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4. PRELUDE TO MOSCOW

she asked me an innocent question I ordered her sharply not to
interrupt our meeting. The reward of my impertinence was an
invitation, several days later, to call on her at a West End Ave-
nue address. I had never seen such elegance at close range (though
it was only an ordinary apartment), and passed through the inter-
view in numb bewilderment. I remember the softness of the rugs,
like lush grass, and the loveliness of a little boy who called my
hostess “mother”—the word “mother” somehow did not jibe in
my experience with glossy, care-free, nicely-upholstered women;
it had always meant harassed, overworked and slovenly women.
But what I carried away chiefly was a burning humiliation because
the lining of the overcoat I gave up to the valet was in tatters.
In my confusion, when I retrieved the coat, I slipped my arm
into the torn lining instead of the sleeve, and the glamorous lady
herself helped me to extricate myself. The shame of it rankled
for months.

Poverty was only half of our routine ordeal. The other half
was an acute awareness of being aliens and intruders in a nation
of Americans. Between the world of our text-books and movies
and newspapers and the other world of our homes and parents
there was a deep gulf: different interests, preoccupations, 1deals,
languages. On the threshhold of your home you removed your
American self like an overcoat, and you put it on once more when
you left home. We lived this double existence so continuously
that the idea of an integrated life, in which home and out-of-
home activities were part of the same pattern, was beyond our
imagination.

The school principal, Dr. Kottman, talked casually in my hear-
ing one day about playing baseball with his son. The implication
of a father who talked the same language and played the same
games as his son, I can still recall; struck me as bizarre.

No American with deep roots in the American soil can under-
stand the nostalgic homelessness of immigrant children, the pathos
of second-generation aliens. Land where our fathers died, land
of the Pilgrims’ pride—sung in the assembly hall by several thou-
sand Jewish, Russian, Italian, other foreign boys and girls whose
fathers had never heard of the Pilgrims. We were “Americanized”
about as gently as horses are broken in. In the whole crude process,
we sensed a disrespect for the alien traditions in our homes and
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I. Revolt Against Ugliness

IN AMERICA we still romanticize the glories of a hard, pov-
erty-ridden youth. Our rags-to-riches legends and literature over-
look the fact that Tony the Bootblack ends up as a hod-carrier
or a gangster more often than a millionaire. They overlook the
more vital fact that when he does achieve wealth he generally
carries the scars of the unequal struggle on his mind and spirit
forever. He can rarely attain the mellow quality of the full, cul-
tured existence of those whose rise was more orderly, less des-
perate. Our up-from-the-gutter type of true, or nearly true, story
1s written by the few who did creep out of the quagmires of want
and its endless degradations. The many who were swallowed up,
or who emerged broken in body and spirit, do not write auto-
biographies or make after-dinner speeches.

On the East Side of New York, where I grew up, we knew
hardship and fear in their less romantic guises. Our streets teemed
with crowded, chaotic life like the underside of a moss-grown
stone. Our tenements were odoriferous garbage heaps where the
same over-abundant life proliferated. We knew coarseness, ver-
min, want, so intimately that they became routine commonplaces.
The affluence, the ease, the glimpse of ordered beauty were dis-
tant and unreal, like stories in books. Only the ugliness and sweat
and unrelenting tussle were close and terribly familiar.

The idealization of poverty as “the university of hard knocks”
seemed to me insult added to injury as early as I was able to
think at all. The be-furred ladies who came into the social settle-
ments of our slums to assure us patronizingly of the blessings we
were enjoying infuriated me. They fascinated me too, with sug-
gestions of incredible far-off splendors in their sleekness.

I was presiding at a Boy Scout meeting at the Educational
Alliance one evening when just such a lady, trailing clouds of
radiance from her up-town world, came into the room. Her in-
trusion offended some vague sense of fitness in me, so that when
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