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I’ve Been Leading Virtual Davening For Years. Here 
Are Some Tips For How To Make It Meaningful.

Life

By Alexander Davis

We have entered a new phase of Jewish history in which 
cyberspace has become the place to nurture our 
spiritual lives. Previous generations lived through the 
Black Plague, cholera and more. Ours is the first to face 
a pandemic with technology that allows us to create 
vital, connected, online communities.

This is a moment of radical change that will undoubtedly 
reshape Judaism. It is both scary and exciting.

My congregation, Beth El Synagogue, has been 
experimenting in this vein for six years, with live-
streamed services. We do it for the elderly who are no 
longer able to get to shul on Shabbat, for the 
grandfather not well enough to travel to his 
granddaughter’s bat mitzvah, for the person living in 
rural Minnesota far from any synagogue, for the young 
adult exploring Judaism but not yet ready to walk into a 
synagogue, for my father in a hospital room receiving 
chemotherapy and proudly showing the nurses “my son, 
the rabbi.”

For these and other “exceptional” circumstances, live 
streaming has been a wonderful substitute for actually 
being present. Now being unable to gather is the rule 
not the exception. If we cannot sit together, stand 
together, sing together, how can we create the 
transcendent moments that have never been more 
important?

Here are a few suggestions based on our years of 
experience to make the most of online davening:

Participate. The temptation when streaming services is 
to be an onlooker. We regularly come to screens as 
passive consumers. But prayer is meant to be 
participatory. Follow along in your siddur and chumash
(there are plenty of online versions to access). Sing 
along even if you’re on mute. Stand when it’s time to 
stand. Join in readings. It may feel awkward at first. Give 
yourself permission to feel awkward.

“Do not go astray after your eyes.” That’s in the Sh’ma, 
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our central prayer. When in front of a screen, even for 
services, it is tempting to check email, social media or 
the news. But we need time each day to turn off the 
world. We need Shabbat, one day a week to put aside 
the temporal and attach ourselves to that which is 
eternal.

To enter such a prayerful space requires not just turning 
off notices that pop up on our screens, but setting an 
intention: “I am dedicating this time to the holiness of 
prayer: to quieting my mind, to focusing my thoughts, to 
voicing my fears and hopes, to receiving the wisdom of 
my tradition, and to listening for God’s ‘still small voice.’”

Dress the part. We are commanded to “remember 
Shabbat and keep it holy.” Get in the mood by wearing 
Shabbat clothes — or at least not pajamas! If it is your 
custom, put on a tallit and kippah. What we wear shapes 
how we feel.

Establish a prayer space. The Talmud speaks of the 
importance of establishing a “makom kavua,” or a fixed 
place, to daven. Just as you may have a regular seat in 
shul, choose a place that is comfortable, a place that 
allows you to concentrate, to sing aloud, to meditate. 
You might choose a place in nature to give you some 
extra inspiration, or the deck in your backyard, a quiet 
room, a favorite chair.

Hiddur Mitzvah. That’s the Jewish concept of enhancing 
our rituals — we are taught to pray in a space that is not 
only clean but beautiful. You probably can’t replicate the 
grandeur of a synagogue sanctuary, with its stained 
glass or vaulted ceilings, but consider making a drawing 
or hanging a Judaica print on the eastern wall to indicate 
the direction of Jerusalem, where we face for our silent 
prayer.

Shinui. According to Jewish law, in special 
circumstances, people may perform acts normally 
forbidden on Shabbat by doing so with a “change.” For 
example, those who don’t write on Shabbat are allowed 
to write with their non-dominant hand. The principle of 
shinui goes beyond Shabbat. We should expect 
changes, and proactively make them, to develop a new 
prayer routine. Difficult as it is, we might find that this 
unique time deepens our experience of prayer and 
appreciation of community.

*

This is of course just a start. Please share your 
suggestions for making online services meaningful in 

the comments — and with your clergy. We, too, are 
learning how to navigate this new world.

As humans, we crave connection. As Jews, gathering for 
services is a defining feature of our tradition. We pray in 
the plural – in the language of the siddur, in the call and 
response of Jewish prayer and in the very requirement to 
establish a minyan.

Let us make the most of this time investing in our 
individual prayer lives with meaning and intention. 
Because now, more than ever, we need prayer and 
community, and we need each other to calm our nerves, 
open our hearts, lift our spirit and touch our souls.

It can happen. For God is not located in a synagogue, 
but wherever and whenever we let God in.

Alexander Davis is the senior rabbi at Beth El Synagogue 
in St. Louis Park, Minn. You can join him for live-streamed 
services daily and for Shabbat.
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March 21, 2020. That’s the date of my son Leo’s Bar 
Mitzvah. Aside from having one of the hardest and 
most boring Torah portions, it seemed like a pretty 
good date.

My wife, Jill, Leo and I had put a lot of work into 
making the day really special. And I know that every 
family does that, but our son is a certain kind of kid —
he works hard, he’s funny, he’s friends with kids and 
adults alike. This was an event that I think our 
community was really excited to celebrate, because 
he has this unique spirit of life. He’s the kind of kid that 
really thrives on having an occasion like a Bar Mitzvah 
to show off all of his hard work and also party like the 
world is ending.

And then it kind of did.

A couple of weeks ago, we were full bore in the final 
stages of preparation for the big day. Leo was so 
excited… thrilled to be on the bimah with the rabbis 
he’d worked alongside for more than a year, 
surrounded by the people that love him. We’d made all 
of those nagging decisions for both the ceremony and 
the celebration — the menu finally locked, the 
decorations ordered, songs decided, the montage 
finally complete, and all of the Marvel-inspired favors 
ready to go.

We had some surprises planned for him, too, that were 
going to blow his mind. My son has been having an 
extensive relationship with our party planner, Joni, 
over text. He convinced her to watch some Marvel 
movies to get in the spirit of his chosen theme, and 
she most definitely has!

Then the drips of despair started and became a flood.

The first drip was just thinking about how we could 
defend against spreading infection at the party —
having the place thoroughly cleaned, and hand-
sanitizer available everywhere. A couple of days later 
came the realization that having his grandparents and

We Had To Cancel The 
Party, But The Bar 
Mitzvah Will Go On

News

By John Hirsch

other older relatives from out of town was going to be 
a problem because they probably shouldn’t fly. I spent 
a day seeing if I could book a bus for them to come in 
from the Midwest, because they didn’t really want to 
drive by themselves.

On Sunday, March 8, Leo asked us if we might have to 
postpone the Bar Mitzvah. I told him there was a 5% 
chance. We kept asking our out-of-town guests if they 
were still comfortable flying — and they kept saying 
yes. Then another day passed, and more public 
gatherings were cancelled or closed, and the 
possibility of postponement started to become very 
real.

My wife and I shed a lot of tears. And we were still in 
denial. We’ll still do it and some people just won’t be 
able to make it — we probably needed to lower our 
headcount anyway, right? But then we kept coming 
back to his grandparents. They really shouldn’t be at a 
party with that many people; how would we keep them 
safe? The reality is that we couldn’t.

That’s when the tide turned. I think it was on 
Wednesday morning. The party we were having was 
going to put our guests, and anyone they had contact 
with, in jeopardy. Jill and I knew that we could never do 
that. We would have to postpone the party.

Leo cried a lot that night. We all did. We let him take 
Thursday off of school because he was so devastated. 
But we knew that not moving forward with the party 
now was the right thing to do, despite Leo’s 
disappointment, despite all of the hard work that we 
and Joni had done to make it special. This was a 
sacrifice that we all, and most of all Leo, had to make.

Which brings me back to where this all started, Leo’s 
hard and boring Torah portion. It’s about sacrifice. 
Granted, it’s about the procedures for making animal 
sacrifices, but in his D’var Torah, Leo talks about how 
we all have to make sacrifices, and that’s what he’s 
doing. He’s sacrificing the fun part of his Bar Mitzvah 
so that those that he loves are safe. He’s sacrificing 
the fun of his big day so that people he doesn’t even 
know can be safe. That is a Mitzvah.

Leo is going to have his ceremony on March 21, this 
Saturday. It won’t be what any of us imagined it would 
be, but he’ll be reading his Torah portion. That’s about 
all we know. It might be at temple, or it might just be 
us and the rabbis here at our home. He’ll put on a suit, 
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Dating During 
A Pandemic: 
How To Be Single In 
The Age Of Corona

I was supposed to have a first date Thursday night.

I’m 32 and single and my last real relationship was a 
few years ago. I’ve been on and off dating apps during 
that time, but anyone who is single in NYC and over 30 
knows that process is its own kind of absurd hell.

A few weeks ago, I decided to restart the apps and put 
some effort into meeting someone. And I was actually 
excited about a first date with an adult man who had a 
real job and totally appropriate messages; he had 
even already seen my Twitter feed. Instead, I spent 
Thursday night disinfecting myself, my dog, and my 
clothes, and settled into social isolation at my mom’s 
house on Long Island.

If the situation weren’t so serious, I might be able to 
laugh this off as a cosmic plot to keep me single 
forever. The universe is just being the worst wingman 
right now.

Some are taking refuge in the apps, which are of 
course compatible with socially distancing. But being a 
veteran of online dating, I’ve developed some “best 
practices” so as not to waste my time. One of the first 
lessons I learned was how important it is to meet 
someone quickly once you’ve had enough messages 
to feel comfortable. When you spend too much time 
messaging without meeting, you can build up 
expectations, only to meet and see there is zero 
chemistry. Alternatively, it can be difficult to develop 
the rapport through messages when you haven’t met 
first.

I’ve had multiple long distance relationships and I 
think you can learn a lot about someone through that 
kind of communication. But in those cases, I had 
always met the person, kissed them, spent quality 
time with them, before keeping a relationship going at 
a distance.

wrapped in Tallit, and make us even prouder than we 
would have been when all of this was unimaginable. 
We’ll find some way for his friends and family to watch 
him show us all the true meaning of his Torah portion 
in his actions.

When he gets up there, he won’t just be leading the 
congregation, he’ll be showing everyone the way 
through this mess — caring for others, sacrificing 
oneself. He truly is becoming a man.

John Hirsch, an Emmy Award-winning documentary 
filmmaker based in Montclair, N.J., is an executive 
producer of Disney Plus’s series, Marvel’s Hero Project.

By Mia Brett
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That’s going to be harder now. Who knows when we’ll 
next feel safe enough to meet someone in person. 
We’re just at the start of the coronavirus’s outbreak in 
the U.S., with all signs pointing to it getting much, 
much worse before it gets better.

That doesn’t stop the need for human relationship, 
especially in a case like mine, where I’d put it on hold 
for so long.

One of the reasons I’ve dated less the past few years is 
that I couldn’t stand the Brooklyn revolutionaries 
explaining the importance of voting Bernie Sanders, or 
how my liberation would come through ethical non 
monogamy if I would only throw off the patriarchal 
yokes of monogamy. During the 2016 election, I 
actually left a guy in a bar because he was convinced 
that Bernie would fix everything in our country, despite 
not being able to name a single policy beyond the 
slogans. I can handle a difference of opinion about our 
primary candidate, but the ignorant mansplaining was 
too much (I may have made a dramatic flounce as I 
walked out).

In any event, caring less about dating helped me to 
focus more on writing my dissertation and building my 
political activism. I couldn’t bear to date another guy 
like my boyfriend in my early 20s, who cringed when I 
dared to correct one of his friends or show I actually 
had knowledge on a subject.

But one can’t put off dating forever. I’ve told you how 
old I am so I’m sure it will come as no surprise that I’m 
particularly aware of my next birthday and what that 
could mean for my dating life and biological clock. I 
was recently at a dinner with friends where somehow I 
was the only single person with three married couples. 
The last time I was in a wedding, I showed up to buy 
dresses hungover and having just kicked a guy out of 
bed, only to meet a group of women all talking about 
the condos they were buying and when they were 
getting pregnant. It felt too clichéd to be real.

I’m an empowered feminist and I know it’s fine to be 
single and I don’t need a man, but I also want a 
partner, and someone to take turns waking up in the 
middle of the night to change diapers.

So, three weeks ago, with these concerns in mind and 
my dissertation finally in the hands of my committee, I 
decided to devote this spring to dating more, and 
hopefully dusting off the flirting skills I had in my 20s.

Yet here I am, isolating myself in my mother’s eastern 
Long Island home. The last thing on my mind is the 
desire to kiss someone new or even sit closely over 
drinks at a bar.

With my rules barring longterm online dating, in person 
dates off limits, and the end of the world feeling closer 
every day, the temptation to reach out to an ex is 
particularly strong while in social isolation. We’re all 
looking for some intimacy and connection, and
reaching out to an ex provides such an easier fix than 
trying to build a new relationship without the 
possibility of meeting anytime soon. Plus, we have the 
perfect excuse right now to text that guy who’s just a 
little bit bad for us: We know he can’t talk us into 
meeting and we’re so bored. And there’s no harm in 
just checking in to make sure he has enough toilet 
paper and hand sanitizer, right?

I’m not going to tell you not to. In the grand scheme of 
things, putting off dating a few more weeks (or 
months) is nothing in comparison to flattening the 
curve and stopping the spread of coronavirus. I’m 
staying with my 68 year-old mother and practicing 
social distancing because my mother’s health and the 
safety of society is my main priority right now.

But, if it’s not too much to ask, could the universe 
make sure a few eligible bachelors are acting 
responsibly and waiting to go on a date with me when 
this is all over? I’d be very grateful!

Mia Brett is a PhD candidate in American Legal History 
and a cofounder of the All Women’s Progress Think 
Tank. She lives in Brooklyn with her dog Tchotchke. 
Follow her on Twitter @QueenMab87.

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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This is my evening routine in the era of coronavirus: 
around dinner time, I descend the staircase that 
connects my childhood bedroom, where I’ve spent 
most of the day, to the kitchen below. From the 
bottom, I can just see the table where my parents are 
preparing to sit down.

But I eat on the stairs, balancing a picnic of chicken 
parmesan and red wine on different steps. When I’m 
done, I bring my dishes upstairs for a preliminary 
scrub before my father loads them into the 
dishwasher — he claims he’s taught himself not to 
touch his face, but everyone knows how seriously the 
over-70s are taking the novel coronavirus.

While my hands are now chapped from vigorous 
sanitizing, until a few days ago they were in flagrant 
contact with surfaces in every coffee shop and 
subway line in New York City, where there are now 
more than 1,500 confirmed cases of the virus.

Just last week I was sitting in my Brooklyn apartment, 
instructing my parents not to come into the city, as 
planned, to celebrate my 25th birthday. Their 
response: if the city wasn’t safe for them, it certainly 
wasn’t safe for their daughter.

I reminded them firmly that I was about to officially 
enter my mid-20s, and could thus take care of myself. 
It was only their frail, Medicare-eligible hands that 
were at risk from pathogenic New York doorknobs. I 
spent the rest of the evening calling friends and telling 
them how I planned to protect my parents by toughing 
it out in the city.

Fast forward a couple days. My birthday plans, which 
all involved socializing in public places, had become

At Home For 
Coronavirus, I’m 
The Child In The 
(Literal) Room

Life

By Irene Connelly

both deeply uncool and, given the escalating social 
distancing imposed by the city, impossible. Friends 
were heading home to their parents. And the day 
before my birthday, a nasty bout of food poisoning 
showed me exactly how long I could tough anything 
out, and who was ultimately going to decide how I 
spent the outbreak.

“What do you mean, you don’t own a thermometer?” 
my mother said as soon as I admitted my weakened 
state. “I’m getting in the car right now.” While I 
negotiated a day to pack, the next morning I was 
taking my temperature (normal!) in a minivan hurtling 
down the turnpike towards my ancestral home —
central New Jersey.

My mother, spurred to action by the arrival of a 
moment that requires the germ-consciousness she’s 
cultivated over decades, has very admirably organized 
the details of our intramural quarantine. My father, the 
oldest member of our family and the object of all our 
protective measures, is mostly annoyed that his daily 
outings to the Wegman’s supermarket have been 
curtailed. Having contracted childhood meningitis just 
as antibiotics emerged to treat it, and able to 
remember going down to something called “the town 
grange” to receive the first polio vaccines, he’s 
unimpressed by coronavirus — even though the fact 
that he possesses these memories means that 
coronavirus is coming for him.

The advent of this pandemic has shown many Gen X-
ers that they are now truly the adults in the room, the 
only people standing between their boomer parents 
and a foolhardy bingo night. But for younger 
millennials like me who have scurried home to wait out 
the outbreak, it’s a return to an adolescence from 
which we just escaped.

I’m reporting for the Forward in front of a bulletin 
board tacked with high school photos and notes whose 
inside jokes I no longer understand. Instead of making 
innovative stews with Trader Joes’s canned goods, I’m 
eating the hearty, carb-heavy meals on which I’ve 
blamed my acne and all other problems since time 
immemorial. And in the end, my 25th birthday probably 
looked a lot like my second or third: I ate cake with my
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Diary Of A Day-School 
Mom: ‘My Daughter 
Doesn’t See The Need 
For Pants’

Our kids’ school, the Hannah Senesh Community Day 
School in Brooklyn, is very on top of things. The 
attention to detail is really something fine, and it’s 
reflected in the number of emails they send me, some 
of which I manage to read. It sometimes makes me, a 
working mom with average organizational skills, feel a 
bit ashamed of myself … But mostly, I’m grateful. The 
school is a safety net.

Our communal encounter with coronavirus is a case in 
point. They were on it early. I’m talking late February; 
President Trump was promising the whole thing would 
“disappear.”

Nicole Nash, the head of school, wasn’t having any of 
that. The school asked every family that had traveled 
internationally during the break earlier that month to 
self-quarantine for two weeks. So we got exposed to 
the idea of quarantine really early and ever since, 
we’ve just been waiting for the announcement that 
finally came Thursday afternoon: Classes were 
cancelled.

Distance learning would start on Monday, after the 
teachers spent Friday testing the technology. And test 
they did, thank goodness. Our Day One went pretty 
smoothly, all things considered. If only this was a one-
day experiment instead of the beginning of a new 
normal.

Here are some notes from one day-school mom’s 
diary:.

8:15 a.m.: I wake up my kids, 12-year-old Avi and 10-
year-old Sarah. My daughter doesn’t see the need for 
pants. She’s right, of course, but I convince her that 
she needs to get dressed like a normal person in order 
to make her day feel normal. Actually, I don’t convince 
her, but she does it anyway.

8:30 a.m.: The day starts in the kitchen, the heart of

parents, crouching on the stairs instead of sitting in a 
grown-up chair.

This sense of regression is only compounded by the 
fact that, until it’s clear that I’m not carrying the virus, 
I’m as dependent on my parents as the brattiest 
suburban teenager who ever lived. Normally I would 
run errands, or cook, or get in my father’s way while he 
cooks. At the moment, I have to text someone if I want 
a cup of coffee.

The only thing I’ve done for myself since arriving is 
prepare a week’s worth of overnight oats (coronavirus 
or no coronavirus, my father wants nothing to do with 
my pulverized flaxseed), and it was an adventure 
followed by a bout of compulsive scrubbing of every 
surface on which I might have breathed.

It’s often hard to remember who is protecting whom, 
or to fully absorb that caring for one’s family isn’t 
preparing meals or folding laundry but simply keeping 
a good distance.

Our current atmosphere isn’t the most conducive to 
spending quality time together, but some rituals just 
don’t give way, even to pandemics. On Sunday, we 
settled on the couch/stairs to watch/listen to the 
latest Democratic debate. As always, we spent the two 
hours congenially shouting at the candidates, shouting 
at each other, criticizing the anchors, and storming out 
of the room in frustration — we just shouted from a 
greater distance, and stormed up our respective 
staircases.

And that’s where I’ll stay. Because right now, the only 
way to be the adult in the room is not to leave it.

Irene Connelly writes about culture and lifestyle for the 
Forward. You can contact her at 
connelly@forward.com.

By Helen Chernikoff
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the home. We grownups drink coffee, the children 
scarf cereal and my husband holds Nicole’s 
disembodied head in his hands as we watch her digital 
message to us all: “I hope that everyone is adjusting to 
some of our new norms including social distancing. I 
encourage you all to remember, it’s not emotional 
distancing. So please, call each other. Use technology. 
Reach out to one another. Care for one another.” It’s 
very sweet and reassuring. Monster that I am, I wonder 
queasily if it is live. That would be Orwellian, I think? 
Pre-recorded, phew!

8:30 a.m.-9 a.m.: Now’s the time the kids are supposed 
to daven shacharit, or morning prayers. Nobody even 
looks at me when I say this.

9: Three of the four of us — my daughter, my son and 
me — have online meetings that start exactly now, 
except theirs are classes and they are young and used 
to life online — plus, the Hannah Senesh faculty is there 
to guide them through it. They log on and start 
learning. Mine? A Google-supported horror show in 
which we all interrupt and apologize a lot and I have to
stare at myself in the unforgiving light of morning. I try 
and fail to forget that this is my face at 46.

9 a.m. to noon: We all start out in the same location, 
our living room, silent and grim. Then, my daughter 
starts oohing and aahing at her friends on the screen, 
which human moment of course the rest of us can’t 
abide, so she takes her ChromeBook into another 
room. Someone in one of my son’s classes unmutes in 
the middle of “Bohemian Rhapsody.” (“Easy come, 
easy go …”) It feels very symbolic, but all we want is for 
it to end.

The learning? Among other things: a passage about 
Helen Keller in Hebrew for my daughter, and a 
reflection by my son about whether gladiators are 
heroes that he wrote and submitted online. I learned 
something, too! The most recent interest-rate cut has 
had the unintended consequences of freaking out the 
citizenry even more, and trading has been halted. 
What am I to do with this information? I have no idea.

Noon: The kids grudgingly accept an uninspiring lunch 
of eggs and pasta. For me? Cake, because I deserve it. 
My husband: Cheerios, food of his childhood. The kids 

go to the playground, where, per usual if they’re not at 
school (and even sometimes when they are), they start 
to bicker and flounce home, fortunately before it gets 
physical.

1-3 p.m. My daughter’s still doing her thing, i.e. 
studying, and in the way she likes best. In bed, 
listening to Taylor Swift. She’s singing along to “Style” 
and learning about hieroglyphics for a unit on Egypt. 
O.K., she didn’t need pants.

But in my son’s virtual reality, it’s getting a bit more 
real. In math class, some kid figures out how to kick 
the teacher off the chat. When she reemerges, she 
justifiably tells them all that if they do it again, they’ll 
have to figure out percentages on their own.

Soon all the kids are talking and laughing and blaming 
each other nervously. It starts to sound like Lord of the 
Flies in there. My son checks out and finishes up the 
work on his own. He also gave me no arguments about 
getting dressed. Typical older child.

But when the day is over, he’s pretty bummed out. He 
doesn’t have any friends in the neighborhood, and 
there isn’t enough time left in the day to get him to a 
park for a suitably socially distant playdate. He doesn’t 
think gladiators are heroes and won’t explain why. I 
can tell already that this is going to be hard for him, 
and I’m 100% sure that even though I don’t know yet 
in what ways it will be hard for the rest of us, I am 
going to learn.

It will get better, and it will get worse. Nicole will fix 
that glitch by which teachers can get kicked out of the 
virtual classroom. A “long-term plan for tefillah
(prayer)” is promised. The school has told all of us by 
email that it is “proud of our grit, determination and 
kindness!”

But I keep thinking, this is kind of like when you have a 
baby, and you realize your focus on the details of labor 
and delivery and layette was totally misplaced. 
Understandable, but misplaced. That was just the 
beginning.
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Rading the Forverts in 1918 you’d be forgiven for 
thinking revolution—rather than an influenza 
pandemic—was in the air. In June they thrilled to 
America’s military victory over Germany due to the 
spread of flu among Germany’s soldiers, not realizing 
it would make its way here, a viral passenger along for 
the ride with soldiers returning home from Europe and 
WWI. News of peace accords for Europe and Russian 
events post-revolution were companions on the front 
page. Upcoming November elections were also there, 
when local socialist party (and Forverts) favorite, 
Representative Meyer London stood for re-election for 
district 12, bringing local Lower East Side concerns to 
DC.

By October 1918 influenza was making its way into the 
paper through political reportage as well as a steady 
stream of humor and man (and it was usually a man) 
on the street interviews like the one below, from 
October 22, 1918, in which an unnamed Forverts
reporter gamely walks the beat with your local 
druggist and then rides shotgun with a local doc to a 
tenement ringed with grief.

Research & translation by Chana Pollack

DEALING WITH INFLUENZA THEIR OWN WAY

DRUGGISTS TALKIN’ ABOUT ‘MAGNESIA’ AND 
DOCTORS ABOUT ‘HOUSECALLS’—SCENES AND 
IMAGES FROM THE JEWISH NEIGHBORHOOD

Where’s it at now with this influenza? Whose suffering 
the most with the Spanish influenza that’s so suddenly 
trendy? To find out, we sent our Forverts reporter into 
the hardest hit neighborhood pockets of the disease.

Entering a well known druggist’s shop our reporter 
attempted schmoozing about the epidemic.The
harried druggist got right down to business: ‘Hello, if

From The Forverts
Archives: Influenza 1918, 
Everyone Does The Flu 
Their Own Way

News

By Forward Archives

anyone’s sick at your place you’ll have a two hour wait 
before your medicine’s ready.’

‘No, everyone’s still alright. I just wanted to talk to you 
about the influenza.’

‘Whose got time for a conversation now? Come back 
later.’

Alrighty. I said goodbye and started to leave when he 
pulled himself up short and pivoted:

‘You’re from the Forverts? Apologies for what I just 
said, come into my bek rum where we can talk and I 
can keep working. ‘

The ‘back room’ appeared completely different than 
usual. In quieter days, his work table was a tidy 
example of orderliness and his shiny appearance 
overdone. Flasks and dispensary containers were 
never left out. He’d bring them down from the shelf 
and return them pronto. Now, his work table was 
covered with flasks and bottles, boxes and containers, 
papers and leftovers that had dropped off the scales 
along with tiny weights rolling all over in a huge 
jumble.

‘Something seems not quite right.’ the reporter 
observed.

Waving his hand gesticulating, the druggist tried 
speaking, but somebody had already run into the store 
banging loudly on the counter out there.

He returned to the back room with two new 
prescriptions, grabbed his weights and scales, mortar 
and pestle and poured his heart out.

‘It’s like I’m on fire here. A few days ago I bought one 
pound of aspirin, and it’s barely going to last until this 
evening. Magnesia? The bottles get torn from my 
hands. As much as I prepare—it’s not enough. I’m on 
my own here and I’m just wrecked.’

Suddenly we heard a woman’s voice from inside the 
store:

‘No Saidy, stay off the phone! Oy, what a scourge. No, 
I’m telling you you’ve also got to lie down. ‘

Apparently the woman had brought Saidy to the store 
to place a call to the doctor, when she noticed a note 
from the telephone company in the receiver telling 
folks not to over use the phone because too many 
telephone operators were out sick. The woman
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understood the note in her own way, thinking the 
Board of Health was trying to tell us the telephone 
receiver is teeming with influenza.

Beyond aspirin, magnesia and ice bags, there wasn’t 
much more the reporter would hear from the druggist. 
Exiting the druggist’s, he recognized a doctor 
acquaintance driving by in his car and stopped him.

Before they even exchanged a greeting, the doctor 
began pleading:

‘Sorry but no more calls, today nor tomorrow.’

‘No doc, I don’t need you to make a ‘call.’ Take me 
along for the ride.’

‘Jump in!’

In all the time we rode around together, he only spoke 
about ‘calls.’ He was also drained with his older 
patients to attend to, but the new patients were 
actually the ones in serious condition that needed 
attending to first. And he was limited in the amount of 
‘calls’ he could make. What’s a man of conscience to 
do? He can’t neglect the harder cases, given that 
they’re new. We headed off to one where he tries to 
prevent a young woman from catching pneumonia.

On one of the most crowded streets he stops in front 
of a tenement where there’s already a couple of other 
cars there and a black wagon hitched to two black 
horses. Moaning could be heard coming out of the 
house and all around it housewives were heard 
sobbing and wailing.

The doctor’s case was a young woman of 25 whose 
husband was in Chicago on business. She was living 
here alone now, with her two-year-old daughter. The 
tenants had no great love for her because she puffed 
and polished herself up as if she was in fact a 
‘millionairess.’ Her husband was now sick in Chicago
but she didn’t know about that.

An older tenement resident who risked her life keeping 
an eye on the sick ones there, discreetly told the 
reporter about it.

‘What’s to be done about this? We can’t allow a child of 
the Jewish faith to die this way. You know, I have 

enough problems. I had a young woman here, may you 
be well, die of scarlet fever and my daughter-in-law 
died of fever also —what haven’t I been stranded with 
and yet survived? Thank god I’ve been granted life so 
far but here lies a child of the Jewish faith…’

The patient’s child began crying too, and the granny 
calmed her.

The doctor saw another pair of patients in the same 
building, spending a total of twenty minutes there.

‘How do you think the epidemic is going? Asked the 
reporter.

‘Meanwhile, not so well, the doctor answered, sitting 
back down in his car. ‘Everyday brings more ‘calls.’

‘What do you think can be done to prevent getting 
influenza?’

‘Fresh air, good food but not too much, good hygiene 
and no stress. Wait till it comes to you. In the 
meantime, it’s on the road.’

The reporter bade the doctor farewell and left for 
another neighborhood where the epidemic was also 
raging.
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Not that long ago, America welcomed its first Nazis.

They made their presence known in the spring of 1933 
as the Friends of New Germany, re-branded three 
years later as the German American Bund and 
mutated from there until they were nearly 
indistinguishable from most Americans concerned 
with another World War. But before they looked like 
everyday Americans, they dressed like brown shirts. 
They ran summer camps for children and beer gardens 
for adults. They rallied at Madison Square Garden with 
cries of “Heil Hitler.” They carried swastika banners, 
sang anthems to the fatherland and marched through 
the streets of American towns.

One place with an acute Nazi presence was northern 
New Jersey. In 1939, an FBI report declared the 
township of Irvington, N.J., which bordered the largely 
Jewish Weequahic neighborhood of Newark, a 
“hotbed” of Nazi activity.

On October 11, 1938, two weeks before a Bund rally 
near Irvington, a nine-year-old boy named Bernard 
Cohen was walking through Irvington Park when two 
teenagers attacked him. They dragged him from the 
top of a flight of stone steps and, with the words, 
“Let’s try it on him,” threw him to the ground and 
carved a two-inch swastika into his left forearm with a 
pen knife. According to the Newark Evening News, the 
maiming by the teenagers — a 17-year-old of German 
extraction, and a 14-year-old of Italian descent — was 
regarded as “mischief rather than an example of racial 
intolerance.” The Irvington magistrate punished them 
with a lecture on “Americanism.” Four days later, a 
two-foot-high wooden swastika was burned in the 
park where the crime occurred “in full view of the 
Cohen apartment house.”

One mile from Irvington Park lived another Jewish boy 
a few years younger than Cohen. His name was Philip 
Roth.

‘The Plot Against 
America’ Is Truer Than 
Even Philip Roth Knew

Culture

By PJ Grisar

Roth knew about Nazis and anti-Semitic politicians 
from his father. But it was only as an adult, when he 
stumbled on a reference to a Nazi-friendly hero being 
considered as a Republican presidential nominee, that 
Roth began to wonder what Nazi doctrine would have 
looked like as American policy.

The result of that thought experiment was his 2004 
novel “The Plot Against America,” now an HBO 
miniseries arriving in time for a pivotal presidential 
election, one where hopes and fears trail voters to the 
ballot box.

“Fear presides over these memories, a perpetual fear,” 
Roth begins his counterhistory, “no childhood is 
without its terrors, yet I wonder if I would have been a 
less frightened boy if Lindbergh hadn’t been president 
or if I hadn’t been the offspring of Jews.”

Roth imagined himself, at the ages of seven, eight and 
nine, living through the administration of Republican 
president and Nazi sympathizer Charles A. Lindbergh, 
who had flown to victory over FDR in 1940 on the 
wings of a family tragedy, a legendary transatlantic 
flight and a promise not to involve America in another 
war. In real life, Lindbergh was the spokesman for the 
anti-interventionist America First Committee, a group 
that peaked at 800,000 members, many of them 
former German American Bundists. Early in his 
imagined presidency, Lindbergh signed nonaggression 
understandings with Hitler and the Japanese emperor 
and praised the Third Reich’s wartime maneuvers as a 
deterrent for the spread of communism. In the book, 
these actions cast a pall over Roth and his 
neighborhood.

Roth had nightmares about the American stamps in his 
collection being replaced by swastika-inked profiles of 
Hitler. He saw his older brother, Sandy, become the 
poster child for an Americanization program seeking to 
erode the Jewish identity of “city youth.” His bitter (and 
fictional) cousin, Alvin, unable to fight for an America 
that remained neutral, volunteered for the Canadian 
Army, and lost half his leg in the process. Roth’s family 
narrowly missed being forcibly relocated from Newark 
to Kentucky. And, as word spread of nationwide 
pogroms against Jews, the White House remained 
silent — by then, the Roths were not surprised.

II: NAZIS IN NEW JERSEY

In “The Plot Against America,” Roth envisions how a
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Jewish family might have responded to a national 
threat akin to what European Jews faced in the 1930s. 
Their Americanism is questioned, their livelihoods are 
threatened and even their assimilated, overwhelmingly 
Jewish corner of the earth cannot escape the anti-
Semites emboldened by Lindbergh’s victory. The 
family he used — names and all — was his own. The 
setting was his home.

Roth grew up at 81 Summit Avenue in Weequahic. His 
childhood house still stands, a yellow-green clapboard 
affair built, he writes, for “two-and-a-half” families; the 
Roths lived on the second floor. Save for some faux-
sandstone siding on the first floor — an addition shared 
by its frame house neighbors — it resembles his 
description from the book, with a notable exception: 
There’s a plaque outside marking it as a historic site. 
Two sisters, one 90, the other in her 80s, live there 
now. (Roth visited them while he was working on 
“Plot,” going upstairs to refresh his memory of the 
house’s layout.)

The block has kept its quaint, middle-class profile, 
filled with gable-roofed homes with garret windows, 
small patches of yard and room in between residences 
to park the family car — only SUVs and satellite dishes 
betray the passage of time. Three minutes away, 
Weequahic High School and the elementary school on 
Chancellor Avenue, where some of the novel is set, still 
stand: stone, Art Deco buildings, where many Jewish 
artists, musicians, doctors and writers completed K-12. 
But the neighborhood has changed since Roth 
graduated from those institutions and from living in 
Newark.

Across the street from the high school, at the crest of a 
hill, are two churches, a small, red brick Baptist chapel, 
and a larger Assembly of God building with a soaring, 
white cross spire. More churches and two mosques are 
nearby. The neighborhood is 93% black today, and the 
I-78 highway, built in 1957, forms a gridlocked border 
between the enclave and Irvington.

Gone are the neighborhood’s delis, the shuls and the 
home of Newark’s first and only Jewish mayor, Meyer 
Ellenstein. Gone too are many of the sites where, in 
the 1930s, a group of Jewish gangsters fought Nazis 
with fists and rubber-wrapped pipes.

“From the time I was 12 or 13 years old, I knew the 
story about how Longie Zwillman’s gang beat up Nazis 
in Newark,” Warren Grover said one afternoon over a 

“fully-dressed” turkey sandwich at Hobby’s 
delicatessen in downtown Newark, about three miles 
from Weequahic. The over 100-year-old deli, with its 
red vinyl chairs and dark, faux-wood-paneled walls, is 
the kind of old school Jewish institution where words 
like “shtarker” are tossed around with abandon by 
theGrover says Newark was unique in America for its 
level of organized resistance, not only from the 
Minutemen, but from the New Jersey chapter of the 
Non-Sectarian Anti-Nazi League, a boycott group. That 
group’s leader, the physician S. William Kalb had a 
friendship with the Minuteman captain, former pro 
boxer Nat Arno. Arno made regular visits to the Kalb 
home, during many of which, Grover says, the boxer 
came with the offer, “Doc, is there anyone I can kill for 
you?” owners as they sit near the entrance looking 
over receipts.

Grover, 81, comfy in a black sweatshirt and known to 
the staff, is co-founder of the Newark History Society. 
He spent three years in the New Jersey Room of the 
Newark Public Library researching his 2003 book 
“Nazis in Newark.” Roth bequeathed his books to the 
same library, and after his death in 2018, its staff found 
a copy of Grover’s tome at his Connecticut farmhouse, 
brimming with margin notes.

Grover’s history, sourced from nearly a decade’s worth 
of back issues of the Newark Evening News and The 
Jewish Chronicle, tracks the evolving Friends of New 
Germany and German American Bundist presence in 
Essex County from the early 1930s to 1941. At its peak, 
the Bund had 25,000 members and a strong foothold 
in northern New Jersey.

“Newark was one of the handful of cities in the country 
where Germans emigrated in the first big immigration 
after the 1848 revolutions in Europe,” Grover said. 
“There were seven or eight major cities in the United 
States where Germans moved, and Newark was one of 
them.”

But with a second wave of Germans who arrived after 
World War I, the German American Bund found its 
most fertile ground and much of its leadership. Newark 
also had a Jewish population that didn’t shy away from 
a fight.

From 1933 to America’s entry into the war, the 
“Minutemen,” a group of Jewish boxers and gangsters 
tied to Abner “Longie” Zwillman’s Third Ward crime 
empire, broke up meetings and rallies of the Friends of
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New Germany and its successor group, the Bund, 
ready to strike Nazis with bats, crowbars and stink 
bombs if the rhetoric turned anti-Semitic. When things 
got violent and arrests were made, the involved 
parties were typically charged only with “disorderly 
conduct” or “creating a disturbance.”

It helped that Zwillman was on good terms with the 
police. In “Plot,” Zwillman — often mentioned, though 
he never appears — runs afoul of the police when his 
gang forms a de facto defense force for Newark’s Jews. 
The real Zwillman did bankroll Nazi-resisting efforts 
and held remarkable sway over local politics.

Under Arno’s leadership, Minutemen patrolled Nazi 
meetings. Famously, they gassed out the 
Schwabbenhalle, a German auditorium, near Irvington 
with stench bombs and fought with the fleeing Friends 
of New Germany on the street outside. They staked 
out Nazi venues and camps and even engaged in a car 
chase to recover Nazi propaganda films. As time went 
on, they expanded their sights to Christian Fronters, 
followers of anti-Semitic priest Father Charles 
Coughlin. After a group of men in their 20s — believed 
to be Coughlinites — goose-stepped in front of Jews 
moving their Torah scrolls to a new synagogue 
building in September 1940, 20 Minutemen arrived at 
the group’s garage hideout with bats and clubs, 
sending five of the dozen hecklers to the hospital with 
head injuries. (Turns out that Zwillman’s mother was a 
member of the shul under attack.)

The Minutemen were rough-necked machers, unwilling 
to let Nazism slide. But, if the German American Bund 
only comprised a small sliver of Germans-Americans, 
the Minutemen and their most effective allies were 
also unrepresentative of Jews.

“One of the enigmas to me is that so many middle 
class Jews were not affected intellectually about what 
was going on in Europe,” Grover said. “They didn’t 
have the same gut feeling that the Minutemen had. 
The Minutemen knew that the Nazi Bund in Irvington 
and Newark was an existential threat as Hitler got 
stronger.”

But the Bund lost its vigor, even after their flagship 
February 20, 1939 “Washington’s Birthday” rally at 
Madison Square Garden, an event that, while it drew 
over 20,000, was effectively the group’s last major 
exercise.

Shortly after the Madison Square rally, the group 
declined, beset by scandal after it was discovered that 
Bund leader Fritz Kuhn was embezzling funds. By the 
summer of 1940, with the nation fearing “fifth column” 
activities, much of the mainstream German community 
openly shunned the the pro-Nazi group, going to great 
lengths to express their American patriotism. New 
Jersey stepped up enforcement of its bans of Nazi 
symbols and uniforms, and local authorities and the 
FBI accelerated investigations of the group, leading to 
indictments for “race hatred” for nine New Jersey Bund 
members and prison sentences for nine other 
Bundists.

By the summer of 1941, authorities shuttered the 
Bund’s operations, including the 205-acre grounds of 
Andover, N.J.’s Camp Nordland — a nerve center of Nazi 
propaganda where American youth learned to goose-
step and pledge allegiance to Hitler. By then, the Bund 
had been superseded by another, larger concern 
cloaking itself in stars and stripes.

Many Bundists threw in their lot with the isolationist 
America First Committee, among them Newark’s 
former Bund leader, who joined the city chapter’s 
nearly 3,000 members in the summer of ‘41. The 
Committee did not want to be regarded as an 
extension of the pro-Nazi, Hitler-devoted Bund, 
however. The group was founded by longstanding 
patrician Americans at Yale. Accordingly, they picked 
the all-American Lindbergh as their mouthpiece.

According to Grover’s book, when the Sussex County 
sheriff raided the Camp Nordland on May 30, 1941, he 
discovered a diary listing Bund leadership that 
included the notation “Lindbergh will take command of 
the United States when Hitler wins.”

In real life, that never came to pass.

Lindbergh’s infamously anti-Semitic September 11, 1941 
speech at the Des Moines Coliseum in Iowa led high 
profile AFC board member and New Jerseyite Thomas 
N. McCarter to resign. The speech, delivered at an 
America First Rally, received widespread censure from 
the press, politicians and White House press secretary 
and prompted protests from anti-Nazi groups.

Still, Lindbergh’s ardent defender, Senator Gerald P. 
Nye, headlined a successful September 23 AFC rally at 
Newark’s Mosque Theater to an overflow crowd of 
around 4,500 people. The Minutemen came out to
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patrol, along with picketers, but by the time a second 
rally was held at the Mosque on Armistice Day 1941, 
attendance had slumped to 1,500 and Zwillman’s
enforcers were no-shows. Interventionists gained 
traction in public opinion and on December 7, 1941, a 
date that lives in infamy, entering the war was no 
longer a question.

The Bund dissolved almost immediately after Pearl 
Harbor, and the America First Committee folded on 
December 11.

“Had Pearl Harbor not happened, or an equivalent 
because of the obvious coming confrontation between 
Japan and the United States, for sure the Bund would 
have gotten stronger,” Grover said. “The Soviet Union 
would have succumbed, and if you remove them from 
opposition, it would have been Germany and the 
United States. Period. You have to pick sides. And you 
know the German-American population, 
overwhelmingly, would have been Bundist.”

But as for what would have happened if Lindbergh ran 
for president, Grover couldn’t say.

“In my mind I never saw that,” he said. “But then, I 
never could have seen Trump.”

III: LINDBERGH: FROM FLYING ACE TO DANGEROUS 
DEMAGOGUE

When David Simon’s father was seven and living in 
New Jersey, he went for a day trip to New York.

“His father took him on an excursion on the tube train 
from Journal Square to Lower Manhattan,” Simon said 
of his father, Bernard. “He remembers being put up on 
his father’s shoulders to see Lindbergh come down 
Broadway with the ticker tape parade. 12 or 13 years 
later, he’s a 19-year-old, 20-year-old college student 
at NYU and Lindbergh’s the devil.”

Simon who, like his father, worked as a journalist 
before creating such TV shows as “The Deuce” and 
“Treme,” adapted “The Plot Against America” for the 
screen with his frequent collaborator Ed Burns, with 
whom he worked on “The Wire,” among other projects. 
During the Obama presidency, a producer first asked 
Simon to tackle a screen treatment of the book. He 
saw no compelling reason to do so. After 2016, he 
changed his mind and urged HBO to make the series 
about a Jewish family marginalized by the presidency 
of a highly visible celebrity demagogue.

There were many reasons why Bernard Simon and so 
many other Jews reversed their position on the once-
heroic Lindbergh.

The Forward’s own coverage from the time reveals the 
shift: We marveled at his feats of aeronautics on the 
front page, were appalled by the abduction of his child 
and dispatched our founding editor to cover the 
subsequent trial. But when Lindbergh began his 
flirtation with fascism, we vilified him.

Following the kidnapping and murder of Lindbergh’s 
infant son, the aviator and his family sought privacy in 
Europe. During that period, he visited Nazi Germany, 
praising it often in his journals and correspondence 
and, in October 1938, accepting a swastika-spangled 
medal from Hitler that the head of the Luftwaffe, 
Hermann Goring, personally pinned to his chest. 
Lindbergh didn’t return the medal, even after 
Kristallnacht. His elevation to spokesperson for the 
isolationist America First Committee did not help his 
standing with Jews.

“The three most important groups who have been 
pressing this country toward war are the British, the 
Jewish and the Roosevelt administration,” Lindbergh 
declared in his September 11, 1941 “Who Are the War 
Agitators” speech in Des Moines, before a large and 
raucous crowd.

“At the time if you were Jewish and you heard 
something like the Des Moines Speech, you 
understood fundamentally that your loyalties were 
being questioned as an American,” Simon said.

In both the book and the series of “The Plot Against 
America,” the Des Moines Speech, Lindbergh’s least-
veiled public display of anti-Semitism, is moved to 
1940: An election year. After delivering it, Lindbergh 
announces his bid for the presidency, further stirring 
the fears of Newark’s already Lindbergh-leery Jewry, 
overwhelmingly New Deal Democrats. But as election 
day approaches, Lindbergh becomes more discreet. He 
doesn’t mention Jews again — even when they’re being 
attacked on his watch.

He goes from airstrip to airstrip campaigning with the 
same simple stump speech: “My intention in running 
for the presidency is to serve American democracy by 
preventing America from taking part in another world 
war. Your choice is simple. It’s not between Charles A. 
Lindbergh and Franklin Delano Roosevelt, it’s between 
Lindbergh and war.”
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“It would fit on Twitter” Simon said of those “41 
words,” “That tells you all you need to know about 
political messaging and simplicity by which a growing 
plurality of our electorate can be swayed.”

The messaging combined with Lindbergh’s national 
profile, cowlick and Midwestern sense of self-
effacement might have been enough to actually win, 
Simon said. Even though his message doesn’t vary, 
radio broadcasts and newsreels put the speech in their 
rotation — it’s Lindbergh after all, and what he’s saying 
sounds good to much of the country.

“Most Americans in 1940 were in fact isolationists and 
you could not explain fascism or what was happening 
in Europe or the vulnerabilities of a western-style 
democracy to people in a simple enough way to 
counter a

message of ‘Do you want to be in a war, or do you not 
want to be in a war?’” Simon said. 

A catchy platform — the self-interested clarity of 
“America First” — works. And in the current 
administration’s rhetoric, the slogan still holds up. But 
Roth was loath to draw a straight line between his 
work of fiction and contemporary America — at least in 
one regard.

In their one meeting at Roth’s New York apartment in 
late 2017, months before the author’s death. Roth told 
Simon much the same thing he’d been telling 
journalists since November 2016 (and book critics 
since 2004, under the last Republican president): Don’t 
confuse the message for the person.

“The lack of parallel between Lindbergh and Trump 
just makes the current political moment that much 
more astonishing,” Simon said. “Which is to say what 
Roth was saying to me, if I understood him correctly —
and I think I did — was ‘don’t mistake the two 
characters.’ One is a buffoon and a real estate 
magnate who doesn’t pay his bills and a failed casino 
operator, and the other one really was one of the 
greatest American heroes of this generation — perhaps 
the greatest standing hero at the moment that he 
gave himself over to isolationism and anti-Semitism.”

At the same time, Simon said, Roth recognized that the 
2016 campaign tapped into the same reservoir of fear 
and disdain for the other. “That train is never late for 
the demagogues, and Trump played it beautifully and 

he’s still playing it and it has worked to great effect,” 
Simon said.

The Lindbergh of the book and series is in many ways 
a cipher. In a video interview, Roth described him as 
“not a fascist, but somebody who unnerves the Jews.” 
Played by Ben Cole in the series, he’s only ever heard 
delivering prepared remarks. His inner life is so 
impenetrable that it seems plausible that he may have 
been a double agent fed his lines and policies by 
Berlin. He’s a cool customer, where the current 
president can’t stop himself from the 3 AM logorrheic 
tweet or angry, off-teleprompter harangue.

Through the six-episode arc, we see what Lindbergh’s 
America might have been like. At the Jewish cemetery 
on Newark’s Orange Avenue, Jewish headstones are 
toppled and painted with swastikas. The FBI takes a 
special interest in the central Levin family (the name 
has been changed from Roth for the series), knowing 
that Philip’s cousin Alvin (Anthony Boyle) fought with 
Canada against the fascists. Friends and neighbors 
cross the border into Canada, and matriarch Bess (Zoe 
Kazan) essentially sits shiva for her sister Evelyn 
(Winona Ryder) after she marries a prop of the 
Lindbergh administration and waltzes at a White 
House function with the Nazi foreign minister.

At the same time, the family is introduced to 
patriarchal programs like Just Folks, which outsources 
Jewish kids like Sandy (Caleb Malis) to farms as an 
assimilation ploy, and Homestead 42, a resettlement 
program with the aim of “absorbing American Jewry 
into the mainstream” by having major companies 
transfer their Jewish employees. Pater familias Herman 
(Morgan Spector), is slated through that program to 
move to a Kentucky branch of Metropolitan Life 
insurance.

Overseen by the Office of American Absorption (a 
Rothian invention), these programs may not have clear 
equivalents today — in fact, the genteel bigotry of 
“absorption” has been sidelined in many 
circumstances for more Draconian measures that 
Simon noted, such as the Muslim Travel Ban, 
detainment on the Southern border and a slowdown 
on admitting refugees into America. But Simon 
believes they speak to enduring prejudices, the same 
thread of “mendacity and human affront.”

“The same fears that are being metastasized by Trump 
are the ones in the book — in terms of the immigrant
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and whatever the immigrant class is: ‘They’re not 
going to be good additions. Their loyalty is suspect, 
they don’t worship the same god in the same way. 
Their politics are suspect.’ These were the things said 
about Jews,” Simon said. “It’s the same things 
delivered to Muslim legislators nowadays or to 
Mexicans or Latinos at the Southern border, who are 
basically trying to get to a better life, and being treated 
as though they’re rapists and gangsters.”

A further distinction can be seen in the last case. 
Trump began his campaign alighting a gilded escalator 
and inveighing against Mexicans. In “Plot,” Lindbergh 
initiates his own run by standing behind a podium 
before “the Spirit of the St. Louis, saying nothing more 
than that he would prevent America’s involvement in 
another war.

In fact, Lindbergh brings a war to America.

Following the enactment of Homestead 42, a vocal 
Jewish critic of Lindbergh sparks riots from the 
president’s bigoted base when he travels to major 
cities speaking out against him and promoting himself. 
Jewish storefronts throughout the country are looted 
and smeared with anti-Semitic graffiti, synagogues are 
burned and scores die. A staggering murder prompts 
New York Mayor Fiorello La Guardia to condemn 
Lindbergh’s silence.

“It can’t happen here?” La Guardia asks. “No, it is 
happening here. And where, I ask you, is Lindbergh?”

Lindbergh takes his time, flying himself to Louisville, 
KY., where the murder occurred, to address the nation. 
His belated speech makes no mention of what 
happened — or his role in it. Immediately after the 
remarks, the mayor of Louisville thanks the president 
and “the fine people on both sides of this incident.”

Simon said he wrote these scenes with August 2017’s 
“Unite the Right” rally in Charlottesville, VA., and 
President Trump’s weak response, in mind. In the 
aftermath of Trump’s tepid acknowledgement of the 
white nationalist demonstration, where a white 
supremacist struck and killed a counter-protester with 
his car, Gary Cohn, Trump’s Jewish then-finance 
advisor, reportedly considered resigning.

In “Plot,” Rabbi Lionel Bengelsdorf (John Turturro), 
Lindbergh’s Court Jew and the mind behind the 
absorption programs, pleads for a meaningful 
response from the White House to calm the country 

and stop the violence. When he finally hears 
Lindbergh’s “all is well” declaration, he concedes to his 
wife Evelyn — Philip’s aunt — that the speech was 
“brief.” It’s the first time he breaks ranks, having until 
then defended the president and his agenda at the 
expense of Jews both abroad and at home.

Two names came to Simon’s mind when I mentioned 
Bengelsdorf to him: Trump donor Sheldon Adelson and 
Trump’s immigration policy architect Stephen Miller.

“I can’t help but be deeply ashamed for anybody who 
would target and utilize as political fodder any 
immigrant anywhere, as a descendant of families that 
always had to have one bag packed and one eye on 
the Cossacks,” Simon said.

“I can name the 11 members of both my families who 
didn’t get out of Europe — at least 11 that I know of. 
And they couldn’t get out of Europe because the world 
didn’t want them, because they were held suspect 
because of their politics, or because there were too 
many of them, or they made people uncomfortable 
and they might not be American enough, so there were 
quotas and they couldn’t get in and they couldn’t get 
out. I have photographs of these people who were 
shot in the woods outside a slum or went to Auschwitz 
and all I can think of is ‘How can you engage in a 
politics that so diminishes these people who are trying 
to get to a better life now and still call yourself a Jew? 
How can you do it?’ If there’s ever a singular place 
where our allegiance has to be, it’s gotta be on the 
stranger in a strange land.”

IV: 2020, AN ELECTION YEAR

“The Plot Against America” is about large and small 
acts of resistance. Bess — in between caring for Philip 
(Azhy Robertson) and Sandy — takes a job to save up 
money for a possible move to Canada. Her husband, 
Herman, refuses to move to the Bund-friendly town of 
Union and quits his job to avoid uprooting his family to 
the deep South. Alvin does his part in the Canadian 
army, affecting global events more than any of 
intimates may ever know.

“My father never let a Passover go by without 
delivering the line about ‘Freedom can never be 
entirely won, but it can be lost,’” Simon said, repeating 
the quote that is also being used as the series’ tagline. 

“That really is a democratic dynamic. If you’re not up
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for a quotidian fight for what the republic means, then 
you lose the republic. I think it’s a lot more fragile than 
we think. I didn’t think so for a while. There were times 
when I thought we were on a better path, but I’m really 
astonished by the levels of fear and hate that have 
been delivered to the country in the last three years.”

It’s hard to read the end of the series, which deviates 
from the book, as anything other than a lament for the 
state of the country and its uncertain future. Unlike 
Roth’s tidy resolution, which rights the course of 
history, Simon leaves us with questions that have no 
easy answers in a “post-truth” world.

Since the series was announced, Simon has faced a 
fusillade of invective from Twitter users and anti-
Semitic bloggers who believe he’s baselessly likening 
Trump’s “America First” to fascism, unaware that the 
phrase was not, as Simon put it in a tweet, “first pulled 

from Donald Trump’s ass.” His pugnacious online 
presence is just one way he’s staying in the fight.

“You’re always fighting. You’re always trying to rescue 
your institutions from mass capital, from 
disinformation from apathy. That’s democracy, and it’s 
never going to get any better. The question right now 
in my mind — the sort of sinister question — is whether 
or not we’re up to it anymore.” Simon said. “I have real 
questions about whether or not the fuel you need to 
sustain a republic — which is accurate information and 
an educated electorate — are still available to us in 
proper numbers. It’s scary.”

PJ Grisar is the Forward’s culture fellow. He can be 
reached at Grisar@Forward.com
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