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According to the lore provided to the press, the 
development of Aaron Sorkin’s new movie, “The Trial of 
the Chicago 7,” originated in 2007 when Steven 
Spielberg, who at the time was toying with making the 
film himself, summoned Sorkin to his home and urged 
him to write the screenplay for him. Interestingly, 
Sorkin had never heard of the trial, but to a certain kind 
of educated liberal possessing a working knowledge of 
its historic importance — and this, one must assume, 
includes Spielberg — a courtroom battle of ideas with 
nothing less at stake than the soul of America must 
have seemed to be a perfect match for his very specific 
talents.

Sorkin, after all, has dedicated his career to litigating 
our country’s ongoing political and cultural crises. His is 
the drama of the debate club and the courtroom drama 
is his ideal form. Since 1989, when his breakout play “A 
Few Good Men” premiered on Broadway, he’s 
dramatized his conviction that enlightened ideas 
tethered to reasoned argument have the power to 
sway the populace toward a greater commitment to the 
civic good.

And the trial of the Chicago 7 — or the Chicago 8, 
depending on who’s counting and how — is the mother 
of all courtroom dramas.

To understand why, one needs a bit of context: The 
men on trial had organized large protests against the 
Vietnam War to coincide with the 1968 Democratic 
Convention. The protests exploded in violence when 
the Chicago police force tried to shut them down (an 
event later determined to be a “police riot”). And after 
the Democrats lost the election, the leaders were 
arrested and charged with conspiracy to cross state 
lines “with the intent to incite, organize, promote, 
encourage, participate in, and carry out a riot.” The trial 
that followed was an attempt by the Nixon 
administration to show the citizens of our nation that 

the United States stood firmly against radical agitation 
of all stripes.

It was a show trial in the classic sense, political theater 
meant to affirm the government’s power. That it failed 
in this goal owes largely to the chaotic drama that 
transpired within the courtroom with, on the one side, 
Judge Julius Hoffman, an overbearing authoritarian 
presence incapable of hiding his prejudice, and on the 
other, defendants who used the trial as another stage 
from which to project their various political messages. 
If the government’s purpose was to put the 
counterculture on trial, the defendants used their wit 
and their argumentative skills to flip the script and put 
the establishment on trial, which is exactly the kind of 
thing that happens in almost every play, movie, or 
television episode Aaron Sorkin has ever written.

Is it any wonder, then, that as the George W. Bush 
administration and its War on Terror and extraordinary 
rendition and extra-legal Guantanamo Bay 
incarcerations and quagmire in Iraq and all the rest was 
supposed to be coming to an end, replaced (hopefully, 
then it seemed, inevitably) by either Hillary Clinton or 
Barack Obama, Steven Spielberg would turn to Aaron 
Sorkin to write a movie celebrating the anti-war 
activists of a previous generation? From the point of 
view of a successful liberal entertainer, there couldn’t 
have been a better man for the job.

Sorkin must have seen this as well. After he wrote a 
draft of the screenplay for Spielberg, the project fell 
through (as these things tend to do in Hollywood) and 
both men went on to focus on other work. Then, ten 
years later, with Donald Trump in office and the 
#Resistance on the rise and the #MeToo movement 
bringing another powerful man down nearly every day 
and every other type of political division you could 
think of again flooding the air like tear gas, he decided 
to make it himself.

Aaron Sorkin’s moralizing liberal fantasy 
betrays the real ‘Chicago 7’
By Joshua Furst
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The film he’s come up with is as committed to his vision 
of the higher ideals of our nation as anything he’s every 
made.

Sorkin is the best advocate for civic engagement our 
entertainment culture has produced since Frank Capra. 
He inspires with his morally passionate, hyper-
articulate heroes, always ready — nay, eager — to 
sacrifice their self-interest on the crucible of their 
liberal principles. That they sometimes lose is part of 
the fun; it ennobles them and his audience along with 
them. There’s redemption, catharsis, in seeing the 
righteous martyred. The audience cheers through its 
tears because, though the hero lost, he was righteous, 
he was right on the merits, and that’s the thing that 
really matters.

“The Trial of the Chicago 7” does all of this. And it 
contains all the other usual Sorkinian tropes: The action 
mostly transpires not through action or change but 
through rapid-fire arguments over ideas. Every 
character, no matter how humble, has the entirety of 
Wikipedia crammed into his or her brain and they spool 
out, in jazzy little monologues, the historical and 
intellectual context of whatever it is they’re discussing 
in a given scene. There are powerful people who may 
sometimes be venal, but even then, are guided by 
deeply-held convictions. There are people with less 
power whose ability to make persuasive cases for their 
own beliefs are underestimated by the powerful. 
There’s that morally-passionate hero, a stand-in for 
Sorkin himself, who’s always clean-cut, always 
conflicted and misunderstood, yet somehow magnetic; 
he carries the moral truth in his body, it’s all he is, his 
whole personality, and when his meaning is finally 
understood, the false truths of everyone else in the 
story will melt and the world will be made whole. (In 
“Chicago 7,” this role is filled by the Students for a 
Democratic Society leader Tom Hayden, whom I will get 
to below). A pall of seriousness hangs over the whole 
thing, and why wouldn’t it — nothing less is at stake 
than the future of civilized society.

You’ve seen this film before. It’s “The Social Network.” 
It’s “A Few Good Men.” It’s Sorkin’s recent Broadway 
adaptation of “To Kill a Mockingbird.” It’s every episode 
ever of “The West Wing” and “The Newsroom” and even 

“Studio 60 on the Sunset Strip.”

The difference is that this time the subject under 
discussion is revolution. And oddly, for a film in which 
the heroes preach revolution in nearly every scene, 
“The Trial of the Chicago 7” turns out to be a passionate 
defense of the system they themselves are committed 
to overthrowing.

A large part of Sorkin’s appeal derives from the 
palpable sense one gets when watching his work that 
he stands for something. What he stands for is a set of 
beliefs that can best be described as the Democratic 
Party platform, that paradoxical alliance of meritocratic 
elitism, identity-based appeals for equal justice, 
comfort with the market, and faith that the institutions 
controlling our country — be they governmental, 
corporate, military, or legal — would be forces for the 
good if only the right people, the most intelligent, 
socially-conscious, and, most of all, liberal people, were 
guiding them. He’s the bard of the engaged Democrat 
and his body of work reaffirms the liberal’s faith in 
American Democracy’s value, in the system’s value, as 
a bulwark against tyranny, especially the tyranny of the 
Republican Party and the multitudinous oppressive 
strains it has come to symbolize in our society.

In this way, Sorkin’s artistry is that of a highly-polished 
propagandist.

Just look at “The West Wing,” his purest achievement. 
Throughout the long dark years of the Bush 
administration, this show’s weekly, wishful, alternate 
reality was the only solace for countless over-
educated, professional-class people. The kind who read 
The New Yorker. The kind who watch “The Daily Show” 
and donate to NPR. The kind who felt a profound 
national destiny, so long deferred, had finally been 
achieved when Barack Obama was elected and saw this 
new leader as nothing less than the savior for our 
nation. I was, in many ways, among them.

I’m not so sure the Chicago 7 — the real Chicago 7 who 
were really on trial back in 1969 — would feel the same 
way about “The West Wing” or Obama, or Aaron 
Sorkin’s vision of progressive politics, though.

These men consisted of the leaders of three separate 

Aaron Sorkin’s moralizing liberal fantasy betrays the real ‘Chicago 7’
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leftist factions” Dave Dellinger, Rennie Davis and Tom 
Hayden, movement leaders who ran the National 
Mobilization Committee to End the War in Vietnam, 
known colloquially as the MOBE, and their close cousin 
the Students for a Democratic Society (SDS), and 
focused their energy around traditional issue-based 
demonstrations’ Abbie Hoffman and Jerry Rubin, the 
figureheads for the Yippies, a bunch of anarcho-leftists, 
who used theatrics to agitate for a wild reevaluation of 
the relationship between society and the individual; 
and Bobby Seale, the national leader of the Black 
Panthers, who organized grassroots social services for 
African-American communities and advocated armed 
resistance against the Police. (The two final defendants, 
Lee Weiner and John Froines, were basically volunteers 
who’d enthusiastically shown up to take part in the 
protests.)

What united the Chicago 7 was their shared desire to 
end the Vietnam War. Beyond that goal, their beliefs 
veered and diverged. The Yippies talked a lot about 
“freedom” and, influenced by the French Situationists, 
the Dutch Provo and the San Francisco Diggers, aimed 
to turn our society on its head and reveal all the ways 
our behaviors are controlled by an unquestioning 
submission to assumptions about ethics and morality 
that serve to entrench power in the hands of those who 
already hold it. The MOBE and SDS were more orthodox 
in their leftism (and tamer in their tactics); they used 
civil disobedience as a force for democratic change and 
agitated for a more egalitarian society outside the 
bounds of the traditional political party system. If the 
Yippies were anarchists, SDS, as their name suggests, 
aspired to be a more organized operation consisting of 
a network of chapters with agreed upon stances 
relating to a great many leftists concerns.

As Abbie Hoffman said on the stand when asked 
directly if they’d “entered into an agreement…to come 
to the city of Chicago for the purpose of encouraging 
and promoting violence:” “An agreement? We couldn’t 
agree on lunch.”

Both groups were committed to their hard-left visions 
for the country, though, and, notably, both were cynical 
about the Democratic Party’s interest in realizing these 
visions. The politics of “social justice” hadn’t yet been 

severed from economic politics and, notwithstanding 
Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society, the Democrats hadn’t 
yet mastered the art of pandering to people’s identity-
derived anxieties and fears.

Also, the Democrats were the party responsible for 
starting the war.

The Chicago 7 descended on Chicago not to condemn 
the Republicans but to condemn the Democrats. They 
were truly radical and, in many ways, their beliefs still 
are. No embittered former Hillary Clinton supporter 
could say with any sincerity that she agrees in principle 
with their goals. Joe Biden’s not selling what these guys 
agitated for. The closest we have is Bernie Sanders, and 
like Eugene McCarthy before him, Bernie’s been 
vanquished.

This is inconvenient for Sorkin’s purposes. If his 
aspiration is to use these radicals and their beliefs as 
proxies for the #Resistance and its principled outrage 
at the Trump administration, Sorkin, the good liberal 
with his particular talent for inspiring people to retain 
their faith in a more perfect union, has to find ways 
both to reimagine the Chicago 7 as people concerned 
with respectability politics and inoculate the 
Democratic Party (our ersatz liberators) from blame.

In this, he succeeds.

Within the opening scenes of the film, Sorkin shows 
Richard Nixon’s attorney general, John Mitchell, 
demanding the trial as an act of vengeance against 
Ramsey Clark, Johnson’s AG, who, he claims, 
stonewalled the transition between the two 
administrations. In framing his story this way, Sorkin 
accomplishes two things. He distracts from the fact 
that the protests and their attendant police riots 
occurred on the Democrats’ watch and he shifts the 
conflict from one between the American government 
and the radicals who were on trial to an intra-party 
feud in which the Democrats can be seen as taking the 
high road.

Later, he doubles down on this message. When the 
defense decides to call Clark as a witness, the lead 
lawyer, William Kunstler, along with Hayden (who 
always seems to appear alongside his lawyer whenever

Aaron Sorkin’s moralizing liberal fantasy betrays the real ‘Chicago 7’
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Sorkin needs to show his defendants as eager 
participants in the political system), visits his house to 
ask him to come to their rescue. Clark agrees to do so. 
“What I want to know is how it took you so long to 
realize that I’m your star witness,” he says.

A scene or two later, Clark takes the stand and, in 
soaring Sorkinian rhetoric, makes the case that the 
defendants are being unfairly persecuted. His 
testimony is given in a closed courtroom and the judge, 
hearing Clark’s unassailable condemnation of the 
proceedings, strikes it from the record. This really 
happened (minus the soaring) but Sorkin’s message 
here isn’t about what was said, it’s about who’s saying 
it — there’s ample evidence everywhere in the film for 
the case that they’re being unfairly persecuted, starting 
with the fact that the film exists at all (to say nothing of 
the multitude of scruffier, less partisan witnesses for 
the defense, such as Allen Ginsberg and Arlo Guthrie 
and Norman Mailer and Dick Gregory, all of whom made 
much the same case but none of whom are deemed as 
important for Sorkin’s purposes as Clark). What he 
wants you to know is that the Democratic Party 
consists of reformers who would never carry out an 
unfair prosecution of this sort, and that Republicans will 
do anything they can to suppress the public’s ability to 
learn the truth about the Democrats’ righteousness. To 
which I say…really? Tell that to Edward Snowden or 
Julian Assange or Chelsea Manning.

As for the defendants themselves, Sorkin’s sympathies 
lie squarely with the MOBE and, particularly, with Tom 
Hayden. He cleans Hayden up. Gives him a haircut. 
Casts no less an avatar for straight-laced ethical 
kindness than Eddie Redmayne in the role. He presents 
Hayden, in temperament as well as thought, not as the 
firebrand he was in 1969 but as the budding politician 
he became later, when he turned to electoral politics 
and tried to reform the system from within. 
(Throughout the 70s, 80s and 90s, Hayden served as 
both a State Assemblyman and Senator in California.) In 
other words, Sorkin turns Hayden into Aaron Sorkin.

Against this voice of reason — for Sorkin must always 
have a foil to debate his hero and tease out the 
parameters of his argument — Sorkin pits the Yippies. 
He sets Jeremy Strong up to play Jerry Rubin as a 

spaced-out Tommy Chong in war paint, dismissing 
Rubin out of hand, but he can’t ignore Abbie Hoffman 
and the comedy act he turned the trial into. So he casts 
Sacha Baron Cohen, our own generation’s wicked moral 
prankster, and runs through the greatest hits — the 
stand-up tour Hoffman did on weekends, the quips and 
one-liners Hoffman lobbed throughout the trial, the 
donning of judges’ robes to wind up the judge — as 
though getting a laugh was all Hoffman was really 
after.

With this, the terms are set. It’s a battle of moral 
seriousness versus sophomoric hijinks and we get 
scene after scene of Hayden lecturing Hoffman about 
the importance of trusting the legal system to uphold 
justice, doing the leg work to build a solid defense while 
Hoffman is off hustling for laughs on college campuses, 
complaining to anyone who will listen about Hoffman’s 
narcissistic love of being in front of the camera, and 
generally wishing Hoffman, the cool kid, would respect 
him, take him seriously, stop laughing at him, and see, 
finally, that he’s right.

In the film’s emotional climax, the two men air it all out. 
Again with the soaring Sorkinian rhetoric. By focusing 
on the psychodynamics of Hayden and Hoffman’s 
relationship, Sorkin is able to replace the political 
underpinnings of their very real differences with a 
debate between his, Sorkin’s, beliefs and Abbie 
Hoffman’s. Hayden-Sorkin calls Hoffman a charlatan 
whose hippie-do publicity stunts will be all anybody 
ever remembers about the movement in 50 years 
(meaning right now—you see what he did there?). “If we 
follow you,” Hayden-Sorkin says, “we’ll lose elections.” 
(Never mind who this we exactly is or what elections 
have to do with revolution.) Hoffman tells Hayden-
Sorkin, essentially, that the media circus he creates 
around himself is paying for the trial and that Hayden-
Sorkin’s belief in the system is naïve and possibly 
disingenuous, at which point Hayden-Sorkin loses his 
temper and in walks daddy in the form of William 
Kuntsler, bearing bad news: A tape recording has just 
been entered into evidence. They’ve caught Hayden, 
the peacenik, in the act. He’s no longer mouthing 
Sorkin’s opinions about the utility of political activism 
but instead advocating for violence.

Aaron Sorkin’s moralizing liberal fantasy betrays the real ‘Chicago 7’
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By Sorkinian standards, intellectual inconsistency is 
tantamount to a fatal flaw. It cannot stand. Turns out, 
when Hayden said “If blood is gonna flow, let it flow all 
over the city,” he actually meant “If our blood is gonna
flow, let it flow all over the city.” He’s been 
misconstrued, and now, thanks to a technicality, he’s 
redeemed. So we the viewers, along with the other 
characters, ache for Hayden (who’s transformed again 
into Hayden-Sorkin), our fallen, now, tragic hero.

In a classic Sorkinian reversal, Hoffman’s the one who 
explains to the assembled that Hayden consistently 
drops possessive pronouns and uses vague noun 
modifiers. How does he know? Because he’s Hayden’s 
biggest fan. “I’ve read everything you’ve published,” he 
says. And feeling validated, Hayden sees that Hoffman 
may indeed have a brain after all. There are meaningful 
stares, reconciliation. They see each other. All is 
forgiven.

It goes without saying that this conversation never 
happened, but it sure does make Sorkin’s case for him. 
Hayden-Sorkin’s belief in the electoral process and the 
system it sustains is affirmed. Even Abbie Hoffman 
secretly agrees.

Join the system. Join the system. Join the system.

Just to be sure we get it, Sorkin concludes his film with 
the defendants in the case — each and every one of 
them — standing in somber reverence as Hayden reads 
out the names of our patriotic fallen dead. There’s nary 
a Viet Cong flag in sight, but it sure swells the heart.

Meanwhile, here’s Abbie Hoffman, the real one, 
explaining to the judge what he and Hayden really 
thought of the system in 1969:

“I remember when we were speaking before, you said, 
‘Tom Hayden, you could have had a nice position in the 
system, you could have had a job in the firm.’ We have 
heard that for the past ten years, all of us have heard 
that. And our only beauty is that we don’t want a job. 
We don’t want a job there, in that system. We say to 
young people, ‘There’s a brilliant future for you in the 
revolution. Become an enemy of the State. A great 
future. It will save your soul.”

Revealingly, Sorkin treats the Bobby Seale strain of the 

trial, if not more accurately, at least more seriously. He 
lets the man talk and talk and talk, giving impassioned 
speeches about racial justice. He jimmies the timeline 
so he can tie the police killing of Fred Hampton, another 
Black Panther leader, to the brutal moment in the trial 
when the judge demanded Seale be bound and gagged 
— see? This is what happens when Black men speak the 
truth. The Panthers believed in Black self-determination 
and strove to challenge, by force if need be, the U.S. 
government’s entrenched oppression and 
abandonment of African Americans. And Sorkin 
presents their case as morally righteous, free of the 
fumes of condescension that so often swirl around 
Sorkin’s renditions of people with whom he disagrees.

Why does Seale receive this respect when his co-
defendants don’t? Maybe for the same reason places 
like The New York Times and The Atlantic give their 
imprimatur to the current generation of advocates for 
racial justice. Maybe because these institutions have 
made it OK. In the wake of the Black Lives Matter 
movement, sympathy with the Panthers’ beliefs has 
returned to the zeitgeist. Our cultural bureaucracies 
(and the Democratic Party) have figured out how to fold 
much of the Panthers’ critique of power in America into 
the capitalist project and absorb it into their public 
images. Thus, the currents of mainstream liberal 
thought are more accommodating of (and sentimental 
toward) people like Bobby Seale and Sorkin can safely 
represent him and his beliefs without distorting them.

Which just goes to show that an advocate of the 
#Resistance, no matter how sincere, is a far cry from an 
enemy of the state.

The folk singer Phil Ochs, who was a member of the 
Yippies (if membership is possible within an anarchic 
confederacy of radical individuals) and took part in the 
protests in Chicago, performing on stage and procuring 
the pig the group mockingly tried to nominate for 
president, said, famously, that the problem with liberals 
is that they’re “ten degrees to the left of center in good 
times, ten degrees to the right of center if it affects 
them personally.”

Sorkin sits ten degrees to the left of center, and ninety 
degrees to the right of where the center was in 1969.

Aaron Sorkin’s moralizing liberal fantasy betrays the real ‘Chicago 7’
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So does his movie about the Chicago 7. That it 
succeeds so totally in dramatizing the political stakes 
of our current debased moment while ignoring the 
beliefs its protagonists held dear says everything you 
need to know about what’s going right and what’s 
going wrong with what passes for protest now.

-

Joshua Furst is the author, most recently, of the novel 
“Revolutionaries.” He’s a contributing editor at The 
Forward.

named Dave said he’d “never heard of one,” while 
Linda fretted that she “wished she knew what it 
looked like.”

What must it be like to be a citizen of the country that 
invented spotted dick, whose citizens have apparently 
never encountered the gleaming pile of saturated fats 
that is a well-constructed babka?

We pitied the bakers, but the final blow to our 
dwindling post-Megxit goodwill towards the 
Commonwealth came when Leith tasted the sample 
chocolate hazelnut babka created by fellow judge 
Paul Hollywood. “It’s lovely, much lighter than I 
thought it would be,” she said, tucking into a thinner 
slice than has ever been seen on a Jewish breakfast 
table. “I have had it in New York, and it’s not nearly as 
nice as this.” (Italics and associated rage are ours.)

A sweet braided bread originating in Eastern Europe, 
babka is described by Wikipedia as “popular in the 
Jewish diaspora.” That’s a nice way of saying it’s a 
caloric extravaganza through which our elders 
transmit cultural knowledge and an inescapable 
reliance on emotional eating. While New York isn’t the 
birthplace of babka, it’s here that Jews replaced Old 
World fillings of seeds and nuts with the chocolate 
and cinnamon on which we gorge today. So when she 
dissed New York babka, Leith was dismissing the 
culture that created it.

Reached by the website Insider for comment, Breads 
Bakery, one of the city’s foremost purveyors of babka 
— they pioneered the chocolate-hazelnut flavor 
combo that Hollywood copied — diplomatically 
refrained from telling Leith to choke on her non-
tristate-area pastries. Instead, owner Gadi Peleg 
invited her to pay the bakery a visit, where she can 
“taste Breads Bakery’s babka, right out of the oven, 
as they come out all day, every day.”

On social media, the show’s Jewish viewers were less 
tactful.

This isn’t even the Jewish people’s first beef with the 
show’s take on a Jewish bread. Back in 2018, 
Hollywood asked contestants to create a “plaited 
loaf,” which sounds fancy but is actually just an eight-
stranded challah. Though challah is basically its own

Why does the ‘Great British Baking Show’ keep messing up Jewish breads?

“The Great British Baking Show” is supposed to calm 
you down. With its bespectacled judges and decidedly 
low-stakes narration — “For some bakers, bread is a 
new challenge” — it’s earned a reputation as a self-
soother for the pandemic era. At a time when reality 
increasingly resembles dystopian prestige TV, “The 
Great British Baking Show” is one of the few options 
on Netflix that can still be termed escapist.

But just as Jews would need Tums on hand to enjoy 
most of the show’s creations, it looks like we’ll have to 
pop some Xanax to make it through the current 
season, given the serious shade judge Prue Leith just 
threw at our favorite Jewish bread.

In case you missed it: She said she’s just not that into 
babka from New York City.

In the show’s latest episode, contestants were asked 
to make a chocolate hazelnut babka as part of a 
series of chocolate-themed challenges. For the British 
bakers, the challenge created confusion: A contestant

Why does the ‘Great 
British Baking Show’ 
keep messing up 
Jewish breads?
By Irene Katz Connelly

The Schmooze
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own food group for millions of Jews around the world, 
the judges described braiding as a “skill which is dying 
off,” evidently in need of preservation by skilled British 
bakers with no Jewish friends.

“This is a great thing to make for a festive occasion,” 
observed “Baking Show” stalwart Mary Berry — umm, 
like Shabbat, the festive occasion that happens 52 
times a year?

But Paul’s wide-eyed wonder over the novelty of 
braided bread shouldn’t really surprise anyone. In his 
2012 cookbook “How to Bake,” he proffered a recipe for 
something called a “cholla loaf,” ostensibly created by a 
Jewish friend named Sylvia Woolf. Paul correctly noted 
that challah is a “traditional Jewish loaf” — but he also 
said it was most commonly served on Passover.

And let’s not forget the show’s periodic forays into 
bagels. During a challenge last week involving rainbow 
bagels, an abomination that should not exist, 
Hollywood called the crispy — a.k.a., ideal — exterior of 
one contestant’s creation “overdone,” causing the 
Nosher to question whether he “has ever visited New 

York City, or even tasted a bagel.”

Are Leith’s comments the worst aspersions cast 
against New York Jews? Unfortunately, no. Do we think 
they share the potentially antisemitic undertones of 
Ted Cruz’s “New York values” jibes? Not really — it 
doesn’t seems like anyone associated with the “Great 
British Baking Show” knows enough about Jews or New 
York to effectively deploy a dog-whistle. Still, it’s 
aggravating to see a beloved dish featured on a 
beloved show, only for a judge to insist she can do it in 
a better and more refined way than the people who 
have honed the recipe for centuries. Whether you get 
yours from a bakery or bubbe’s kitchen, you can find 
any kind of babka you want in New York: light, dense, 
fluffy, succulent, or any kind in between.

And who wants light babka, anyway? Babka is more 
than the sum of the hazelnuts twisted into its core: it’s 
a whole-body experience of emotional nourishment 
and physical disquiet, one that you just can’t enjoy 
while nibbling off a china plate on a manicured British 
estate.

So here’s my invitation to Leith: Come to New York City 
on a rainy day. Experience a personal or professional 
crisis that can only be resolved by ingesting 800 extra 
calories before dinner. Head to your nearest legacy 
appetizing store and purchase a Saran-wrapped slice of 
babka thicker than Timothée Chalamet’s neck. (Do not, 
under any circumstances, remember to take napkins.) 
Consume the babka while sidestepping exploded 
garbage bags or sitting in a stalled subway car with no 
cellphone reception — extra points for landing crumbs 
on your neighbors. Savor the palpable pit that will form 
in your stomach and remain there for at least 24 hours.

If you’re not eating it like that, are you even eating 
babka?

-

Irene Katz Connelly is an editorial fellow at the Forward. 
You can contact her at connelly@forward.com. Follow 
her on Twitter at @katz_conn.
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Borough Park’s high Covid case rate is well-
documented. But city data also shows that the 
neighborhood has among the lowest testing rates in 
New York City.

The relative lack of testing could mean that Borough 
Park and other coronavirus hotspots are actually even
hotter than we know, said Mark Harrington, the 
executive director of Treatment Action Group and a 
member of the community advisory board for the city’s 
test and trace program.

And as the community chafes against coronavirus 
prevention measures like testing, New York City Mayor 
Bill de Blasio said Tuesday that he regrets that he didn’t 
prompt “more dialogue that was needed” when he 
visited the scene of a large Hasidic funeral in April and 
called out “the Jewish community.”

What parts of the city are we talking about?

The city and state have been focused on nine ZIP codes 
in Brooklyn and Queens that, as of two weeks ago, 
which is the most recent data available, had a rate of 
positive tests of more than 3% over seven consecutive 
days — almost twice the city average, which is 1.64%

The neighborhoods are densely Jewish — either ultra-
Orthodox, also known as Haredi; Mizrahi, with 
ancestors from the Middle East and North Africa or 
Russian.

Those ZIP codes belong to Bensonhurst/Mapleton, 
Flatlands/Midwood, Gravesend/Homecrest, Midwood, 
Borough Park, Gerritsen Beach/Homecrest/Sheepshead 
Bay, Kew Gardens Hills/Pomonok, Kew Gardens and 
Edgemere/Far Rockaway.

Borough Park, Bensonhurst/Mapleton, 
Flatlands/Midwood, Sheepshead Bay and Brighton 
Beach all have testing rates below average, while also 

having some of the highest test positivity rates in the 
city over a period of four weeks.

How does testing relate to high positivity rates?

Borough Park, which is in South Brooklyn and which 
has a population made up almost entirely of Haredi 
Jews, has a rate of positive Covid tests of nearly 7.5%, 
significantly higher than the city’s average. Yet it has 
5,932 tests for every 100,000 people, which is well 
under the city’s average of 8,333 tests for every 
100,000 people.

Most other neighborhoods with testing rates similar to
Borough Park, like Ocean Hill-Brownsville and College 
Point, have lower rates of positive tests, according to 
city data by ZIP code.
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That suggests that Borough Park in particular could
have a higher number of infections than are being 
counted.

There’s no way to know for sure why Borough Park is 
so under-tested, but the consequences could be 
widespread.

“Less testing leads to more asymptomatic cases 
spreading,” said Eili Klein, an associate professor of 
emergency medicine at Johns Hopkins. “If you don’t 
catch those cases, particularly in communities that 
have multigenerational families living together under 
one roof, it can start to spread fairly quickly.”

It’s also possible, Klein said, that “if only people were 
symptomatic were testing, the positivity rate would be 
higher than it would be if everyone were testing.”

Why is there less testing in Borough Park and other 
Haredi neighborhoods?

Just before Sukkot, the harvest festival that happened 
the first week in October, a robocall landed in 
voicemails around Borough Park. A holiday greeting it 
was not.

One must not obey the authorities, “even if they force 
you, even if they beat you like the Jews in Israel, and 
especially not voluntarily, and one must also not go get 
tested because this raises the statistics in our 
neighborhoods,” said the unidentified speaker in 
Yiddish.

The data suggest that this kind of social pressure and 
fearmongering, spread through WhatsApp groups, 
blasted from cars driving around Haredineighborhoods
and circulated by yeshiva administrators, are working, 
and residents of Borough Park are not getting 
coronavirus tests when they feel sick or suspect they 
have been in contact with an infected person.

Why is there less testing in Russian-Jewish and other 
non-Haredi areas?

In some Russian-Jewish areas like Sheepshead Bay, 
voters turned out in force for President Donald Trump 
in 2016, a man who asked federal officials to “slow the 
testing down” to slow the growth of the country’s 
positivity rate.

The president’s skepticism about testing could be 
related to low testing rates in neighborhoods that 
voted for Trump.

Some Russian-Jewish and Sephardic neighborhoods, 
like Gravesend/Homecrest, Edgemere/Far Rockaway 
and Midwood have high positivity rates but also higher 
than average rates of testing, so may have better 
access to testing or fewer qualms about getting tested.

Does everyone have equal access to tests?

Aside from the negative messaging around testing, 
Harrington suggested that low rates of testing could 
also be attributed to confusion about when to get 
tested. That would explain low testing rates in some 
non-Orthodox neighborhoods, like South Ozone Park in 
Queens.

“Remember when the messaging was that you should 
only get tested If you have symptoms? And then there 
was messaging that was like, if you have symptoms, 
you don’t even need to bother having a test, just self-
isolate for 14 days,” said Harrington. “Now, if you go to 
the city website it’s like, everyone should get tested.”

This probably doesn’t explain the particularly high 
Covid rate in Borough Park, whose ZIP code, 11219, has 
two mobile testing centers and two static testing 
centers. That’s the same total number of testing 
centers as the ZIP code for Manhattan 
Valley/Morningside Heights/Upper West Side, which 
has the highest testing rate in the city.

But nobody knows if it’s harder for some people to get 
tests.

The city declined to provide a list of testing sites, citing 
the changing locations of mobile testing centers and 
the existence of testing regimes in schools. A 
spokesman for Mayor Bill de Blasio, Bill Neidhardt, and 
for the city’s test and trace program, Julie Bolcer, did 
not respond to questions about how the city deploys 
mobile testing centers without a list of existing testing 
sites.

Experts, including Harrington and Klein, found that 
surprising.

While the city says it deploys testing centers based on

Orthodox neighborhoods are getting fewer tests for Covid. Why?
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need, the most under-tested ZIP code in the city, 
11419, Richmond Hill/South Ozone Park has only one 
static testing center and no mobile testing centers 
deployed as of Wednesday, according to a city search 
tool. 

Is coronavirus in the hotspots getting better or 
worse right now?

The number of cases for the population of each ZIP 
code — called “case rates” — saw a sharp increase 
until the city identified a surge in what it called the 
“Ocean Parkway Cluster,” which included Midwood, 
Borough Park, Bensonhurst, Kew Gardens and 
Edgemere/Far Rockaway.

The first week of Gov. Cuomo’s cluster action 
initiative, Oct. 6, is the last week in the city’s four-
week dataset, and shows sharp decline in most 
Orthodox areas.

When will we really know what this all means?

Case rates and positivity rates are only one side of the 
story, said Klein at Johns Hopkins, which has been

He said we won’t know whether testing is accurately 
capturing cases until a few weeks from now, when 
death rates could rise.

“The case rate will go up first and the positivity rate 
should go up—generally those two things go up first,” 
he said. “Then hospitalizations and deaths will follow 
weeks and then several weeks later.”

Right now, a red cluster of higher death rates is visible 
in South Brooklyn, though the highest death rates in 
the city are currently concentrated in northern parts 
of the Bronx.

-

Molly Boigon is an investigative reporter at the 
Forward. Contact her at boigon@forward.com or 
follow her on Twitter @MollyBoigon.

As you’ve undoubtedly heard by now, President 
Donald Trump reportedly stormed out of a room at 
the White House after “60 Minutes” host Lesley Stahl 
asked him some questions he thought were mean. As 
one White House staffer told the Washington Post, 
“The interview was not that bad…. She just had a tone 
he didn’t like.”

It’s not like Trump didn’t know who he was dealing 
with when he agreed to do a segment with Stahl.

She is one of America’s most honored and 
experienced broadcast journalists. She made her 
bones covering the Watergate scandal for CBS News 
(she even moved into an apartment in the Watergate 
complex in 1972, as soon as the news broke of the 
burglary of Democratic headquarters located there). 
She was White House correspondent for most of the 
reign of three presidents – Jimmy Carter, Ronald 
Reagan, and George H.W. Bush – and moderator of 
the weekly “Face the Nation” public affairs program 
for nearly a decade before joining “60 Minutes” in 
March 1991.

With every achievement on her way up the journalistic 
ladder, she broke a new glass ceiling for women. And 
Trump is not the first head of state to wither and 
crumble under her interrogations: In October 2007, 
French president Nicolas Sarkozy (whose maternal 
grandfather was a Greek Jew, by the way) walked out 
of an interview with Stahl because she asked him 
about his relationship with his soon-to-be estranged 
wife, Cécilia Ciganer-Albéniz (whose father, André 
Aron Ciganer, was a Moldovan immigrant born in Bălți, 
Bessarabia, in 1898, of Russian-Jewish descent).

Stahl’s work has garnered her enough awards to fill a 
storage locker: more than a dozen Emmy Awards 

Trump should know 
better than to mess 
with Lesley Stahl
By Seth Rogovoy
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(including a lifetime achievement award); the Fred 
Friendly First Amendment Award from Quinnipiac 
College; two Edward R. Murrow Awards; the Radio 
Television Digital News Association’s Paul White Award 
for Lifetime Achievement; the Overseas Press Club 
award; and an Alfred I. DuPont-Columbia University 
Silver Baton.

Stahl was born to a Jewish family in Lynn, Mass., in 1941, 
and was raised in nearby Swampscott. Her father, Louis 
E. Stahl, was a food-company executive, and her 
mother, Dorothy J. (née Tishler) Stahl, was a 
homemaker. Stahl’s maternal grandparents, Jacob and 
Tillie Tishler, were Russian-Jewish immigrants who 
arrived in Boston in 1911, and her paternal 
grandparents, Esther and Harry Stahl, emigrated from 
Poland to Boston in 1913. Grandpa Harry founded Stahl 
Finish, a company that produced dyes for leather. “He 
was a big part of my life,” Stahl told Hadassah 
Magazine in a 2016 interview.

Louis Stahl took over the company and eventually sold 
it to Beatrice Foods. While her parents weren’t 
religiously observant, her father was devoted to Jewish 
communal life, having “founded and supported Jewish 
organizations, including North Shore Jewish Community 
Center and the Jewish Rehabilitation Center for Aged, 
both in Swampscott.”

In that same Hadassah interview – and here is where a 
little advance work on the part of the Trump team 
might have gone a long way – Stahl looked back on the 
early days for women in broadcast journalism.

“I had to maintain my looks and overcome my looks at 
the same time,” she said.

In her memoir, “Reporting Live,” she wrote, “A certain, 
shall we say, rambunctiousness was becoming my 
trademark. So was my persistence…. If I wanted to be 
treated as one of the boys… I had to learn to ram and 
butt and poke and shove my way up to the front.” Ram 
and butt and poke she apparently did with the 
president, until he couldn’t take it anymore; now, he is 
threatening – somewhat bewilderingly — to post a video 
of the interview before it airs on this Sunday’s 
broadcast of “60 Minutes.” One White House aide told 
the Washington Post that all Trump seems to be doing 

is garnering more attention – and higher ratings – for 
what by any measure was a “tough interview.”

In more recent years, Stahl has become something of 
an expert on the joys and rewards of grandparenting. 
Her second memoir was “Becoming Grandma: The Joys 
and Science of the New Grandparenting.” While she 
extols the role of grandparents in helping to raise 
children, her experience with the ups-and-downs of 
toddler-hood probably served her well while dealing 
with the 74-year-old American commander-in-chief.

-

Seth Rogovoy is a contributing editor at the Forward.
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Eric Early, a Republican candidate for Congress in 
California, Tweeted this weekend about the 
philanthropist George Soros, a Holocaust survivor —
who Early called “a Nazi sympathizer” and “a danger to 
our nation.”

As the Forward, the Anti-Defamation League, and other 
sources have all ably documented, there is no truth 
behind the spurious claim that Soros is a Nazi 
sympathizer; in truth, at 14 he had to hide to survive the 
Nazi occupation of Hungary. But this particular 
conspiracy theory has been percolating on the far-right 
for years now, so Early was hardly blazing a new path 
of depravity.

Except that Early is Jewish — just like Rep. Adam Schiff, 
the incumbent Democrat he is challenging, and was 
trying to malign by linking him to Soros. That’s right: A 
Jewish Congressional candidate is spreading openly 
antisemitic conspiracy theories that the ADL says have 
“the effect of mainstreaming antisemitic tropes and 
giving support, however unwitting, to bona fide 
antisemites and extremists who disseminate these 
ideas knowingly and with malice.”

The fact that Early is himself Jewish does not give him a 
moral license to engage in classical antisemitic tropes 
against Schiff and Soros. But the danger is that Early’s 
Jewish identity might give non-Jews a “kosher seal of 
approval” to spread this kind of pernicious antisemitism 
against Soros, Schiff, or others in our community. If we 
don’t want that to happen, then we need to call this 
rhetoric out for what it is.

Naturally, Early, a California attorney and Republican 
Party activist who was raised in Long Island by first-
generation Jewish American parents who fled Nazism in 
Austria and Poland in the 1930’s, has resolutely denied 
any wrongdoing, saying that “there’s nothing 
antisemitic at all” about claiming Soros is a Nazi. (The 

ADL, however, recently released a report finding that 
George Soros conspiracy theories are the leading 
source of online antisemitism directed against Jewish 
members of Congress.)

But that’s precisely the point of the sort of language 
Early is deploying here. If Soros is a Nazi sympathizer, 
then he has removed himself from the ranks of the 
Jewish people. One can attack him all one wants 
without being antisemitic, because he doesn’t simply 
have the wrong politics he no longer qualifies as a Jew 
at all.

Unfortunately, this approach is not unique to Early, but 
part of a growing trend of right-wing Jews attacking the 
Jewish identities of Jews who lean left. You can find 
numerous examples: the right-leaning Jewish Press 
calling The Forward a “putatively Jewish publication” 
last year, or Israeli newspaper Arutz Sheva writing 
during the 2016 presidential primaries that “Bernie 
Sanders is not a Jew” because “his first and foremost 
allegiance has always been to the left at the expense of 
the Jews.”

Similarly, right-wing Jewish pundit Ben Shapiro wrote 
last year during the presidential primary campaign that 
Senator Sanders may have “Jewish birth” but is now “an 
outspoken atheist,” and so criticisms of him can never 
shade over into antisemitism. (If being an “outspoken 
atheist” removes a person from membership in the 
Jewish community, that would be news to the two-
thirds of American Jews who told a major Pew poll on 
Jewish identity that a person can be fully Jewish without 
believing in God).

And we would also shrink significantly as a community 
under Ben Shapiro’s terms, since Pew found the 
following year that fully 1 in 5 self-identified American 
Jews do not believe in God.) Shapiro has also written 
that Jews who voted for Barack Obama – that’s 80% of

Antisemitic slurs against Soros are not kosher 
just because a Jew says them
By Joel Swanson

Opinion
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American Jews in 2008 and 70% in 2012 – are “Jews In 
Name Only (JINOs).”

And Jonathan Neumann wrote in the New York Post in 
2018 that left-leaning Jews have given up Judaism 
entirely in favor of “a distinct religion, whose adherents, 
it might be said, have culturally appropriated this 
ancient faith.” Liel Leibovitz of Tablet advised Jews on 
the progressive left during the 2016 presidential 
election that “your religion is progressivism, not 
Judaism.” (Again, the idea that we have to choose 
between them would be news to the 56% of American 
Jews who consider “working for justice and equality” 
essential to Jewish identity.)

These ideas have become sufficiently mainstream that 
even non-Jewish right-wingers now feel they have 
license to say it. On Fox News, the commentator 
Michelle Malkin claimed that George Soros is funding 
“the illegal alien lawyers lobby” and then insisted that 
this could not, by definition, be antisemitic because 
Soros is “ an atheist who hates religion.”

Rudy Giuliani, the former New York Mayor and stalwart 
Trump defender, has also insisted that his frequent 
outbursts against Soros cannot constitute 
antisemitism, because “Soros is hardly a Jew. I’m more 
of a Jew than Soros is.” (Giuliani is Catholic.) And U.S. 
Rep. Louie Gohmert, a Texas Republican and devout 
Christian, declared on Fox News in 2018 that “George 
Soros is supposed to be Jewish but you wouldn’t know 
it from the damage he inflicted on Israel.”

Far too many of these non-Jews get kosher seals of 
approval from right-wing Jews for their antisemitism 
and bigotry. When the ADL called on Representative 
Gohmert to stop spreading rhetoric that “perpetuates 
antisemitism,” the Congressman trotted out a defense 
from the right-leaning Zionist Organization of America 
(ZOA), who said that Gohmert was “essentially correct.” 
And Arutz Sheva has defended Giuliani by calling him a 
“life-long dear friend of the Jewish community,” and 
Soros and Sanders “apostates” who, “if these were 
times when Torah values defined the Jewish world,” 
would “have been excommunicated by now.”

Meanwhile, you cannot easily find equivalent rhetoric 
on the Jewish left denying the Jewish identities of Jews 

on the right or trying to cast them out of the 
community entirely. We may call Jews working for the 
Trump administration like Stephen Miller and Jared 
Kushner “shande far di goyim,” but that phrasing itself 
acknowledges that they are, in fact, fully Jewish.

This trend from the Jewish right is noxious and 
dangerous.

It’s fine to disagree with the politics of other Jews, even 
harshly and strongly. Disagreements and debate are a 
major part of what being Jewish is about, going back to 
the Talmud. But we need to do that without claiming 
that Jews on the opposite side of the political spectrum 
are somehow less Jewish, or that they have written 
themselves out of the Jewish community, or, 
ridiculously, that Nazi victims are Nazi sympathizers.

There are so many ways to be Jewish. Emily Tamkin, 
who literally wrote the book on Soros, argues that his 
left-wing politics are an expression of how he 
understands his Jewishness, not a repudiation of it. “I 
was persecuted because I was Jewish,” she quoted him 
saying. “Therefore, what I want to do is to help other 
people who find themselves persecuted because of 
whatever they are.”

The debate over what moral lessons we should learn 
from Jewish history, and how they should influence our 
contemporary politics, is an essential one to have. And 
we need to have it without questioning each other’s 
Jewishness.

-

Joel Swanson is a contributing columnist for the 
Forward and a Ph.D. student at the University of 
Chicago, studying modern Jewish intellectual history 
and the philosophy of religions. Find him on Twitter 
@jh_swanson.

The views and opinions expressed in this article are 
the author’s own and do not necessarily reflect those 
of the Forward.
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Even on COVID-closed college campuses, some 
students continue to find ways to harm one another. 
Recently, anti-Jewish and anti-Zionist incidents have 
been cause for alarm. A recent move by the Education 
Department to change the guidance on reporting 
campus antisemitic vandalism is good, but there is still 
much more to do.

At the University of Delaware, an arsonist set fire to the 
Chabad Center in September, causing $200,000 in 
damage. At the University of Southern California, a 
student-government leader represented by the Louis D. 
Brandeis Center for Human Rights Under Law resigned 
her post in August under pressure from anti-Israel 
activists who had vowed to “impeach her Zionist ass.”

Hillel International recently reported a record high of 
178 antisemitic incidents during the 2019-2020 
academic year at the 550 North American colleges 
where it operates. More broadly, the Anti-Defamation 
League said in its most recent report that there were 
more antisemitic incidents in 2019 than any year since 
ADL’s tracking began in 1979.

Fortunately, institutions have begun taking serious 
measures to address this. This summer, Florida State 
University became the first American campus to adopt 
the International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance’s 
definition of antisemitism. This was a critical step, 
because in order to combat this ancient bigotry, 
officials must learn to define and recognize it.

In late September, the U.S. Department of Education’s 
Office for Civil Rights, where I worked as assistant 
secretary from 2018-2020, required New York 
University to adopt that same definition as part of its 
anti-harassment policy. This was a natural outgrowth 
from last year’s Executive Order on Combating 
Antisemitism, which directed federal agencies to use 
the IHRA definition as well. I left the office this summer 

to return to the Brandeis Center and to give the fight 
against campus antisemitism the focused legal 
attention that it requires.

It is good that federal regulators and some college and 
university administrators are responding to antisemitic 
incidents as they occur, but it would be better if they 
took more pro-active steps to prevent such things from 
happening.

One such step would be for federal officials to urge all 
colleges and universities to follow NYU and Florida 
State’s lead, incorporating the IHRA definition into their 
policies and procedures. The United Kingdom moved in 
early 2020 to compel its colleges to do so, and a fifth of 
them have complied so far.

It would also help for our Education Department to 
issue formal regulations implementing the executive 
order to give it durability. The government has 
indicated that it plans to do this, listing such 
regulations in its unified agenda and regulatory plan, 
but the Department has not yet issued a notice of 
proposed rulemaking. Given the Department’s limited 
regulatory bandwidth and substantial to-do list, it is 
clear that the Department will not be able to 
accomplish everything it proposes by the end of the 
current presidential term. The Department must 
prioritize these regulations or they will not get done.

Beyond ensuring that antisemitism is properly defined, 
regulators must properly monitor it and report it to the 
public.

A recent Forward investigation revealed that colleges 
have systematically underreported anti-Jewish hate 
crimes. This was at least partly due to vague and 
misleading provisions in the Education Department’s 
Handbook for Campus Safety and Security Reporting. 
University officials told the Forward) that this handbook

The government must do more to address 
antisemitism and anti-Zionism on campus
By Kenneth L. Marcus
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prevented them from reporting swastikas and 
antisemitic slurs at Bowdoin College (“Heil Hitler”) and 
Temple University (“Fuck you, Jews!”).

This month, the Education Department responded to 
criticisms by rescinding the Handbook, replacing it with 
a short, vague, and non-binding appendix. Colleges are 
now being told that they may voluntarily comply with 
the discredited handbook. This hardly solves the 
problem.

Now, colleges have essentially no guidance on the 
applicable reporting requirements. Education and 
Justice should provide better direction, at a minimum 
making clear that swastikas and such slurs are 
antisemitic and should be reported to the federal 
government when they appear in vandalism or other 
crimes.

The Education Department also has to stop 
exacerbating the problem. For years, commentators 
have complained that campus climates are worsened 
by federally funded Middle East Studies programs 
created in response to Title VI of the Higher Education 
Act.

That provision was intended to bolster U.S. defense and 
intelligence capabilities by fostering a pipeline of 
multilingual college graduates. In recent years, 
however, these programs have focused less on 
language than on culture and politics. Worse, their 
politics has often been monolithically anti-Israel, 
arguably to the point of indoctrination.

During the last reauthorization of the Higher Education 
Act in 2008, Congress required such programs to 
provide “diverse perspectives” and a “wide range of 
views” in order to receive Title VI grants. Unfortunately, 
the Education Department never gave this requirement 
teeth. In recent years, Department officials have only 
addressed the requirement through ad-hoc 
investigations. If the Department is serious about 
reform, it should issue formal regulations.

Finally, the government must acknowledge that 
campus climates are sometimes worsened by foreign 
funding. Only in the last year have officials even 
acknowledged that Saudi Arabia and Qatar are infusing 

hundreds of millions of dollars into American 
universities. There is, at a minimum, an appearance that 
this funding translates into anti-Israel academic 
programming and then, predictably, into toxically anti-
Jewish atmospheres.

Universities have failed to disclose vast sums of such 
financing, despite federal rules requiring it. Federal 
regulators have recently exposed universities for such 
violations, chastising them with angry letters and 
intensive investigations.

This is helpful, but also relatively weak. If our 
government is serious about addressing this abuse, it 
should fine lawbreakers for their failure to provide 
mandated disclosures. Given the hundreds of millions 
of dollars involved, requiring institutions to disgorge 
even a percentage of illicit funds would curb the 
practice.

Federal efforts to date have been helpful but 
incomplete. Some, like the Executive Order, have been 
enormously important. Their ramifications are still 
unfolding. Others have been more incremental.

What is needed, however, is a comprehensive 
approach. This must include energetic administration of 
the executive order, proper guidance on reporting, 
greater inclusiveness in Middle East studies, and 
appropriate transparency for foreign funds. Otherwise, 
when college campuses fully open, the situation for 
Jewish students will only worsen.

-

Kenneth L. Marcus is founder and chairman of The 
Louis D. Brandeis Center for Human Rights Under Law 
and served as Assistant U.S. Secretary of Education for 
Civil Rights (2018-2020).

The views and opinions expressed in this article are 
the author’s own and do not necessarily reflect those 
of the Forward.
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10-year-old Rasa Smith used to feel jealous when she 
heard kids on the radio.

“I’ll never be on a podcast,” she recalled thinking while 
listening to a program hosted by a fellow pre-teen.

But on that front, she’s proven herself very wrong.

When the pandemic shut down schools in her 
hometown of Missoula, Mont., Rasa, an only child, 
found herself spending a lot of time with one person: 
her dad, journalist Jeremy Smith, who found himself 
suddenly responsible for his daughter’s education and 
their mutual safety (Rasa’s mother, Crissie McMullan, is 
the director of a Missoula women’s shelter and has 
worked from her office throughout the pandemic).

Instead of succumbing to the American panic-baking 
craze, the father-daughter duo launched a pandemic-
era podcast: “You Must Know Everything,” a bite-sized 
but wide-ranging show that answers questions about 
recycling and women’s suffrage, analyzes the work of 
Emily Dickinson, and explains once and and for all how 
to “make anything pretty.” Now in its 56th episode and 
airing on Montana Public radio, the podcast is a 
budding fan favorite with big goals: The father-
daughter duo say they won’t stop until they literally 
know everything.

“It’s a really special thing,” Rasa said, speaking to the 
Forward by phone with her dad (and cat) in tow. “Even 
when the pandemic ends, I’d like to keep doing it.”

“You Must Know Everything” has been a long time in 
the making. It was inspired by a list Jeremy started 
when Rasa was a baby, of the important life lessons he 
planned to impart — eventually. When the pandemic hit, 
he realized two things. First, Rasa was finally old 
enough to receive the knowledge he had to share. And 

second, she had plenty to teach him.

Rasa couldn’t agree more. “There’s so many things he 
doesn’t understand about being a kid,” she said.

The two decided to share their respective wisdom in 
the form of a podcast. The name they chose is an ironic 
tribute to the Isaac Babel short story “At 
Grandmother’s,” in which an overbearing matriarch 
nags her grandson into studying by constantly 
repeating that he “must know everything.”

Each of the podcast’s 10-minute episodes follows a 
similar format. In the first segment, either Rasa or 
Jeremy shares something the other needs to know, 
whether it’s a big-picture life lesson or a small-scale life 
hack. Next, they read and discuss a poem. Finally, they 
take turns stumping each other with “vexing 
questions,” queries that take a little research to resolve.

A typical episode might feature a journey through Avril 
Lavigne’s classic ballad “Sk8r Boi,” which Jeremy 
contends is not just a vehicle for teen angst but a 
triumph of narrative storytelling. There might be a 
crash course in sewing or slime-making from Rasa, an 
avid crafter (she just acquired a glue gun, and has big 
plans for Halloween).

Listeners can expect to learn the answers to questions 
big and small: How does recycling work? What’s the 
point of having eyebrows? Does Netflix make a profit? 
(The answer, which surprised both Rasa and me: No.)

Rasa said she’s enjoying researching topics she might 
never encounter at school. “I don’t know about anyone 
else, but here they don’t teach you about whether 
Netflix is in debt or not,” she said.

There’s certainly plenty of disagreement on the set of 
“You Must Know Everything.” In one episode, for 

This father-daughter duo is podcasting 
through the pandemic — and they won’t stop 
until they know ‘everything’
By Irene Katz Connelly

Culture
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example, Rasa extolled the joys of fort-building. But 
Jeremy finds her creations, which swallow up sheets 
and couch cushions, aggravating — he usually is the 
one who has to clean them up.

By the end of the episode, they arrived at a solution: 
Creating a fort “embassy” where adults can enter, for 
a limited period of time, and experience the je ne sais
quois that makes couch barricades so irresistible to 
kids.

In May, Montana Public Radio picked up the show. 
Now, Jeremy says, he and Rasa receive notes each 
week from fans who appreciate the light-hearted 
interlude at a time when news tends to be grim. 
They’ve opened up the “vexing questions” segment to 
listeners, and have since tackled some very 
complicated queries: One fan asked them to find out 
whether the birthday song has the same tune in every 
language.

Jeremy attributes the podcast’s success to Rasa, who 
has an unhesitating voice and a talent for crafting 
segments off the cuff. “She’s Johnny Carson, I’m Ed 
McMahon,” he said.

But Rasa said it’s not about who’s better at 
podcasting. “No matter who’s teaching, you always 
learn something, and there are these really great 
things to learn,” she said. “What better person to 
learn with than my dad?”

-

Irene Katz Connelly is an editorial fellow at the 
Forward. You can contact her at 
connelly@forward.com. Follow her on Twitter at 
@katz_conn.

In the short list of silver linings to the COVID-19 
pandemic, this one surely rates near the top: since 
March, Jewish delis have blossomed in the Bay Area.

“It seems like a big hug from Bubbie just when we 
need one, whether you are Jewish or not,” said 
Michael Dellar, owner of the upscale San Francisco 
restaurant One Market, which is the latest restaurant 
to launch a Jewish concept. “I think food in general is 
a great emotional relief now, and Jewish food takes it 
to the next level.”

No less than three Jewish chefs/restaurateurs in the 
area – two in San Francisco, including One Market, 
and one in Sunnyvale – have created new concepts to 
bring comfort to Jews (and others) who may find it in a 
bowl of matzo ball soup or in a half sour pickle.

Jewish Deli has always existed in the San Francisco 
Bay Area, but there’s been a limit to just how many 
places you can find it.

Before the novel coronavirus set in, the two most 
well-known places to get your pastrami fix were

During the pandemic, 
deli food booms in the 
Bay Area
By Alix Wall

Eat, Drink + Think
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Saul’s Deli , a mainstay in Berkeley, and San Francisco’s 
Wise Sons, a new wave deli that came on the scene in 
the past decade and now has an outpost in Tokyo, of all 
places. Further afield, Solomon’s Delicatessen opened 
in Sacramento last summer, and Grossman’s Noshery & 
Bar , which was in the works for over a year, opened in 
Santa Rosa the week of the shut-down.

But with the pandemic, has come new opportunity, or 
need.

One Market, a 28-year-old restaurant located near San 
Francisco’s Embarcadero and Ferry Building, launched 
what they’re calling Mark n’ Mike’s this month, named 
after Dellar and chef Mark Dommen.

Dellar grew up in Los Angeles, where Langer’s was his 
go-to.

“To start a delicatessen, brisket from the smoker and 
matzo ball soup were naturals and then we added all 
the foods we like to eat, like pastrami, rare roast beef, 
lightly smoked turkey, potato salad, coleslaw, 
macaroons, rugelach,” said Dellar.

In the first three days, they sold out of many items, 
which was just the validation they needed to keep 
going.

“The deli wasn’t born of the pandemic; the pandemic 
created the opportunity,” Dellar said. “And we truly did 
a pivot, not an about-face, as our big restaurant where 
we have been plying our trade for 28 years has room 
for both a restaurant where we turn out succulent 
prime rib and cedar-planked king salmon dinners as 
well as deli.”

Meanwhile, in Sunnyvale, where many of the major tech 
companies have their hubs, caterer Jeffrey Weinberg 
also saw the pandemic as an opportunity to launch a 
new concept.

The owner of JW Catering, which previously did a 
sizable business catering Jewish lifecycle events, began 
dreaming up a deli concept in January, even before 
Covid-19.

Then the pandemic took away his event business, as 
well as the extra money he earned by making lunches 

for tech company employees.

Though Weinberg’s family lived in Northern California 
for his high school years, Weinberg was born in New 
Jersey, where he spent his early years.

“Back in January, I was complaining to my chef and 
[general manager] that I was tired of calling Katz’s Deli 
for my fix of pastrami,” Weinberg said. “I have my 
bubbie’s and my mother’s recipes, and it’s not like we 
don’t know how to cook. Then things started canceling, 
and we began playing with my recipes.”

His launching “The Marvelous Matzah Experiment,” a 
play on Amazon Prime’s very Jewish show, “The 
Marvelous Mrs. Maisel,” coincided with the Bay Area’s 
shelter-in-place order the weekend of March 12.

The offerings started with pastrami, corned beef and 
half-sour garlic pickles, and then the team branched 
out to matzo ball soup, challah French toast and grilled 
cheese sandwiches, then mac ’n’ cheese with “crispy 
bits” — the edges of the pastrami and corned beef —
and his mother’s brisket recipe, or “Mitzi’s Brisket.”

“It’s funny how my original idea pre-pandemic was to 
do corned beef, pastrami and pickles, just a few items 
to provide to tech companies,” he said. “Now that 
companies aren’t working in their offices, we’ve 
expanded our reach.”

While Mark n’ Mike’s and The Marvelous Matzah 
Experiment are sticking quite closely to tradition, 
Schmaltz SF was a third concept born out of the 
pandemic and did things a bit differently.

Started by a chef Beth Needelman, it came out of a 
kitchen incubator started by a restaurant group called 
the Hi Neighbor Hospitality group in San Francisco. Not 
wanting to lay off its staff, the group gave a few of its 
chefs the freedom to start concepts of their own, to see 
what might take off.

With the tagline, “elevated Jewish comfort food, with a 
modern American twist,” Schmaltz started in May with 
a full menu, with items like Reuben meatballs, a chicken 
schnitzel sandwich with schmaltz aioli and a chicken 
sandwich on two latkes. Israeli influences figured in 
with dishes like a shawarma-spiced cauliflower bowl
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with dishes like a shawarma-spiced cauliflower bowl 
and pomegranate chicken thighs.

“I love introducing people to my culture and giving 
Jewish food more exposure to people who might not be 
as familiar with it,” said Needelman, who grew up part 
of a tight-knit family in Poughkeepsie, N.Y. and 
attended the Culinary Institute of America in Hyde Park, 
N.Y.

The concept changed over the months; most recently it 
was offering Jewish-themed meal-kits, where 
customers put the finishing touches on dishes at home, 
with explicit instructions, of course.

As dining restrictions keep changing in San Francisco 
and indoor dining is returning, Hi Neighbor just recently 
decided to discontinue Schmaltz, but Needelman hopes 
it will return in another form in the future.

“In a time of a pandemic when some may feel isolated 
and as this city empties out, consumers are searching 
out food that evokes feelings of togetherness and 
family,” said Needelman. “We may not be with our 
extended family during these hard times but at least 
we can cherish the foods they may have cooked us and 
reminisce of the past, pre-COVID life.”
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