My Father

Sometime during the early World War Il years, Mayor LaGuardia asked male teachers to refrain from
shaving once a week to help conserve the metal tubes in which shaving cream was sold. This was part of
a nationwide drive to ration supplies and recycle materials needed for the war effort. My father stayed
home. He said he wouldn't go to school unshaven.

My father was a very formal man, and a very nervous one. Every time I walked out of the house, his
favorite comment was, "Watch your step." And that was about all he'd have to say to me. We didn't talk
much. He had a daily pattern. He came home from work, he sat down, he read his paper, then we had
dinner. Then he went and sat in the living room and read a book. Then he went to bed. It was the same
every day and on weekends.

He liked his orange on a plate—on a plate. So if you gave him an orange on a small plate, he put the small
plate on a big plate. And I remember laughing every time I was asked to take his orange to him at night.
He wanted to be elegant. He wanted order and dignity. He didn't like loud voices. Ours was a very orderly
house where children were seen and not heard. His personal possessions were kept in absolute order. No
toothbrush was out of line. He always wore a suit and tie.

My father was “the elephant in the room,” an overwhelming presence in our house. And yet he wasn't
there. My mother was running interference for him. She would say, “Your father wouldn't like that. Don't
do it. Daddy wouldn't like it."

Dinner was a very formal Sunday affair, always with a major meal at noontime—toast beef or duck or
chicken or turkey—and all of us sitting around the table in absolute silence. We'd sit and eat together very
formally, served by our live-in housekeeper, Alice, who was from Barbados. She ate in the kitchen and we
ate in the dining room. My brother and I carried on secret fights under the table. It was a round table, and
wherever I put my feet, his feet seemed to be there first. But I never took mine away.

From the time I was about 12, I began arguing with my father about politics. I was a strong supporter of
all of Roosevelt’s policies, but my father was not always a supporter. Roosevelt became president during
the Great Depression and started a lot of programs meant to put people back to work and jumpstart the
economy—the New Deal. I believed in that approach very strongly, and I don’t think my father did. I
think he believed that government should keep its hands off industry. I was so argumentative, and my
father kept saying, "You've got to use that—you’ve got to go to law school." He also said, very
vociferously, "You cannot become a teacher. The system is terrible.”

My father dreamed of becoming a doctor, but he ended up working in the New York City school system
his whole life. He went to City College because it was in his neighborhood and he could get there for
either a nickel in subway fare or a long walk. He finished City College in 1906 and got a job as a teacher
in the New York City school system. He went to law school at night; for some reason I've never known,



he did not make any effort to use his law degree. He was admitted to the bar, he passed the bar exam, and
he never practiced. He thought he was going to have a great career somewhere, and he ended up a New
York City vocational high school principal. At the time, in the early LaGuardia days, this was not
considered very important. The vocational system was considered second-rate compared to the regular
high schools.

The school was in the lower Bronx. The neighborhood was called the east Bronx, and it was not
considered a good neighborhood. My father would drive down there; by 1933 he had a car. | often went to
visit him at the school, and I was particularly fascinated by the printing process in the publishing unit.
They made little molds of the alphabet. When they wanted to print a page, the man would come with
tweezers and drop the A, B, Cs into the right spots to make words, and then manually roll the pages over a
printer. That was one of their major divisions—printing. They also had plumbing and auto mechanics and
carpentry, all of which I remember. They probably had refrigeration, which had just come in around then.
I think my father was earning $4,000 per year. And the college tuition for me and my brother was $200
each. So I never understood how my parents could afford it, on top of all their other expenses. But they
lived on a very careful budget.

I got to know my father a little bit through his relationship with his younger brother, Charlie, who was a
very beloved member of the family. Charlie was a fireman and I adored him. He was fun and a little bit
flamboyant, and he did the things my father wouldn't do. He drove a ferry boat that put out fires on New
York City rivers by shooting water into burning boats. And he drove the chief's car—very fast. And my
father was always exasperated with Charlie because, he said, Charlie wouldn't apply himself in his career.
He wouldn’t take any exams and get promoted.

It was different with my other uncle, Lou. Lou was my father’s older brother. My father was very awed by
Lou and very anxious to look good in Lou's eyes. Lou was a successful lawyer. He had the image of a
gentleman: education, clothes, money, a lovely home. He lived in an elegant building on West End
Avenue, somewhere around 103rd Street. An invitation to Lou’s house was like a royal summons for my
parents. The invitation would come by telephone, usually for a supper party. They would get very dressed
up and they'd take the subway. It was about a one-hour ride from the Bronx. During law school I rarely
had time between classes for the one-hour commute home to the Bronx, so I spent many afternoons
studying at Lou’s apartment. He and his wife, Martha, always set up a card table for me, and were just
delighted with the idea that Lou was bringing up another acolyte.

After grad school, [ went to work for Lou at his law firm for about a year. This was around the time my
relationship with my father started to change for the better. He didn’t seem to worry about me anymore.
When my brother and I were children, he wouldn’t let us ride bicycles because he was so terrified of our
possibly getting hurt. And then, when I got out of law school, a friend of mine took me out and we bought
me a bicycle and she taught me to ride. I came home riding a bicycle and he said, "How wonderful." Isn't
that hilarious?

I remember one time he came to my house after my mother died, and I handed him an orange on two
plates. And he said one was enough. The two plates—That was your mother’s idea,” he said. But by
then, it was the ‘60s. One plate was enough.

He was a different man. And I don't know if that’s because he was no longer responsible for us, and he
could relax because his job was done. But he was the perfect grandparent. He was very talkative. He
made jokes. He took my children for walks. He cuddled with them. He sat on the floor with them. I don't
know. He was a different person. This is what he seemed to have always wanted.

And I looked at him and thought, "Where did he come from?"



