication, the author stated that he hadn’t. 


Hearing this, his beer-drinking crony, who’s not an artist, told how this museum director, who wrote the article, went about sucking up to the mayor. The author made a point of ignoring that, but did say that the article was probably by the director of one of New York’s major art museums. It seems that whenever one turns on the radio, his haughty voice can be heard touting one or another of the museum’s super-blockbuster, bring-in-the-bucks, establishment-approved exhibits (some of which, admittedly, are indeed deserving of a high degree of hoopla). The general impression most listeners come away with is that he’s a condescending prig who assumes that all Americans are dimwitted ignoramuses. He appears to be directing his spiel (one that implies that a trip to his museum – with its restaurants and trinket-selling stores – will give one instant culture) at those folks who wannabe-enlightened, but without their expending too much effort. And, judging by the mobs of tourists that whip through his, as well as New York’s multitude of other culture-touting museums every day, his pitch seems to be working. However, judging by the TV shows they watch; the movies they pay to see; the music and talk-shows they listen to; and on those rare occasions (if ever) the books and art they buy, the vast majority of folks he’s convinced to come trundling through the museum, each clutching a colorful, proof-of-being-cultured shopping bag, didn’t get a McDonalds’ worth of enlightenment from their exposure to the artwork on display – despite the multimillion-dollar valuations. 

*


Despite his feelings about the museum director, but due to his objection to the mayor’s vicious politically-motivated attack on the Brooklyn Museum – the author made a point of finding a copy of the article in question. After reading it, he also thought the director a bit of a sleaze. A group of wealthy supporters of the museum, all of whom appear to have a vested interest in maintaining the status quo, had hired this butler-like man (there’s no snob more snobbish than a rich man’s lackey) to be director of their museum. Since the City’s taxpayers (every time you buy a beer or a Mercedes, you’re one) contribute something like fifteen to twenty percent of the cost of running the museum, which includes the hefty salary and perks the director receives, one can readily understand some of the motivation for his mealy-mouthed article. Moreover, considering that the most obvious way for a wishy-washy character to avoid being involved in a controversy is to say nothing, one can only assume that the director was approached by the mayor, or one of his henchmen, to write an article giving support to his actions. The Times did its part in helping the director earn his salary by publishing his fawning commentary (one defending the mayor’s attempt to deprive artists of their right to express themselves). The publishers of the Times, of course, are one hundred percent justified in exercising their right to print whatever they wish – since their doings are protected under the First Amendment to the American Constitution: freedom of the press – the very same Amendment that mandates the freedom of speech and the separation of church and state.  

*


Apparently, the mayor has never visited the museum for any other purpose than to be present at one of the tax-deductible, gala events that turns the museum into a banquet hall for the wealthy. If he had visited it as a museum-goer, and opened his eyes, he’d see that there are rooms full of works devoted to the glorification of every aspect of Catholicism – including paintings of the Virgin Mary. And, no artist, no matter how irreligious or avant garde, has ever been heard to denounce a museum for using taxpayer-money to pay for the cost to purchase or exhibit such obvious religious works – despite the law of the land commanding the separation of church and state.


Moreover, no artist has been heard to complain about taxpayer-supported exhibits of artwork that was, or is, intended to foster the worship of any religion (religion has always been a major motivating force for artists to produce art, whether for or against a given religion – some of which is great, though most is trite). No one, no matter how outré the work they admire or produce, is asking that monetary support, either as a result of tax breaks or direct payments, be denied to New York’s museums, libraries and religious institutions that might foster the glorification of religion. Nevertheless, the mayor, by his introducing subjective moral issues into the equation of what the government will or won’t support, if not universally condemned, could (and there’s already been an instance where it’s occurred) set a precedent for local and national, government entities to arbitrarily deny the use of public space, or allow for tax benefits, to any individual or organization it wishes to silence – this, by merely asserting that the works intended for viewing, hearing or reading is insulting to the members of any one of a plethora of self-righteously indignant groups – religious or otherwise. 

*


Getting back to the writings of the director of the prestigious art museum; he made an apparently-contrived denunciation of avant garde art. In his attempts to appease the obviously-disturbed mayor (Nance recalled that the gentleman in the bar said kiss the ass of the ding-a-ling in City Hall) had him so outrageously distort the history of art in his article, that it must surely be an embarrassment for him, as well as every member of his staff. The director selected, as examples of what all avant garde art should be, those works that filtered down to eventually become accepted as fine art (it’s a given, that wisdom based on hindsight can turn a fool into a sage). In doing so, the director, either through ignorance or as a means of deliberately misleading the reader, ignored the fact that those now-accepted, one-time-avant garde works were but a tiny portion of all the contemporary avant garde art then being produced. After all, even the most narrow-minded artists, art-critics and art-historians must surely realize that the making of works that might be considered the great art of the future, requires an atmosphere that allows for the inputs and outputs of thousands of artists – and only a handful of those artists will produce work that will ever be accepted as great works of art (though, sad to say, not always entirely for their artistic worth). One must bear in mind that, when panning for gold, an awful lot of nuggety, waste matter will end up in the sieve (which then requires examination before being discarded) if there’s to be so much as a chance that one nugget containing the yellow metal will turn up. 

<>
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Anthony’s Gallery

Anthony was a truly liberal sort of person. Or, perhaps he tried to give that impression; but, if he was putting-it-on, then he fooled a lot of people. The makeup of the stable of those twenty artists whose works he exhibited had a diversity that could appease the demands of the staunchest advocate of the politically-correct (though not a term bandied about in 1974). There were an equal number of men and women, all of whom were, allowing for the fact that they were artists, respectable types. There were a few married couples; two unmarried, interracial couples; a lesbian and, of course, Anthony. The balance were middle- to upper-middle-income painters who were married, or who had apparently-heterosexual relationships with non-gallery artists or non-artists. The ethnic, racial and religious backgrounds of his stable of artists also had the appearance of having been selected to insure diversity – much in the way a large group of diners selects when faced with an expansive menu in a Chinese restaurant – by choosing at least one item from each food category.

*


Kathy Clark, one of the artists represented by Anthony, was married to Johnny Short, who was also represented by him; neither had any money, though they surely didn't think of themselves as poor – nor did anyone else. Soon after their joining the gallery, she gave birth to a robust baby boy. Kathy and the child were inseparable – she would breast-feed him (for which she appeared amply endowed) wherever she happened to be, albeit with discretion. Although neither Kathy Clark, nor her husband had any sort of reputation as artists (except, perhaps, amongst a tiny segment of those on the periphery of New York's community of artists), she was the better known – and generally considered the better artist, by far. As a result, Kathy Clark continued to be known only by her maiden name; her husband appeared to be more of a convenience, or an accident of fate, than a mate.


She was in her early twenties and looked like a teenager; she was of average height and on the slender side – yet she exuded an aura of voluptuousness. Kathy was beautiful, in what was then, and probably still is, considered a typically-American sense: dirty-blond hair, blue eyes and well-proportioned features – with full and sensuous lips. And, she was a sensitive, innovative, knowledgeable artist – with a fine hand and an excellent mind. Her husband, Johnny Short, was a thoroughly decent sort of man, a competent artist, about five years her senior, and madly in love with her.


A few years earlier, after Kathy had won a competition for a traveling scholarship, Johnny, who was also her first boyfriend, pressured her into allowing him to accompany her. She was but eighteen at the time, and was overawed at the prospect of living in Europe for a year on her own (this being 1970, when unmarried-middle-class couples' traveling together could run into any number of difficulties, though of a different nature than those of a young woman traveling alone); she acquiesced to his entreaties, and married him just prior to their departure.


Kathy never mentioned her parents, and the whys and wherefores of their existence were never discussed: where they lived, what they did, and why she lived by herself, was her secret – her silence on the subject was respected (a more or less commonplace attitude at that time) – her history was to remain a mystery never delved into, at least in Nance’s presence. The absence, as well as the having of family ties can and does affect the course of one's life. She had never really loved Johnny (or perhaps she loved him as much as she could anyone). She liked him; he satisfied her sexual needs; and he gave her a sense of security: one she needed as a young and vulnerable woman on her own. Yet, Kathy's need for a masculine presence, which was essential to her nature, conflicted with her need to have her own space. The intrusion, by anyone, on the solitude she willingly imposed upon herself (as an essential element of her involvement in the creative process), she found offensive. And, in her own, mild-mannered way, with the effective use of an adorable pout, she made any would-be intruder well-aware of her feelings.

*


Kathy Clark had her one-woman show at Anthony's gallery. Her paintings were realistic, but not in an overly academic sense – nor were they totally expressionistic, though they certainly leaned in that direction. They were painterly, well-designed, powerful and attractive figurative oils; her use of color showed daring, skill and knowledge. Not one painting sold, nor did she get reviewed by anyone. (Twenty years later the New York newspaper was reviewing just about every exhibit – especially if by an artist or with a subject matter that made the reviewing of it politically correct. Then, however, even when held in a bona fide, non-cooperative), not overly-commercial gallery, few exhibits were reviewed.) 

*


Johnny Short's love for Kathy was such that he forfeited his own involvement in the fine arts; to support her and her painting, he became a commercial artist. Yet, for Kathy, his unselfish devotion proved a burden; it was the kind of love that suffocates; his constant show of affection couldn't be ignored. Perhaps, if she were a different sort, she could have accepted his adoration as one would that of a pet dog. But, she couldn't. Within a year after their child was weaned, they split – without benefit of a divorce. Johnny agreed to any demand Kathy made, providing she didn't insist on legalizing their separation. Kathy, for any number of reasons, found the arrangement only too convenient to ever think of changing it. 

*


Kathy moved to Vermont, where she stayed with Alice O’Murphy: a big blowzy, loud and boisterous woman whom she had known since her art school days in Manhattan, and who also happened to be a very good artist. There, Kathy lived on a dairy farm in a lovely room overlooking an expanse of pasture land, and painted in a secluded section of a barn that Alice had turned into a huge studio.


Johnny moved to a rundown section of the nearby university town. As a competent commercial artist, he landed a job doing paste-ups at a local newspaper. It was obvious to all that he followed Kathy to be near her, though Johnny claimed it was all for Claud's, their child's sake.


There never was any questioning of Johnny's attachment to the child: Claud was the continuing evidence of his and Kathy's connubial past. Nevertheless, the unstinting love and affection both he and Kathy showered upon Claud had its adverse effects on the child. Although it did tend to counter the potentially- damaging consequences to the child’s sense of security that their out-of-the-ordinary marital arrangement caused, the accompanying profusion of compensatory attention bestowed upon Claud, couldn’t really make up for the lack of a continuing presence of a respected and authoritative, male role model. Despite it all, though, Kathy’s always accepting manner, and her loving affection for the child, allowed him to preserve, at least through his early years, his sunny disposition. 

<>
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Non-Minority Artists

The average non-categorized-as-a-minority male who claimed to be an artist, felt ill-used. This was so, whether or not he had any artistic talent – a then and still out-of-fashion attribute: talent's being deemed redundant since the advent of the everyone’s-an-artist 1960’s and 70’s. They reasoned they were being treated unfairly because anyone coming from any arbitrarily-arrived-at grouping, other than their own, who claimed to be an artist, was being given preference to exhibit his works and obtain employment in any of the more respected aspects of the art field. The propriety of do-gooders’ doing good at someone else's expense, by giving preferred treatment to anyone belonging to any group claiming past bigotry-based exclusion from participation in the benefits of the art world (with or without just cause), quite naturally, had few supporters amongst “living, non-minority, straight males” – whether or not talented.

*


From the mid-1960’s on, in a morally-correct attempt to right one of the West’s more heinous crimes against a non-European people, anyone claiming to be an artist who had a recognizable Central African ancestry, though not more than a handful were known to be more deserving (as far as their artistic skills or visions were concerned) than the average White claimant, was plucked from the then liberal and relatively-integrated art community by a college, university or art school eager to place a minority on their faculty. Since the artistic skills, knowledge and recognizable talents of Blacks were, with few exceptions, at best but equal to those of the overall majority of other run-of-the-mill artists, those Americans coming from any of the country’s other arbitrary ethnic or racial groupings who were not being hired, began to show a growing resentment of a process that many had originally supported. 

*


The only other major grouping of artists that might have an unquestionably justifiable gripe against various segments of the art-world was that composed of women (of every ethnic and racial background): virtually all of whom were products of a middle-class upbringing. Nevertheless, there were female artists who had little cause to complain: those born into extremely well-to-do families; those married to wealthy and well-connected men; and those with close ties to prominent male artists – virtually all of whom had as much, or greater opportunity for fulfillment as artists than the average, middle-class male. Moreover, women (much as men) living in abject poverty, of any race, while allowing for the exception that might prove the rule, were not directly affected – virtually all of whom (due to their lowly economic condition) were usually lacking in any measurable qualifications and, in any event, they had far more pressing matters to occupy their minds and time than getting involved in the fine arts – which, except for a few superstars, pays little for the effort required to succeed as an artist. What right then, one might ask, have female, middle-class, middle-income aspiring artists to demand special treatment? The answer is quite simple, in instance after instance, despite having qualifications at least equal to their male counterparts; they were systematically deprived of their right to function professionally as artists.


Those middle-class women artists’ coming from every racial and ethnic background were deprived, because of their sex, of the opportunity to exhibit their work, teach fine art at, or join, virtually any of the most prestigious professional art organizations. The result was that, despite having had the training, skill and knowledge equal to and, in many instances, superior to that of a majority of their male counterparts, they were passed over and not taken seriously as artists. All this notwithstanding, it must be stressed that the overwhelming majority of well-to-do, women art-buyers, along with most women involved in the various aspects of the fine arts, were, at the time, at least as guilty as men in showing a marked preference, even with all measurable standards being more or less equal, for the artworks and professional art services of men over those of women. The reasons for this will be left to Freudian-minded shrinks to puzzle over


Since there’s nothing that encourages an aspiring artist as much as a well-earned exhibition or sale of his or her work or an award acknowledging its artistic worth (no matter how insignificant all this might be to a jaded professional artist), and since but few meaningful rewards along those lines were given to young women artists (those who were not financially secure or well-connected) before the sixties – for no other reason than their gender, there can be no justifiable reason (all things' being more-or-less equal), for not giving preferential treatment to those women who had been so unfairly treated – or to such women who continue to be discriminated against.

*


There is, however, a disturbing element that tends to destroy the moral reasoning for the giving of preferential treatment to artists from any given minority grouping. Although there may be no disputing the fact that numerous qualified individuals' belonging to any particular minority were unquestionably deprived of their right to function professionally in the art field (and this probably holds true for most fields lacking readily-measurable standards), more often than not, those most deserving of special treatment are not the recipients of it. Instead, assistance is being doled out to numerous, otherwise-undeserving individuals whose only qualification is their ability to con the powers that be who are responsible for the allotting of grants, jobs and exhibitions that they, because of their claim of belonging to a particular minority grouping, are the most qualified to receive the benefits.


Since all those in positions of authority seem concerned with, when giving assistance, is meeting legally-imposed or implied quotas (initially instituted with good intent), due to a lack of political and personal contacts and grant-obtaining know-how, a majority of those very individuals from within any particular minority grouping – who were originally short-changed under the old bigotry-based system – actually end up losing out once again.

<>
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 Alice Kruger
 
Alice Kruger, the daughter of Elsa and Fred: the year-round hired hand cum foreman and sometimes truck driver, grew up on the Greenhill’s dairy farm. With Elsa’s having deserted them, Fred Kruger, as a single parent, and Alice, lived rent-free in the tenant quarters, which were located a few hundred feet down the road from the Greenhill’s old rambling farmhouse.


Despite the nation’s coming out of the Great Depression and the ensuing labor shortage, Fred Kruger, due to his perceived involvement with the Bund, was still unable to land a job at a war plant, and stayed on at the farm. Overcoming his initial embarrassment: the result of Elsa’s having left him; Fred continued to live in the tenant’s house with Alice and Edna: his unmarried sister (who gladly gave up her poorly-paid job as the companion to an elderly lady in Burlington, to move in with him and help care for the baby). Neither Fred nor his sister, Edna, were particularly put out by Elsa’s running off to the City;  within a month, both had become so attached to the child, that they not only forgave Elsa, but were grateful for her having left the child behind.


Meanwhile, with the war on, and all the younger men either drafted or working at the war plant, Fred and old-man Greenhill (along with the summer-time help of the very young Jasen – old-man Greenhill’s only son) did all the work around the farm. Fred’s being a father and a farm worker, who was also over the preferred age for service, earned him a draft deferral. He thought of trying to enlist, but, between caring for the baby and the need for him to work as hard as he did, convinced him that he was contributing much to America’s war effort. 

*


As a young teenager, Fred’s daughter, Alice, was beautiful, strong, tall, fair-skinned, dark-haired, bright-eyed, intelligent – and she liked to draw. By her sixteenth birthday she was sexually active and somewhat promiscuous. Had she been of old Vermont stock she would have been called, euphemistically: self-willed, carefree and high-spirited. As that was not the case, she was considered an easy lay by the boys, unfair competition by the girls (for going all the way) and a tramp who would come to no good, by everyone else.  

*


Old-man Greenhill’s son, Jasen Greenhill, had never given much thought to Elsa. He had been aware that Fred Kruger’s wife had left him with a child, and after he had been discharged from the army, he recalled seeing a kid running around the farm. If, as the years passed, he had ever noticed her when, as a nubile tomboy, she’d make her frequent trips into the woods, arm in arm with one or another muscular, blue-jeaned -- and in summer, bare-chested boy -- he never showed it. To Jasen, the teenage Alice was just a nice kid -- which, allowing for her overly active libido, was probably the description she most deserved. 


Jason Greenhill was the last of a line of Yankee dairy farmers – who may, or may not have had the Green-Mountain-Boys origins that old-man Greenhill had laid claim to. They did, however, have at least some ancestors with that indeterminate peasant stock that had fled England’s slums and impoverished hinterlands to settle in America. And, it was the first of the Greenhills, along with England’s other flotsam and Jetsam who were soon to be numbered amongst the preferred, if not the only ancestry that one claiming to be a true real-American must have.

*

It wasn’t until the late 1800’s that Englishmen with genetic inputs from Celts, Phoenicians, Romans, Danes, Germans, Normans, French and dribs and dabs of countless other folks, were to create the concept of a genetic purity for themselves by claiming to be racially-untainted Anglo-Saxons (while denying their hodgepodge of miscellaneous ancestry which gave them a gene pool which they could really take pride in). In America a P for Protestant and a W for White was added to the A and S for the adopted term Anglo-Saxon – which made for the acronym WASP. Originally, the term WASP was intended to be derogatory (by a man who would fit the later idealized concept of it). Nevertheless, since it was applied across the board to all those folks claiming Protestant, British ancestry – with the majority being no worse, nor any better than other grouping of Americans – yet with many so classified being in dominant economic and social positions – in time, being considered a WASP lost most of its disparaging aspects – and calling someone a WASP was to become somewhat of a compliment.

No doubt, the term WASP was so readily accepted, despite its original pejorative aspects, because it allowed the offshoots of America’s earlier immigrants from England to readily distinguish themselves from Irish Catholics – many of whom were physically indistinguishable from the progeny of preferred Protestant immigrants arriving from England, Ireland, Wales, Scotland or North Europe; it also served to accentuate their antagonism towards Catholics and Catholicism in general. Being Anglo-Saxon Protestant also stressed their differences with the members of each new group of arriving immigrants. [Which, over the course of time included folks from: Eastern and Southern Europe (Roman and Orthodox Catholics and Jews); Africa and the Near East (Negroes and Arabs who were Moslems, Animists and even Christians); the Americas (Amerinds and Latino Roman Catholics); Asia (Caucasians and Mongolians who were Buddhists, Hindus, Moslems, Shintoists, Confucians Sikhs, Jains, Parsis); plus any other folks you can think of.]  

Moreover, since it’s next to impossible for any South or East Europeans; Central or North Africans; North, South, East, West or Central Asians; North, South or Central Indian or Latin Americans; or Eskimos to be Anglo-Saxon, the addition of the term White is a complete redundancy – obviously  introduced as a means of stressing the difference between those preferred Americans and the lesser hyphenates.

And, so, in an effort to lead the way in conserving disk space, ink, paper and any number of trees, the author will be dropping the W in the term WASP, which will be replaced by the more appropriate acronym, ASP.  

Non-ASPs who persist in stressing the hyphenated aspect of their American nationality are merely reinforcing the claims of a bigoted few amongst the majority that makes themselves something less than a real American. Let’s just call ourselves Americans, and call it a day.

*


Jasen had been too young to be drafted, but since the army needed troops for occupation duty, and since the draftees were clamoring to be discharged, an enlistment for a year and a half was offered to seventeen year olds (with a parent’s consent). Old-man Greenhill realized that Jasen had the male need to be part of the war, even if only on occupation duty. On July 11, 1946, before the town notary, he signed the document allowing Jasen to be sworn in at the Burlington Army Induction Center.


With the help of Will Kruger, who had worked on the farm throughout the war, and a few of the returning vets, Jasen’s father kept the dairy farm going until Jasen’s term of enlistment was over.

*


Within a few years after Jasen’s discharge, not a drop of milk was shipped from the Greenhill farm. Jasen and his father: with the help of his GI loan, their knowledge of the dairy business and their friendship with other dairy farmers, offered a service that entailed the Greenhills’ using their cow barn to hold and feed old, no-longer-productive cattle (useful neither as studs nor as milk producers), and then trucking them to the next auction. There, they’d be sold for eventual consignment to the slaughter houses that handled what was considered a poor quality of beef.


Then, by the early 1960’s, with the deluge of gentlemen farmers from Boston and New York (who were busy buying up the neighboring dairy farms for pittances), the services offered by the Greenhills became less and less in demand. Nevertheless, even after his father’s death in 1958, Jasen continued the operation. He’d go out in his battered old truck, pick up a few decrepit beasts, and hold and feed them until he trucked them to the next auction. 

<>
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 Alice O’Murphy, nee Kruger
 
Alice had five children from her earlier marriage. The first child, Ricky, was born when she was sixteen: two months before his birth her German-Baptist father, Fred, dragged seventeen-year-old Danny O’Murphy, who put up no fight, to the parson. From that time on, in little-more than one year intervals, she gave birth to the rest of her brood.


It wasn’t that her husband, Danny, drank a lot (while claiming it was due to his Irish blood), it’s that he became a drunk. Moreover, as the years passed, he began going off on two and three day binges. Shortly after the birth of their youngest child, a daughter, Danny left on another of his binges. He returned three years later: unshaven and in need of a bath. He pleaded with Alice to take him back. Her memories of their youthful, lusty love-making, undisturbed by his disreputable appearance, turned her eyes misty, yet, despite the urge to embrace him once again, she refused to even consider it.


“You rotten son-of-a-bitch, you left me to take care of the kids all by myself, while you wallowed in the gutter with some clapped-up whore, and now you want me to take you back – just as if nothing happened?  You lousy fuck, get out of my life, and stay out of it.”


Danny made no protest when Alice, after first letting him bathe and change into some old but clean clothes that he’d left behind, led him to the local lawyer’s office, where arrangements for their divorce were made. Danny asked for nothing and he got nothing – except a bed for the night, ten dollars and a bus ticket back to the City. Alice got: her divorce; Danny’s quitclaim to parental rights and the lawyer’s bill. 

*


Danny, sitting slumped-over in his seat, as he waited in the bus depot, was the very picture of a beaten man. But, when the bus finally arrived, any passerby seeing his jaunty stride as he approached and climbed aboard it, would have thought otherwise. During his hour-long wait, he had managed to convince himself that his yesterday’s attempt to renew his marriage, and take on the responsibilities of both husband to Alice, and father to his five children, was sufficient to cleanse his conscience of any feelings of guilt for having deserted them over the past three years. It was Alice’s fault for refusing to forgive him, and the sneaky machinations of a shyster lawyer – and, of course, that impossible-to-control, damnable, Irish inclination to drink to excess, that prevented him from doing the right thing. He had tried – but everything and everyone worked against him.

*

[The overall attitude towards drinking is a telling characteristic of a people. It’s as revealing of a given group’s values as is its attitude towards the type of food eaten and who prepares it; or their mating ritual; the accumulation and spending of money and towards poverty; the status of women, children and minorities; towards death, in all its aspects; and the holding of fellow human beings in bondage. For all of that, even allowing for an individual’s being an obvious member of a group – which is believed to have certain identifiable traits that might tend to indicate the type of reflexive, social or antisocial attitudes he might have towards alcohol consumption, it reveals little or nothing about the unique workings of any given individual’s mind.

Nevertheless, when Americans with Irish ancestry, despite so often being verbally-witty and appearing to be happy-go-lucky charmers, go out of their way to confirm their Gaelic ancestry by drinking to excess, while claiming it’s in their blood – an awful lot of America’s youth with ancestors who came from the Emerald Isle seem condemned to a life as  alcoholics. 

*


By the time the bus pulled into the terminal on Forty-Second Street, the ten-hour, monotonous ride gave him much time to think. And his rationalizations couldn’t stand up – he began to see himself for what he was, a lonely, lost individual – with no place to go and no one to turn to. The church was out of the question – he was even more alienated from it than when a youth. Since then he had been married outside the church; allowed his children to be brought up as Baptists; gone about getting a divorce; and hadn’t been in a church in a dozen years – and, having no respect for priests, had no intention of going to confession – which was just as well, since it would have taken as long as that of Defoe’s Moll Flanders. Then, as he left the terminal he recalled there being a Blarney Stone on Eighth Avenue. This wonderful substitute for the church, with its non-judgmental father-confessor-cum-bartender, would far better suit his purposes. Danny crossed the street and walked the block uptown to reach his destination – and have a quick one.


A few hours later Danny O’Murphy, his long, unkempt reddish-brown hair hanging limply over his shoulders like an old, wet, dirty mop, and beaming with a broad alcohol-induced smile spread across his still-handsome, much freckled, unwashed face, swaggered out of the bar. First strutting, then walking more and more wobbly, he made his way east towards Times Square, along Forty-Second Street. Exactly why it happened would be impossible to determine – it could have been that his drink-induced cockiness appeared challenging to the sleazy characters that hung out all night along that main cross-town thoroughfare (this was before the over-sanitizing of it with the likes of Mickey Mouse), or that they realized he’d be an easy mark. It would also be impossible to determine who did it. It could have been the work of any one of the small-time pimps, drug dealers, pickpockets or muggers who loitered on the big street and in its doorways. Whether or not they needed a moralizing excuse (their resentment of what appeared to be his dissing attitude towards them) for what they did, might possibly be subject to conjecture – but it’s hardly pertinent. What is, however, is that after dragging him into a doorway and beating him up, they stripped him of his shoes,  took the little change he had in his pockets and left him sprawled out: bloodied and motionless. When he woke up at St. Vincent’s Hospital, he was informed by the cop who interviewed him that he was lucky to be alive.

*


Within the year after her divorce from Danny became final, Alice O’Murphy married Jasen Greenhill. He was proud of his early American heritage, albeit much of it was rooted in that indeterminate peasant stock that had fled Britain’s slums and impoverished hinterlands during the early 1800’s. (The anti-immigrant Know-Nothing movement in America, though primarily concerned with stemming the influx of Roman Catholics, Swedes and Germans during the 1840’s and on, had its roots in the resentment felt by the nation’s earliest waves of England’s émigrés towards the majority of Jasen Greenhill’s ancestors, and their ilk.) As is the wont of most immigrants in America, his ancestors worked hard, and were soon the owners of six hundred acres of good pasture land (the reason for their being resented), which, as the last of the Greenhills, he owned outright when Alice O’Murphy agreed to marry him; it was not his ancestral claims that had impressed her.


Though Alice still had her good looks, she realized that at twenty six (when her divorce finally came through) they’d soon begin to fade – and even if she remained physically attractive, few men would be willing to provide for the upkeep of her five always-active children – despite their all being physically-sound, mentally-alert and bright-eyed. So, being broke, with her five children, the youngest, Christina, the only girl, then only four years old, Alice’s decision to marry Jason Greenhill, despite his being eleven years older, was a no-brainer. It provided for the welfare of her children and the chance for her to follow through on her ambition to be a painter.

*


For the first few years after Alice married Jasen she insisted on being addressed as Mrs. Greenhill, but then, except when attempting to impress people, she used her former husband’s surname, claiming, as the mother of five children with that last name, it was the right thing to do. Many who knew her, however, thought it a sign of her independent nature, and was done to reaffirm her agreement with Jasen, whereby she was marrying him strictly for his money, and that that was the sole reason for her having consented to be his wife (that this smacked of a legalized form of prostitution didn’t seem to bother her at all, but then, what’s a girl to do?)

*


Not only did Alice, like so many ambitious women (usually with varying degrees of success),  have the need to unman her husband as a means of raising her concept of self,  but she felt impelled to control the lives of anyone she befriended. Those she couldn’t control were cut off completely, treated with great respect or politely but coolly kept at a distance. Alice couldn’t control her first husband, Danny, but she kept Jasen in line. This allowed her to have Jasen finance her continuing pursuit of a career as an artist, and, almost as an afterthought, the modest costs involved in the rearing of her children. And, every year or two Jasen would sell an acre of land to satisfy the demands of his (the old-man’s) darling. With the value of his property constantly rising, he had no real problem in paying for the ever-increasing costs involved in supporting Alice, her five children, and her involvement in the arts.  

<>
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 Jasen and Christina

For years after his marriage to Alice, on non-school days, when Jasen went to a cattle auction, as a favor to her, he’d take the kids with him. Whether it was out of boredom, or due to their feeling uncomfortable around Jasen (his not being their father, yet sleeping with their mother), as the boys grew older they stopped going. Not so with Christina, she liked being in his company; a shrink might attribute that to her competing with mommy for Jasen’s affection. If so, it was not a conscious effort. Christina liked being around Jasen well enough, but what kept her going was the excitement of the daytime auction and the thrill of sitting up front next to him as the old truck wound its way over and around the rolling hills of northern Vermont – besides, by going with Jasen she got away from the farm and her brothers. Jasen, on his part, enjoyed having Christina’s coming along. And, having her curl up next to him, when they returned late in the day, gave him that feeling of being needed, wanted and loved (much of which was lacking in his relationship with Alice). When by himself, which he felt was but a poor substitute, he’d take one of his dogs on the trip with him – which was small comfort compared to the company of a bright, naively-animated and spirited child. Christina, as well as Jasen, looked forward to their trips to the auction. 


At the auction grounds, there were always lots of people milling about. Before the auction started they’d stroll along, with Jasen protectively holding Christina by the hand as they ate ketchup-dowsed, greasy hamburgers on cold buns – followed by sodas and salted, soggy French fries served in cones rolled from old newspapers. 


Once seated in the stands that circled the arena: a dirt covered ring of about thirty feet in diameter, Christina could look down and watch the huge, old beasts – with their pelvic bones pressing against the hind quarters of their shiny, near-hairless hide – being led, one at a time, around the perimeter of the ring. As each animal passed in review, both man and beast were serenaded with the dirge-like droning of the auctioneer’s monotonous voice – as he chanted out indecipherable-to-the-uninitiated numbers in response to the silent, yet meaningful (at least to the auctioneer), discreet bidding by coveralled men with weather-beaten faces: the Yankee agents and representatives of meat-processing, canning and tanning firms. 


The old beasts had lost their usefulness. When younger, little was wasted: their milk and manure were amongst the most important factors leading to the civilizing of the Indo-European world. Now, they were to be slaughtered, and even dead, they’d continue to serve the needs of a meat-eating, leather-wearing and Jell-O-consuming somewhat-civilized world. 

*

Besides the low grades of steaks, roasts and such taken from the carcasses of those slaughtered old beasts (which pay best when sold fresh or frozen, along with their tongues, organ meats and oxtails are consumed, for the most part by the lower-middle-class folks residing in our modern, Westernized world. The far less desirable parts of the beasts are processed into salami, bologna, hamburgers, dog food, carcinogenic meat sticks and such. Even the yellowed fat of these dead old beasts is used when rendered into cooking oil, and bones are used to make a beef stock (or turned into gelatin, glue and fertilizer). Meanwhile, their skins are tanned, and when manufactured into shoes and belts, they’re made part of the wardrobe of virtually every well-dressed, Westernized man, woman and child. The past owner of one of America’s major meat packing firms (in these case pigs) claimed that he used every part of the hog but the squeal. One would imagine that those meat packers dealing in dead bovines could say they only discard the moo.

*


The last time Christina went to auction with Jasen, she asked him what happened to the old, worn-out and now useless animals when they were sold. Jasen told her in a matter-of-fact manner, and in detail, just what was done to them. Puzzled, she then asked him if that would also happen to their dogs when they got too old to be of any use. Jasen, taken by surprise, was visibly annoyed by her question, and snapped, “Don’t be foolish – of course not – only the Chinese could do such a despicable thing.” 

<>
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 Kathy Clark meets Ricky O’Murphy

Alice O’Murphy was ten years Kathy’s senior. For all her brashness, she was also a caring, warm person, albeit in an overbearing fashion. However, since she was flattered that Kathy (a prize winner and an artist who had actually shown in New York – in a non-co-op gallery at that) had accepted her offer to stay with her, Alice gave her lots of space. And, all went well until a year or so after Ricky, Alice’s oldest son’s appearance, voice and sexual appetite took on those of a virile man. 

*


The juices induced by Kathy’s sexual yearnings, those resulting from her separation from Johnny, had her indoctrinating Ricky into an emotion-laden, sexual encounter – one involving the disconcerting excitement contemporaneous with a male’s first such experience. In the past, Ricky, being a handsome youth, had the typical, satisfying-for-the-nonce, bam-bam-thank-you-ma’am sexual encounters: the sort that physically attractive boys were once limited to having with the local teenage nymphet. Those lusty encounters acted to satisfy the exhilarating animal instincts so uncontrollable in one’s youth: those lacking (barring those of a Romeo and Juliet nature) a deep emotional involvement. What those youthful trysts also did was confirm a boy’s machismo, and for a girl, prove her feminine allure. 


With the entrance of Kathy into Ricky’s life, a whole new aspect of sex came into play. There are still a lot of folks, especially amongst middle-America’s middle classes who consider sex as something dirty. And, Ricky, farm boy or not, had been one of those youths who never did fully accept the facts of life: to him, his mother was much too pure to have fucked. He had fucked the girl that half the boys in his class had fucked. Bad girls fucked, good girls didn’t. The combination of love and lust that he had for Kathy was disconcerting. Though raw sex was to become an intrinsic part of his relationship with Kathy, she, as a whole person, was to become the focal point of his life; the local “bad” girls he had been with in the past could no longer satisfy him. For Ricky – the body, the personality and the sex act were to become one. But, Kathy made no attempt to rationalize her emotions: and had no qualms in satisfying them – all she wanted to do was get fucked..

*


It had all started one afternoon, a year after her arrival at the farm, when Kathy entered her room and found Ricky there replacing a faulty light switch. She had mentioned the problem to Alice the previous day (although it’s doubtful that Alice thought Kathy would be present when her son was fixing it). Kathy had left her son, Claud, who was then almost four years old, playing outside in a fenced-off section of the backyard. She had nothing special to do and, what with everyone else at work or school, lingered in her room as Ricky went about reattaching the wall plate: a job he seemed in no hurry to complete. Kathy soon became well-aware of how her presence was affecting Ricky, and was not at all surprised, or displeased, that as he was finishing up he tried to make small talk with her – mentioning, amongst other such trite observations, that its being September, the cold was already setting in. 


Kathy had little need for cosmetics. Though, if she did resort to their use, being a good artist, one couldn’t tell. She did, however, on rare occasions apply a dab of a sophisticated French perfume (the remnants of a gift from her husband, Johnny) to enhance her allure. This was hardly necessary in Ricky’s case; just her nearness in a confined space was sufficient to arouse his manhood. Kathy sat down on her bed and motioned for him to sit beside her. She gave some thought to his age, he had just turned seventeen, but, being less than ten years his senior, she didn’t dwell on it. Within no time, all conversation ceased; her dress was up, his pants were down, and the beginning of a fulfilling-for-one and a maddening-for-the-other affair began. 


To satisfy his new-found love-lust for Kathy, every night, once all were thought asleep, Ricky would sneak into her room. At first Kathy found his attention comforting and satisfying. Then he began hanging around longer and longer after their trysts: insisting on remaining by her side till daybreak, and demanding more and more of her time. Kathy was to have this problem with every male she bedded; they were always making demands for more of her time and for signs of her affection; the rapturous time spent with her body was never enough for them. The result was that Kathy, after using a male to satisfy her needs, destroyed him, albeit, inadvertently (unlike the lady praying mantis’ deliberate consumption of her mate after similar usage).


Eventually, though not soon enough for Kathy, their affair ended. Ricky was seen leaving her room at five in the morning. The discovery of her dalliance with Alice’s son appeared devastating to her good name – though, the discovery of an illicit affair by a male artist doesn’t appear to damage his reputation – and often enhances it. The application of a double-standard to her sexual doings, notwithstanding, the results of its discovery had its silver lining for Kathy – it freed her from what had become a tiresome and time consuming affair with a vacuous stud of a country boy. And, it also forced her to get out on her own and stop accepting the charity of the overbearing and fast-becoming unbearably-competitive Alice O’Murphy.

*

[Giving the sales personnel of a gallery handling the estate of a male artist the means of adding a titillating interest to their sales pitch, by dint of its having the opportunity to convert a minor sexual dalliance into some kind of a monumental sordid affair – does act to give a panache to the body of work by the deceased: who, more often than not, led a drab and uneventful life. All of which does promote an interest in a male artist’s oeuvres and, of course, increases their price. Nevertheless, this rarely applies to a female artist, who must, even when at rest in her coffin, be considered as pure as a Miss America contestant is touted to be.]  

*


Alice let Kathy know that she was no longer welcome at the farmhouse. Alice had no need to fabricate a moralizing rationale for asking Kathy to leave; she had four younger children, and, once the nighttime doings between her guest and her oldest son became known, she felt she really had no other option. Nevertheless, by her having made the affair into a personal vendetta, and telling all and sundry about it, while claiming to be so hurt by it all, certainly placed the incident in a different light. The lady did protest too much (after all, Alice was well-aware that Ricky had been sexually active for nearly a year before his involvement with Kathy).


Alice was not known to be a prude, and surely she had at least a suspicion, all along, of what might be going on between them. Ricky’s attraction to the still-nubile-looking Kathy was never hidden – though, after the fact, many, siding with Alice, claimed to have thought it just a case of puppy-love.


When Ricky was in the process of maturing, his resemblance to his father, Danny, became so strong that emotions began to stir in Alice that had long been dead. And, even before the uncovering of his affair with Kathy, Alice had been annoyed by Ricky's obvious adoration of Kathy, which he had unabashedly displayed. And, now, Alice not only resented her for being prettier, younger, and a better artist than she was – but Kathy was also the object of Ricky’s ardor. Perhaps Alice’s attitude towards the affair was that of a protective parent, on the other hand her true emotions might very well give credence (in this era of sexual equality) to the existence of a "Jocasta" complex. Why not?

<>
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Nainsink and the Motor Trip From Vermont

After studying in the Big City, many gonna-be-great artists, once they realized they wouldn’t make it in New York, left to become welcomed into the artistic and intellectual circles of their home towns. And Alice O’Murphy was no different. She returned to Mable’s Valley. There, in time, with the authenticating of her artist’s credentials as a result of her having been schooled in what was touted as the art capital of the world, she opened an art gallery cum art school – the only one in town. 


Alice O’Murphy was a very competent and innovative artist; she was totally involved in art. Being in the company of dedicated artists, which, for her (as well as for most artists), was essential, if she were to live the life of an artist. But it was difficult, at best, to do so in Mable’s Valley. To satisfy that need, Alice O’Murphy, besides offering an art class and operating a gallery, ran a very small summer-time art colony. Once-a-year she invited half a dozen working artists to spend three weeks at the Greenhill farm (at a minimal cost to them – equal only to her additional out-of-pocket expenses for food and liquor). 

*


When, in mid-August, the three weeks were up, she arranged with one of the artists, Allison Swift, who was driving back to New Jersey, to have her drop Nance off at his studio in Manhattan; it was a long trip, and he could take a turn at the wheel and share in the costs. Nance welcomed the arrangement – he had taken the Montrealer up – and it had taken an eternity (this was in 1980, and there had been heavy rains throughout the Northeast, and the tracks were washed out at points both south and north of Penn station). Moreover, he had accumulated quite a few paintings over the course of those three weeks, and taking them back to the City by train would have been a problem.


After loading their gear and artwork into the station wagon, promising to return the next year and saying their good-byes – with Allison Swift behind the wheel, they pulled out of the driveway of the Greenhill farm. The drive down to the City, allowing for breaks to eat lunch, have coffee and such, was a day-long trip that allowed them much time to talk.

. 


There had been several artists staying at the colony. And, although there were many group bull-sessions, there had been little time for the artists to relate to one another. For the most part, they were involved in their painting – when much was accomplished. The result was that with the exception of an occasional exchange of niceties about the weather, the food and the scenery, prior to this, Allison Swift and Nance had not spoken to each other on a one-to-one basis. 


During the first hour or so of the trip, they rehashed the goings on at the Greenhill farm. After which, Allison Swift went on about the many problems she had as both an artist, and as a mother and wife. 


Artists tend to involve themselves, full-time, in the creative aspects of their work; this often results in the artists’ children, and often their spouses, feeling left out – and usually for good cause (though most art produced will never come close to being considered great – even gauche attempts at producing great art require the total involvement and decision-making of an isolated mind). And, so, after briefly describing her daughter as a bright-eyed and attractive twelve-year-old who was healthy, intelligent and personable, Allison spoke of the problems associated with her being an artist – with an emphasis on those issues peculiar to a working artist – one living in one of the less-sophisticated, rural communities that proliferate on the periphery of  major metropolitan areas. 

*

For all the touting of New York as having the world’s most-renowned art scene, what with so much art being exhibited, viewed, talked and written about, there’s very little quality art that finds a buyer – with the obvious exceptions being the works of universally-accepted major artists. Even the excellent, though academic, renderings of cliché-like seascapes and landscapes, still-lifes, portraits, and street and bar scenes, find few buyers amongst their usual supporters: the unsophisticated, nouveaux- upper-income middle class – and few of them are willing to spend more than a few hundred dollars for a painting – although they think nothing of spending many times that for the frame. Moreover, one need no longer come into the City to buy one of those cheap, imported, mass-produced, original, acrylic “oil” paintings on display in an I-can-get-it-for-you-wholesale, furniture showroom. Exhibitions for the sale of such fine art – in colors, sizes and subject matter – suitable to satisfy the needs of the most-discriminating, suburbanite homeowner, are held in motels located throughout the outer-burgs of most major cities – sponsored by the usual suspects: the make-a-buck-any-way-you-can art hustlers – though in this case, the gentlemen are not suave enough to con the Madison Avenue gallery-going crowd. (In keeping up with the times, the same stuff is offered on the web – and advertised as fine art on WNYC.)
*


Allison Swift painted New Jersey landscapes, and had an agent with contacts at banks and other staid businesses desiring to show their support for the arts – providing: the paintings were by New Jersey artists; were traditional in subject and technique, were well-framed and didn’t cost too much; and that absolutely nothing about them could possibly offend the sensibilities of anyone – in any conceivable manner.  Allison Swift produced that sort of work (for income), while attempting, at times, to use her skills to dig deeper. She worked out of her studio, which was in her home. Her husband had had a four hundred square foot extension built off the kitchen; it had its own sink and lavatory, and a skylight that faced north (for still-lifes and an occasional portrait). It had access to the street by way of their back garden.


She told Nance, that when working, she’d lock the door to the kitchen – and, unless due to an emergency, that she had forbid her husband and daughter to enter her studio from the street side – which was otherwise open to the public. Despite all this, Allison Swift felt frustrated. She wasn’t free – which was why, once a year, after dropping her daughter off at camp, she’d take off, free of all family responsibility, for her three week stint of painting in Vermont. When her husband called her, which he did every evening, she always seemed annoyed – as if she thought he was checking up on her, rather than that he missed her.

*


After they’d been on the road for a while, the small talk petered out. When they stopped for gas, Nance took the wheel. They said nothing for the next few minutes, as Nance familiarized himself with the special features of the car. (He had been renting cars ever since he sold his, back in the early sixties: when the time and effort in parking a car in Manhattan began to far surpass the advantages of ownership.) 


Allison Swift sat looking out the side window – saying nothing. When she was driving, their talk was what one might consider chatter – but, once sitting as a passenger, she allowed her mind to wander. Then, out of nowhere, she began to speak in detail about her relations with her husband – but not about those involving the goings on in their bedroom. Although, who can tell where the problems in a marriage originate. 


She paused for a few minutes: clearly concentrating on the passing countryside. Suddenly, she turned towards Nance and blurted out: “I no longer understand my husband. We’ve been married for close to fifteen years – and now, for no apparent reason he’s started talking about his being a Jew.” Then, abruptly, she turned back to watch the countryside as it rushed by the side window.


After the lapse of a few minutes, Allison Swift again turned to face Nance (who, except for an occasional glance to his right, continued to look straight ahead) and, as if there’d been no pause, she went on: “I was baptized a Methodist – but my family wasn’t very religious. By the time I went to college I lost whatever belief in the existence of God or the goodness of religion that I may have had. He, She or It was not alive and well and living in Mexico City. God was not only dead, but for me had ceased to exist.”


Here Nance interjected, “I never had that problem, I was never indoctrinated into the Mickey Mouse of any religion – I’ve always considered myself a devout Atheist. For me, God could never cease to exist, because he never did.”

*


Allison Swift went on as if he’d said nothing: “I was in college when I met my husband, Richard; I don’t know if I mentioned his name before: he got it when most parents – no matter what their ethnic background – still give their kids names that seemed very American. I was an art history major, and we were required to take a basic biology class. It was while preparing a slide – after I had peeled the skin off a damned onion, I rubbed my eyes – and it was then that Richard, who was a lab assistant, handed me a water-soaked paper towel. I placed it over my eyes; it soon eased the irritation – and I thanked him profusely. I think we were both aware of each other even before that, but this broke the ice, and we began dating. ”  


After pausing for a moment to make sure Nance, whose eyes were on the road (a secondary one that seemed to run through every town in western New England), was listening, she went on: “I guess it was a case of opposites attracting each other. Being blond, pale, trim and blue-eyed, I was attracted to the dark-haired, brown-eyed lab assistant – he was going for a masters in biology. Though he appeared physically strong, he came through as being mild-mannered, polite and sensitive – as well as vulnerable – a trait I found appealing – I guess it brought out my mothering instinct.” She stopped for a moment, before, somewhat embarrassed, saying, “I think I also felt that I was an independent new-woman – which meant, although I had all the normal urges that women have always had, I wanted to feel that whatever I did with a man, was of my own volition.”


Nance laughed (more of a chuckle than a roar) as an indication that he was following her. Allison Swift, though obviously wanting him as an audience, pointedly ignored his interruption before continuing: “I guess I’ve always had the feeling that he’d be a good provider –– I wonder if that was because I was aware of his Jewish background and that they were thought to be conscientious providers.” She, after pausing and shrugging her shoulders, then added, “Whatever – the fact is that I fell in love with him. I don’t think his having Jewish ancestry ever affected my feelings about him one way or another – at least consciously. When he asked me to marry him I agreed – immediately. There was no question that my family would have preferred I marry someone from our community, but the fact that he wasn’t a Christian never arose – at least in my presence.”


Suddenly, with the look of one witnessing an epiphany, she paused, before going on: “I guess Richard’s recent talking about his being a Jew shouldn’t have caught me completely by surprise. Although his parents were polite enough, and even kind to me, his mother (who was not particularly ethnic-looking) did take me aside and tell me that, although they would have preferred to have their son marry a nice Jewish girl, they accepted their son’s decision, and welcomed her to their home – but, in retrospect, I seem to recall her stressing: ‘as our son’s wife’.” 

<>
14 - b

Nainsink and the Motor Trip From Vermont

The conversation then reverted to one of small talk. It ranged from that of the problems of parenting: the cost of an education, childhood diseases, summer camps, getting children to eat the good stuff, and finally the sports they engaged in. It was then, while slowly nodding her head, that Allison Swift said, “You, know, I think that’s when it really all started.”


Nance, a little puzzled, glanced to his right, asking, “Did I miss something? That’s when what started?” 


“Oh, I’m sorry,” she said. “I was trying to figure out when the change came over Richard – and I now see that it was because of sports, a baseball game, that the questioning of what made a Jew first came up. It was nothing major, but I recall that at the time it was all very confusing. When we first met, neither his religion, nor mine was ever an issue. It’s all a little hazy for me now, all this having happened so long ago. I was only twenty – he was ten years my senior – and I was what might have been considered a rebel – of sorts – at least for that time. We kept company for a few years before we decided to get married. It was only when marriage came up that his having been born into a Jewish family, and I a Christian one, that religion was even mentioned – and that had to do with the ethnicity of our families – it had nothing to do with religious practice or beliefs: we both claimed to be Atheists – and it was definitely nothing racial.”

*

As W.W.II progressed, a watered-down knowledge of Germany’s depraved actions began seeping out of Europe. And, as a result, the majority of New York’s large population of middle-class, ethnic Germano-Slavic Jews (most of whom were immigrants or the children of immigrants from East and Central Europe), in an effort to determine why it was happening, began to question the basic concept of their Jewishness, and in doing so, began to take a good hard look at themselves. This led to their asking the questions: What made a person a Jew? And: What made Jews different from their fellow Europeans who had ancestors who were Christian? And, then, during, and immediately after W.W.II, the effect of so many Jews’ having been instilled-from-childhood with a belief in their being chosen of God, along with the stress on their obtaining the material goodies of life, without concern for how their actions might affect others, was being debated – both amongst themselves and openly (the publication of What Makes Sammy Run – for example). They were also questioning their using anti-Jewish attitudes (so often displayed by Christians) as an excuse for their own shortcomings.

Perhaps in an effort to make light of the human side of the failings of their own people, those more-sophisticated individuals who considered themselves Jews (this was before most Europeans and Americans, those who claim to be followers of one or the other Judeo-Christian religion, including Judaism, accepted Hitler’s definition for a Jew), and who felt at ease around non-Jews, told jokes, no doubt originating in the Borscht Belt by stand-up comics using Lower Eastside Jewish accents, that poked fun of the foibles exhibited by the less-worldly folks they felt they were being lumped up with. 

*


Stutterer: “I.. I.. I tra.. tra.. tried out fa.. fa.. for a.. a..
 

     ja.. job a.. a.. as a.. a.. an   a.. a.. announcer 


    i.. i.. in Ba.. Ba.. Baltimore, b.. but th.. they 


    wa.. wa.. wouldn’t ha.. ha.. hire ma.. me -- 


    the a. .a.. anti-Sa.. Sa.. Semitic ba.. ba
.. 
                 bastards.”

*


First man : “If I were as rich as Rockefeller, I’d be richer!”


Second man: “If you’re as rich as Rockefeller, how can you be richer?”


First man: “I’d do a little teaching on the side.”

*

This kind of questioning continued, to some degree, until Israel’s defeat of the Arabs in 1967 –when, in the course of the next decade, it all but disappeared. But,. as late as 1959, at a day camp for very young children located adjacent to a small summer resort in Western Massachusetts, where all the children were presumed to be Jewish, the camp’s very-American, ethnic Jewish counselor taught the kids a sing-song ditty spoofing the unjustified stereotype of the ethnic Jew as an arsonist intent on making money from his insurance policy. It was sung using an accent and cadence associated with New York’s Lower Eastside that went:



“Abie had a candy store, it wasn’t making money.


 
  He went up to his wife and asked her what to do.


 
  And this is what she said: 

           

‘Take a bissel kerosene,  



  Pour it on the floor,



  Take a match,



  Give a scratch,



  No more candy store,"
*


“But,” Allison Swift continued: “I now realize that his beginning to question himself about what being a Jew was all about, had to do with sports. Although we lived in New Jersey, since Richard, who was brought up in Brooklyn, was a Dodger fan, I soon became one – possibly even more of an avid one than he. We felt betrayed by their move to Los Angeles, but since there were so many players on the team with whom we were familiar, we continued to root for them – despite their having left Brooklyn. It was when the Dodgers won the National League pennant – I think it was for the first game of the World Series – when their ace pitcher refused to pitch. The papers said he couldn’t play because the game fell on a major Jewish holiday.” 


“Yes,” Nance added, “I remember, a lot of Dodger fans felt let down. And many of those fans were ethnic Jews who, perhaps because few were religious, were a little bothered by his decision not to pitch – I’m pretty sure the pitcher’s name was Sandy Koufax. 


“Despite the lingering signs of covert, as well as overt, anti-Semitism: the kind that’s found amongst overly-ambitious losers, many ethnic Jews, those whom most non-Jews came across, were in the process of blending in with mainstream Americans. I think, from what you’ve said, your husband, Richard, may have been one of them. And, the thing about Sandy Koufax’s not pitching on a Jewish holiday – was a major setback for them.”


“I hadn’t thought about it from that point.” She then paused before adding, “Though I think that’s probably true – I don’t for a minute believe that he had been making a calculated effort to be just another American. I think that when I first met him, he really believed he was just that. There may have been earlier inputs that I don’t recall, but looking back, the baseball thing was the first time the question of his being a Jew came up. Richard seemed in a bind, being a Dodger fan, he felt let down. Yet, he, nor anyone whom we knew, for that matter, denied the pitcher’s right not to pitch. But, in looking back, I seem to recall his having said that he hadn’t heard anyone say anything about the pitcher that was anti-Jewish. At the time anti-Semitism was decried as a bigoted attitude, and not only by the more-liberal and better-educated kind of people that we knew. But, still, I now recall Richard’s saying that he thought it a self-segregating act that drove a wedge between everyday Americans and Americans with Jewish ancestry. It made for a distinction that he felt didn’t exist – one he resented as being Jewish-based bigotry.”


Nance, slightly puzzled, interrupted, “I can understand that. But, is that the only reason to believe that that’s when he began thinking of himself as a Jew?”


“Yes – as far as I could tell. None of the people we normally came across acted as if Judaism had anything to do with race – and if Richard was ethnic anything, he was an ethnic American – period. That was the first time that the religious aspect of his background was ever mentioned – at least between us.” Pausing for a minute, apparently in deep thought, she added, “Then, of course, there was the Israeli war with the Arabs; I think it was in the late sixties. I remember his saying some rotten things about Arabs” 

*
[A typical joke bandied about in New York around the time of the Israeli’s successful war in 1967, possibly part of a concerted effort by the Israelis or their supporters to denigrate the Palestinians, was told to a mixed crowd of artist-types by a claiming-to-be-liberal, brought-up-in-the-South, non-ethnic American Jew, which went as follows: “A heavily armed man looking for the occupants of a downed airplane, stumbled upon a small village where cannibalism was practiced. There were three huge pots boiling away; the man was offered meat from the different pots. The price of a pound from the first one, which was said to be made from an African, was one yard of cloth, of the second, which was said to be made from a Frenchman, at a cost, due to its rarity, of two yards of cloth, and of the third, which was said to be made from an Arab, at the cost of ten yards of cloth. The man was quite surprised, and he asked the vendor why the price of the Arab was so high – to which the vendor replied: ‘Did you ever try cleaning an Arab?’ There were some amongst those present who had recalled that, in the past, Jews had been the brunt of that same “joke”.]

*

When she paused, Nance said nothing, so Allison Swift went on: “It was very unlike Richard – he had been a truly liberal man – priding himself in treating and thinking of all people as individuals. In principle, we had always been against war. And, I recall, that at the time I was a little annoyed by his attitude – both he and I had been very outspoken in our opposition to America’s involvement in Vietnam – especially after Johnson refused to withdraw our troops – this was after the American people voted for him because he had said he’d do just that – yet, Richard seemed to take pride in the Israelis’ winning the war against the Arabs – which, in looking back, I guess was excusable: the Arabs were being portrayed as the aggressors, and the Israelis as David-like underdogs – which, maybe they were.”. 


Nance, perhaps to show off (his being a bit of a history buff), broke in with: “That was in 1967. Everyone felt that Israel was, of course, well within her rights, as a defense measure, to attack those nations who were massing to attack her – but most folks, including many Jews whom I knew, said that they believed the Israelis had no right to hold onto Arab lands. This caused many people (and not just those who were known to be anti-Jewish) to conclude that the Israelis may very-well have deliberately enticed the Arab nations into attacking them – by making them believe that they could win a war against them – as a means of rationalizing their appropriating Arab lands. And, that’s not that farfetched; a century earlier, Bismarck enticed Austria into a war – one that he knew Prussia would win – in order to rationalize their military domination of Austria. And, I’ve heard many folks, none of whom could be considered anti-Jewish, who believed that the conflict between the Arabs and Israel’s European Jews could have ended then and there – providing the Israelis had returned to their pre-war borders – and said:  ‘Please, just leave us alone. We only want to live in peace.’” 


“Yes,“ she said. “I seem to recall Richard’s saying something like that at the time. But, I’m still bothered by the recent change in his attitude – that of his starting to believe he’s a Jew – even though he doesn’t know a damn thing about either their history or religion. It seems that he, as well as an awful lot of men, and women, have accepted Adolf Hitler’s definition of who is, and who isn’t a Jew.”

*
[The determining of just what causes a given effect (which came first, the chicken or the egg) is obviously a subjective activity: one that more often than not results in a self-serving conclusion: one that’s based on a biased selection of ego-building inputs. When that’s not the case, those conclusions reached as a result of a completely-objective and altruistic desire to ascertain the truth, are limited by the scope of that person’s knowledge, and willingness to consider facts used to validate a contradictory point of view.

[Had Nance, at the time of his trip with Allison Swift, been exposed to the happenings described in the following tale: Tribeca -- With Larry and Helen, he would most-assuredly have asked her to consider the possibility that her husband, Richard, was reacting to the same kind of bigoted nonsense exhibited by the story’s greed-rationalizing protagonist, Helen.]

 Tribeca -- With Larry and Helen


Tribeca: a horrible real-estate-created name for the old produce market section of Manhattan – is an area with the rough shape of a triangle; it’s located below Canal Street. They obviously chose below rather than south of Canal Street in order to avoid having the area called Trisoca, which sounds much too indicative of the real-estate interests’ probable intent – which was to try and soak a prospective resident – which they succeeded in doing.


It should be noted that the apparently much-disturbed mayor who administered a Mussolini-like rule over the City – down to making the trains run – on time and otherwise – had no part in gentrifying Tribeca; he is hereby absolved from any responsibility for destroying the quality of life of those former residents of that once art-oriented bohemian section of the City. However, he shares the blame with his fellow reactionary upstate legislators for screwing the rest of the City’s less than wealthy middle-class: those residents of Manhattan and the outer boroughs. [It’s been ascertained by the state legislator, since only those with incomes of one hundred and seventy-five thousand dollars a year can afford to pay the outrageous rents demanded by the greed-motivated New York real-estate industry, that everyone else can say goodbye to any chance of living in Disney Land-on-the-Hudson.]  


For the most part, it was the booming national economy; the skyrocketing prices on the stock market; the presence of the United Nations; the upgrading of Times Square; the low wages paid to the influx of Blacks, Puerto Ricans and mostly-non-Euro-Caucasian immigrants, that were the elements most responsible for revitalizing the City – all of which occurred or was in a much-advanced stage, long before the coronation of the former district attorney  (who has never forgotten he was one). The only contributing factor to New York’s booming economy that the gentleman residing in City Hall could reasonably lay claim to, is that he voiced support for the Republican Party’s resistance to an increase in the minimum wage: which kept the profits of Wall Street investors up – as the rich got richer and  the poor got poorer.  (Since the late 1960’s, the minimum wage lost a third of its buying power – while the number of millionaires increased exponentially.) 


Obviously, there was nothing intrinsically wrong with the City’s being revitalized – despite the manner in which it was accomplished – which caused the City to lose much of its livable qualities. It’s just that few, if any, of those folks benefiting from it, had any motivation other than the making of more and more money – no matter what the cost in the quality of life for the middle- and lower-income residents of the City. One of the last not-entirely-initiated-by-greed improvements that comes to mind was the refurbishing of the statuary outside Grand Central Station (thanks to efforts by Jackie O.).  And,  whatever the shortcomings of the Rockefellers, in the past they gave back at least as much to New Yorkers as they received. On the other hand, unlike Trump, and those other real-estate folks who used his greed-motivated maneuvers (because of his being considered a real-American type) to rationalize their own avaricious doings, the Rockefellers, whether calculated or not, displayed a touch of class – along with that of a sense of civic responsibility – if not pride. 

*


It was shortly after the corner bar in Tribeca opened that it became “in”. The reason: during the fall of 1980 a young woman, said to be British and an artist, was murdered by two young Black kids when she and her female companion were en route to the bar;  not being racist, they thought of the kids as just kids and, while ignoring their threats, refused to give them their money. The publicity had a dual effect; it was good (for all, of course, but the deceased young lady and her family), in that it kept the timid folks from the hinterlands away from the “cruel and dangerous” city; it was bad, however, in that every weekend, when parking was readily available, the tunnel and bridge crowd arrived in droves – in an effort to bathe in the notoriety caused by the senseless murder of an innocent foreigner by two of societies adolescent outcasts. 


Tribeca’s once-vacant warehouses (during the 1960’s the produce market relocated to Hunts Point in the Bronx) were occupied by artists and wannabes. They, virtually all of whom were White, had been encouraged to rent and in some cases, if they had the money, to buy huge lofts at reasonable prices. On its western outskirts were several government-sponsored, middle-income apartment buildings that were tenanted by the usual mix of an in-the-know, money-conscious middle class and the usual friends of friends – plus a few politically-connected “minorities” (nevertheless, with but a very few exceptions, virtually all the occupants of all the buildings were White). 

*


The bar on the corner opened at four – that’s when the artist-types arrived. Few, if any, earned their living as artists; most of the men worked as construction workers converting warehouse-loft-spaces into living quarters for the Park Avenue wanna-live-like-artists crowd; the women worked in offices, bars and restaurants. Within an hour or two, the folks from the government agencies, law school and low-rent-paying businesses (all located within walking distance of the corner bar) arrived; soon, they were joined by the area’s not-claiming-to-be-an-artist residents. That’s when the bar took on its special, pre-AIDS-awareness, free-spirit, primarily-straight, late-afternoon artsy atmosphere.  

*


Larry was one of the men who came in every afternoon. He called himself an artist – because he made some interesting doodads from molten glass. Larry was forty at the time (that was in 1980). He was a ne’er-do-well whose family kept him on the payroll, and gave him the ten thousand dollars it cost to buy his loft – with the proviso that he stay away from the family’s glassware-manufacturing plant. Larry, like many of the men who frequented the bar, was of an age when, if he hadn’t been in college trying to obtain an M.F.A. degree (in pottery making), could have been drafted. It wasn’t only Bush’s children, Clinton and Quayle who successfully avoided serving in Vietnam.


Larry had been married and divorced – his ex-wife having obtained sole custody of their only child, a girl. As the years passed, Larry continued to smoke pot, sniff coke and drink to excess. Nevertheless, he, with but very rare exceptions, always appeared in complete control of his faculties: both physical and emotional. Everything he did appeared calculated to give himself the persona of a rough and tough individualist. Before ending up at the corner bar, he’d frequent one in SoHo that may or may not have been a Mafia money-laundering outlet. It had a pool table. In that bar, after ordering a double shot of ouzu, he’d heft the cue stick, and thrust it with much force towards the waiting white ball, all the while, with a cigarette dangling from his lower lip, maintaining a macho-like pose. Larry was intelligent, six-feet tall, had only a trace of a New York accent, and was always well-groomed. He wore a full beard that barely covered the remains of his acne-ravaged face; out West, one came across lots of real, wiry cowboy types who, very much like Larry, appeared handsome in a rugged sort of way. But, for Larry, it was all a put on. He was really a soft-hearted, caring (if sometimes thoughtless) human being.

*


As Tribeca became more and more Yuppified, cheap living space became a thing of the past. By the late 1980’s, any bachelor with a studio was sure to be the target of a wanting-to-live-in-the-City hustling woman. Larry was the man selected by Helen, a scheming, very ambitious, not overly intelligent, nor overly Nordic-looking, ethnic Swede. Helen, when but twenty, had come to the City from a small town in Minnesota. Within a year after her arrival she married a man ten years her senior: a middle-management executive in the publishing industry. But it ended in divorce – with each blaming the other for her being childless. In the settlement, she gained possession of their rent-stabilized apartment in Queens, plus a one-time cash payment.


Perhaps it was Helen’s inability to have children that brought a major change in her personality (on condition they’d tell no one, she told anyone who’d listen, that she was barren). However, even before Helen’s divorce, and before she became a lush, when she’d  stop by the bar after work, usually accompanied by her one friend, an intelligent and decent young woman, something unpleasant, yet undefinable about her makeup, became apparent. It wasn’t anything physical that turned one off: Helen’s complexion was clear (not yet the puffed-up, ruddy one of a wino that she was to acquire), her features were quite regular (although her nose was a little too small and her mouth had something awkward about it – resembling, ever-so-slightly, that of the dysfunctional owner of Garfield, the cat. There was something insincere about her that reminded one of an insurance salesman: her openness seemed contrived – as if intended to convince everyone just how vulnerable she was as a result of her being so very honest. 


Whether Helen’s personality changed as a result of her divorce and her subsequent bouts with alcoholism, or whether the seed was always there, would be hard to say. Her face, one that once seemed (albeit, somewhat feigned) that of a person with integrity, acquired that of a sly, cunning and not overly bright person: one attempting to impress others with a show of an all-knowing, perceptive depth. It was then that Helen decided to focus her attention on Larry. Larry, though apparently oblivious to her intentions, took to avoiding her – but she persisted. Her stick- to-it-ive-ness paid off, and after months of being brushed off, her stalking attempts at ingratiating herself to him proved a success. Late one evening, when slightly woozy, and perhaps a little horny, he accepted her offer to accompany him to his studio. As time passed, she began staying overnight, on a fairly regular basis.


*


Now, Helen, and her involvement with Larry (being so commonplace) would hardly warrant comment, if not for her befriending a disturbed son of an immigrant from the South Asian subcontinent. He was a horoscope-casting fortuneteller who visited run-of-the-mill bars, restaurants and cabarets throughout the City in an attempt to convince them of his ability to give character to their establishments – should they allow him to practice his trade there. No doubt he realized that the same crew who pay to be told of their future by Gypsy fortunetellers and sexy-looking blond, taro card readers or who introduce themselves by: “Hi, I’m a Virgo. What’s your sign?” also frequent those establishments. 

*
 
Helen, with her mid-West knowledge of the big world, had assumed that Larry, who was raised in Maine, had blue eyes and didn’t have kinky hair, or a hook nose and blubber lips or a Fagin-like accent, was a good Christian. After being with him for some years, Helen decided that she, being a good ethnic American Christian (that’s one who never goes to church, doesn’t have the guts to admit to being an Atheist – but isn’t a Jew), was servicing the sexual needs of an ethnic American Jew (that’s one who never goes to temple, doesn’t have the guts to say he’s an Atheist – but isn’t a Christian). She felt betrayed, because, she told herself, she’d never have thrown herself at him if she had known he wasn’t a good Christian boy. The fact she had always been aware that his family had an ethnic Jewish background, and years had elapsed since she first Lewinskied Larry in his studio, did cause many to feel that the anti-Semitism (which seems to surface, at one time or another, in every loser) that cropped up in Helen was due to Larry’s telling her that he had no intention of marrying again – while inferring that if he did, it wouldn’t be with her. This was, of course a major insult to her – after all, she told herself, she had been willing to marry him, despite his being a Jew. Pride being what it is, instead of accepting the fact that Larry was just a loner who, though a social animal, still wanted to be free and independent – she chalked everything up to his being a despicable Jew.

*


Due to the artist-in-residence laws, many non-artists would smear some paint on a canvas in their studios, sign it, and hang it on a wall in their studio – as legal proof of their status as artists in residence. One of them, Sol, an avowed communist (albeit, hypocritically, as is so often the case), also frequented the corner bar. Nainsink had written a short story intended for an art- related readership, in which one of the characters, Al Lizarin, was described as a: cold and calculating red capable of turning blues into purple passages. Being one of those ignorant folks who have been raised to believe he knows everything, Sol interpreted the description as being an attack on communists. (For painters, alizarin is a cold red color that is commonly blended with a white and any blue pigment to make a purple or lavender.)  This fellow, Sol, when his girl friend, an artist with an ethnic Irish-American, New England background, let him know that the name Al Lizarin was merely a play on words – with an artistic, rather than a political intent, felt stupid. 


Sol, not a particularly bright man, but with an agile mind, couldn’t accept the fact that an Indian male could be smarter than he (despite his claims of being an Atheist, he couldn’t shake off the instilled-in-his-youth belief that he was one of the chosen – which made him smarter than all women and all other men). So, when the Indian fortuneteller arrived at the corner bar and sat on a stool at the other side of Helen, he suggested that she ask the fortuneteller to determine whether Nance’s (Nainsink’s) father was really Indian – inferring that only a Jew could be as smart or smarter than he. Thereupon, Helen told the fortuneteller that they didn’t believe that Nance’s father was really an Indian.


Helen, having a much deserved inferiority complex, found being in the company of Jews very uplifting, and like many losers amongst other over-ambitious near-WASPs, as well as many Jews, she thought all Jews were of a lower order of people. As such, it would be normal for one to claim a more preferential ancestry (much as those American Negroes who claimed Amerind or presidential ancestry and European bastards who routinely claimed distinction as having been sired by royalty in an attempt at being above their fellow peasants and so on). Sol, who became a communist so as to sever his ties with Judaism – thought anyone without brains who wasn’t a communist, and who said he was an Atheist, must be a Jew. 

*

[Sol had wanted out of his contract with his God: a contract that would have given him the rights of the chosen, but would also have had him suffer at His hands should he trespass against His laws – which might serve to give some insight into the roots of Christianity. The born-into-Judaism, Jesus, according to gospel, believing he had been doing God’s work, was said to ask His God, when on the cross: “Why me?” To which, the conclusion early Christians came up with was that Jesus, being without sin, was chosen by God to die for the sins of others.]  

*


When Nance arrived at the corner bar, an hour or so later, and after placing his belongings at a table and going up to the bar for a drink, Helen called across the bar, saying that there was someone from India who would like to meet him. Nance said fine, and the fortuneteller joined him at the table. Within a few minutes, the fortuneteller, who appeared slightly deranged, started ranting about the owners of some of the restaurants, clubs and bars he had visited. When some of what he said turned unfairly anti-Jewish, Nance told him he thought Indians should be amongst the last to voice such nonsense. However, as he continued, Nance told him he’d much rather be a Jew than a bigoted Indian – and terminated the conversation. The fortuneteller returned to the bar advising Helen and Sol that they were right: Nance’s father was not an Indian but instead, was a Jew.  

*


After the passage of a few years, Larry’s lifestyle began to catch up with him. It was his legal doings that were to destroy his health: heavy drinking and chain-smoking – and not the illegal use of coke or pot. It was said that it was either emphysema or lung cancer that did him in. But, others, while acknowledging his deteriorating health, said he had lost the will to live. 


It was while Larry, though sober, was in a semi-delirious stage, which was just days before his death, that Helen convinced Larry to leave the studio to her. Helen wrote up a simple will bequeathing the studio to herself as his sole heir. Then rounding up two of the more respectable hangers on from the corner bar, she had Larry sign the will in their presence (the witnesses swore that he was sober, and signed it of his free will) – and had them witness his doing so.


There was a lawsuit, but, since the family (possibly due to a sense of guilt) was reluctant to engage in an all-out fight – the will was determined to be valid. Then, after taking a few art courses, Helen managed to convince the other co-op members that she was indeed an artist, and was allowed to keep the studio.

*


After the lapse of a few years, Nance, after having lost his work studio in Tribeca, revisited the corner bar. While sitting at a table, a frumpy, red-faced, middle-aged lush of a woman came over to his table and half-blubbering asked if she could join him. It took more than a few seconds for Nance to recognize her. It was Helen, the woman who had Lewinskied her way into the ownership of a million dollar loft. The manner in which she had acquired Larry’s studio must have bothered her; she rambled on for several minutes rationalizing her now owning it. She ended up making a great effort to convince Nance that she was not a bigot. She ambled on about how she was ever-so friendly with Larry’s uncle, and really did like Jews. 

[Evidently, Helen considered Nainsink (Nance) enough of a Jew to convince herself that: “Some of her best friends were Jews – and therefore, she wasn’t a bigot.”]

<>
14 - c

Nainsink and the Motor Trip From Vermont

Nance paused for a while, before commenting on Allison Swift’s remarks about her husband’s starting to believe that he’s a Jew – even though he didn’t know a damn thing about either its history or religion. In an attempt to lessen her confusion about the change in her husband’s attitude, Nance told her: “Don’t be too harsh on him. I’ve known a goodly number of people who claim to be Christians or Hindus who don’t know a damn thing about their claimed religion – or its history. And, even though I’ve had more limited dealings with Buddhists, Moslems and Sikhs, I’ve found many amongst them just as ignorant. Though bigotry might be considered the glue that binds most adherents to their particular religion, ignorance prevents their seeing its self-serving, man-made, earthly roots – with the inherent need for its leaders to maintain that ignorance in order to preserve their vested interests.”  


Allison Swift, as a fellow Atheist, appreciated Nance’s attempts at showing the universality of religious hypocrisy – as a means of putting Richard’s shortcomings in perspective. After acknowledging it with a half-smile and a slight shake of her head, she continued: “Perhaps you’re right, and I’m being too harsh on him. But, since it’s also having an impact on my life – and, after all, I’ve given up all belief in the religion I was born into, by his suddenly coming out with his being a Jew, this, after we had ridiculed all religious belief for all those years, makes me feel that I’ve been betrayed. So, if I seem unfair in the way I’m judging him, it’s because I’m looking for the reasons for his change – and some may not be that complimentary for him – or for myself – for that matter. After all, it may just be he’s gotten bored with me – which may be part of it. But, I’m beginning to think that he’s inventing this Jewish thing to build his ego, to make himself feel better than others – rather than just accept the fact that he’s just a very decent man – nothing too special: intellectually, physically or in any other way. And, maybe this Jewish thing, what with this chosen of God nonsense, gives him something to feel important about.” After a slight pause she continued, “Perhaps I should just let him do it, without questioning him. After all, he’s the only man I’ve ever really known – and I do love him, and if it makes him happy, why should I give a damn?”

*


Evidently, Richard’s starting to talk about himself as a Jew, was foremost on her mind. For, after the lapse of a few minutes she broke the silence with: “I’ve come to the conclusion that both war and sports were the culprits; the last major input also had to do with sports – but not baseball. This time it had to do with the 1972 Olympics in Munich, and was after ten or eleven, Israeli athletes were killed by Arab terrorists.”

*

[In 1994, the Israeli, Dr. Buruch Goldstein, entered a mosque in Hebron and murdered 29 Moslem civilians as they knelt in prayer. In 1919, at Amritsar (India), the British General Dyer ordered his British troops to fire on a peaceful assembly of civilians (Hindus, Moslems and Sikhs), murdering some one thousand seated unarmed men and children. In both Israel and England, vast numbers of their patriotic citizens were to rationalize the murders. In England, well over a million dollars in Y2K dollars was raised to reward General Dyer; in Israel a costly, large memorial was erected to honor Dr. Buruch Goldstein. Although England eventually fired General Dyer, and Israel finally destroyed a major portion of the doctor’s memorial, neither of the mass-murderers was considered a terrorist.]

*


“As I recall, the terrorist attack in Munich happened about ten years after our marriage – and Richard was very agitated. He was in a double bind. There was an American swimmer with Jewish ancestry who appeared frightened by the attack, and decided that he’d leave rather than hang around after it took place. Israelis called him a coward – and tried to shame all Americans with Jewish connections who didn’t relate to Israel as the Jewish homeland, into proclaiming their support for their country. As a fellow American, Richard wanted to defend the swimmer – after all, he said, ‘Who wouldn’t show fear when people were being killed nearby?’ 


“Richard, by then, was growing more and more antagonistic towards Arabs – and he needed no additional reasons, such as their killing of the Israeli athletes to fuel his growing hostility towards them. But, Richard was still trying to be very fair – and was also annoyed that the Israelis hadn’t made any real attempt to make peace with the Arabs – in the same way they finally did with the Egyptians. Richard said that by the Israelis’ refusing to return, what he called, at the time, ‘their ill-gotten gains.’ He said something about their rubbing in their defeat of the Arabs – and by their continuing to deprive them of their pride, things like the killings at the Olympics could go on forever.”


Nance, the history buff, added: “That was during the 1972 Olympics in Munich. There were some Americans who thought Mark Spitz, I’m pretty sure that that’s  the name of the American you were referring to – he was a gold-medalist swimmer – was being used as a pawn. By the Israelis stressing his ethnic antecedents, with implications of a racial superiority, they could claim that his excellence as a swimmer was due to his being a Jew – while making him a coward due to his being an American. Meanwhile, they tried to use his unwillingness to get involved in Israel’s problems, which was shared at the time by many American Jews, as a means of gaining support amongst American Jews for Israeli’s refusal to withdraw from the lands they occupied.” 

*

[The UN charter, which states that war-won territory could not be annexed, was intended to prevent wars of expansion – which was the basis for both world wars. Basing their actions on the UN Charter, in 1991 America, along with the world’s other industrial powers (and with the undivided approval of Israel and the overwhelming majority of American Jews) supported the destruction of Iraq in retaliation for their attempting to take over a portion of Kuwait – a country that had historically been a part of what is now Iraq. Meanwhile, Israel, with the help of American money and advanced equipment, has kept the vast majority of the inhabitable portions of their war-won lands – while reluctantly giving back for-the-most-part-desert-like portions of those lands –without an ah, yes, or no from Western nations.]

<>
14 - d

Nainsink and the Motor Trip From Vermont

Before continuing their journey, Allison Swift again took a turn behind the wheel. Now free, Nance began to think about his driving companion’s dilemma: which was her inability to understand why her husband, Richard Klein (Allison, as an artist, went by her maiden name) was beginning to question his Jewish ancestry. She had explained to Nance how, in the past, they had thought of themselves as being generic Americans who, though claiming to be Atheists, abided (more or less) by the moral standards of a then-prevalent kind of non-sectarian Protestantism: that which was once practiced and sponsored by the nation’s Agnostic, founding fathers. It was they, by their having stressed freedom of religion in the Constitution, who managed to counter the bigotry-based practices inherent in the then-ubiquitous, conflicting, Judeo-Christian fundamentalist movements.  

*

[Nance thought about his own background. His educated, India-born (in 1883), Hindu father had, prior to America’s entry into WWI, married (in 1915) his mother, a born-in-Belgium, educated-in-Holland, English-speaking (with a British accent) young woman born in 1893 to Jewish parents who, as a consequence of her having married his father – had been disowned, disinherited and excommunicated.

[As a result of his father’s dying when he was but eight years old, Nance had little exposure to his father’s influence. However, even before his father’s death, his older brothers, (Nance was the youngest of six children) were rebelling against his influence. And, after his death they began adopting the trappings of a similar kind of Atheistic, non-sectarian, quasi-Christianity that Allison Swift and her husband, Richard Klein, were to embrace a generation later. The parallel to his own life experience had Nance intrigued by Allison Swift’s and her husband, Richard Klein’s dilemma.]

*


After a few moments, Nance asked: “If not for the fact that the re-hyphenation of America is well on its way, I’d have guessed that your husband’s beginning to assert his Jewishness would have had no effect on your daughter. But, due to the changes of attitudes, what with everyone trying to outdo one another in elevating the status of those ethnic groups that they associate themselves with, I’m curious, for very personal reasons, as to whether your daughter, Brook, was proud of having some ancestors who were Jewish? – or did she resent it?”


“You’re very perceptive. I think our daughter, Brook, was more confused by it than anything else. We had always considered ourselves a generic American family – which implied a belief in the Protestant ethic. The non-religious or God-related aspects of Christmas, Easter and Thanksgiving – plus the Fourth of July and her birthday, were the only days that were considered special occasions.”


“The reason why I asked,” said Nance, “is, that by the time your daughter, Brook, went to school, the aftereffects of Israel’s wars with the Arab states were being felt – which, from what you told me, had its effect on your husband. I think this was one of the major turning points for America’s non-religious ethnic Jews – most of whom, ‘till then, at least – tended to be of a liberal bent. And, although they, quite naturally, supported the Israelis in the 1967 conflict with the Arab states, many had trouble accepting their confiscating Arab lands – and the ousting of Palestinians from Israel – which, of course put their claim to being liberal to the test.” 

*

The scene: Nance’s studio, the year 1980
During a conversation between Nance and a prospective buyer, a lawyer, she voiced her support for the rights of minorities in America, along with a strong support for Israel. No doubt a sale was lost when Nance asked her, whether fighting for the rights of Blacks to sit in the front of a bus, while supporting Israel and the subjugation of millions of Palestinians – didn’t give her a problem. The response was not one that Nance expected – the lady said nothing, and left immediately. Nance had really wanted to know – but neither the lady, who was extremely intelligent, nor any other person so queried – would ever give an answer.

*


“And, whether due to a concerted effort on the part of the Israeli government, or the result of the same kind of pride that has Yankee fans voicing their ardent support for their winning team,” Nance continued, “I noticed that many ethnic Jews felt themselves supporting Israel, both vocally and monetarily – far more than they ever did in the past. Yet, some continued to feel themselves in a double bind – the attitude displayed towards millions of Moslem Israelis and Palestinians by Israel’s Jewish majority, made France’s bigotry-based conviction and imprisonment of Dreyfus seem like a slap on the wrist.”


Allison Swift, while appearing to concentrate on her driving, said nothing, but after giving some thought to what Nance said, added, “Yes, I remember Richard questioning whether the loss of freedom for one French Jew could really be equated with that of a million Israeli and Palestinian Moslems. This was a few years ago, and I seem to recall, that at the time he also mentioned something about Anne Frank. He said he wondered about the possibility of their being countless Arab and Palestinian Anne Franks’ living in Lebanon, the West Bank or the Gaza Strip – also subjected to the possibility of sudden and racially motivated death – this, due to the bombardment or murderous harassment from Israel’s occupation forces or by a deranged Israeli religious fanatic. Though Richard always added that the Israelis could never engage in a Nazi-like final solution, he was bothered by the racist propaganda being bandied about that portrayed Moslems as loathsome animals – which, he said, ‘When people are referred to in that manner, as non-human, it’s a precursor to their being wantonly murdered’.”

*


“It’s easy to understand your husband’s quandary. After all, that’s how the Germans talked about Jews. And it doesn’t take much of a stretch of the imagination to equate the belief in one’s being chosen of God, with its implication of racial superiority, with that of the Nazi’s self-serving claim of their being supermen.”


Allison Swift thought for a moment before responding, “Yes, that’s why his now talking about his being a Jew began to bother me. I felt as if a wedge was being driven between us. There was no doubt in my mind that he still loved me – whatever that means – but he began to rationalize all sorts of things. If a Jew did something notable, he began taking an inordinate amount of pride in it –  as if it resulted in his being a better person. And, he became terribly defensive of any Jew prosecuted for committing a crime – no matter how obvious the evidence – always looking for an anti-Semitic reason for his arrest.

“As far as Brook, our daughter was concerned, she was sort of left out of it all, and, as far as I know, she never thought of herself as being a Jew. Although, since her last name was Klein, which, in America, was usually indicative of one with German Jewish heritage, those who didn’t know us, assumed that both she and I were Jewish. Richard, for all his having broken off with his Jewish background, was aware, that since I’m not Jewish, my children, despite his also being her parent, would not be considered a Jew by Jews – religious or otherwise.” 


She paused again – before going on, “I think that the Nazi definition of who is a Jew had entered the mindset of all Americans; and, that might very well be at the root of Richard’s Jewish thing. It’s just possible, that that definition, which determined who became a victim of the Holocaust, and therefore, who is a Jew, began to be accepted by everyone – that is except the most orthodox Jews, whose rabbis, I was told, say that only the children born to a female child with a Jewish mother could be considered a Jew. And, it’s this that adds to my resentment of Richard’s talking about himself as if he’s a Jew. If, he is indeed a Jew, and this results in our child, Brook, being denied the right to be considered a Jew, then it seems to me this new Jewish thing of his is making our daughter into a bastard – and me into a whore, and, I resent it. ”


She stopped, and smiled, adding somewhat apologetically, “I guess I’m making too much out of it. But, the whole business is so preposterous; from what I see in the great diversity in the features, pigmentation and complexion of the many ethnic Jews I’ve met – if that’s their attempt to maintain a racial purity, or identity – it doesn’t seem to be working – at all. Ya know, for Richard, I now think the use the Nazis made of their definition of a Jew began to make him feel guilty for not being a Jew. His starting to talk about himself as a Jew was probably some kind of a guilt-fed defense mechanism. The Israelis, like all people, had wanted it both ways; they wanted their country to be a theocracy – yet, obviously with good intent, in her beginnings they offered a haven for any Europeans persecuted for their having Jewish ancestry – no matter how slight. What’s happened, though, as far as I can make out, is that the Israelis, in trying to obtain the political and financial backing of Americans, stressed the Holocaust – which we all know was one of the more vile and barbaric acts a supposedly-civilized nation ever engaged in – by inferring that if anyone with Jewish ancestry didn’t support Israel, they, as folks who might have been considered Jews by the Nazis, were in denial, cowards and heartless. But, by the Israelis doing so, they stressed the Nazi interpretation of who is a Jew – one that was either lying dormant amongst the more bigoted of Euro-Caucasian Christians – or was revitalized in them, perhaps inadvertently, by the Israelis. But, although I don’t like to mention it, I do recall Richard saying that sometimes he thought that Judaism would die if not for the presence of anti-Semitism.”


 Nance added his two cents: “I guess he was right – for the Nazi attitude to have been adopted by so many of  both America’s Christians and Jews, there had to be a benefit for a goodly percentage of both groupings. And, as far as I can tell, as denigrating as it really is for so many, it’s a very convenient device (or excuse, if you will) for the overly-ambitious losers amongst both groups.”

*

Before reaching Manhattan, Nance took the wheel. The closer they came to the off-ramp leading to West 57th Street, the more the traffic increased. Their conversation all but stopped when they hit the City’s streets. Nance, once on his home turf, drove like a long-time cabby, deftly zigzagging in and out of traffic (but without disrupting its flow) before bringing the car to a smooth halt on Ninth Avenue – in front of the Film Building, where he had his studio. 

*

[The area had never been a particularly good one. But, in the past, despite its raunchy, tourist-hustling, Coney Island-like atmosphere, due to the presence of turf-protecting, White gangsters of the Westie persuasion, it was fairly safe for all but the owners and employees of non-protection-paying store-front establishments, However, by the late 1960’s, Black, street-people, many of whom were muggers, proliferated – especially after dark; blonde hookers, protected by their Black pimps, solicited along Minnesota Strip (Eighth Avenue in the Forties); male prostitutes, mostly Blacks, hung out near the entrance to the Lincoln and Holland tunnels and the interior of the 42nd Street bus terminal was dangerous – especially during off-hours. As a result, by the mid-1970’s, being unfazed by the foibles of humankind, and not especially racist, Nance was able to rent a studio in the Film Building at a reasonable price.]

*


Nance got out and began unloading the trunk; Allison Swift then sat behind the wheel, with the motor running (its being a “no standing zone”). He made several trips (locking the trunk each time), as he went about depositing his belongings in the lobby, under the watchful eye of the elevator starter. On his last trip, before taking his stuff up to his studio, he thanked Allison for the lift, while giving a half-hearted promise to return to Vermont the following year.  

<>
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Christina O’Murphy

In the spring of 1980 Christina O’Murphy arrived in New York: she was eighteen, very naive, somewhat-virtuous (though no longer a virgin) and was soon to become one of the art people who frequented Suzy’s. Few, as a result of a single influence, strive to be a visual artist – many of whom choose New York as their goal in an attempt to fulfill themselves – ostensibly as artists. Christina, though having obvious talent, had strong non-art reasons for coming to New York: foremost being her need to escape the boring routine of life in Mable’s Valley, where she played the role of a more-or-less-proper, middle-class young lady, plus a close second, which was her ambition to become part of the New York art scene – something her mother, Alice, couldn’t do.

*

[In 1980, the by-then-officially-called East Village was in the final stages of becoming an artist community (albeit, a short-lived one). Though, at that time, rents for apartments in the East Village had increased by multiples of the rents paid by the flower-children and Hippie-types of the 1960’s, rents still hadn’t reached the levels paid by the Yuppies of 1985 – or, for sure, of the skyrocketing rents of the mid-1990’s paid by the rich-kids with their stock-market-inflated annuities – often amounting to ten or more times that earned for a year’s work by the offspring of former Puerto Rican and Ukrainian residents – those coerced to move out and make way for them. 

[Then, as rents for storefronts in East Village climbed exponentially, galleries folded or moved out. The successful galleries moved to large airy spaces on Broadway below Houston Street which were previously occupied by light-manufacturing firms: firms whose former output is now being imported from low-rent and low-wage areas of the States, as well as Mexico, Canada, and nations on the Pacific Rim. Where the East Village’s former artist-type residents who were forced out of their studios by those same champions of a greed-oriented society migrated to – is hard to say; like the old soldiers, according to MacArthur’s corny adage, never died, they just faded away. [Nevertheless, for those who were Hippie-types and non-artist flower-children, it’s safe to assume that they’ve mellowed into being good God-fearing, law-abiding citizens (allowing for the exception to the rule. e.g.: those drug users who died of an overdose or who became governors of Texas and Florida.]

*

             When first in the City, Christina looked for a job as a waitress in one of the ubiquitous small pubs serving hamburgers, salads, chili and such stuff. Though without experience, due to her being an extremely attractive girl, she got lots of job offers. However, as naive as she was, the kind of going over she underwent by the managers in those places made her realize there’d be conditions attached: conditions which she had no intention of agreeing to.

*


A renaissance of a sort was taking place throughout America; it started in the mid-1960’s, and took ten to twenty years for its idealism to dissipate into the world of make-a-buck. During the early years of that period, Christina’s mother, Alice, studied at an established art school; everyone there was affected by the general outpouring of artistic vitality that permeated the country: the result of the anti-war movement, flower children, women’s lib, the peace symbol (Ankh), the outing of gays, and a general do-your-own-thing attitude. 


Christina recalled overhearing her mother, when she’d come home from the City on weekends, talk about the camaraderie among the students and the general sense of belonging, freedom and dedication to the arts that permeated the general atmosphere of the school. Christina remembered her mother, as-a-by-the-way, mentioning that the school often had trouble hiring good models; her mother said it was due to its not paying very well – but added that models could get a free class. Needing a job, Christina, while discounting the low pay, thought it could be fun to model, and that it would also allow her to meet some nice people. She applied for a modeling job at the same art school her mother had attended – and was hired immediately.

Miss O’Murphy –The Perfect Model

They had a great model booked for their class. The models for the last three poses could hardly have been expected to stimulate the students into making a great painting. There was the anorexic dancer with bulging eyes, freckles and an overall bland beige coloring, who pointed a sparsely covered pubic area in the direction of any presentable male she thought herself capable of tantalizing. Then there was the fifty-ish Amazon – a veritable Venus of Willendorf – with huge breasts that covered her ribcage and flowed down to a bellybutton that was partially hidden by a roll of fat – her hips had no definition, and viewed from the rear she appeared a solid blob of flesh – with a razor-thin vertical line delineating her buttocks. The last model was a man in his late middle age, with blotched skin, sagging muscles and a pot belly, who took macho poses that served to stress his overall effeminate appearance.  


Whether the instructor for the class was out of favor with the office personnel, or it was merely a matter of chance – this class had been relegated the three models who were the least appealing to the aesthetic ideals of the average student: they considered them the least desirable models ever to have passed through the school. But now, like children told of a future treat for having taken their medicine, they were promised the beautiful new model, Miss O’Murphy, who was to start her New York modeling career with a two-week pose in their class.


It was the class’s practice to have the model take quick poses for an hour before selecting a final one for their painting. Every gesture of Christina O’Murphy was the embodiment of grace and beauty. The lines of her body were soft and flowing – evincing a healthy and lithe muscle structure – her torso had a delicate definition of a kind seldom found in anatomy books. Her proportions were perfect: one head length from chin to nipple; another from nipple to bellybutton; and yet another from bellybutton to the convergence of the inner thighs with her pubic patch. Her legs were slightly longer than average – just enough to avoid the dumpy appearance of a David nude: a look many modern women, who now forego spike heels, avoid by wearing precariously-high, platform shoes or designer jeans that make their legs appear to stem from their navel.


Each day Christina O’Murphy arrived exactly on time, appearing both frumpy and insignificant. Then, adjacent to the model stand situated at the far end of the studio, she proceeded to undress. From her head, with its mop of curly, unkempt light-brown hair, she removed a formless, man’s gray felt hat. She then proceeded to take off: a crumpled, oversized, blue denim shirt; unpolished army combat boots; white athletic socks; baggy tan chino trousers; and, finally, unalluring plain underpants – dropping them one by one in a neat pile. Usually models undress behind a screen, and then emerge wearing a grubby dressing gown – but not Christina O’Murphy. She just went about removing her clothes in a natural, matter-of-fact manner, in full view of the class. Then, after waiting bare and motionless for a split second, she mounted the model stand.

And, that’s when the crazy transformation took place. She changed from a naked girl into a magnificent nude woman. Christina’s body, once on the model stand, had that same distant sensuality radiating from it as a marble statue by Houdon – the kind of sensuality that gives the viewer a subdued sensation of erotic pleasure. 


A least demanding pose was selected by the instructor, monitor and students. It was a pose intended to cause her but a modicum of discomfort: one capable of distributing her body weight over as many resting points as possible – while attempting to have her physical attributes in full view of the entire class.


The result was a typical art-school pose. A simple, bent-wood, cafe-type chair with a not overly-clean, sponge-rubber mat on its seat was placed backwards on the model stand. Upon it, Christina sat facing the class. Her legs straddled the back of the chair, her feet placed solidly to each side. She sat there facing the class, her back bent slightly forward, her chin resting on her overlapping arms, which in turn lie motionless on the curved back of the chair.


Normally, a pose such as this, so judiciously arranged in an effort to afford the model as much comfort as possible – is a bore capable of dulling the fervor of any artist – but not with a model of such beauty. Miss O’Murphy had to be pampered. She was to be the inspiration for every student’s soon-to-be-created masterpiece. She was to inspire them to paint a nude worthy of sharing a wall with any of Renoir’s Bathers; or Ingres’ Odalisque; Correggio's Antiope; Giorgione’s sleeping Venus; Manet’s Olympia.

*


Despite the non-demanding nature of the pose, or perhaps as a result of it, Christina became bored. Each pose ran for twenty minutes, with a five-minute rest between sets. During those breaks, to counter her boredom, she’d don her oversized shirt, slip into loosely-laced combat boots and stroll around the studio inspecting the students’ paintings.


These meanderings continued for several days. To her, the overwhelming majority of the students’ work, instead of improving, only got worse – all of which made her more and more restless. When back on the stand and into her pose, Christina let her mind dwell on the student’s paintings. She imagined that many of the students actually saw her with: ugly, raw-orange skin; huge malformed feet; and crossed eyes.


Christina thought about the art students she’d known who attended the University of Vermont. For the most part, all their figure paintings appeared every-bit as misshapen as the most grotesque of these. Nevertheless, those college students were very convincing when rationalizing the accidental distortions in their paintings – claiming they were exactly what they wanted. They would spend hours rationalizing just what each little sign of their incompetence meant, and the more Christina thought about it, the more convinced she became that the students for whom she was now modeling, painted her exactly as they really saw her.


Originally, Christina had thought the students capable of immortalizing her in their paintings. And the students, in turn, without the slightest doubt, believed, with her as their muse, they would create their heretofore elusive masterpiece. 


Nevertheless, with each passing day more and more students were to blame Miss Christina O’Murphy for their shortcomings as artists. The slightest movement, from a wisp of her hair to the extension of a pinkie, caused them great distress. 

Christina, in turn, became distraught at the thought of being immortalized as the least talented of the students portrayed her. She decided: the painting by the bearded, bushy-haired. wild-eyed man, of a grotesque figure with a hand minus the ring finger, indicated the student’s desire for her, but not in marriage; the student who gave her an oversized head thought she was conceited; the smartly-dressed young woman, who painted her hair to look as if an ill-fitting wig, was intent on telling the world that Miss Christina O’Murphy’s naturally-curly hair was not naturally curly.


By the time she gave consideration to those paintings in which she was depicted as having lop-sided breasts; a pubic patch resembling a divot of grass; or with knock knees; pigeon toes; a huge outie bellybutton; buttocks under the shoulder blades; and calves of gargantuan proportions – Christina had worked up a rage and actual hatred for every member of the class. Fuming, she stalked off the stand, vowing never to pose again.


The students in the class are still looking for the perfect model – the one who will inspire them to greatness.

<>
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        Christina – Post Modeling

Having quit her job as a model, and after taking odd jobs of one sort or another, fending off the unwanted advances of managers, fellow employees and customers didn’t seem an insurmountable task – so, Christina went to work as a waitress. Christina O’Murphy’s surname was probably a big help in her finding employment in one of the fast-becoming-insy, Irish-pub-type bars cropping up throughout the City. The Blarney Stone crowd was moving up.


Christina worked there until offered a job as a barmaid in a seedy East Village bar – it was but a few blocks from where she lived. She’d been working at a pub near Lincoln Center; it had a steady flow of customers which made for good tips. But, no subway ran close to where she lived; it could take the better part of an hour to get to her job. She wanted more time to paint, and willingly gave up the good money she was earning as a waitress – and jumped at the opportunity to tend bar at The Crow Bar. 

. 


The Crow Bar had been, until the onslaught of the hippie-types of the sixties and seventies, a drab neighborhood bar with a clientele of Slavic working men and their hard-drinking wives. As they moved away, a few street people and winos on welfare began frequenting the bar during the early hours, but by the late afternoon and on through the evening, the bar became an evening hangout for a young, artsy crowd. 


After the owner began hiring young hippie women as bartenders (calling them a barmaid was an insult) in the evening, he noticed that his daytime customers hung around longer, spending more and more of their welfare money at his bar. Moreover, the artsy evening crowd didn’t pay much attention to them, and kept coming in. Thereupon he began hiring nubile young women as daytime bartenders, and soon his day business also increased; more and more of the winos’ and street people’s money, however come by, found its way into the till: and the sexier the gal behind the bar dressed, the larger his take, and the bigger her tips – and the greater the number of young, attractive hippie-type women wanting the job.

*

The not-so-funny joke bar owners told amongst themselves was: “One day, the bar owner, whose practice had been, from time to time, to spy on his bartenders, noticed a dramatic change in the bartenders’ doings. After which he approached the bartender and asked, ‘What happened, in the past you treated me like a partner, and you gave me half the money people paid for a drink, now you’re taking it all’?”  

* 


Whether it was because the ladies were fired for having a heavy hand in the till, the ladies quit because they couldn’t deal with the sleazy crowd, or they couldn’t deal with the owner’s advances – the turnover was great: ergo, the ease with which Christina O’Murphy got the job – albeit during the day shift, when tips weren’t all that great.

*

At the time there were several bars like The Crow Bar in downtown Eastside Manhattan – most were located between Broadway and Avenue B, and from Houston to Fourteenth Streets. They tended to be owned and operated by members of one or another ethnic group – but, surprisingly, few, if any, were Irish owned. Moreover, few bartenders were known to have Irish antecedents – despite their being the only major ethnic grouping, at least in America, whose members treat bar tending as an honorable profession – which, due to their taking pride in what they do, has resulted in some of the City’s best (and often the most intelligent) bartenders having Irish surnames.

*


Well before 1980, bohemian-type young women, often college girls – almost all from out-of-town, thought nothing of Go-Go dancing while topless and G-stringed in any one of a number of bars in and around New York (and not restricted to Times Square or roadside inns in northeastern New Jersey). By the end of the 1970’s, it was still, but barely, possible to get a reasonably-priced studio apartment in East Village; and many of those Go-Go dancing, real and pseudo, former flower children lived in East Village. On their nights off, almost never on Friday or Saturday nights, they’d frequent one or another of the insy cheap bars. 


The Crow Bar was one of those bars. And the later it got, the more the general attitude of goodwill permeated the bar. By two or three A.M., coaxed by the bar’s manager – who had fed them free drinks – one or another of the young women would climb up on the bar, strip to the waist, and wiggle, step and skip along the bar – until woozy and dizzy. At which time she’d be helped down by a girlfriend. The girls, who, invariably, were roommates – would almost always leave together.

*


Christina worked at The Crow Bar during the day. Barmaids, at the time, were still in the process of insisting they be called bartenders – much as ladies functioning in the professions are listed without regard for their sex:  doctors, attorneys or police officers. Nevertheless, one hears no complaint from those men who are referred to as male nurses, or male prostitutes – and no voice is raised against this practice by female nurses who are referred to merely as nurses – nor do female prostitutes complain that their male counterparts are referred to by their sex, and they’re not.


Christina, who was proud of her femininity, and having many older brothers, was very-much aware that she was a female – and felt no need to destroy those terms differentiating men from women – she knew, that in event of a rumble in a bar, it was the male bartender who was expected to hop over the bar, not the female barmaid – unless in a gay-lesbian bar.

*


Charlie Wolfson, a man of twenty six, was a squatter who considered himself an artist, despite his earning his living as a non-union construction worker. He, like so many young men without the advantage of having a politically powerful daddy, such as: a Bush or Quail, avoided being drafted to fight in Vietnam, by remaining in college as long as he could. 

*

Since M.F.A. programs, with their stress on studio work, offered the least challenge to one’s intellect -- from the early 1960’s on, for about ten years, unemployed, and unemployable M.F.A.s abounded. And, though full of art theory, few had even basic artist skills.  

*


Charlie (who had drawn from childhood and actually had the makings of an artist) was just about Christina’s only customer who appeared more or less normal. She liked having him around, and would only let him pay for one drink (the quote of many a bartender, if wishing to avoid making enemies of a freeloader’s asking for a drink on the house is, “I’d make my mother pay for her first drink”); she felt that artists shouldn’t have to pay for something as essential as liquor. Most days he’d hang in ‘till eight, when she got off work; soon they began dating.  


They’d go out to eat: nothing very expensive. They’d  stop for a  falafel or a slice of pizza, or, if flush, they’d eat in one of the not-all-that-good-but-cheap Indian restaurants on 6th Street – and then, almost always, before ending up at her place, stop off at Suzy’s – which had a far more diverse and interesting crowd than The Crow Bar. 
<>*
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Joey an East Village Suicide

Each time Nance returned from an extended trip, he learned of yet another self-inflicted death: an obvious suicide or a drawn-out drug- and lifestyle-related one – by a long-time resident or habitué of New York’s near-bohemian scene. 


Nance tended to frequent one or another of the getting-rarer-by-the-day, laid-back bars in areas that still have a few of them – the kind you can hang around without being put upon to drink ‘till you’re drunk. Having been away for six months, Nance was taken aback when, within minutes after he entered Suzy’s, an East Village bar, he was informed of Joey’s death – an apparent suicide; a few months earlier Joey, while upstate, had hung himself – in the very-same dream house that he had built without the aid of an architect, and with his own hands.

*


As real New Yorkers, despite growing up on different sides of that ever-present, and destructive-of-self-esteem, ethno-economic, imaginary railroad track that divides every American town and city, Joey and Nance had a number of parallel experiences affecting their lives. Although Nance was far from being a naif, many of the inputs to Joey’s life, were missing from his. Joey grew up in a project amongst poor Blacks; Joey tried out for the Golden Gloves; Joey used drugs (mainly pot); Joey patronized live XXX sex shows on Times Square (he was much put out when the city’s hypocritical, quality-of-life-touting mayor shut them down – as they were replaced with squeaky-clean, tourist-milking, stores selling Mickey Mouse gewgaws); Joey was involved, as a youth, in lethal gang fights; Joey patronized hundred-dollars-a-pop hookers. Nevertheless, Nance, with a vivid imagination, was well-aware of the kind of life Joey led. Besides being a good listener, which allowed Nance to audit numerous first- and second-hand accounts by a broad range of interesting, if not necessarily admirable people, he was an avid observer of the seamier side of the city – just walking with your eyes open along 8th Avenue or 42nd Street, near the studio he had for six years during the 1970’s, would have been a jolt for the unenlightened.


Nance was very-much aware of the less-praiseworthy aspects of  life in the Big City; as a result, much like a priest in the confessional, a shrink listening to his reclining client, or a cop walking a beat, he wasn’t shocked by, nor did he give the impression that he was, by any life experiences divulged to him. With Nance’s apparent non-judgmental nature, augmented by his being a good listener, Joey had no qualms about telling him about the less-admirable aspects of his life – though they made up but a small part of it and of what they kicked around. 


Joey had far more than common sense going for him. There wasn’t one conversation, which often included the inputs of a most knowledgeable bartender or patron that dealt with the more complex aspects of human relations, in which Joey didn’t contribute, or that he failed to comprehend fully. He was that fairly-common oxymoron: a Christian non-believer, which had him torn between following the prevailing biblical-based credo of an eye-for-an-eye on the one hand and displaying the attitude of a turn-the-other-cheek and love-thy-neighbor, Buddheo-Christian Atheist on the other. 

*


Though Nance’s parents were educated, white-collar types, and Joey’s father was a sanitation worker, since Nance had grown up during the Great Depression, that era of middle-class poverty – which made the distinction between rich, middle-class and poor uncertain, one tended to judge a man for the stuff he was actually made of – and Joey, though surely not a paragon of virtue, was a sensitive, scrupulously-honest (in his way), thinking person. 


Those traits, when overlaid on his upbringing, would seem to be what convinced him that suicide was the only way out. Those incapable of claiming, or unwilling to claim prejudice of one kind or another as reason for their failings in life, and who come from America’s lower social order and, as such, have been denied an opportunity, for any number of reasons, to attain their real or fantasized goals, have no ready-made excuses to rationalize their perceived shortcomings as a means of preventing the despondency that it can bring. 

*


During the mid-sixties, Nance began a career switch, from that of being his own boss as a customhouse broker, freight-forwarder and transportation consultant, to that of a more or less dedicated artist. Meanwhile, in the late sixties, Joey, who dabbled in art, but never committed himself to a life as an artist, got caught up in New York’s downtown art scene. It was this mutual exposure to the periphery of that scene, one that lasted from the late sixties on through the mid-eighties, that added to their having a common talking ground. Nance, as an also-ran, never having made it as an artist, and Joey, as a near-hippie, though unknown to each other, had frequented some of the same ubiquitous loft parties and wine-and-cheese, gallery openings that were then commonplace happenings all over lower Manhattan. 

*


Many people were surprised that Joey and Nance got along so well. This was no doubt due to Joey’s being some twenty years Nance’s junior, and his having a much different social and ethnic background. However, those who knew them better were aware, that due to the commonality of much of their New York experience, as well as their both having a basic non-violent nature (as much as one can afford to have when living in the Big City), they could talk to each other for hours, while sitting at a table or at the bar – with their differences negating the need for them to compete with one another.

*


For the most part, neither Joey nor Nance drank to get drunk. Nance was a social drinker, who normally limited himself to three or four drinks in an evening, and it’s rare indeed, when in a bar, for him to get drunk – though he did get a little light-headed on occasion. 


A few weeks before Nance left for India, Joey, who hadn’t been frequenting the bar, came in and they had a good talk. As he drank a few beers, he told Nance about his new lady friend whom he was seeing regularly. He mentioned that she had gone home for a few days and that’s why he had stopped by.


Joey related how he felt fortunate when Connie Freed, the lady in question, flirted with him as he worked on the new storefront – he was renovating it for use as a place to live and work (Joey had a small truck, and besides doing odd jobs for bar owners and superintendents, he worked on non-union construction jobs.) The lady told him that she had seen him from her apartment window, which overlooked the street where he was working. Despite his unkempt, hippie-like appearance (one that had become passé since the eighties), his friendly yet macho appearance appealed to many women  Joey, if he wanted to, could have had a distinguished appearance: he was about five feet ten inches tall, had all his hair, good features and an obviously well-proportioned build. 


However, due to his having such a low opinion of himself (his father was a garbage collector – and having been rejected as a possible son-in-law by the middle-American, middle-class family of a former girl friend), Joey seemed uncomfortable about his current affair – one that had him spending most nights in her apartment. Initially, the lady had been the aggressor, which was flattering – but, as he came to realize how much better educated she was, and when added to the fact that she was quite an attractive woman (ten years his junior, at that), and  appeared to be in love with him, it didn’t make sense to him. Nevertheless, despite his insecurities regarding the relationship, the last thing Joey told Nance was that he was seriously thinking of marrying the lady – if she’d have him.

*


Perhaps the answer to the question: Why did he commit suicide? – is really obvious. Joey’s feeling of inadequacy when added to his wish to remain free of responsibility – conflicted with his yearning to be with Connie Freed, the woman whom he had come to love. And, if the rumor (which turned out to be true), that she was pregnant with his child, an obligation would present itself that he couldn’t deal with. Of, course, it’s always possible that the lady was perfectly happy to have his child, but had no intention of ever marrying him – and told him so. 

<>
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SUZY’S

During the mid-1980’s, the question: Will the section of Manhattan that affords reasonably-priced space for artists be the financial district – with artists' studios replacing bankers' offices in Wall Street's innumerable half-empty buildings? – might have had some logic. In the interim, such a question lost its pertinence –  New York’s real-estate interests have converted those vacant offices into luxury-priced apartments for occupancy by the nouveaux-upper-income yuppies and rich kids from Millie’s Rump, Montana and Forest Hills in Queens – and few, if any artists were involved in the transition. What happened to Wall Street will not come close to replicating the transition of the Triangle Below Canal Street into Tribeca – which had a dozen years or so to develop its aura of artistic chic before artists’ spaces, that were actually occupied by artists, were converted into luxury lofts for tenancy by personality-less, got-a-lot-of-bucks, playacting-at-being-an-artist types.


Whether or not the bigotry-based economics endemic in the real-estate industry allows for a transformed-by-artists section to be located in Central Harlem, El Barrio, or Washington Heights is anybody’s guess. However, unless there’s a major change in the attitude of New York’s real-estate interests, as well as in that of the residents of Harlem, El Barrio and Washington Heights, the answer is no. In which case, the extended-East Village could very well prove to be the last ethnic-based new in-section to be developed in Manhattan – at least for a generation or so.

*


By the early- to mid-1980’s, after some twenty years of allowing the area to deteriorate, the attempts by New York's real-estate interests to gentrify Manhattan’s Lower Eastside began paying them off handsomely. Dingy joints like Suzy's, which resembled any of a dozen or so other pool-table-in-the-back, grimy, poorly-lit bars in the area, had started to attract an artsy, uptown crowd – in addition to the bohemian- and Hippie-types who, for some years, had been living and working in that lower-Eastside neighborhood: one that was not overly-safe, but which, as compensation, had (at least for fair-skinned artist-types then willing to live there) relatively-cheap rents – although those rents had quadrupled since the 1950’s – when it was still mainly populated by poor, Euro-ethnics – and was more or less drug-free and relatively safe.  


This once much-disparaged wasteland of congested slums had begun its metamorphosis: inexorably, as it proceeded to join the upscale ranks of SoHo and Tribeca. And, just as SoHo was named to take advantage of the panache of its London, now less-chic, sound-alike forerunner (its use in New York being rationalized by the fact that the area was located South of Houston Street), that part of the lower Eastside located to the east of Greenwich Village (the long-established home of New York's bohemian intellectuals – the vast majority of whom were not necessarily homosexuals) was, in an effort to improve its image, re-christened: East Village. The name the local neo-hippies and Hispanic post-W.W.II arrivals had been calling it, Alphabet City (it’s a section of Manhattan having thoroughfares with letter designations: Ave. A; Ave. B; Ave. C...), never received serious consideration. Meanwhile, those old-time Lower-Eastsiders with Slavic origins continued to call it the Lower Eastside – of which, of course, it was an integral part.


Just as the up-scaling of Tribeca and SoHo made rundown artist's lofts and factory spaces into desirable, and consequently high-priced living quarters for the wannabe artists from Helen's Hump, Arkansas; Edison, New Jersey; and Park Avenue – so began the gentrification of the northern sector of the lower Eastside. Dilapidated tenements got quick-fix face lifts in an attempt to camouflage the inherent dinginess of the apartments within, for which Fifth Avenue rents were demanded by parasitic real-estate agents touting the swinging life style of the with-it East Village – and paid by the bored-with-life, eager-to-live-it-up-at-any-price, new tenants – as they all, in varying degrees, contributed to the on-going loss of the area's naturally-come-by, local color and character.

*


During the 1960's, the early part of the transition to gentrification, Suzy's bar proceeded to lose the last vestiges of its blue-collar customers: they were leaving that former Harlem of East European immigrants, and moving out to the suburbs. As the mid-1980's rolled around, Suzy's, along with most bars like it, started, imperceptibly at first, to see their only-recently-acquired, art-crowd clientele all but disappear. Then, by the beginning of the last decade of the millennium, those bars trying-to-be-chic in the by-then-officially-designated East Village, forfeited whatever naturally-come-by character they had only just realized: becoming little more than informal, Upper Eastside-type, pickup bars – albeit, with the compensating addition of a level of sophistication that could only be supplied by students with the stature of those attending The New School, NYU, SVA and Columbia University.


From the early 1990's on, even on mid-week evenings, when the tunnel and bridge crowd tended to stay home, it was the rare bar that managed to maintain any of its old Lower Eastside flavor: one made up of that olio of residual populations from the various ethnic and artsy-intellectual groups that were passing through the East Village since the turn of the century.

*


Almost from New York's very beginnings, each new batch of immigrants ended up living in the then least-desirable sections of the City – in addition, any sizable non-European group ended up living in totally-segregated areas. Before Manhattan's elevated lines came down, and its streetcars replaced by the less noisy, but carbon-monoxide producing buses, the buildings on the avenues and streets that they ran on, or over, were democratically occupied by the whole range of society's dropouts and rejects, along with the poorest amongst the immigrant groups. Conversely, those areas far from the convenience of the rapid-transit systems, when not made into chic enclaves (originally intended for occupancy by well-heeled tenants) such as: Beekman Place, Tudor City, East End Avenue and London Terrace, were almost equally-undesirable places to live – as were the streets near the waterfronts with their produce, fish and meat markets, railroad tracks, docks and warehouses. In general, the less accepted the ethnic group, the less desirable the neighborhood where its members were allowed to live.

*


This didn’t necessarily hold true for the residents of Harlem. From about the time of WWI, those Americans with Central African ancestry who lived in Manhattan, and who, until the 1960's, called themselves Negroes or Colored (thereafter most chose to call themselves Blacks or Afro-Americans, and then more recently African-Americans) were, and still are, for the most part, regardless of what name they may choose to be called, required to live in Harlem. And, if it's possible to ignore the insult and humiliation to Harlem's residents, due to this de facto segregation, it could be pointed out that before the destructive effects of the post-W.W.II influx of Blacks from the rural South took its toll, Harlem was, by and large, no worse a place to live in, and often a hell of a lot better than the slums and under the els where so very many, poor and lower-middle-class ethnic-Whites were forced to live. In no way, however, is the mentioning of this fact meant to mitigate the demoralizing effects on Harlem's residents caused by their having been demeaned and arbitrarily excluded from the mainstream of American life.


Nevertheless, as a consequence of that segregation, African-Americans, though always peripherally present on the Lower Eastside, did not, until quite recently, begin to play a more-recognizable role, for better or worse, in determining the characteristics of the area.

*


As the biases against members of any particular ethnic group lessened, almost always due to their being considered less ethnic in their appearance and more law-abiding, i.e., more willing to accept their under-class status (usually due to the appearance of a group of even less-acceptable immigrants), their once-disparaged neighborhoods became areas sought-out for their cheap rents: Chelsea, Yorkville, Hell's Kitchen, West Village, and so on.  If the new residents happened to belong to the artsy intelligentsia, and this resulted in the neighborhood's taking on a romanticized bohemian character, then rents shot up, and the vast majority of ethnics, along with their artist-type neighbors, those who were responsible for having given an area its special flavor, were forced to move out: the result of a combination of increased rents that they could no longer afford, and coercion of one form or another (greedy good guys used a carrot, and greedy bad guys a stick).


In East Village, there was a special element added to the standard-type of coercion used to evict tenants from their rent-controlled and rent-stabilized apartments. Undesirables, read: beggars, drug addicts, pushers, prostitutes, pimps and homeless people (of whom a goodly portion were Blacks – obviously the most disreputable to be found in the City), were allowed, if not encouraged, to take over Tompkins Square Park (the equivalent of Gramercy Park or Washington Square Park located in those early, high-rent, well-to-do sections of town), as well as to squat, along with a multitude of hippie types, in the constantly-being- abandoned, nearby vacant buildings.


Once the homeless (some of whom were junkies, whores and mental incompetents) had outlived their usefulness, and a majority of the old Lower Eastside tenants died out or moved out, the police (all too many of whom were the scared offspring of members of one or the other of Manhattan’s various ethnic groups who had moved to the suburbs a generation earlier) were called in to force the undesirable, unfortunate pawns out of Tompkins Square Park, their squats, and eventually out of the East Village. Any liberal types, who sided with the park’s squatters during a police roundup of them, were routinely dragged off to jail for the night – before being released the next morning by a judge’s order.

*

[For those who might doubt the political clout sufficient to have brought this about (though, in the litigious society we live in, a disclaimer is called for: that this is not meant to imply any legal wrongdoing), shortly after leaving office, an ex-mayor, who was in office during much of the time the East Village was in the process of being upgraded, was placed on the payroll of a newspaper owned by one of the major players in New York's real-estate industry. Moreover, in the late 1990’s, New York’s then-mayor used the police to evict the last group of squatters, many of whom had resided in the building (one that they had made livable) for damn near a decade. The eviction was accomplished for the sole benefit of the well-heeled clients of New York’s real-estate interests – at a cost of hundreds of thousands of dollars in salaries for City employees, which included a twenty- four hour police presence for damn near a year – a cost which will probably never be recouped by the City – in the form of taxes or otherwise.]

*


As a result of those machinations by New York's altruistic city planners, in that two-step procedure, the evacuation of a good portion of East Village's now desirable residential buildings was brought about.  And, so, we now have the refurbished and no-longer-rent-controlled apartments occupied by bohemian-wannabes willing to pay exorbitant rents for the privilege of deluding themselves, and each other, along with their families and friends back home, that they've made-it in New York – “it” being whatever their original rationalization was for their having left home and their coming to New York.


The most common reason stated by loser-wannabes for remaining in the City, is that they’ve become New Yorkers – and so they have. Nevertheless, in most instances, and for an infinite variety of reasons, they never did have any intention of going back home. Some of those loser-wannabes continue to harbor thoughts of making it, and for others, giving up the potential to fulfill their intellectual, emotional, aesthetic and sexual fantasies – which only life in the Big City could offer, would be intolerable. For whatever their reasoning – the fact is, that if they went home to stay, they’d have to admit to the folks there that they had failed.


It’s those loser-wannabes who are most in need of a scapegoat to rationalize their own shortcomings – which has them wallowing in a bigotry of one sort or another. And, so, one hears their claims that their failure to make it in New York was because of: Blacks and Puerto Ricans, all of whom are muggers, pimps and drug-dealers; Jews, all of whom are over-competitive and money-grubbing; Italians, all of whom are machismo-feigning Mafiosos; Irish, all of whom are  brutal and pugnacious cops, bartenders or drunks; Indians, all of whom are overcharging, reckless cabbies: gays, all of whom are repulsive, perverted pedophiles; Israelis, all of whom are dishonest electronic-store owners and real-estate wheelers and dealers; Armenians, all of whom are sleazy rug sellers displaying “Going Out for your Business” signs; rich ASPs, all of whom are bigoted and snobbish; Euro-ethnic kids all of whom are punk, skin-heads from Queens; and other awful, you-name-them New York groupings, whose members are vile for one reason or another. Meanwhile, ethnicity-based prejudices, racism and anti-Catholicism, anti-Semitism, anti-Mohamedanism and anti-whomever, are also practiced by the over-ambitious, incompetent losers from amongst those very-same minority groupings to whom those bigotry-based generalities were directed, as an excuse for their own shortcomings. And so the cycle of bigotry-based recriminations and excuses goes on and on – ad infinitum.

*

Many a loser is attracted to bars because of the easy acceptance afforded for the price of a few drinks – as well as for the solace that those few drinks afford. Amongst those losers, predominantly men, can be found many a barfly, along with a small, but significant number of above-it-all bartenders (usually the same ones who scoop up the money unintentionally left on the bar by drink-befuddled or passed-out customers) – all perennially creating next year's masterwork: poem, novel, play, ballet, symphony, painting, conceptual piece, photograph, and you name it. Included among these self-deluding hangers-on are faded, heavy-drinking, always-talking, always looking for mister-right – if not forever, than at least for a night, school teachers- and secretaries-cum-artists of one sort or another: the kind of woman one would like to pose the question: "Why do women in bars have vaginas?", knowing full well, that they have the answer: "So that men will talk to them."

*


A majority of the earlier residents of the Lower Eastside, in what is now called East Village (unlike the vast majority of Latinos who gradually moved into the area in the 1950’s and 60’s), if and when they decided to, or were forced to leave, were able to move into most parts of the country – limited primarily by what they could afford. The segment of mainstream American life that they integrated with pretty much depended upon a combination of their drive, their capabilities, and their ability to fit in. This migration by the offspring of Eurasia’s unwanted masses who passed through New York, with a large portion coming from the Lower Eastside, were to eventually have a major impact on the way all Americans think of themselves.


Besides operating small businesses in New York, such as: Slavic restaurants, Italian pizza parlors, Jewish delis, Irish bars, Chinese hand laundries, German beer gardens and Greek greasy spoons, those children of America's immigrant masses, motivated by a desire to improve their lives, and to take part in the great American game of let's-make-a-million, proceeded to spread out from New York's many Euro-ethnic "Harlems". They were to become doctors and quacks, judges and ambulance chasers, gangsters and priests, boxers and dancers, manufacturers and con-men, bouncers and models, school teachers and whores, actors and pimps, shopkeepers and machinists, secretaries and bosses. Those with great ambitions aimed for Park Avenue and Shaker Heights, Beverly Hills and Greenwich – virtually all ended up in Woodside, Rego Park, Fort Lee, Staten Island and West End Avenue, when not Dannemora, or Club Fed.

*


During prohibition, long before East Village rose, Phoenix-like from the ashes of the Lower Eastside, Suzy's bar, which was family-owned, survived by selling cheap, home-brew served in porcelain coffee mugs – along with monster-sized portions of stuffed cabbage, pigs' feet, potato salad and kielbasa. After repeal, it reopened as Czuzackovsky's Polish Kitchen & Tavern. Soon it was to be known as Czuzackov's place, later it was called Czuzy's – the Polock bar at Ninth and Ave. B and then, finally, in June of 1982, Suzy's.


Suzy's forerunners had long since stopped serving regular meals. And when Walter Czuzackovsky, the founder's grandson, took over as manager of Suzy's, and after changing his name to Wally Christopher, while claiming high-born English heritage in a street-tough New York accent, he stopped serving pickled pigs' knuckles and hard-boiled eggs at the bar. Bags of potato chips, pretzels, peanuts and meat sticks: cellophane-wrapped, chewy, carcinogen-impregnated lengths of compressed and homogenized beef by-products were then begrudgingly sold to Suzy's gourmet clientele.


It has long been the practice for New Yorkers to brown-bag wine or beer when eating in Chinese and, more recently, in Indian restaurants that lacked liquor licenses. Then, as a result of the often-extortionist demands for cash payoffs by the City's health inspectors to overlook minor, and often considered non-existent, food-handling offenses, many bars stopped serving meals once the state’s legal requirement that they do so was lifted. Suzy's had been one of those restaurants – and, as a consequence, allowed its customers to bring in take-out food: a case of brown-bagging in reverse.


This resulted in Suzy's new breed of sophisticated customers consuming (along with the bar's modest selection of munchies) the contents of paper buckets full of soy-sauced noodles from the nearby Chinese take-out joint, and soggy, reeking of damp cardboard, luke-warm slices of pizza topped with greasy pepperoni from the corner pizza parlor. These gourmet delights were washed down with pints of tasteless tepid beer, drawn through seldom-if-ever-cleaned tap lines from kegs stored in its rat-infested cellar.

*


The largest segment of Suzy's customers, though far from a majority, were blue-collar types who stopped in for a few beers after work – once virtually all Slavic, then, until the early 1990’s, mainly Latino – when they were replaced by a faceless, yuppie, after-work crowd. But, during the 1980’s, the crowds that gave the bar its special flavor didn't start arriving until sometime after ten in the evening; and then, by midnight, as if by magic, the bar took on a completely different character – though one had to be a keen observer, indeed, to be aware of the subtle changes as they were taking place.


Imperceptibly – at first, every four or five minutes, then, gradually, the momentum began to build as the intervals became shorter and still-shorter, until by twelve they were arriving in a continuous stream: singly, in pairs, and in groups. In they came: bikers; musicians (punkers, jazz, rock, country, classical and their groupie followings); overage- and neo-hippies; Upper Eastside yuppies (many of whom have since moved into East Village) in their "I'm-really-an-artist-at-heart" slumming clothes purchased at Barney's; office workers escaping from their tiny, high-priced, neighborhood, tenement remodeled-studio-apartments; awed and defensive tourists; Euro-trash; au-pair girls on their night off; street people – who might or might not walk out with your coat or purse, or deal in nickel and dime bags of dope; and the ubiquitous tunnel-and-bridge crowd, with their not-able-to-live-in-Manhattan inferiority complexes. From amongst this motley throng could be found representatives of just about every racial, ethnic, sexual, social, economic and religious or non-religious grouping – virtually all of whom were drawn to Suzy's to see and be part of this uniquely-New York, Lower Eastside, living-on-the-edge bar-scene – which was, in essence, of their own making.

*

[Until the mid-1980’s, the drinking age in Manhattan was still a sensible eighteen. This, plus the fact that evening parking was easy to come by, allowed for a youthful crowd to be included with that of their older, tunnel and bridge, compatriot yuppies wanting to be hippie –  all of which was to add to the mix of characters who frequented Suzy’s. (Within a decade, a youth of seventeen could still be sent to war and fornicate legally with anyone of the same age or older – but couldn’t smoke a cigarette; at eighteen he could get married – but couldn’t drink a beer until he turned twenty-one,)]

*


Although it’s next to impossible to predict what will make a bar a success, there's one sure sign of a successful bar – and that's one that makes potential customers feel, upon entering, that there's a well-attended party going on – and that they're privileged to be allowed to take part in it. This fact is, more often than not, punctuated at the doorway by a menacing bouncer, who reluctantly allows them to pass over the threshold – and join in the festivities.


The presence of a two- to three-hundred pound bouncer in bars like Suzy's didn’t prevent an occasional brawl from breaking out. That an argument could turn into an ugly scene could hardly have been an unexpected event in a bar like this, what with such a diversity in its clientele – but that the violence only served to make Suzy's all the more popular, does cause one to ponder. (With the gentrification of East Village and the ousting of its former muscular working class citizens, punks amongst the tunnel and bridge crowd have taken on a macho attitude towards the new yuppie customers – and, now, without fear of getting really beaten up, fights result, and then the loser is sure to call the cops for revenge, or a lawyer to get rich.)

*


There were other bars in the neighborhood, such as the Crow Bar where Christina O’Murphy worked, that had no need of a bouncer. Most of those bars had women bartenders, and a disreputable-looking macho clientele. At least one of the regulars would welcome the chance to prove his masculinity in defense of his alcohol-induced conception of the street-smart gal behind the bar as a beautiful and virtuous damsel-in-distress. Sensing this, it was rare, indeed, for an outsider to ever consider starting any kind of trouble in such a bar – and the regulars had long-since learned to live and let live as a means of maintaining peace, at least amongst themselves. The unspoken ban against fighting between regulars had its roots in a common-sense adage, with sanitary overtones – one which they were frequently heard to cite: "Don't shit where you eat".

*


The dictum of bar and restaurant owners is that customers are the best decoration – which, on the face of it, seems trite, for more reasons than one. But, trying to find the answers to the questions: What attracted the customers in the first place? – and then, What keeps them coming back? –  are what occupies much of the thinking-time of the more cerebral-type bar owner.


The owners of successful bars, most of whom are prone to conjecture, generally come to the conclusion that the popularity of their bar is an obvious sign of their own business acumen – and, of course, brilliance. Meanwhile, the friends of the owners of these in-bars (this includes: employees; patrons; chance acquaintances whom they deign to say hello to; and last, but surely not the least, the vendors and liquor salesmen – all of whom loudly proclaim their friendship) unanimously attribute the owners' success, albeit behind their backs, to dumb luck, and the need to rely on devious means. This tends to prove that the ability of an owner, whether contrived or naturally-come-by, to convince everyone that he or she is a naive incompetent fool who stepped in it, may very well be one of the most important factors in causing a bar to be successful.


Nevertheless, it's still next to impossible to tell what causes an otherwise commonplace and unpretentious bar, such as Suzy's, to become an in-spot – especially when bars a block away fail. For this reason, most owners of successful bars adhere to the policy "if it ain't broke, don't fix it". And Walter Czuzackovsky, notwithstanding the fact that he changed his name to Wally Christopher, acted in accordance to that axiom as if it were the words relayed by Moses as being those of God. But this might very well be a bad simile, since Suzy's owner tended to ignore that fabled Egyptian's chipped-in-stone pronouncements (those attributed to the Elderly-Gentleman located in the Heavens high above, along the pathways in the sky – now reserved for use by the latest Boeing, super-jumbo jets, orbiting satellites, and space-walking astronauts). However, even those few not claiming Wally Christopher's friendship, discount, for lack of evidence, rumors that in the course of attaining his success, he was ever directly, or, begrudgingly, even indirectly responsible for anyone's demise.


At Suzy's bar, not a broken chair, not a rickety table, not the crumbling floor, not the sagging ceiling, nor the crud-encrusted walls showed evidence of ever having been repaired, painted or even cleaned. Nothing that didn't absolutely need fixing got fixed – and then only after a long delay. Most people attributed this to his being cheap. However, those who knew better, such as other bar owners, were heard to say that he was a shrewd student of human nature. In truth, Wally Christopher was merely applying a direct and very simple piece of business logic, one that he had been following ever since he began running the bar: "If it won't make money, don't do it."

*


Although Wally Christopher appeared to many no more than a very lucky piddler, he was, in fact, a hard-working man. He was also, as are so many successful, self-made men, a conniver – expending much time and effort trying to make money, anyway he could.  He was so conscientious in going about it that many others considered him nothing more than an audacious and very lucky crook. Although, had he managed to amass a sizable fortune, he would have been admired by one and all. Being unscrupulous in the course of accumulating great wealth, never hurt anyone's reputation: one such unprincipled New Yorker, before thinking better of it, had indicated that he might run in the year 2000 for president of these United States of America – and was taken seriously.


But Wally Christopher was small-time. Had he been judged guilty as a felon, he'd never be sentenced to serve his time in one of the upscale lockups reserved for crooked bankers and Wall Street manipulators. His crookedness, at least in the beginning, merely consisted of the application of petty schemes that enabled him to defraud one or another of the various government tax-collecting agencies. Had he been big-time, he could have saved really big bucks through the services of shrewd tax lawyers, and look-the-other-way, prestigious accounting firms – much like big corporations and the truly wealthy, for whom tax avoidance is considered a way of life and an admirable business practice – if not a moral obligation to one's class. Although, even for them, going too far, and, if caught, and sent to jail, is thought to be in poor taste. However, when tax avoidance is done on the relatively small scale of a Wally Christopher, if caught at it, an example would be made, and the offense (disdainfully, and euphemistically, at best, called chiseling) would earn him a spell in a penitentiary.

*


Wally Christopher, by hiding much of the bar’s profits, managed to cheat half-a-dozen agencies of the United States, New York State and New York City governments – all the while rationalizing it by claiming that the government is made up of a bunch of crooks. He felt he had much to be proud of, despite his realization that he could end up in jail. By himself, he had accomplished, through the use of good-old-Yankee ingenuity, what his wealthy counterparts could only do with the well-paid assistance of tax lawyers and helpful CPAs.

*


As the owner of a prosperous bar, Wally Christopher's problems would appear to be nil. He was fairly healthy, strong and fair of face – though he was slightly overweight, had spindly legs, and had somewhat flaccid features. He was in the prime of life, having only just turned forty, and was considered by all, especially his detractors, to be very lucky – it seemed obvious that his greatest asset was having the good fortune of being in the right place at the right time.


Had Wally Christopher run a relatively honest operation, the managing of Suzy's would have been fairly simple. It would have required that he spend an hour or two a day: justifying the day's cash receipts with the register tape; ordering supplies; replacing the liquor consumed at the bar during the course of the previous day, while keeping track of inventory; firing and replacing an overly-greedy bartender or an incompetent bar-back when called for; making sure that the TV, public phones, cigarette machine, juke box, pinball machines, electronic games, air conditioners, and the far-from-clean toilets (often used for coke snorting and drug dealing) were all in working order. Furthermore, had he been on the up-and-up, since he'd have little to hide, he could have accomplished most of those chores by delegating them to one or another of his employees.

*


What made Wally Christopher so unique, and, as such, an outstanding personage was his low-level of mediocrity. His intelligence, education, sex-drive, business ethics, cultural awareness, and bowling scores were all middling – to well-below average. Only his golf scores and income were considerably above the norm. It was his practice to play golf once-a-week, weather permitting; more often than not, his companions were drawn from among his upwardly-mobile customers: alcoholics all, but, nevertheless, with both time and money at their disposal. Those who usually rounded out the foursome included: a self-employed plumber, an almost-in-the-closet gay lawyer and a putting-on-the-dog, third-generation-American, Connecticut-born, low-level-ASP bar owner: an ex-bartender of his who had originally introduced him to the sport. But, despite the fact that he lost a few hundred dollars every time he played golf with them, and more when at the track (so much for his being lucky), during the period that the bar was "in", he still had far more money at his disposal than was good for him. That it allowed him to become  more than just a social user of dope was bad enough – but, with the ease that money kept coming in, and it was a considerable amount, he became more and more convinced of his having been born a genius – which in turn made a blah nonentity into an obnoxious presence. 


The fallacy expounded by those with wealth, that it takes brains to make money – and to be a business success, prevails amongst the more naive proponents of the free-enterprise system. The success of Wally Christopher tended to refute that assumption. Surely, he was not brilliant, but he was shrewd, and had a single-mindedness of purpose; once a course of action was decided on, he unwaveringly followed through on it: this, as a direct result of his being totally devoid of the moral restraints or an intellectual capacity that might have caused him to give much weight to the peripheral consequences (good, bad or indifferent) of his actions. His was a simple approach to the complexities of the capitalist system. It was a self-serving distortion of that basic concept elaborated on by the Adam Smiths of the world, which was: don't pay five dollars for a sack of potatoes, unless you can sell it for at least six dollars. This was the simple precept he lived by. Although, by his adhering to that rule it often caused him to break the law, he never intentionally broke that simple rule. Tax evasion was his means of keeping his costs down and maintaining his profit margin.


Wally Christopher's complete lack of business ethics (a subjective and flexible term at best – if not an oxymoron) as manifested in his unorthodox approach to the art of making money, along with his ever-growing reliance on drugs, could logically be considered the preamble to his eventual downfall – which would have vindicated all those ne'er-do-wells who knew him, for their own lack of success: by confirming their self-deluding belief that what goes around comes around and that honesty is the best policy. But, that was not to be the case.

*


One evening, he parked his Transam across the street from the bar. As he exited the car, the Avenue B bus struck him, dragging him fifty feet before it stopped at a red light. Unaware he had struck anyone (or anything for that matter), the driver of the bus: a squat, muscle-bound, skin-headed Caucasian of indeterminate hyphenation, in an attempt to convince his tough-looking passengers of his physical prowess, could be seen manipulating two steel balls in his right hand; he was oblivious to the commotion outside the bus and, though the bus was slowed to a crawl, he continued to look straight ahead. It was not until the policewoman, who was on duty at Tompkins Square Park, planted herself in front of the bus and demanded that he stop, that the driver realized something out of the ordinary had taken place.

*


Wally Christopher never regained consciousness. He died, sprawled out in the gutter, at the age of forty-three – two hours after being hit. The paramedics arrived one hour and forty-five minutes after he expired.


The call to 911 was made from the bar, the accident having been in full view of the occupants of Suzy's. The paramedics who finally responded: a young, African-American, Southern-Baptist woman and a middle-aged, Irish-American, Catholic man had been engaged in the act of lowering those divisive barriers that arbitrarily separate people according to their religion, their race, their age and their sex. Since the call to 911 had come from a bar, the paramedics, assuming it was just a problem with a drunk, continued in their barrier-lowering activities. Undisturbed, for three and a half hours, they continued in their defiance of the narrow-minded bigots in authority: those who persist in preventing an amicable approach to a loving understanding between peoples of different races, ages and religions.

*


His heirs made an out-of-court settlement with the City of New York for the negligence of the bigotry-defying paramedics. The settlement from the City was for four hundred and seventy-five thousand tax-free dollars. Suzy's, unable to function profitably after Wally Christopher's demise, went bankrupt. Whereupon, the bar was padlocked by the sheriff's office for the failure to have paid taxes due the City.

*


There were those who thought Wally Christopher a genius, and praised him for his foresight for having provided so well for his heirs – this, without the help of high-priced tax and estate-planning lawyers. Others said it was just dumb luck.

<>
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Calling it Quits


Charlie Wolfson had been living rent-free in one of the abandoned buildings on East Seventh Street. Christina’s painting was taking up more and more of her time, and the cost of her material kept going up. Her solution was to give up her apartment and move in with Charlie (though by the time they were forced out of his squat, her rent would have been considered a steal). As long as the neighborhood was dangerous and infested with junkies and drug dealers, the building’s owners and their political allies in City Hall ignored their presence. However, having served their purpose, after seven years, as the area’s artsy bohemian character began to give it an insy, chic panache – with a consequential increase in real-estate values, Charlie and Christina, along with their cohorts, now demeaned as bums and freeloaders, were forcibly evicted from their homes by the only-doing-their-duty (but, with-relish) police.  


Once they lost their squats, there was no way they could afford the new rents then being paid by the yuppie, wannabe hippies for their closet-size studio apartments. The high rents forced Charlie and Christina out of Manhattan and into Williamsburg in Brooklyn, where rents hadn’t yet begun to skyrocket. Something happens to a person’s self-image when living in the New York area, yet not in Manhattan. Charlie and Christina began to realize that they were being subjected to all the worst aspects of living in New York, without any of its advantages. Moreover, at least for them, there didn’t seem to be any kind of a real art scene – and what little there was, was dominated by a stress on making money, money and more money. That’s when they decided to leave New York and live with Alice and Jasen on the Greenhill dairy farm in Vermont. 


Though they continued to harbor thoughts of making it, they concluded it would never happen for them in New York. They had hoped to have careers as artists and be able to join in, in the emotional and intellectual aspects of the mainstream art-world – which, for the most part, only life in the Big City could offer. Nevertheless, despite their being aware that by leaving the City, they were admitting defeat – they left. For whatever their reasons, though, the fact remained that by their leaving the City, their world had become smaller. And perhaps, that’s just what they really wanted: to live in and become part of a smaller, more manageable and livable world – one somewhat less-competitive – albeit, one where few, if any, of their hopes and fantasies could or would ever be realized.  

<>
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Artists

If one considers artists as being nothing more than a batch of weirdoes, dilettantes and money-grubbing hacks involved in a manipulative and fraudulently deceptive profession: one lacking in measurable criteria and ethics – then using the art field as a convenient dumping ground for the placating of troublesome minorities, regardless of their skills, talent, intellect or commitment, makes a lot of sense. However, those responsible for doing so must take at least some of the responsibility for the continuing sorry state of the contemporary art scene.

*


New York artists had been a fairly open-minded lot, and, at the very least, made an attempt to accept each other as equals, regardless of their skills and knowledge of art, sexual proclivities, racial makeup, gender, ethnicity and religion (or lack thereof) – at times even exercising their liberal views when dealing with non-artists. Along those lines, virtually all those artists, at least outwardly, made light of their own differences – and, this included those artists who were gay. Before the riots at the Stonewall Inn, and the subsequent (and possibly-consequential) AIDS outbreak a decade later – gays played down, or made no attempt to differentiate themselves because of their homosexuality, unless they were screaming queens, but even they mixed freely with their straight counterparts. Nevertheless, well before the mid-seventies, the polarizing of artists for all sorts of non-art- based reasons began to take place.

*


Though manifold, the most obvious reasons for the formation of a sub-group of segregated peoples within a larger community tend to be: deliberately-enforced from within or without; the result of chance; self-willed; or, due to the shortsighted doings of otherwise well-meaning folks. And, whether or not any form of segregation is regarded as a defense mechanism; a response to, or a manifestation of bigotry; or as a social curiosity, seems to depend upon the acceptance of the rationale for its being – which, of course, depends much on the nature of the then-prevailing code of what passes for civilized behavior. Since there’s no universally-acceptable norm for judging the morality of self-segregation (whatever its rationale), no judgment is intended when describing the divisive issues that affected and, for the most part, continue to affect the cohesiveness, if not the very existence of a once vital community of New York artists.


The government's obviously-well-intentioned insistence on the hiring of new-minorities as faculty by educational institutions (though originally intended as a leg-up for those past recipients of bigotry-based, prejudicial treatment – of a kind that was due solely to their having evidence of an Equatorial African ancestry), was one of the major determining factors that led to the virtually all-straight-male, all-Euro-Caucasian makeup of this once much-diversified community of New York artists. 

*

[In no time, for political pork-barrel considerations, the benefits intended for those with an impoverished minority status were extended to include numerous tag-along, self-segregating, Euro- Caucasian individuals and groupings: all claiming, as a means of benefiting from those laws designed by well-intentioned folks as a means of giving aid to minorities with legitimate claims for having been the recipients of severe injustices, that they too had suffered past unfairness due to their ethnicity, sex, sexual preference, religion, and poverty. (One of the more flagrant deceptive greed-motivated acts that artists were aware of occurred during the early 1970’s, was when the daughter of a super-star artist, by claiming her independence from her well-heeled father, became a self-righteous recipient of monetary assistance intended for the truly poor).] 

*


Whether, as a result of the government's giving in to rightist pressures that insisted on the inclusion of well-off, middle-class Whites, who all too often made totally-unfounded claims of unfair treatment – or due to the government's having made a just assessment of an individual’s right to receive compensation (due to his or her actually having been negatively affected because of a past or current, legally- or de facto-enforced, bigotry-based bias), the effect on the composition of the survivors, as a group, was the same.


Educational institutions were required to have a minimum number of minorities on their faculty. By the late sixties, a good portion of the credits required for the academically- meaningless, B.F.A. or M.F.A. degrees, then being doled out, were for studio work (no longer was it necessary for an artist to be an art-history major and take broad-based, intellectually-stimulating and challenging academic courses to earn a degree). Since many amongst both the new and old minorities lacked the academic qualifications to function as faculty in the considerably-more-demanding traditional majors, many were hired as instructors in the, by then, everything’s-art and everyone’s-an-artist, naively-optimistic era of the flower child. By and large, the survivors were those who were left out of the process.

*


There were few, if any women, gays, Blacks, Latinos or ASP-types left in the core of this particular figurative-artist group. Even those who had but modest qualifications, if lumped into a minority grouping, had been hired by one or another college, university or art school eager to fill the minority quotas set for their faculty. In addition, although to a far lesser degree, to maintain their ethnic-ASP-majority traditions, many universities also gave preference to the hiring of ASP-types. Fine arts degrees were no more prevalent in those groupings, nor were there more good artists amongst them, than amongst the survivors. All of which contributed to the ethnic makeup of the survivors; virtually all were American-born males with miscellaneous, Caucasian ancestry – with a good half being composed of Italian Catholics and ethnic East European Jews. 


Despite many of those survivors of the 1980’s and later having had a few minor successes: an exhibition in a co-op gallery; an award in an insignificant competition; a mention in a major art publication, or a good-sized review in a second-rate one –that once vibrant medley of artists gradually lost its vitality: a vitality that required at least a tad of meaningful recognition for the members of the group, as artists, if it was to be maintained. Much-reduced-in-size, the grouping muddled on; allowing for a few exceptions, it was to become a residue of almost-rans functioning in the outermost periphery of the New York art scene. Nevertheless, in an attempt to raise their self-esteem, they began referring to themselves as survivors: an obvious euphemism for what some were prone to call hangers-on – and others, a bunch of self-deluding, nonentities. 

<>
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 The Product Maker – India Style


Though this may very well be due to his ignorance of the totality of the religio-spiritual aspects of Indian culture, Nance found the works of many Indian artists, especially those by artists claiming to have endowed a religious element into their work, to be self-indulgent, run-of-the-mill, poorly-drawn renderings. Nevertheless, as fine art their works might acquire a modest, commercial success – which, when considering the low incomes of India’s middle-class, that might very well be the intended accomplishment. However, Indian interior decorators, functioning in a profession that by its very nature is commercial, tend to excel as innovative creators of unique, fascinating and pleasingly-habitable spaces. 


Nance was in the habit of frequenting the cocktail lounge cum bar at the Gupta Yatri Nivas: a government-run, relatively-inexpensive hotel – where he stayed whenever in New Delhi. The decor of the bar was international-chic, with an Indo-modern flavor – which was enhanced with the addition of hand-fashioned, whitewashed, tiny-mirror-bearing cabinets (made of a cement-like substance). They were of a type Nance had seen in the interiors of the round, adobe-type huts of fishermen, when he was on a Gujarati-government-sponsored tour of Kachchh.


Nance sat sipping an India-made whiskey and soda (no ice) contemplating his soon-to-be-realized return to the States. His thoughts were interrupted by loud, alcohol-enhanced, boisterous voices coming from the far end of the bar. Two men were talking about their knowledge of New York City – but, soon, they  began arguing about things Indian: both subjects Nance thought he knew something about. 


Nance sidled over to a table adjoining that of the verbal combatants. One of the men turned out to be Manu Mehta: a businessman involved in international trade, a world traveler, a Gujarati, a Hindu, and a supporter of an India-wide use of Hindi (this, despite Gujarati’s being his first language). The other gentleman, he was to learn, was Manual De Pereira: a Goan artist, a born Catholic and a supporter of English (not Portuguese) as the national language for all India.


The artist, Manual De Pereira (with a barely-perceptible, Indian accent superimposed on that of an Americanized-English) was taunting Manu Mehta: “You speak of Hindi as being India’s language, yet here we are in India, both Indians, using English to convey our thoughts.”  


“That is exactly why I say that the teaching of Hindi should be stressed! India is losing her identity, and the use of one language, Hindi, throughout India would unite us all,” was Manu Mehta’s Indian-accented reply.


“How can you say that, after all, Hindi is but a made-up language?” was De Pereira’s chiding and combative response.


This sort of banter went on for a few minutes before Nance felt compelled to add his two cents. Referring back to De Pereira’s knocking of Hindi, Nance asked the Goan artist, who had obviously absorbed an Anglo-American, Euro-centric view of the world: “What language would you say is not made up?” And, before he could answer, Nance added, “I for one can’t conceive of a major, modern, written language which, of course, includes English, that hasn’t been made-up. The grammar of every widely-spoken language has always been deliberately standardized – at least to some appreciable degree – and when written, so too was its spelling and the shape of its letters or symbols.”


As are all Indians, when learning English, Manu Mehta had been exposed to the West’s negative view of India and her culture. So, despite being an intelligent man with pride in his Indian heritage, he, much like the vast majority of folks, worldwide, found it near-impossible to counter the prevailing Euro-centric view of world history with its stress on Western supremacy – which was being expounded by the far-more-fluent-in-English, Manual De Pereira, his Goan-artist antagonist.

*

This anti-all-things-to-do-with-life-in-India attitude is so prevalent, that Indian consular officials residing in America are unable to comprehend why anyone (whether or not with Indian ancestry), would desire to remain in India for any length of time – unless for devious reasons.

*


Manual De Pereira, much like many of India’s Christians, had been totally indoctrinated into believing the Euro-centric world view created by Western historians for European consumption. It was a Bible-based, Judeo-Christian, cosmetically-doctored world view that praised the West for the indignity they imposed on Indians by enslaving them, stealing their land and deliberately causing some twelve million Indians to starve to death – while claiming that colonialism was being imposed for the good of the Indo-Caucasian peoples of the Subcontinent. 

*

Obviously, if Irish Catholics were entitled to an apology by the Brits for allowing a million of their ancestors to perish as a consequence of both Brit actions and inactions, and if European Jews are entitled to compensation for their having been used as slave labor during W.W.II, then the ancestors of the citizens of all colonized peoples, not only Indians, surely deserve massive compensation for the crimes committed against humanity (albeit, non-European) by those who enriched themselves at their expense – notably the big-money folks who prospered from the colonizing activities of Europe’s and Japan’s empire builders.

*


No doubt, Nance’s upbringing, with its school-taught view of American history, one that stressed the nation’s breaking away from British rule and European domination, had him taking a dim view of the nonsensical notion that the West’s colonial culture was righteous, ethical and all-knowing – and by inference, that rapacious colonialism was laudable for its contribution to the making of a civilized world. 


The Gujarati, Manu Mehta, appeared to be much relieved when Nance took up his cause. Nance agreed with his view that Indians must have a more positive sense of their ethnic identity, and this was the main reason for his butting in. However, even if he hadn’t agreed with Manu Mehta, Nance might have sided with him, though, perhaps, less vigorously, for no other reason than that his opponent was being unfair. The artist, Manual De Pereira, being better educated (at least in English), was most adept at skewing the truth when stating his case. No doubt it’s a conceit on Nance’s part to feel the need to side with the underdog. As a result, following a short pause in the conversation, Nance again gave vent to his urge to attack what he thought was the Goan’s smug, pro-everything-West attitude – one so often exhibited by India’s most-recent emigrants – but especially those, like the artist, De Pereira, who came to America. 

*


Nance, turned towards De Pereira, and stated, perhaps a little too pedantically: “In the case of Hindi, and I’m sure you’re already aware of this, it’s the written language closest to the original Sanskrit. And, although Sanskrit is the oldest Indo-European language known to exist, much like Hindi, it’s most assuredly been codified – or made-up, as you so pointedly stated,  into its present form. I’d also like to say, in defense of Manu Mehta’s stand on the use of Hindi, that, since Urdu and Hindi, both being Sanskrit-based tongues that have their modern roots in Hindustani (the lingua franca of the peoples of the most populous areas of the Subcontinent), it acts as a tie between both Hindi- and Urdu-speaking folks in both India and Pakistan. Moreover, since both Hindi- and Urdu- speakers understand the speech of one another, Urdu-Hindi would be the third or fourth most-spoken language in the world – English, Chinese and possibly Spanish being more prevalent. And, mind you, nothing about stressing Hindi as the universal language of all India would preclude the use of Bengali and the other Sanskrit-based languages, or Tamil and the other Dravidian-based languages, from being used whenever and wherever individual Indians might wish.”

*


Manu Mehta and Nance, after exchanging names, occupations and lineage, shook hands – as fellow Gujaratis (this, despite Nance’s not having visited India or Gujarat, where his father was born, ‘till he was well into his sixties). Nevertheless, Manu Mehta, who was still in an agitated state (despite Nance’s siding with him), paid his bill and left. It was obvious that he couldn’t find the words to counter what he took to be the artist, Manual De Pereira’s insulting anti-India jibes – and, being a powerfully-built man, but a Hindu in the Gandhi mode, he decided he’d better leave before he lost his cool and became violent. 

*


Being an artist himself, Nance looked forward to having a conversation, combative or not, that included the Goan. His original intent, when joining in their conversation, was merely to put his two cents in, not to take sides. Nevertheless, since he found the Goan’s attitude identical to that of the blindly pro-West, anti-all-things-Indian voiced by so many middle-class Indians, Nance had sided with the Gujarati.


It was after Manu Mehta left the bar that Nance began to realize that Manual De Pereira was an intelligent, knowledgeable and worldly old codger, albeit, with a bit of a mean streak. By most generally-accepted criteria, he would be considered a success, albeit, a modest one. He had a dealer buying his work for resale to people claiming to be collectors (his work bordered on the pornographic) and, with the proceeds from the sale of his work – which he turned out with production-line speed – he earned enough to allow him, when in India, to stay at a moderately-priced hotel like The Gupta, and when in New York (through the benevolence of a dealer), to reside in a small, rent-controlled apartment cum studio. His situation was one many artists might envy.


Probably the most significant attribute a fiction writer can have is the ability to be a good listener. And bars, along with long-distance train rides, airline flights and late-night, city buses seem to attract people who want to talk. It was in the bar of The Gupta hotel that Manuel De Pereira proceeded to relate his life story, at least that portion that suited his purpose – which appeared to be to impress Nance with his stature as an intellectual, an artist and as a sexually-macho lady’s man. This last, was probably the aftereffects of his having grown up in Goa, where so many Indian Catholics imitated the Latino (Portuguese) attitude towards sex – one intended to disprove the possibility of their having unmanly desires.

*

[Even in modern-day America, one finds a similar macho attitude expressed by Catholic Latinos (though mainly South American Spanish). It should be noted, though, that throughout the Indian subcontinent it’s rare to find the same kind of macho-combative posturing that one comes across amongst a fair number of young, Goan Catholics when in Panaji. However, this isn’t meant to suggest that Indians of other religions are incapable of being boorish, or of committing heinous acts. 

[India’s Christians, having ancestors who were coerced into adopting the religion of their masters–  also adopted their masters’ customs, as well as their attitudes towards Hinduism and Mohamedism. In doing so, they and their offspring were to profit disproportionately from India’s having been politically and economically dominated by one or another of the old, colonial powers. (There were others, however, besides Christians, who also benefited unfairly due to their being favored by the British, Portuguese or French – but few of them were Hindus or Moslems – unless, that is, they were collaborating Nizams, Maharajas, or Nabobs, who gained favor with the Brits and their fellow colonizers by their being compliant and willing subordinate rulers.)]

*


It was during a dinner Nance attended in New Delhi, shortly after his first meeting with De Pereira, that he asked the wife of an Indian consular officer, a sophisticated woman who came through as being in the know about such things, if she knew of an artist named De Pereira. She did, and said (with much disdain, as she mentioned his name) De Pereira was included in a circle of Indian artists being bought by a handful of known Indian collectors. But, when Nance mentioned that he appeared to be an old man, of some seventy-five or eighty years, she seemed to doubt that the artist he had met could be the De Pereira she was referring to – who, she was quite sure, could be no more than fifty, or at most fifty-five years of age. Nevertheless, after Nance mentioned the type of work the artist produced, along with other aspects of his history and physical appearance, she stated that he must, most-assuredly, be the same man.

*


To forgo family and the possibility of producing heirs, as a means of insuring one’s genetic future, in order to pursue the gift of eternal life as an artist: one listed in the annals of art history, is often considered a worthwhile endeavor for some. However, the artist, Manual De Pereira had neither heirs nor a celebrated presence. Having neither – unless one were to consider being numbered amongst the innumerable also-rans listed in “Who’s Who in the Arts” as having attained the status of a celebrity (though he was known in India by most artists and a small group of buy-the-output-of-anyone-Indian, art enthusiasts) – he dwelt on those few years in his youth when he showed some signs of making-it. 

*


Due to his downing one whiskey after another, Manuel De Pereira, in an increasingly-tipsy manner, continued to relate his life story. And, as he went on and on about his sexual exploits (while smoking continuously, and coughing with each drag), Nance couldn’t help but recall an old joke: 

There was this broken-down, scrawny, near-bald, bleary-eyed and bedraggled old man – his skin was shriveled, he was bent over, and needed a cane to get around. He was sitting on a bench in Thompson Square Park talking in a weak and rasping voice to a bunch of East-Village, long-term vagrant-hippies. He told them how he drank two bottles of vodka every day, spent hours every might in a cat-house and was a chain-smoker –- and that it never harmed him. “Wow,” said one of his youthful auditors in disbelief. “And, you’ve lived such a long life. How old are you, anyway?” “Thirty-two,” was the old man’s response. 


Well, De Pereira wasn’t thirty-two, nor was he the man in his late seventies which he appeared to be. However, like the man in the story, his face was grizzled, he too was bleary-eyed, stooped a little, walked with a bit of a drunken shuffle, and, perhaps due to a prostrate problem, made trips to the john after every drink (and he drank fast). 
*


Manuel De Pereira was born in Panaji (still called Pangim by many of Goa’s Europhile diehards) some fifteen years prior to India’s 1961 ousting of the Portuguese from the Subcontinent. Whether, in the past, Goa had been allowed to whither away as a backwater of the remnants of Portugal’s fast dwindling possessions, or had always been a sleepy enclave of tropical vegetation larded with coconut-tree plantations, is not pertinent. For years prior to, and continuing on after India’s takeover, Goans, in an effort to better themselves, were migrating to India proper in droves. Manuel De Pereira was numbered amongst them. So, despite Catholics in Goa having been the dominant peoples, with Hindus (usually low-caste) being the underclass, since Goa had been left to die economically and intellectually by the Portuguese, Catholics such as the De Pereiras, in an effort to give meaning to their lives, fled Goa for Hindu India – evidently, despite their claimed resentment for India’s reclaiming the enclave, their ties were so great, that being reincorporated with the rest of Mother India was a mere formality. 
*


As Nance’s conversation with him continued, De Pereira let it be known that, as a child, he believed he was destined to be an artist (which may or may not prove the saying that artists are born, not made). He then told of his studying at one of the major art centers in India – it may have been Vadodara (then Baroda), Shantiniketan or JJ in Mumbai (then Bombay). He finally ended up in Paris where, possibly due to his being Indian (the talking-dog effect – it ain’t what a dog says, it’s just that he can talk) or perhaps it was the near-pornographic aspect of his work, he said he gained a certain notoriety and his paintings sold quite well.


But his fifteen minutes of fame (to be sure, though limited, something few artists ever acquire) was just that, for in no time he said he went out of vogue, was broke, disillusioned and was ready to come home. It was then, he went on to relate, that an American agent offered to handle his work, gave him an advance and arranged for him to rent the studio that he still lives in when in New York – and, which he sublets for a handsome profit when he’s in India. 

*


He then went on to relate that his paid, lady companion (when in India) of nine years had left him – without an ah, yes or maybe, and how when he tried to contact her upon his return to India he was advised that she had gone off and gotten married. It did seem that he was bragging, when he mentioned that, that particular Indian woman whom he had hired as a companion, teased him by saying he was older than her father. Perhaps she had a father fixation, but couldn’t deal with a relationship based on having an affair with a man that looked like her grandfather. In all probability, she (much as her provincial-French counterparts, of a not-too-distant yesteryear, did after their withdrawal from Paris and their profession) always planned on leaving him – once she accumulated enough rupees (as a result of catering to his carnal needs) to pay for an always-expensive Indian wedding, as well as for a dowry sufficient to allow her parents to arrange for a marriage with a suitable boy. 

*


Just prior to Nance’s leaving, he again ran into Manual De Pereira. It was in the same bar; he was with a young man, a representative of the Indian dealer who was buying his work. The young man let Nance know that he had picked up two paintings from De Pereira the previous evening, and that this morning he had brought him the two blank, cotton canvasses that were lying on an adjacent table (each was about twenty-four by eighteen inches and taped onto a stiff cardboard), adding that he’d be back the next day to pick up the finished works. Pereira was expected to knock off two of his near-drawing-like, near-porno-like (provided one had a good imagination), acrylic renderings that evening.

*


Nance never saw De Pereira again. But, one conclusion he came to was that no matter where in the world, for an artist, the road to fame and fortune is rough going. Moreover, it becomes more and more evident, that the commonly accepted romantic aspects of the life of an artist, portrayed in so many popular novels (due to the inventive genius of their authors), and the subsequent exploitation of those novels by movie makers, are rarely, if ever, true to life. It’s doubtful that any but a very few of those who’ve given up the major portion of their freedom will ever be acclaimed or become economically successful – or have a particularly interesting or eventful life.


Perhaps the young Indian woman, the one who, after earning enough money to get married, left De Pereira, was the overall winner. If what De Pereira said was true, the lady enjoyed herself while earning her dowry – and she had no need to drown her memories in drink.

<>
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Death and the Artist

Although death is only the second most significant happening for virtually all living things, it, quite naturally, occupies man's thoughts far more than the miracle of his birth – and runs a close race with that of thoughts of procreation. Mankind's first inkling of the inescapable fact that he was destined to die was, perhaps, the catalyst that transformed his most recent, humanoid ancestors into a cognizant and truly-thinking organism – which, in turn, might very well have been the ingredient that gave Homo sapiens the competitive advantage for survival over that of their Neanderthal fellow primates.


Death's impact on any individual's psyche varies in accordance with the: to whom, why, when, where and how it occurs – and under what circumstances one is made aware of it. Although most adult Americans living when Lincoln, FDR or Kennedy died might not have remembered the exact date it happened, in all probability, they could have recollected just what they were doing at the moment when first made aware of it. Now, each of those deaths had had a shock effect: it reminded people of just how transient life is, even for those men believed destined to be counted amongst the immortals. No doubt, it's the inexorable aspect of our implacable and preordained impending doom that gives us such concern: confusing some, terrifying others, and welcomed by a few. It's this consternation, engendered in people the world over, by the unknown aspects of death, that fills the coffers of Hindu temples, Moslem mosques, Christian churches and all the other places of worship where the adherents of Buddhism, Shintoism, Sikhism, Judaism, Jainism, Taoism, Parsiism, or any of the other isms man has conjured up, make their obeisance and financial contributions (bribes to ensure a pleasant hereafter, or time on earth) meant to influence their God(s) by way of His or Their well-paid, earthly representatives.

*


The survivors, that dwindling number of artists still residing in the City, were active during and since the glory days (from the mid-1950’s through the early 1980’s) of that once-vital, New York art scene – though, as individuals, few, if any, would have been essential to its functioning. And, they’re still either following, or fighting against, the dictates of one or another of that period's various intellectualizing, non-artist authorities on the arts. However, despite the perseverance of the survivors, it's rare, indeed, for any of them to ever attain even the slightest recognition as an artist – except within their own loosely-knit and constantly-diminishing-in-number, hanging-in-there cohorts.

*


Just a few years ago, Nance attended an exhibition of works by one of those survivors, a trying-to-do-figurative-art artist. The work displayed was no better than Nance had a right to expect; it was by an artist teaching at a degree-granting institution. With more than just a few exceptions (most of whom are artist-instructors’ working in an atelier – non-grade-giving – environment), long-term art teachers no longer think of themselves as being first and foremost artists, innovative or otherwise. Instead, they so often end up being their own best student. The result, in this instance, was that the quality of the works on view, if nothing else, was that of a very good student studying at a university. The pastel and charcoal renderings of nudes hanging on the walls were of a mediocre academic caliber. They showed evidence of great effort, but lacked the input of the genius necessary to elevate contrived renderings’ exhibiting but a modest degree of skills, to the level of what could justifiably be called fine art.


The gallery was located in Chelsea (a onetime-rundown section of Manhattan that, by the 1980’s, was well on its way to becoming totally gentrified), near the bookstore that had, the previous year, carried a novelette written by Nance – and, where a book party cum opening, for an exhibition of a dozen or so of his paintings (they, like the book, had an East Village theme) had been held. It was an easy-to-get-to wonderful bookstore: large, light and airy; with a good-sized, open balcony that served as a well-lit exhibition space. Having just had a small edition of his novel: “A Different Time - A Different War”, typeset and printed during his then-most-recent stay in India, he had intended to make arrangements with the very accommodating owners of the bookstore to have an exhibition of his Indian-theme paintings held there, along with their handling of his most recent book. No dice. It had folded while Nance was away – another victim of the super-bookstore cum pickup coffee-bar that caters to the current culture of the semi-literate, college-bred intellectual. The owners of the bookstore where he had shown his work had miscalculated. And, although they tried to compete with the super-bookstores by adding a coffee bar, it failed. The yearnings of the money-oriented, wannabe-bohemians from Annie’s Rump, Ohio (who were moving into Chelsea in droves) were far from a desire to be intellectually stimulated – nor, due to a more open attitude towards casual sexual encounters, did they need an excuse to socialize – such as, while browsing amongst the racks in a bookstore. So, that beautiful shop was to be replaced by a well-known, coffee-so-high-priced-that-it’s-chic, franchised chain store.

*


Every time Nance returned from an extended trip, he’d be advised of the demise of yet another of the survivors. Although there are artists (mainly wiry folk in good shape, the result of persevering in a field requiring the active use of both brains and brawn, while attempting to do their own thing and maybe acquire fame and fortune) who are known to have lived to a ripe old age, even when allowing for the added risks of their living in New York, many still die off years before their scheduled date of departure – at least according to the latest actuarial tables.


The deaths of truly-prominent figures in the arts had little or no effect on the survivors (that motley gathering of wannabes made up of the residual of almost-were and never-will- be, accepted-by-the-establishment artists). However, what did, and still does affect the members of this seemingly-disparate group (all of whom seem to be clinging to hopes of gaining recognition –  someday), is the death of one of their own, which brings home, full force, just how futile their own attempts have been to enter the sacred circle of those artists whose works will, during their lifetime, be considered museum-quality (whatever that is).


Meanwhile, the death of one of their own causes many of the empathizing survivors to make an inordinate to-do about his lack of recognition during his lifetime: asserting that posterity will make up for society's oversights (while inferring this applies to them as well) and stating authoritatively, while using art-history jargon, that: “Future generations will most-assuredly honor him as a misunderstood, and truly great artist;” And. “Our contemporary art moguls will be damned for their being smug autocrats (or worse) who lacked the foresight enabling them to recognize those basic, aesthetic truths – which were so obviously manifested in the ‘till-now-ignored masterpieces created by the deceased.”


[Should that most improbable celebrity actually befall the deceased artist, one can be assured that his work will be analyzed down to the last brush stroke, as every scrap of canvas bearing a daub of paint or a stroke of charcoal attributed to him becomes universally-acclaimed as a priceless (nevertheless, with an exorbitant price) contribution to the world's cultural heritage.] 

*


By the end of the century, those wannabe artists arriving in the City, unless with well-endowed trust funds, found it impossible to pay the exorbitant rents or pay the price to purchase even a modest-in-size, live-in, work studio. (In all fairness, one should keep in mind that those in-it-for-the-fast-buck, gotta-make-a-million, sleazy investors in real estate have a God-given right to make a living – don’t they?)


So, in addition to all the other factors that determined the makeup of New York’s once vital art scene, were the constant, unconscionable increases in the cost of renting or buying a loft or living space in the City. The majority of the remaining survivors lived in rent-stabilized and rent-controlled apartments, or in their co-op lofts, which they had bought at little cost in the 1960’s and very early 1970’s – when everyone else was fleeing the City and its racial problems. Besides the few superstars of the art world, the only artists who profited financially from that art scene were those who sold their lofts at the inflated prices of the mid-eighties and later. [Though many of them used that money to buy farms with barns and good acreage (mainly in economically-depressed farm areas of upstate New York and New England), and despite, in many instances, their having ample funds left over to live more-or-less free of money worries, there appears to be no evidence that this resulted in a general bettering of either theirs or America’s art.]


Long-time, New York residents were protected by law (and to a lesser degree still were as the twenty-first century began) from the money-is-everything, predatory demands of New York’s real-estate interests. Those laws had been allowed to continue more-or-less uncontested until about 1980 (by New York’s powerful real-estate interests) as a means of preventing “undesirable” minorities (read: Blacks and Latinos) from moving in. [Since then, middle-class, middle-income Whites, having served their purpose in preventing the Detroiting of New York, began moving out of the City (when not of their own free will,  through coercive legal and not-so-legal means); they, in turn, were replaced by the bland and boring, money-is-my-God, nouveaux-upper-middle-income bourgeoisie: folks emanating from points beyond Manhattan’s surrounding waters – domestic and foreign).]  

*


For the survivors of that 1960’s and 1970’s art scene: especially those long-time residents of downtown Manhattan, a goodly portion of whom were ethnic Italian-Catholics or ethnic East European Jews, with the balance being a medley of other hyphenated and doubly-hyphenated Caucasian-Americans, the enactment of rent-control, rent-stabilization and Artist-In- Residence laws (no matter how self-serving their acceptance had been by New York’s real-estate interests), was a serendipitous occurrence; it allowed some artists to remain in the City.


The unifying factor that forged a conglomerate of straight, male, artist-also-rans, with their diversity of ethnic Caucasian backgrounds, into a group of survivors who barely survived into the 1990’s, was their professed interest in every aspect of the plastic arts. As the years passed, these hangers-on to the periphery of the art-world have, with age, lost much of their once abrasive nature. Nevertheless, the loss of their pugnacious front, again, with very few exceptions, didn't translate into their accepting the fact that their part in the functioning of the trend-setting, international art market (that of the real world) is confined to their being: professional students; sketch-class attendees; Sunday painters; auditors of every touted museum and gallery exhibit and art lecture; perennial exhibitors in co-ops, vanity galleries and out-of-the-way, alternate spaces; employees of museums, galleries and art schools; and, at best, a lucky few as art instructors, with or without fine-art degrees. But, it must be conceded that few of the survivors continue to fill the role of the dabbling-dilettante once seen frequenting every wine-serving art opening.

<>
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Willie

Willie was born into a still-very-German, well-off, Midwest-American family. His physically-challenging condition challenged his family's concept of manliness. That his only desire was to be an artist (an occupation considered by his parents fit only for dilettante women, effeminate men and bohemians, most likely East-coast, foreign-types at that – all very un-German, as well as un-American types), led eventually to a complete break between Willie and his family.

*


Willie became a true survivor. He lost his studio before the enactment of the Artist-In-Residence laws, which would have allowed him to remain in his downtown Manhattan loft. However, at that time, living in a loft was illegal – artist or not. Building owners were well aware that lofts rented out to artists, often on a month-to-month basis, were being used as live-in studios. But, no doubt, on the advice of their lawyers, landlords claimed ignorance of the wide-spread practice when seeking the sheriff's help in evicting them.


Willie seemed an easy-going fellow, whose Mid-Western upbringing made him into an unquestioning and law-abiding citizen. He never did get the hang of being a real New Yorker – and never considered  contesting his eviction. After all, he, as well as all the other artists and pseudo-artist hippie-types, knew full-well that loft-living was unlawful. (Loft-dwellers were, at the time, routinely fined by Department of Sanitation inspectors for using the city's garbage collecting facilities to dispose of their trash.) Nevertheless, some loft-dwellers did band together and hire lawyers to fight their evictions; others formed cooperatives and bought their buildings. Willie didn't ask his well-off parents to help him buy his loft (only ten-thousand dollars at that time), possibly out of pride, or the realization that they’d pay no attention to his request. Instead, with a Hindu-like acceptance of his fate, he quit his premises quietly, moving to Staten Island where he rented a small studio near the Saint George ferry: one he could barely afford.

*


The Willies of the art-world, as peripheral to it as most were, had been responsible for the upgrading of the least-desirable sections of lower Manhattan. They had moved into a vast array of deserted, rundown, former factory loft buildings: the result of a continuing saga of  greed (that essential input to the well-being of a functioning free-market economy. New York’s owners of the once-vital light-manufacturing industries closed shop and became importers and distributors of everything from shirt buttons to soda-fountain pumps. Blue collar workers were laid off, the lofts were vacated, and the sons of once-hardworking small-time manufacturers ceased their daily subway trip uptown, brown bag in hand, to City College; instead, in Brooks-Brothers-like attire, they drove off to the almost-prestigious universities in America’s hinterland, or stayed at home and took the subway to Astor Place (the stop for NYU) to get a degree in education, film-making or marketing.


Left with vacant loft buildings on their hands, real-estate interests, with no desire to see New York become another Detroit (with all the racial overtones that that connotes) rented those spaces to artists at very reasonable rates. This served the dual purpose of preventing the slumming of New York, while at the same time, the new residents, their being artists, gave an aura of chic to those once uninhabitable-by-desirable-tenants neighborhoods. However, once the financially-unsuccessful artists were harassed, coerced or bribed into leaving their loft spaces, the former, dingy artist spaces were leased or sold as potentially-luxurious studios to well-to-do, wannabe bohemians. And, windfall profits were realized by all the avaricious-by-definition, real-estate interests’ owning properties in Manhattan –  especially below 23rd street.

*


Willie had been transferred from the Chicago branch of a well-connected New York gallery to their main one in Manhattan. But within a year he was let go. Rumor had it that his being fired was due to his appearance (possibly okay for provincial Chicago, but not for the then-center of the art world: New York's 57th Street). Willie’s back was perceptibly hunched, and his head was slightly, but permanently cocked to one side. Nevertheless, since he was bright, well-educated, always neatly-dressed and, despite his affliction, quite presentable, he landed a job as a well-paid, special messenger handling legal documents for a prominent, Wall Street, law firm. And, since his slight deformity in no way prevented him from doing his job: a job that didn't begin to tax his bodily strength or challenge his intellect, he was left with both the mental and physical energy to paint. And, unlike many claiming-to-be-artists, he did paint.


On rare occasions, Willie could be waspishly sarcastic. This happened, for the most part, in bars, but only after he became slightly tipsy. Although most people ignored him when he got obnoxious, bar patrons and bartenders, especially in one of the ethnic, cheaper Ukrainian bars, would get back at him by mimicking the way he carried himself. However, despite his being fully aware of it, he returned time and again to that bar. Perhaps this had a cathartic effect on his psyche – for, at least amongst those mostly-losers, he could stop pretending his deformity didn’t exist. But there’s a counterpoint to this; despite his apparent acceptance of  that unthinkingly-cruel attitude displayed towards him, and the obviousness of his infliction, he would have cringed at the indignity of being considered physically challenged (everyone knows what the parallel term, mentally challenged,  really meant, and so did Willie).


As is only too obvious, all good things come to an end. And, so, after some twenty years with the law firm, in an economy move: whether due to their concern for the cost of liability and medical insurance to cover him; or, due to the then-prevailing, greed-motivated trend, euphemistically called down-sizing; or, as a result of technological advances: e-mail and fax machines (all of which, no doubt, made a good part of his job superfluous), Willie was given his walking papers. However, the lawyers, with a claim of altruistic intent, gave Willie a sizable, guilt-relieving, separation check. (Willie couldn't figure out whether the economy move was to make up for the incompetence of his lawyer employers, or to allow them to maximize their already excessive emoluments – he, somewhat ungraciously, though with much evidence of insight, said he thought the lawyers were both lacking in ability and overloaded with avarice.)

*

Painting is a solo endeavor; and, artists tend to socialize in bars, or at other places offering temporary, superficial companionship in an effort to compensate for it. There were, and still are, many bars to be found below Fourteenth Street where artists were once known to frequent. Willie was known to frequent them all. Over the years, each time Nance ran into Willie, he was drinking more and more. And, the more he drank the more bitter and waspishly cutting he became. When made aware that he’d be losing his job at the law firm, he began drinking heavier than ever. Perhaps, Nance should have realized what his intentions were. The last time Nance ran into Willie was some six months after he had lost his job, and it was then that he confided in Nance. He had been unable to get anything but a minimum-wage job; and, he couldn’t possibly live on the base pay; and, the additional hours he’d have to work to cover his expenses, would leave him with no time to paint.

He told Nance how he had taken slides of his paintings to those galleries he thought most likely to handle his work, and sent mailings to many others: all to no avail.  He, almost as an aside, and quite matter-of-factly, mentioned how his unemployment benefits were running out, and the money he got from the lawyers, when he was fired, was going fast. Although he showed no signs of desperation in his attitude, there was one of resignation. In looking back, Nance felt he should have reached out to him: that lonely, intelligent, totally-involved-in-art, decent, fellow human being: one with much pride, who was just too aware of his own physical shortcomings, and with grave doubts as to the merit of his artistic endeavors. But, Nance didn't.

*


Upon returning from a four-month stay in India, Nance came across a posted-notice in an East Village bar: one that was on Willie's bar-hopping itinerary. The notice was an open invitation to attend a memorial exhibit of Willie’s work. It was to be held two days later on a Sunday afternoon at a Madison Avenue gallery. Artists’ memorial services are generally held only for those who were somewhat-influential, or well-known during their lifetime. The result is that such services have a tendency to attract every self-promoting, wannabe-famous artist – who, like vultures’ descending upon a corpse, congregate in an effort to benefit from another’s misfortune.


When, as an officer and trustee of a once-leading art school: one which, at the time, had an aging staff of artist instructors, Nance found himself in attendance at any number of events of a similar nature – and he disliked being at them. Nevertheless, though not required, but since he truly liked Willie, and perhaps out of a sense of guilt, Nance attended the Madison Avenue gallery memorial service cum showing. And, it was there that Nance was made aware of the specifics that led to Willie’s having the exhibit. He had, earlier in the week, committed suicide by tying a plastic bag over his head.


With all the emotion evoked by artists due to their there-but-for-the-grace-of-God-go-I apprehension, it was impossible for anyone present to objectively evaluate the artistic worth of Willie’s paintings – which, of course, was not the purpose of the exhibit. A few of Willie’s closest friends had worked for hours hanging his paintings and, perhaps not surprisingly, the competitive nature displayed by so many artists, what with everything being art making everyone an artist (and making  an already competitive field even more so) was in no way evident. The galley was light and airy, and Willie’s somewhat fantastical works, with their unusual display of color (pastel-like, yet not chalky), were being shown to their greatest advantage. 

*


A few of the survivors made a list of those agreeing to contribute to the cost of Willie’s funeral; there were none present who weren’t willing to do so. However, the following day, while rummaging through his belongings, two of his closest friends came across the address of his parents. When notified, his parents made arrangements to transport Willie’s body west for a good Christian burial.


In the end Willie finally got accepted, just as he was, by the folks back home. And, his death earned him his moment of recognition: he had a well-deserved exhibition of his work in a Madison Avenue gallery, albeit, for but a few hours on a Sunday afternoon.

<>
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Openings

After any prolonged absence from New York, Nance would go to a few openings where the works of one or the other survivor were being exhibited. It served a double purpose – he might run into a few old acquaintances, and also satisfy his curiosity as to what they were up to art-wise. In going over the backlog of his mail, he came across an invite to an opening yet to take place. He had only a passing acquaintance with the exhibiting artist, but Nance knew him to be a long-time friend of the survivors – which assured Nance’s running into some whom he’d not seen in years. When he went, he wasn't disappointed.


When Nance saw how much they’d aged, he realized just how long it had been since he’d last seen them. Forgetting how much he himself had changed, he marveled at the flaccid features, puffed-up faces, sagging chins, pot bellies, dyed hairdos and receding hairlines which were so much in evidence. Nevertheless, many were still bright-eyed, with some retaining a good portion of their youthful good looks.


(Perhaps due to their having less need to hide the unwanted evidence of the inexorable process of aging, the passage of time was kindest to those men who refrained from using toupees, or combing their thinning and dyed hair in a manner intended to hide their baldness – the same held true for those women who had never relied heavily on cosmetics and other beauty enhancements. As a general rule, but with major exceptions, the more elderly folks attempt to hide their age, the more ridiculous they look, and the older one assumes them to be.)

*


One of the artists who normally showed up at these events was Vincent. But, within half an hour of Nance’s arrival, and before he could consider refilling his plastic cup with more of the lukewarm, vinegary white wine being offered at the gallery’s makeshift bar, a nearby survivor greeted him with:

--- "I guess you've already heard about Vincent."

 
Nance said he hadn’t. But, despite having a good idea of what it would be, he responded with a somewhat feigned interest:

--- "No! What happened to him?"

--- "He had a heart attack, and died last month." 

--- "Wow! He was a young man too.  How old was he, anyhow?" 

--- "In his early fifties." 

--- "Gee!  He died so young; that's a shame."

*


The last time Nance had seen Vincent was a few years back, at a group showing that included one of his recent works. He was surprised, or perhaps shocked would have been a more appropriate term, by the dramatic change in direction his art had taken. The work most resembled a well-painted, run-of-the-mill, abstract action painting: the kind found hanging in modern-furniture showrooms – worldwide. It displayed a complete turnabout from the type of religious paintings that he had been doing.


Much like those of the Scripturians, the earlier works by Vincent, their unofficial leader, were but poor imitations of the skillful renderings by the Mannerists: those sixteenth-century imitators of works by the great masters of the High Renaissance. However, his work did surpass that of the least-talented Mannerists in one aspect: their unquestioning adherence to hackneyed imagery. In doing his religious paintings, Vincent (along with his claque of untalented, psalm-singing daubers) claimed an historical connection, and inferred a nonsensical genetic one to the great quatrocento painters (though only Vincent was thought to have Italian ancestry – as if that mattered). At the same time, as a means of warding off criticism for his technical shortcomings and the banality of his concepts, he hid behind the claimed-sacred subject matter of his work.

One shouldn’t, it’s said, speak ill of the dead. However, there's no question that Vincent had been calculating, manipulative and inordinately driven to succeed. Nevertheless, one couldn’t help but admire him for his keen mind and his perseverance. Surely, he wasn't the first, nor will he be the last, over-ambitious, high-level mediocrity with neither great talent nor exceptional aesthetic sensibility, who tries to make a name and fortune for himself as an artist.

 *

During the latter part of the twentieth century, everything and anything, if thought capable of increasing the flow of culture-seeking visitors (who would willingly ante-up drastically-increased entrance fees), was being exhibited as fine art in one or the other of the world's more prestigious (and not-so-prestigious) art museums. Those collectors and commercial galleries who had a financial interest in the works being shown, could then cash in on their now very-much-enhanced valuations – as a gullible, moneyed, nouveaux-upper-middle-income class of collectors unquestioningly anted up the asking prices. 

Any denunciation of certain practices (those based on money making alone – a by-product of America’s prosperity-generating, though greed-motivated, economic system and on the politically correct – an unfortunate consequence of the democratic process) now universally employed by many major American art museums – when deciding which works to display, and by whom, is in no way intended to justify the politically-motivated attempts to employ a dollar-withholding censorship of what a museum chooses to display (or what a place of learning chooses to teach – or what a publisher chooses to print. Fundamentally, there can be no justification for the suppression of free expression – allowing for those exceptions legitimately based on the overused reference to the yelling of, “FIRE!” in a crowded theater. 

<>
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Openings Part Two

After hearing of Vincent’s death, Nance couldn’t help but wonder why he had made such a dramatic change in his work. He had changed from doing his Bible-based painting, but a few years before he passed away. Did he finally acknowledge, at least to himself, that, both as an artist and as a Christian, he was living a lie? Or, perhaps he gave up on God as a means of attaining immortality – changing his allegiance, as a means of attaining it, to the art gurus speaking for the big-money interests associated with museums, galleries and publishers – all of whom earn a substantial part of their income by convincing moneyed hoi polloi that they know what art is, and then telling them what their eyes are really seeing in the proclaimed-by-them works of art. In retrospect, for all of Vincent’s changing direction (although his new works were merely take-offs on half-century-old, once- considered-avant garde, New York School, abstract, action paintings), if nothing else, it did have the virtue of moving his renderings some four-hundred years closer, for better or worse, to contemporary concepts of what art is supposed to be.


Nance couldn’t help but conclude that the reasons behind Vincent’s drastic change in his daubery: from that of producing poor illustrations of God's words (as ghostwritten by His worldly idolizers), to the nebulous, non-objective abstracts of the pre-Pop-art era, had to do with his realization that his religious daubings were giving him neither fame nor fortune – and not a glimmer of a chance of his becoming an earth-bound immortal-of-the-arts. Realizing that his preachings-in-oil had given him no material rewards, Vincent lost his faith in an unappreciative God Who failed to reward him for his adulation of Him and His words. And, so, he turned to the very same folks he had so disparaged in the past: those espousers of the Atheistic and sterile world of non-objective art, in hopes of winning their praise for his own new-found love of Godless art. Being a half-century too late to be avant garde, the change in direction during the last years of Vincent’s earthly adventure – gained him no respect, no fame and no estate to leave his heirs.

<>
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Scripturians

Vincent had been the driving force behind the Scripturians, a group of figurative artists:  none of whom appeared to be particularly moral, religious or talented – with only Vincent showing any outward sign of brilliance. It was he, in an attempt to form a movement (which could then be publicized), and thereby command the notice of critics, who initiated the formation of the Scripturians. What the founding members of the group actually had in common was the general mediocrity of their work – plus their self-serving assertions that their incompetent illustrative renderings had a validity as art because Old World Renaissance masters also used themes from the Bible in their works.

*


One artist, Taki (a New Yorker with a multi-hyphenated, non-ASP, Euro-Caucasian ethnicity), an acquaintance of Vincent's, and a bit of a prig in his own right, poked fun at the pretentiousness of the Scripturians in an otherwise insignificant oil painting.. He was sued by them for his efforts. The case went before a judge, set-em-free-Lee, who had previously been deemed unfit to sit on cases involving criminal activities. The Scripturians won. Taki lost. The painting in question, small and poorly executed – as was the body of much of his then more-recent work, depicted the Bible nuts (their derisive cognomen) as being destroyers of the Goddess of Art. Many thought that the quality of Taki’s painting was far more harmful to the well-being of that Lady than the nonsense espoused by the Scripturians. However, it's doubtful that either party had been involved in the lawsuit for anything but the publicity: being up on their art history, all were well aware of the enhancement of the reputations of both Whistler and Ruskin that resulted from their involvement in a somewhat similar situation – if one allows for a considerable stretch of imagination: both Whistler and Ruskin were considered major figures in international art circles when their court battle took place, whereas Vincent and his cohorts were nobodies when they sued Taki, an artist with but a very modest reputation, if that.

*


A few years after Vincent’s death, a group of survivors, as is their wont after an opening, convened at a Chinese restaurant: one where they could sit around for hours talking about art and whatever. It was during just such an occasion, that Nance learned of the latest rationale that the dregs of the Scripturians were using for their artistic endeavors. 

*

Just as the English interpretive translation of the Judeo-Christian Bible seems destined to be with us forever and a day, so too are those who use it to justify every conceivable deed and misdeed. The Elmer Gantrys of the world have been exposed time and time again for their manipulative, financially-motivated and unscrupulous use of the Bible as a means of fleecing naive country bumpkins. Many artists, being but ordinary greedy folk, are ambitious to a fault. This has them attempting,, in any way they can, to gain recognition – invariably as a means of securing the financial rewards that tend to go with it. Though, in the pre-modern era, artists routinely used Biblical themes in such efforts, few nineteenth- and twentieth-century artists, with some notable exceptions, relied on those by-now-hackneyed Bible stories for their subject matter. 

Nowadays, the majority of contemporary artists who did and do look for inspiration in the Bible’s tale – all of which were intended to give reason to an otherwise-illogical and chaotic existence, appear to have been done in an attempt to avoid a judgment of their artistic abilities, as manifested in their otherwise-poorly-executed  paintings. 

*


A good portion of the subject matter in the Scripturians’ paintings came from the Bible's Old Testament. It appeared to many that it was an attempt on their part to play down their stress on the Gospels of the New Testament – in an effort to prove their liberal credentials; at the time many Jewish art critics and potential art buyers were then still considered to be liberals. 

*

[Until 1967, most ethnic-Jews could have been rightfully termed liberals – in every respect. However, from then onward,, when the acquisition of Arab lands by expansionist Israel, and her subsequent refusal to abide by the United Nations’ law prohibiting the taking of lands by conquest, caused many Americans with Jewish ancestry (citing the horrors of the Holocaust carried out against Jews by the Nazis solely because they were Jews) to rationalize Israel's illegal and immoral, murderous actions taken against Palestinian-Moslem: who had nothing to do with the Holocaust – they could hardly, as a group, still be considered liberal.]

[Ignoring or justifying the need to resort to barbaric forms of repression as a means of squelching the freedom of a colonized peoples is not something new. The Israelis were only imitating the actions of other colonizing peoples: Indo-Aryans, Greeks, Arabs, Moguls, Romans, Venetians, British, Spanish, Portuguese, Dutch, Germans, Russians, Americans and just about every other peoples you can mention have also been involved in the most horrendous aspects of greed-motivated, racist-rationalized barbarisms. That said, the United Nations was set up to deter just that. And the United States, with American taxpayer support is financing those actions by a racist theocracy as her citizens go about militarily enforcing the economic enslavement of a people whose lands they’ve taken away.]

* 

That the tiny group of Scripturians included an ethnic Jew (though often incoherent and with questionable talent), did confirm that their stress on the New Testament and Jesus Christ didn’t make them anti-Semitic, they failed to convince anyone: Atheist, Moslem, Hindu, Buddhist, Christian, Jew, Seventh Day Adventist, conservative, liberal or otherwise, that their work was anything more than poorly-executed drivel.

*


This now brings us to a more recent tack voiced by Bill (a border-line ASP), one of the lesser of the untalented remnants of the never-say-die, Bible-thumping, overly-ambitious daubers. In an attempt to give a validity to his work, he's now following the lead of America's ignorance- and bigotry-rationalizing Fundamentalist Christians, who also claim justification for their doings and views by quoting from the Old Testament. This, they do by ignoring the hand of man that compiled the long-since-proven-to-be-fantasy inputs to the Old Testament.

*

[Though so much of the Bible, that part regarding man’s historical and geological beginnings, was taken from the hand-me-down tales of a diversity of ancient civilizations: namely that of the Sumerian, Indus Valley and Egyptian cultures (all of which were in existence long before there ever was a civilized Semite or Euro-Caucasian) – the seventy Greek rabbis who wrote and compiled the Old Testament, which for obvious self-serving reasons (or, giving the devil his due, through ignorance) mis-attributed the doings and stories invented by those other folks to that of  their God – and to His chosen people.]

*


This Bill, like the Fundamentalists, claimed that everything in the Bible must be taken literally, as the words of God; he then adds the correlative: if you think his Bible-based daubings are nonsense, then you're defaming the Bible, which is, in turn, tantamount to anti-Semitism – the Old Testament purporting to be the history of Jews, and the New Testament being about Jews by birth. (This complex and convoluted form of intellectualization was most probably a holdover from one of the self-serving rationalizations invented by the brilliant, recently departed leader of the Scripturians, Vincent.)


Except for the most ignorant followers of the various Judeo-Christian religions (who also happen to be the least likely to purchase artworks), nobody really believes that the great literary renderings found in the Old Testament are the words of God. In reality, they’re obviously nothing more, nor less, than hand-me-down, beautifully-rewritten, revised and edited-with-loving-care Egyptian cum Harappan-Sumerian-Babylonian tales that attempt to give a logic to mankind's existence – as seen through the eyes of Hellenized Hebrews; the beginnings described in the Bible were derived from the narratives, and pre-historic wisdom accumulated over scores of millennia by all humanity’s migrating out-of-Africa ancestors. And, as such, it could be duly respected by all mankind.


When the Scripturians (much like the bigoted Fundamentalists who quote the Bible to give credence to their ignorance-based claims of a God-forged in-the-beginning) alleged a Biblical sanction for their daubery – in an attempt to coerce an acceptance of their renderings as art – they were ridiculed. Then, no doubt, as an act of desperation, Bill, along with the remains of the Scripturians, most of whom claimed to be Christians, adopted a take-off on Israeli propaganda, and claimed that if you don't accept the Old Testament as a factual account of God's workings, and admire their daubery based on it, then you're an anti-Semite. And, why not?  If you so much as question the validity of any Israeli action, no matter how significant, one is also labeled an anti-Semite.  It seems to be working for those other folks, why not for the Scripturians?

<>
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ELEGY

THE DEMISE OF REASON 

Subtitled: 1991 -- Mid-January Madness


           Her Body less her joy for life,


           Lies rotting in the earth below.


           Her flesh-like presence carved in stone,


           Seems safe from further sorrow.


           But still she has a wistful look,


           While resting on her marble pallet,


           High above her many mourners --


           Asking all who linger at her grave,


           Those who gaze upon her frozen beauty:


         “How can you show me honor


           Now that I am dead,


           Since you allowed


           The violation of my body,


           And my very soul,


           When I resided yet amongst the living?”
*


In the aftermath of Desert Storm, when the worst aspects of America’s Reaganesque adherence to a racist, Euro-Centric, Judeo-Christian, money-based morality manifested itself, Nance came to realize his inability, as a painter and in graphic terms, to express his opposition to America’s acting as surrogate, if not as a puppet of England, in supporting her and those of other former colonizing and wannabe-colonizing-nations’ interests – interests which were in direct opposition to those of some ninety percent of the rest of the world’s people – and contrary to the very essence of that American democracy he had been brought up to believe in. 


Call it naiveté if you will, but the vast majority of Americans growing up prior to the 1960’s really believed in the righteousness of America and the United Nations – and that the actions of their representatives, though often in conflict with one another, were based more or less on moral and ethical considerations. Those Americans supported all the anti-Communist and anti-organized-crime doings of Congress and its anti-American Activities Committee. McCarthyism, until tail-gunner Joe was proved a liar and a madman, was supported by most Americans – who were to consider his fraudulent actions as a U.S. Senator merely an aberration. It didn’t cause Americans to distrust their government, and they remained content with the way it ran the country.


Until the anti-Vietnam protests and the agitations for civil rights, virtually all government buildings, were open to the public, as were the grounds of the United Nations. Armed guards, if and when present, went unnoticed. Middle America, regardless of income, really believed in the post-W.W.II-era concept of a One World. A world of free men and women, much like that of Wendell Willkie and FDR; the country and the world were to be better places in which to live – for all the people – and Nance was one of those believers.

*


Nance’s blind support continued (despite some second thoughts about it during the 1960’s and early 1970’s), until the big-buck, conservative element of the Republican party adopted the simplistic and absurd, bigotry-based approach to returning America to what they self-servingly believed made her great – that which was expressed by the simple-minded and totally-unqualified Ronald Reagan: that if America got rid of social security, unions, foreigners, non-Whites, the minimum wage (Let them eat ketchup!) and reinstituted prayer to the schoolroom, then the nation could become great again – all of which makes one wonder why those folks who speak out the loudest in support of the Judeo-Christian God, are so devilish in their doings?  

*


It became apparent that America was losing its sense of decency when the conservative elements of the deposed Republican party (with the tacit approval of virtually all their claiming-to-be-more-liberal compatriots) spent millions to dig into the sexual proclivities of a liberal sitting president – all in an effort to neutralize, if not destroy his ability to lead the country back into a truly moral approach to the nation’s dealings with the world at large – and to all Americans at home.


The thought has occurred that with the demise of Communist Russia, America’s moneyed folks no longer felt obliged to do the right thing for the nation’s, let alone for the world’s, economically-deprived citizens. Here at home, instead of a meaningful raise in the minimum wage as a means of giving the less fortunate members of the population a reasonable stake in the nation’s economy, conservative elements, while hiding behind the money-is-my God advocate of the dismal science, Greenspan, have anted up billions to build penitentiaries, and to pay cities to acquire a police force with near-martial-law authority – but only to be used when dealing with the nation’s less than wealthy citizenry. 

*


The Republican Party has moved so far to the right that the writer is ashamed to admit to ever having registered as one. It makes one wonder whether, in the past, the only reason social legislation ever managed to get passed, was to defend against the possibility of inroads by Communism. But, shouldn’t the welfare of all Americans be a moral, apolitical issue? 


The striving to accumulate wealth appears so strong that wealthy and ever-greedy folks are willing to appeal to racism and religious and ethnicity-based bigotry, to get their supportive-of- their-interests lackeys elected to public office. And, why not? Those are time-honored means that have worked so well in the past for the leaders of Nazi Germany, Imperial Japan and those European colonizing nations of the past – and now being used by leaders of totalitarian and wannabe colonizing nations, worldwide.

*


As a consequence of his loss of innocence, and his coming to believe that the graphic arts were incapable of allowing him to make a full expression of his disgust at the current lack of any ideal more than make-a-lot-of-bucks, Nance turned more and more to writing. The result was that he lost contact with many of the surviving, never-say-die, wannabe-artists – those decent folks who plodded on, oblivious to their own insignificance: as individuals, artists and as Americans.

*

[Nevertheless, a few of those folks, though they must surely be aware, at the very least, of their irrelevancy as artists, continue to hide behind the convenient excuses provided by one or the other real or imagined bigotry-based actions attributed to others. New York, with its large city-born population of ambitious, attainment-oriented East European Jews and equally-ambitious mostly Mediterranean and Irish Christians – all competing in an overcrowded field with few, if any, readily identifiable criteria, offers a fertile breeding ground for anti-Semitism. The result is, that many losers claiming to be Jews console themselves by attributing their failure to be due to the anti-Semitic activities of others – while those claiming to be Christians claim an aggressiveness by Jews for their own failings. Meanwhile both those groupings remain in close contact – perhaps as a means of maintaining their symbiotic ego-preserving relationship.] 
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