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Labor’s Lost
In America today, we have informal labor cartels for the college-educated 

elite, while private sector unions for the working class are all but annihilated

BY MICHAEL LIND

W
hat was called “the 
Labor Question” 
a century ago has 
returned to the 
forefront of pub-
lic debate, thanks 

to highly publicized attempts to union-
ize companies as varied as Amazon and 
The New York Times, and in spite of the 
efforts of the flacks of the neoliberal left 
and libertarian right (and the billion-
aires and corporations who fund them) 
to keep public attention focused on the 
culture war instead of the class war.

According to Gallup, 71% of the pub-
lic approves of labor unions—the high-
est percentage since 1965—with 90% 
support among Democrats, 66% among 
independents, and 47% among Repub-
licans. But because of partisanship and 
class interests, these views are not trans-
lated by the Democratic and Republican 
parties into support for organized labor. 
This is largely a result of the increasing-
ly elitist nature of American politics. 
Both parties have superrich donors who 
are more or less libertarian—socially lib-
eral and economically libertarian. The 
Silicon Valley and Hollywood elites who 
fund the Democrats are as hostile to 
organized labor as Republican-leaning 
agribusiness and logistics industries.

The social base of the Democrats now 
consists of upscale, mostly white, col-
lege-educated voters for whom abortion, 

subsidized solar and wind power, and 
the imposition of race and gender quo-
tas in all areas of American society are 
more urgent priorities than organizing 
warehouse workers or raising the mini-
mum wage, even if cultural progressives 
pay lip service to organized labor. Mean-
while, even though most Republican 
voters of all races are working class, the 
most influential group within the GOP 
is the mostly affluent minority of the 
population—fewer than 10% of Ameri-
cans—who are self-employed owners of 
small businesses that hire workers. Por-
traying themselves as victims squeezed 
between big business above and the 
working class below, most small busi-
ness owners are and always have been 
ferociously hostile to any reform that 
increases the ability of their employees 
to bargain for higher wages, benefits, or 
better working conditions.

Thanks to the indifference of Demo-
crats and the hostility of Republicans, 
union membership among private sector 
workers in the U.S. has collapsed from 
around a third of the population in the 
1950s to around 6% today—lower than 
it was during the presidency of Herbert 
Hoover, before Franklin Roosevelt’s 
pro-labor New Deal.

For more than half a century, Amer-
ican employers have used a variety of 
methods to annihilate organized labor 
in the American private sector. One 
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associations and trade associations seek 
to limit the number of practitioners in 
their occupations, thus increasing the 
prices of goods and services—preferably 
by means of government licensing laws, 
with safety invoked as a rationale. This 
dynamic explains why, as union mem-
bership has declined, there has been 
an explosion of licensing requirements 
in occupations like florists. The public 
must be protected from accidentally le-
thal bouquets! The American Medical 
Association (AMA) has been more suc-
cessful in limiting the number of practi-
tioners in the U.S. than their equivalents 
in the law and the academy, where sur-
plus J.D.s and Ph.D.s have driven down 
incomes and reduced employment pros-
pects for lawyers and professors.

Many affluent Americans in the pri-
vate sector benefit from working for 
large corporations. The more successful 
firms possess the market power to set 
prices higher than they would be able to 
in conditions of hypothetical pure com-
petition thanks to their status as natural 
monopolies or oligopolies. These sur-
plus profits or “rents” can be used not 
only to enrich CEOs but to shower mon-
ey on middle managers and other well-
paid if often unproductive employees of 
the “email caste.”

In most large organizations of the 
private, public, and nonprofit sectors, 
compensation is determined by “salary 
bands.” The highest wage permitted in 
the salary band for a receptionist will 
be lower than the lowest wage in the 
salary band for a vice president, even if 
the company depends on the reception-
ist and the vice president is a bumbling 
incompetent. Under antitrust law, firms 
cannot collude with one another to fix 
the wages they pay, but in practice this 
is precisely what most large-scale em-
ployers in the U.S. do. Although salary 
bands reflect the logic of an anti-worker 

at money-losing publications subsidized 
by rich libertarians.

Often they equate their radical liber-
tarianism with “classical liberalism.” But 
the actual classical liberals of the 18th 
and 19th centuries had far more nu-
anced views about labor. Adam Smith 
noted that in bargaining for wages, 
employers had a good deal more power 
than employees. Two of the leading clas-
sical liberal economists of 19th-century 
Britain, J.S. Mill and Alfred Marshall, 
believed that trade unions were neces-
sary to balance the excessive power of 
employers in wage negotiations.

Once we recognize that wages are not 
set automatically by a mystical market 
equilibrium, but result from the rela-
tive bargaining power of the two sides 
in wage negotiations, the libertarian 
theory of the labor market collapses. To 
be sure, there are limits on what firms—
and government agencies and nonprofit 
organizations—can pay their workers, 
from the janitor to the CEO. But most 
profitable firms have some discretion 
in how they divide their profits among 
shareholders, managers, and workers, 
after other costs have been paid. Exces-
sive pay for workers can ruin a profitable 
firm, but so can excessive pay to manag-
ers or excessive payouts to shareholders.

A majority of Americans in the pri-
vate sector work for firms with more 
than 500 employees, notwithstanding 
nonsense about small business being the 
backbone of America. The inconsistent 
ideologues of the free market right tell 
us that it is perfectly acceptable for the 
numerous managers and shareholders 
running these large companies to com-
bine and act as a single unit in negoti-
ating wages with employees, and yet 
somehow it is unacceptable for workers 
to team up and bargain as a unit on the 
other side of the table. The idea that a 
janitor can somehow bargain with the 
pooled, collective force of the managers 
and owners of a large corporation is so 
absurd that only libertarians or academ-
ic economists could believe it.

If organized labor in the private sec-
tor is so weak, why are there any well-
paid workers in the U.S. at all? The 
answer is that unions are not the only 
kinds of labor cartels that boost the in-
comes of their members. Professional 

method has been geographic labor ar-
bitrage—transferring production from 
unionized sites in pro-labor states to 
nonunion workforces in anti-labor, 
right-to-work states in the American 
South or West, or to countries with poor 
and repressed workers like Mexico and 
China. The flip side of geographic la-
bor arbitrage is immigration arbitrage, 
replacing unionized workers with im-
migrants who are not unionized and, in 
the case of illegal immigrants and guest 
workers, are easily bullied and exploited 
by employers. The outsourcing of jobs 
formerly done in the firm by unionized 
workers to nonunion contractors is an-
other tool used by corporate America 
to crush private sector worker power in 
the U.S.

Not content with annihilating collec-
tive bargaining, lobbyists for American 
employers and their political allies have 
weakened the power of individual, non-
unionized workers using legal devices 
like noncompete contracts, by which 
workers sign away their right to work 
for rivals of their employer if they quit, 
no-poaching/no-hiring agreements 
among firms in the same industry, and 
other unethical but sometimes legal an-
ti-worker schemes.

Libertarian ideologues believe that 
all of this is to the good. Unions are 
labor cartels and all cartels are bad be-
cause they might raise consumer prices 
above their supposed free market rate. 
The marginal revenue product (MRP) 
theory of compensation holds that in 
a free market, workers will be paid on 
the basis of their exact contribution to 
the profitable enterprise (which—sur-
prise!—just happens to be what any 
particular employer prefers to pay). 
According to this extreme theory, any 
government interventions in the U.S. la-
bor market, including minimum wages 
and limits on immigration of workers 
from other countries, in addition to 
pro-union laws, can only backfire to the 
detriment of consumers—the one group 
that matters.

Most of the champions of the free 
market who make these arguments in 
public derive their income not from sell-
ing goods or services in the marketplace 
but from the gifts of donors as profes-
sors, think tank fellows, or journalists 
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“The myth of 
meritocracy 
usefully 
camouflages 
America’s quasi-
feudal reality.”

them to rely on welfare programs?” The 
hypothetical referendum would proba-
bly pass by an overwhelming majority.

But as we have seen, both national par-
ties in the U.S. are controlled by different 
factions of the overclass. The progres-
sive professionals of the left-overclass 
benefit from low wages for household 
servants and urban service workers, 
with the taxpayers picking up the rest 
of the tab. At the same time, many small 
business owners on the Republican right 
can pay poverty wages to their workers, 
knowing that the workers and their chil-
dren won’t starve thanks to the generosi-
ty of government safety nets. The profes-
sionals of the left and the small business 
owners of the right furthermore agree 
with each other, and disagree with most 
Americans of all races, that immigration 
is too low in the U.S. The overclass left 
wants an immigration-fed buyer’s mar-
ket in low-wage, nonunion maids and 
nannies and gardeners and the overclass 
right wants an immigration-fed buyer’s 
market of low-wage, nonunion factory 
and field workers.

Both the elite left and the elite right 
prefer the hysterics of the culture war to 
the politics of class war. Identity politics 
allows progressives to feel good about 
demanding more nonwhite and female 
and nonbinary representation on cor-
porate boards, even as they quietly pay 
their illegal immigrant maids and nan-
nies off the books. Culture war politics 
allows conservatives to pose as cham-
pions of the working class by defend-
ing working-class social values, even 
as conservative politicians oppose any 
attempt to improve the wages or ben-
efits or workplace bargaining power of 
working-class voters.

The bad news is that the power of the 
American working class in the private 
sector is lower than it has been since 
before the New Deal. The good news is 
that, having hit bottom, worker power 
in the U.S. has nowhere to go but up.

What would an agenda for rebuilding 
worker power in America after half a 
century of employer assaults and bipar-
tisan neglect look like? To begin with, a 
successful coalition in favor of restor-
ing power to American workers would 
have to be nonpartisan. The near-total 
identification of America’s moribund 

individuals, much less to provide for 
their families. Because most Americans 
are not libertarian sociopaths, our so-
ciety will not allow great numbers of 
American workers to starve to death or 
go without medical care. To make up the 
gap between the poverty wage paid by 
employers and a minimally decent in-
come and access to benefits, American 
taxpayers—generous to a fault—sub-
sidize a variety of welfare programs, 
from the Earned Income Tax Credit (a 
cash subsidy for underpaid workers) 
to food stamps, housing vouchers, and 
Medicaid. These are benefits not just for 
those who are unemployed for various 
reasons but for millions of Americans 
who work full time but are still poor be-
cause their employers pay so little. This 
low-wage/high-welfare system succeeds 
in eliminating extreme poverty—but at 
the price of shifting the burden of pay-
ing the costs of survival for low-wage 
workers from their employers, and the 
consumers of the goods and services 
they produce, to taxpayers. Much of the 
American welfare state functions as an 
indirect subsidy to cheap-labor employ-
ees in fast-food restaurants, warehouses, 
and agricultural plants.

Suppose that the U.S., like Switzer-
land, had federal referendums. Suppose 
that a referendum asked, “Should every 
employer be required to pay a wage suf-
ficient to keep workers and their fam-
ilies out of poverty, with no need for 

cartel among similar firms, agencies, or 
nonprofits, those in the well-paid sala-
ry bands naturally do not protest their 
comfortable oppression.

The myth of meritocracy—the global 
market rewards educated workers with 
high skills—usefully camouflages the 
quasi-feudal reality of salary bands, in 
which compensation is based on status 
and job definition, rather than an em-
ployee’s contribution to the organiza-
tion. The better-paid, higher-status jobs 
tend to require employees with more 
expensive and time-consuming college 
credentials, whether skills learned in 
college are used on the job or not. In 
the real world, your pay is largely deter-
mined by your place in the organized 
hierarchy—by your “band”—and not by 
your personal talents or education. The 
same person with the same skills might 
make vastly more money as a corporate 
vice president in a large, oligopolistic 
firm, than as an outsourced consultant, 
just as a unionized janitor working as 
an employee of a unionized firm could 
make much more than a nonunion em-
ployee of an outsourced janitorial ser-
vices contractor.

In short, most wages in the U.S. and 
similar countries are rigged, directly or 
indirectly, by law and custom. In some 
occupations they are rigged in favor 
of workers, in others they are rigged 
against workers. What has happened 
in the last half century is not the emer-
gence of a free labor market as a result 
of the decline of labor unions. While 
one kind of labor cartel, the trade union, 
has declined, other labor cartels flour-
ish—the licensing cartels that inflate the 
pay of doctors, lawyers, and professors, 
and the pro-employer, price-fixing, sal-
ary band cartels formed by oligopolistic 
firms that share their high profits with 
the CEOs and their well-paid subordi-
nates. In America today, we have infor-
mal labor cartels for fortunate members 
of the college-educated managerial and 
professional elite, while labor cartels in 
the form of trade unions for members 
of the private sector working class have 
been all but annihilated.

It gets worse. Millions of Ameri-
cans—particularly in low-wage service 
sectors like fast food and house-clean-
ing—are paid too little to live on as 
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“Both the elite left 
and the elite right 
prefer the hysterics 
of the culture war 
to the politics of 
class war.”

legacy unions with the Democratic Par-
ty machine is incompatible with that 
goal. In the private and public sectors 
alike, organized labor in whatever form 
it may take should focus solely on wag-
es, working conditions, and benefits, 
should welcome workers of all parties 
or no party, and should leave other sub-
jects to other organizations.

Rebuilding worker power in America 
requires rebuilding collective bargain-
ing in some form. Even if anti-worker 
legal devices like noncompete clauses 
or at-will employment were outlawed, 
most Americans in the private sector 
cannot realistically bargain over wages 
and benefits on an individual basis with 
the large firms they work for.

But collective bargaining need not 
follow the site-by-site, enterprise-based 
unionization system that is the legacy 
of the 1935 National Labor Relations 
Act (the Wagner Act). One reason that 
employers have been more successful in 
destroying private sector unions in the 
U.S. than in similar industrial democra-
cies is the difficulty of enterprise-based 
collective bargaining, which sees labor 
organizers struggling to unionize one 
Amazon warehouse at a time. Sectoral 
bargaining, in contrast, which compels 
all of the firms in a given industry or oc-
cupation to negotiate wages and benefits 
with all of the relevant unions in that 

sector, is common in other democracies, 
but less so in the United States, with the 
notable exception of railway and tran-
sit workers and airline employees under 
the Railway Labor Act of 1926.

It is possible to have sectorwide col-
lective bargaining coverage, even with 
low levels of union membership. In 
France, few workers belong to trade 
unions, but most workers are covered 
by industrywide agreements negotiated 
between unions and employers. Given 
the near-extinction of unions among 
private sector workers in the U.S., the 
priority of pro-worker reform should be 
to expand collective bargaining cover-
age rather than union membership.

In occupations with many dispersed 
and hard-to-unionize workers, wage 
boards or worker standards boards pro-
vide an alternative to traditional col-
lective bargaining between employers. 
These are commissions with represen-
tatives of labor, business, government, 
and sometimes consumers, which are 
empowered by law to set or recommend 
wages, working hours, and benefits in a 
particular low-wage field. The state of 
New York has used the wage board sys-
tem to raise wages for fast-food workers.

Some progressives might argue that it 
would be easier simply to legislate high 
wages and universal benefits and good 
working conditions, rather than try to 
rebuild worker power in the United 
States. But if such pro-worker reforms 

were politically possible in the absence 
of institutions representing labor in 
the private sector, they would have hap-
pened already.

Won’t Republicans oppose any effort 
to restore worker power in America? As 
we have seen, the rich libertarian donors 
and anti-labor small business owners 
who control the machinery of the Re-
publican Party do not represent either 
the values or interests of the majority 
of Republican voters, who are increas-
ingly members of the working class of 
all races. The faction of the GOP that 
is not hostile in principle to organized 
labor is limited for now to a small num-
ber of intellectuals and journalists and a 
few elected Republicans like Josh Haw-
ley and Marco Rubio. But that faction 
may grow, thanks to the out-migration 
of country-club Republicans to the in-
creasingly upscale Democrats and the 
influx of former working-class Demo-
crats into the GOP.

As a philosophical matter, conserva-
tism and libertarianism have distinct 
views of the Labor Question. British 
One-Nation Tories, French Gaullists 
and German Christian Democrats have 
not automatically sided with businesses 
against trade unions or rejected govern-
ment intervention on behalf of national 
working classes. It is difficult to be a na-
tionalist—even an inclusive “civic” na-
tionalist—while opposing reforms that 
benefit the vast majority of the adults of 
a modern nation, who are workers com-
pelled by necessity to sell their labor to 
employers in order to avoid either pov-
erty or humiliating reliance on public 
welfare. Nor is it a coincidence that the 
Christian and Jewish traditions have of-
ten criticized bad employers and cham-
pioned the interests of workers and the 
poor, while the leading intellectuals of 
the libertarian right have been atheists 
like Ayn Rand.

It took half a century for organized 
business to destroy organized labor in 
the American private sector. It will take 
at least that long to rebuild worker pow-
er in America. The sooner we begin, the 
sooner we can replace class war in the 
United States with class peace. 

This article was originally published on 
December 14, 2022
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can result in fusion, as the reactions are 
quantum mechanical in nature.

Electrical energy production from fu-
sion relies in principle on heat and ra-
diation released from fusion of lighter 
nuclei, such as hydrogen isotopes: deu-
terium and tritium. This energy from 
fusion reactions comes from changes 
in the combined mass of the products 
compared to the reactants in accordance 
with Albert Einstein’s E = mc² equation, 
and can be predicted from the nuclear 
binding energy curve. There are differ-
ent types of fusion reactions in nature, 
and not just those of hydrogen isotopes. 
Light or heavy nuclei can fuse or com-
bine given suitable conditions, but not 
all will release energy. It is possible to 
tell whether a fusion reaction will re-
lease energy or not from the nuclear 
binding energy curve. Energy-releasing 
fusion reactions are typically those in-
volving light nuclei, particularly those 
that are lighter than iron-56. Lighter 
nuclei are favored because they tend to 
release more energy per unit mass and 
are relatively easier to fuse due to weak-
er repulsion.

Here, “energy-releasing” does not 
take into consideration the cost of 
overcoming the electrostatic repulsion 
of the positively charged protons to ini-
tiate the reaction which, despite being a 
small fraction of the reward (or output), 
remains difficult to overcome. The rea-
son it is difficult to overcome is because, 
effectively, only a small fraction of the 
energy given to reactants in a system 
actually ends up causing fusion. This is 
in large part due to scattering collisions 
that occur more frequently than fusion 
reactions, especially at lower energies, 
and thereby hinder simple approaches to 
fusion, such as accelerator-based fusion.

Scattering collisions are also a prob-
lem in complex systems that heat plas-
ma (the fusion fuel), as much of the 
energy given to heat the plasma is lost 
due to electromagnetic radiation, which 
follows these scattering collisions due to 
changes in velocity or energy of the scat-
tering nuclei. Fortunately, these losses 
tend to scale slower with increasing 
temperature than energy gained from 
fusion, which in principle allows for 
self-sustained plasma at higher tempera-
tures—assuming all other conditions for 

Is the Age of 
Fusion Upon Us?

Economically viable fusion energy will be one of the greatest 
boons in human history, but it remains frustratingly elusive

BY KHALED TALAAT

T
he 21st century may 
one day be known more 
than anything else for 
the period when hu-
man beings transi-
tioned from fossil fuels 

to clean renewable energy. Such a tran-
sition, as we know even now, is crucial 
to sustaining our physical environment 
and to supporting the growth of hu-
man civilization.

Debates have been raging around the 
role that nuclear fusion might play in 
this transition. Last February, the JET 
reactor in the United Kingdom broke 
the record for the amount of energy 
produced per pulse; last year, the ex-
perimental advanced superconducting 
tokamak (EAST) in China broke the 
record for highest plasma temperature 
achieved in a tokamak. Such develop-
ments stir up enormous excitement 
about a potential epoch-making break-
through in fusion technology. Media 
reports and press releases on individual 
developments in fusion, however, often 
fail to provide a bird’s eye view of the 
field, exaggerating progress or selling 
fusion as a magical, “unlimited” source 
of energy not bound by the engineering 
or economic limitations of other forms 
of energy.

The truth is there are multiple ap-
proaches to fusion simultaneously being 
pursued, and they all have advantages 
and disadvantages. To get a more accu-
rate idea of where we are in a techno-
logical field so crucial to the future of 
humanity, it helps to review some of the 
scientific and economic fundamentals 
at play before making any predictions 
about the future.

Fusion reactions are thermonuclear re-
actions, which means they occur at the 
level of the nucleus—unlike chemical 
reactions, which occur at the level of 
electrons—and are triggered by ther-
mal conditions. As readers might recall 
from elementary school, the nucleus of 
any atom consists of protons, which are 
positively charged electrostatically, and 
neutrons, which are electrically neu-
tral. Although positive protons repel 
each other, the nucleus is held together 
by a force known as the “strong nucle-
ar force”—one of the four fundamental 
forces of nature—which acts in short 
range. Electrostatic repulsion due to 
positively charged protons acts in a 
relatively longer range than the strong 
nuclear force and extends beyond the 
nucleus. The nucleus is positively 
charged electrostatically as a result of 
the charges of the protons.

When two nuclei collide with each 
other, they can repel each other or they 
can fuse together (among other possible 
interactions). As repulsive electrostatic 
forces act in the longer range, fusion oc-
curs if the colliding positively charged 
nuclei are fast enough to overcome the 
repulsive barriers and penetrate to the 
range of the attractive strong nuclear 
force interaction, and if they try enough 
times until they fuse. The number of fu-
sion reactions within a given time peri-
od for particular reactants multiply sub-
stantially with increased temperature 
and increased packing (or density), as 
the nuclei are faster and more likely to 
collide when they’re closer together. It is 
possible, although not a likely outcome 
at the level of a single interaction, that a 
slow collision below the barrier energy 
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fields to induce intense electric currents 
in order to heat up the plasma (“ohmic 
heating”), initially to the temperatures 
needed for fusion and to support stable 
operation, and has toroidal and poloidal 
magnetic fields to confine the plasma 
at equilibrium. There are around 30 
experimental tokamaks in the United 
States, Europe, Japan, India, and China 
that are currently operational. Most of 
these experimental tokamaks are not 
intended for demonstration of viable 
self-sustained fusion, but are intended 
for plasma physics research aimed at 
understanding how to better confine 
and heat the plasma, control instabil-
ities, remove the exhaust, and verify 
material compatibility under intense 
radiation conditions.

The main challenges to confinement 
in tokamaks are instabilities due to 
ohmic heating such as the kink insta-
bility, and plasma drift due to force 
imbalances that result from magnetic 
field and pressure spatial gradients in 
different directions. (The most com-
mon are Rayleigh-Taylor-like instabil-
ities). The kink instability limits the 
power of the ohmic heating that could 
be used to bring the plasma to ignition 
temperatures. Notably, recent advances 
have allowed for use of other methods 
to heat the plasma—limiting the depen-
dence on ohmic heating—such as neu-
tral beam injection and high-frequen-
cy electromagnetic waves. Decades of 
fusion experiments have also allowed 
for improved understanding of plasma 
instabilities and improved stabilization 
of Rayleigh-Taylor-like instabilities 
and others.

A stellarator is another magnetic 
confinement configuration that is also 
commonly used. There are currently 14 
operational stellarators in the world, 
with the largest ones in Japan and Ger-
many. They employ much more complex 
geometry than tokamaks, and developed 
historically as a solution to the Rayleigh-
Taylor-like instabilities problem in to-
kamaks. Stellarators also require less 
injected power than tokamaks. Howev-
er, stellarator technology faces several 
challenges, particularly with trapped 
particles—such as the super-banana or-
bit problem—that increase energy loss-
es, which is why interest in general has 

and temperature conditions outside of 
weapons and use that to generate energy 
and neutrons for different applications.

Much of the leading work on iner-
tial confinement fusion is done at the 
National Ignition Facility (NIF) in 
Livermore, California. The NIF in part 
supports the verification of nuclear 
weapon reliability through improving 
the scientific understanding and com-
putational models of fusion—given the 
ban on nuclear weapon tests—as well as 
the peaceful application of fusion en-
ergy. In August of 2021, the NIF came 
close to plasma ignition using intense 
lasers directed at a gold-coated depleted 
uranium cavity “hohlraum,” which re-
leases intense X-rays that symmetrically 
ablate a diamond pellet shell contain-
ing deuterium-tritium fuel, causing it 
to compress to high densities. Compres-
sion to high densities reduces the time 
required for plasma to reach ignition, 
which, if reached, would allow the re-
actions to produce more energy than 
the radiation losses associated with the 
temperature of the plasma—thereby 
maximizing the fraction of the fuel that 
is burned and potentially allowing for 
electricity production.

Although inertial confinement fusion 
may be the closest form of fusion to ig-
nition—and it would not be surprising 
if the NIF achieved ignition this year 
or next—it’s unclear if it’s the closest to 
producing net electric energy. Energy 
capture and conversion is a major chal-
lenge for inertial confinement fusion. 
Inertial confinement fusion would also 
be a pulsed source rather than steady 
state, which complicates integration 
to the energy grid, especially given 
its intensity.

Magnetic confinement, on the other 
hand, is widely regarded as the prima-
ry approach to confinement in large 
steady-state fusion systems. It relies on 
multiple magnetic fields, typically ar-
ranged in a toroidal configuration, for 
plasma confinement. Use of the toroidal 
shape prevents the plasma from escap-
ing from the poloidal direction.

The most common toroidal configura-
tion resembles a doughnut and is called 
a tokamak. It contains a central sole-
noid that employs changing magnetic 

nuclei density and confinement time 
are satisfied. The break-even point is 
commonly referred to as the “static ig-
nition temperature” of the plasma. At 
that temperature, the energy produced 
from the reactions equals the radiation 
losses associated with the temperature 
conditions and the reactants, allowing 
the reactions to cover the losses instead 
of relying on an external source to main-
tain the temperature of the plasma.

Self-sustained plasma is the first step 
to fusion energy. It remains unrealized 
because more energy is lost on each re-
action than what is gained using cur-
rent technology. Viable plasma requires 
high-fuel nuclei density and tempera-
ture for a long enough time before it 
becomes self-sustainable. Temperatures 
required for viable fusion plasma are on 
the order of 150 million Kelvin (nearly 
270 million degrees Fahrenheit), but it 
is not the only requirement, as sufficient 
nuclei density and minimum confine-
ment time must also be achieved before 
the plasma can produce enough power 
to sustain itself.

The plasma must be confined in or-
der to allow it to reach ignition, control 
its expansion, reduce its heat loss, and 
reduce damage to reactor materials by 
preventing uncontrolled contact. Many 
approaches have been tested and used 
for plasma confinement such as iner-
tial, magnetic, magneto-inertial, and 
electric field confinement. All available 
confinement techniques face different 
forms of plasma instabilities (imbalanc-
es) due to the fluid nature of the plasma 
and interaction with electrodynamics, 
which result in turbulence that causes 
rapid energy loss and cooling down of 
the plasma—particularly upon contact 
with reactor materials. Controlling 
these instabilities has been one of 
the most challenging problems in fu-
sion research.

It is no secret that inertial confine-
ment fusion has been employed in cer-
tain types of nuclear weapons—such 
information was publicly released 
during the 1953 Atoms for Peace pro-
gram, which aimed to promote peace-
ful applications of nuclear energy. 
There have been numerous attempts 
to emulate the mechanisms involved to 
control the density, confinement time, 
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power production. Approaches pur-
sued include inertial confinement fu-
sion combined with magnetized target 
(General Fusion), accelerator-based 
fusion combined with magnetic com-
pression (Helion), and magnetic con-
finement by induced current stabilized 
by shear flows (Zap Energy). Compa-
nies such as Helion energy have ambi-
tious timelines and aim to demonstrate 
net electricity production by 2024. If 
successful, it would be a significant 
milestone in fusion energy.

In all likelihood, we will witness 
self-sustained fusion in the next few 
years. The question is who will make 
it there first: the NIF, ITER, or start-
ups? My bet is on the NIF, although I 
don’t expect inertial confinement fu-
sion to produce net electricity any time 
soon. ITER will be a giant step toward 
steady-state fusion, and will perhaps 
be the most important physics exper-
iment and engineering project of this 
decade. But it has a serious cost prob-
lem that limits potential for deploy-
ment in the real world.

Advances in science and particu-
larly energy are no longer made by 
a few isolated geniuses working on 
thought problems. Current advanc-
es follow from the synergy between 
scientific research and economic sys-
tems that make efficient investments 
to facilitate experiments, theory de-
velopment, and computational simu-
lations, in order to enable discovery 
and development of complex systems. 
Timelines for technology deployment 
therefore depend not only on scientif-
ic and technological maturity, but on 
economic competitiveness with other 
energy sources. While fusion may be 
demonstrated soon, it may or may not 
be competitive enough to influence 
the energy landscape in this century, 
as other, cheaper forms of clean ener-
gy production (like nuclear fission) are 
available with abundant fuel. When it 
comes, however, affordable self-sus-
tained viable fusion will be one of the 
most important moments in human 
history—a greater achievement, per-
haps, than the moon landing. 

This article was originally published on 
July 14, 2022.

energy production at the plant level 
or electricity generation, will cost at 
least $22 billion, and will weigh a mas-
sive 23,000 tons. The estimated initial 
costs of ITER technology are at least 
10 times that of nuclear fission, as en-
ergy analysts Robert Hirsch and Rog-
er Bezdek have pointed out—not ac-
counting for running costs. A kilogram 
of tritium produced using today’s tech-
nology costs about $30 million, while 
a kilogram of extracted, converted, 
enriched, and fabricated uranium fuel 
in the form of low-enriched uranium 
dioxide costs less than $2,000.

Readers who have consumed news 
reports on fusion technology without 
a technical background might have the 
impression that fusion is an “unlimit-
ed” source of energy, and therefore 
that the high fuel cost must be worth 
it. But a deuterium-tritium reaction 
only produces 3.8 times the energy per 
unit mass of a fission reaction in ura-
nium, and energy production in fission 
reactors is only practically limited by 
structural materials. For running costs 
to be competitive with fission, assum-
ing similar fuel utilization could be 
achieved, fusion fuel costs would need 
to be lowered from $30 million per ki-
logram to $7,600 per kilogram.

Fusion scientists and engineers are 
working hard on these challenges. One 
of the goals of ITER is to demonstrate 
tritium production using different 
blanket designs for tritium breeding 
from lithium to allow the reactor to 
produce the expensive component of 
its fuel. There are also potential al-
ternatives to the deuterium-tritium 
combination, such as the more abun-
dant and more easily producible deu-
terium-helium-3, which nevertheless 
suffers from higher energy losses due 
to increased radiation, and thereby re-
quires ignition temperatures that are 
difficult to reach in a tokamak. But 
even if high fuel cost challenges are 
addressed, the cost of tokamak con-
struction alone is still likely to make 
fusion economically uncompetitive 
with other energy sources.

Many fusion energy startups are 
pursuing simpler approaches to plasma 
confinement as a cheaper alternative 
to tokamaks at the expense of reduced 

shifted to tokamaks (which also happen 
to be easier to build).

While there are many concepts for 
purely magnetic toroidal confinement, 
tokamak systems are clearly the win-
ners in this category at the present 
time. ITER, the most important inter-
national fusion project of the current 
decade, will employ a tokamak system 
to demonstrate self-sustained plasma 
in late 2025, and will run at full power 
by 2035 in southern France.

Members of the project include Chi-
na, the European Union, India, Japan, 
Korea, Russia, and the United States, 
with participation from the U.K. The 
same Chinese facility that broke world 
records for highest plasma tempera-
ture in a tokamak, with temperatures 
exceeding 160 million degrees Celsius 
for 20 seconds, more recently achieved 
the world’s longest lasting fusion (al-
though not self-sustainable) at 70 mil-
lion degrees for 17 minutes. ITER will 
initially run in 400-to-600-second 
pulses at 150 million degrees, and could 
potentially be extended to steady-state 
operation in the future, although that 
is not the primary design intent of the 
project. If everything goes according 
to plan in ITER, we are only three 
years away from self-sustainable plas-
ma in a tokamak system.

Recent advances in tokamak tech-
nology are worthy of our enthusiasm, 
particularly at a scientific level. But 
viable fusion energy systems will be 
very expensive due to the complexity 
of the technology and required ma-
terials, and in part due to its novelty 
and limited industrial supply of parts. 
Although we may be a few years away 
from self-sustainable plasma, and per-
haps another two decades away from 
tokamak plants that produce net ener-
gy and electricity, assuming adequate 
funding is provided, the technology 
will still need to go through an intense 
cost-reduction phase in order to com-
pete with today’s nuclear fission sys-
tems. It is unclear if this can happen in 
this century, given that fission systems 
are substantially less complex than fu-
sion systems (particularly tokamaks) 
and are easier to construct.

ITER, which intends to demonstrate 
self-sustained plasma without net 
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→ A second protestor arrested for involvement in the demonstrations against 
Iran’s theocratic rulers was executed in front of a crowd gathered in Mashhad, 
where he was hung from a rope tied to a construction crane. Images of the 
hanging of Majidreza Rahnavard were quickly circulated by the state news 
agency, Mizan. Rahnavard was apprehended for stabbing to death two members 
of the state security force during a protest. The speed of the sentencing—just 
one month from arrest to execution—speaks to Iran’s efforts to use violence 
to deter the demonstrations that have persisted since September. Like the 
trials of more than dozen other protestors who’ve received death sentences, 
Rahnavard’s trial took place behind closed doors. The defendant was not allowed 
to see the evidence presented by prosecutors to the tribunal, nor was he 
allowed to select his own attorney. Human rights groups estimate that Iran has 
detained more than 18,000 protestors since the outbreak of mass protests.

→ About 400 rooms in the Cecil Hotel remain vacant after it was repurposed in 
December of 2021 with a mix of private and public funding and administrative 
support from the city of Los Angeles to provide housing for some of the city’s 
40,000 homeless. “They literally have homeless encampments in the shadows 
of these vacant buildings,” a housing activist named Susie Shannon told the Los 
Angeles Times. Despite the dense homeless population living in the adjacent 
Skid Row area that abuts the hotel, two-thirds of the hotel’s rooms remain 
unoccupied. The struggle to attract tenants is a product of a “system beset with 
a slow-moving bureaucracy and multiple failure points,” the Times says, pointing 
to a network of NGOs and city agencies that slow down the approval process 
required before residents can move in.

→ A caravan of upwards of a thousand migrants hailing primarily from 
Nicaragua crossed over the West Texas border on Sunday night, the largest 
single wave to arrive en masse in recent years. Unless a court intervenes to 
allow the public health measure known as Title 42 to stay in place, granting 
border agents wide latitude to expel newly arriving migrants attempting to cross 
the border illegally, officials anticipate similar surges across the length of the 
southern border when the policy expires later this month. In October, El Paso 
alone saw some 50,000 people illegally stream into the city from Central and 
South America. “The numbers are like nothing I’ve seen for the last 25 years,” 
said Blake Barrow, the director of El Paso’s Rescue Mission, a shelter that’s now 
“bursting at the seams.” Barrow’s shelter largely catered to homeless American 
citizens over the summer, but now roughly 30% of the people it helps are U.S. 
citizens, as staff struggles to find beds for the influx of migrants. 

→ Scientists have been chasing the so-called holy grail of carbon-free power for 
the past 70 years—and now the Department of Energy announced that fusion 
scientists working in a government lab have done just that. The team at the 
Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory in California have for the first time 
produced a fusion reaction that smashes two atoms together and transforms 
the energy of the collision into electricity, all without producing any carbon or 
radioactive waste or byproducts. For decades, scientists have tried to engineer 
a fusion reaction like this that produces more energy than it consumes, and 
it’s likely it’ll take decades more for the process to be scaled up to make fusion 
energy capable of generating electricity for the power grid. Still, the findings 
mark a major milestone in the quest for fusion energy.

Detailed warnings from a 
Department of Homeland Security 
(DHS) analyst who discovered plans 
prior to Jan. 6, 2021, by individuals 
discussing the “violent overthrow of 
the government of the United States” 
were largely ignored by the DHS, 
according to a government report 
originally released in March but only 
made public this week. The report by 
the Office of the Inspector General at 
the DHS and a separate letter written 
by the DHS analyst were reported on 
Tuesday by Yahoo news. They outline 
the attempt by the analyst, who is not 
named, to alert DHS administrators 
of the message boards and websites 
that included “maps of the Capitol 
access tunnels,” strategies for 
smuggling weapons, and “500 pages 
worth of potential threats to national 
security.” According to the Inspector 
General report, DHS officials failed 
to pass on the “information about 
potential threats” to “the Capitol 
Police, the FBI, the ATF, the Secret 
Service, and all local D.C. agencies” 
ahead of the Jan. 6 storming of the 
Capitol. “I found a map of all the 
exits and entrances to the capitol 
building,” one open-source collector 
wrote in a group chat on Jan. 1, 2021. 
“I feel like people are actually going 
to try and hurt politicians. Jan 6 is 
gonna be crazy.” 

—Sean Cooper
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On Jewish Vulgarity
With John Murray Cuddihy’s ‘The Ordeal of Civility’ and Yuri Slezkine’s 

‘The Jewish Century,’ Tablet begins a three-part look at the once-
vibrant Jewish trait of not caring what the goyim think

BY DAVID MIKICS

T
he charge that Jews are 
vulgar now seems al-
most quaint, since an-
tisemites have heavier 
weapons in their reper-
toire, like calling Jews 

settler colonialists, white racist warmon-
gers, and bloodsucking masters of Holly-
wood and the entire universe alike. Yet 
Jewish lack of manners was once tak-
en seriously both by Jews and by their 
gentile neighbors and competitors. The 
vulgar, unmannerly Jew was a counter-
cultural force, and not just a reason for 
shame and repression.

It took a lapsed Irish Catholic CUNY 
sociologist named John Murray Cuddihy 
to make the case for Jewish vulgarity, in 
his book The Ordeal of Civility, published 
in 1974. The Ordeal of Civility, which is 
something of a cult classic, is long out of 
print. In its time the book was notorious: 
Here was a non-Jew talking about vulgar 
Jews, as if this were a real thing. Clapping 
the lid over such a shonda was the prima-
ry task of some reviewers, who hinted 
that Cuddihy must be an antisemite.

It is bad manners to talk about Jewish 
bad manners the way Cuddihy did— and 
even more so today than 50 years ago. But 
his book made a powerful case that Cud-
dihy did not see vulgarity as a flaw but 
instead as a weapon Jews used to disrupt 
gentile society—for which he admired 
them. Jews deployed their rudeness to 
make a principled argument against the 
goyim (a word Cuddihy didn’t shy away 
from), who were cultural prisoners of 
a hypocritical code that swept unruly 
emotions under the rug and leaned on 
polite euphemism to conceal the vampir-
ic nature of capitalist exploitation. The 
grand Marxist and Freudian theories 
about the human condition have a crude 

Jewish impulse at their core, Cuddihy 
argued, which makes them more, not 
less, compelling.

The Ordeal of Civility revolves around 
what Cuddihy calls the “unconsummated 
ritual courtship” between Jews and gen-
tiles. Jewish emancipation was supposed 
to result in the gentiling of Jewry. But 
the Jews kept backsliding. In 1922 Wal-
ter Lippmann warned his coreligionists 
that “the Jew is conspicuous, and unless 
in his own conduct of life he manag-
es to demonstrate the art of moderate, 
clean and generous living, every failure 
will magnify itself in woe ...” Similarly, 
African American uplifters said free-
dom would only arrive when the Black 
masses threw off their downhome ways, 
a polemic juicily satirized by Ellison’s In-
visible Man. Every recently decolonized 
people, among whom Cuddihy counts the 
Jews, is forced to suffer through respect-
ability sermons.

Cuddihy saw that what seemed to 
outsiders like Jewish brusqueness was 
actually intimacy. One of Freud’s favor-
ite jokes was about a Jewish railway pas-
senger, alone in his compartment, who 
has put his feet up on the seat. When a 
stranger enters, the Jew nervously sits 
up straight with his feet on the floor. But 
then the newcomer, flipping through his 
calendar, asks the Jew “When is Yom Kip-
pur?” and so the Jew, reassured that he is 
in the presence of a landsmann, puts his 
feet back up on the seat.

“Eastern European Jewish intimacy ... 
excludes ‘respect,’” Cuddihy comments. 
He cites the psychoanalyst Theodor Reik, 
who marvels that in Jewish life “aggres-
sion does not produce estrangement but 
puts an end to it.” 

Cuddihy devotes much of The Ordeal 
of Civility to Freud, whose interpretive 

antennae were always alert for inappro-
priate, overheated emotions (Jewish emo-
tions, says Cuddihy). Erving Goffman, in 
a passage that Cuddihy quotes, defines the 
Freudian symptom as “an infraction of 
a rule regarding affect restraint during 
daily encounters.” Cuddihy moves on to 
a description of Amalia Freud, Sigmund’s 
mother, written by Freud’s son Martin:

These Galician Jews had little grace 
and no manners, and their women were 
certainly not what we should call “ladies.” 
They were highly emotional and easily 
carried away by their feelings. But, al-
though in many respects they would seem 
to be untamed barbarians to more civi-
lized people, they, alone of all minorities, 
stood up to the Nazis. These people are 
not easy to live with, and grandmother, 
a true representative of her race, was 
no exception. She had great vitality and 
much impatience.

Letting the symptom speak, as Freud 
tried to do, was tantamount to letting the 
Jew speak—in this case, Freud’s mother. 
Amalia Freud’s badgering impatience and 
outspokenness were anathema to gen-
tile repression.

Freud’s straightforward treatment of 
sexuality also had Jewish roots, Cuddihy 
claims. Max Weber saw in Jewish sexu-
al life “the marked diminution of secu-
lar lyricism and especially of the erotic 
sublimation of sexuality.” Jews were be-
wildered by the goyishe emphasis on pro-
longed courtship and yearning for the be-
loved from afar. The shadkhn was down 
to earth, ready to talk takhles. Let’s get 
down to business was his or her motto.

At one point, Cuddihy recounts a 1908 
visit to Freud by the Swiss gentile psy-
chiatrist Eugen Bleuler and his wife, who 
both urged Freud to make his doctrine 
socially acceptable by using a more po-
lite word than sexuality. Cuddihy is con-
vinced that Freud saw Bleuler’s appeal as 
“religious proselytization: they were of-
fering to perform rhinoplastic surgery on 
his id (the ‘sexuality’ he discovered behind 
symptoms). What he heard from these 
awfully ‘kind’ goyim was: ‘Only change 
your name, and we’ll accept you. Let us 
do a nose-job on you, then we’ll accept 
you (i.e., your id theory, your ‘Yid’) ...”

Cuddihy carries on like this to suggest 
the likeness between his own boldness 
and that of his Jewish subjects. But he 
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“Both communist 
and Talmudic 
exegesis were built 
around the division 
of the world 
into ‘clean’ and 
‘unclean’ spheres.”

each other and to the unruly reality of 
human existence.”

Slezkine busted a taboo by pointing 
out that Jews were vastly overrepresent-
ed in the communist theory vanguard, 
just as they were in the European nou-
veau riche. In the Cold War that defined 
the latter half of the 20th century, pious 
Americanism battled an equally pious 
Soviet communism, which was at least 
partly a Jewish social and intellectual 
construction, more turgid and far more 
cruel than the American brand, yet sim-
ilar in its camera-ready phoniness.

American Jews who clung to their 
native vulgarity were ready to lampoon 
everyone’s pieties. The satirical scrip-
tures of the ‘60s, from Mad magazine to 
Dr. Strangelove to Portnoy’s Complaint, 
prove that tastelessness was alive and 
kicking when the global stakes were 
highest. The one time I saw him, in the 
1980s, Abbie Hoffman seemed to me a 
genuine charismatic, as well as a match-
less stand-up comic. Like Lenny Bruce, 
Mel Brooks or the gang at Mad, he 
sensed how Jewish vulgarity could ex-
plode the sacred cows of genteel society.

Sadly, the Jewish vulgarity celebrat-
ed by Cuddihy is no longer seriously 
provocative or well-tolerated by Jews. 
Shows like Curb Your Enthusiasm hawk 
Jewish rudeness for easy laughs, proving 
that the vulgar Jew has declined from a 
real threat into an amusing, half-legend-
ary caricature. When confronted with 
the ongoing cultural hostility toward 
Jews by gentiles, the Jewish response 
now is not to blow raspberries and tell 
better jokes but to crawl, hide or sue. 
The exuberance of Jewish vulgarity, and 
the in-group solidarity of the shtetlakh 
it expressed, are both missing.

Jewish incivility with real bite will 
probably never return—its historical 
moment has passed. But the unabashed 
and often delirious vulgarity that Cud-
dihy described, which melded Jewish 
aggression with communal solidarity, 
self-respect, and a capacious human-
ity, would be a worthy antidote to to-
day’s toxic online polemics, and to the 
stale, frozen, and frightened state of the 
American Jewish culture they target. 

This article was originally published on 
December 13, 2022.

Socialism for Jews, Slezkine writes, 
meant (what Marx called):

the “emancipation from haggling 
and from money, i.e. from practical, 
real Judaism.” Most radical Jewish 
memoirists remembered struggling 
with the twin evils of tradition and 
“acquisitiveness”: as far as they were 
concerned, the Jewish tradition was 
about acquisitiveness. ... The Jews, 
as a group, were the only true Marx-
ists because they were the only ones 
who truly believed that their na-
tionality was “chimerical”; the only 
ones who—like Marx’s proletari-
ans but unlike the real ones—had 
no motherland.

When Jews turned against capital-
ism, aka Jewish vulgarity, and started 
to invade the higher echelons of Marx-
ist theory and praxis, they paradoxical-
ly brought Talmudic reasoning into the 
brave new science. Marxist dialectics 
blatantly depended on hairsplitting, er-
satz refinement, and overcoming com-
mon sense for the sake of theory. Slez-
kine notes that both communist and 
Talmudic exegesis “were built around 
the division of the world into ‘clean’ and 
‘unclean’ spheres, and ... both pursued 
purity by multiplying meaningless rules 
and by pretending to reconcile them to 

also identifies with the embarrassment 
that “assimilating ‘exception’ Jewry” 
felt when faced with scruffy Ostjud-
en. When he “pass[es] rheumy-eyed 
‘Bowery bums’—typically, Irish (all ste-
reotypes are, more or less, accurate),” 
Cuddihy confessed that he felt “sym-
pathy, fear, shame, dishonesty.” Like 
most interesting things, vulgarity com-
pels ambivalence.

Cuddihy’s The Ordeal of Civility has its 
flaws. Cuddihy spends much time de-
tecting, and sometimes inventing, the 
anxious efforts of Jewish intellectuals 
and writers to avoid seeming “too Jew-
ish.” Cuddihy doesn’t seem to know 
that hordes of learned Jews have avidly 
devoured the high culture of the West 
without pretending to be gentiles. Think 
about Egbert Shapiro in Bellow’s Her-
zog—based on the scholar Ben Nelson, 
whom Cuddihy quotes—energetically 
discoursing on Russian Orthodoxy while 
salivating over a jar of pickled herring. 
Bad manners signify the Jewish greed 
for knowledge.

Yuri Slezkine’s virtuosic gospel The 
Jewish Century (2004) talks back to Cud-
dihy’s Old Testament. With panache, 
excitement and mountainous learning, 
Slezkine makes the case that the mod-
ern world required everyone to become 
a Jew, that is, a “service nomad” well-ac-
customed to living in the midst of strang-
ers and gauging their needs and desires. 
Cuddihy wrote about Jews being com-
pelled to emulate non-Jews. But Slezkine 
described the Judaizing of gentiles. The 
Jew, like the overseas Chinese, became a 
model of entrepreneurial flexibility in a 
new world of buyers and sellers.

Yet Jews and gentiles were still dis-
tinct, Slezkine adds, and in their differ-
ence a disaster lurked. Non-Jews turned 
into proud nationalists, while Jews re-
mained rootless. Even after they estab-
lished their own country they were, and 
still are, snubbed as nationless colonizers. 
Nationalists targeted the tawdry, exploit-
ative business Jew, who was a homeless 
parasite, never a “real” German or Hun-
garian. And so many Jews looked toward 
the new internationalist homeland, the 
Soviet Union, which promised to liberate 
Jews from the vulgar cash nexus that was 
their source of shame. 
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Valya
A love story

BY YELENA AKHTIORSKAYA

T
he whole four sea-
sons thing is basically 
a myth. We want to be-
lieve in it, and are disap-
pointed year after year. 
Our expectations set us 

up, our memories deceive us. In New 
York, there’s no such thing as spring. 
Because the city doesn’t need it, resid-
ing as it does in perpetual, merciless re-
birth. Whereas Odessa has no fall, out 
of the same consideration of redundan-
cy. Odessa is always dying out, mourn-
ing what it has lost, living in the wake 
of its heyday, letting go the last leaves of 
a more fertile time. Autumn is diffused 
into its spirit. But Odessa has a glorious 
spring that takes its sweet time, unfold-
ing gracefully and precisely, allowing 
no shortcuts. The land, sea, and sky are 
in agreement about the importance of 
sticking to tradition, even if they don’t 
remember why the procession of events 
must occur just so. Maybe it is simply 
out of neglect that the spring has been 
maintained in such fine condition. May-
be the thing you forget to fuss over is 
what gets preserved.

Since anything that ever happened in 
Odessa happened a long time ago, and 
the present has been created solely for 
remembering, we must train our gaze 
way back if we are going to see any-
thing. Even so, some things might ap-
pear a bit blurry or faded, with some of 
the dialogue distorted by time.

Many people took the spring for 
granted, but Valya wasn’t one of them. 
Odessa was still new to her, a revela-
tion. Clamoring and grumbling in the 
distance was the thunder of her past. 
In a little village on the Dnieper River 
were her parents and siblings, that mis-
erable, dull folk who she hoped to nev-
er see again. Was her heart encased in a 
block of ice? This was a different time 

and people, especially young women 
scraping to get by, didn’t ask pointless 
questions of themselves. Everything 
Valya loved, inasmuch as she was ca-
pable of love, was in Odessa. Her real 
family wasn’t the one she left behind, 
but Firachka and the Semyonovs, who 
took her in.

It was hard not to doubt her capaci-
ty for love, or any other emotion really, 
when everyone in the vicinity so fla-
grantly touted theirs. Valya didn’t get 
carried away. When others described 
her—if they ever did, I’m not sure there 
was much reason to—they mentioned 
her reserve, a quality that was notable in 
Odessa, where even the cats were opera 
singers. The emotional tenor of the city 
had no roof—everyone’s dramas were 
crescendoing all over the place. People 
were laughing, screaming, crying, do-
ing everything imaginable to maintain 
the hysterical pitch of humanity, so they 
wouldn’t have to stop and hear a single 
thought. Sometimes this pitch comfort-
ed Valya, other times it terrified her, but 
it always made her feel deficient. She 
wished she could tear down the walls 
within and join in the madness, the may-
hem, the muck.

Of course, she’d never be as alive 
as Firachka, but maybe that was for 
the best. All that aliveness didn’t do 
Firachka much good, she was constant-
ly struggling.

One of Firachka’s recent struggles had 
turned in Valya’s favor. Fira had gotten 
a job at the Odessa National Research 
Library—family connections. At first, 
she was terribly excited. How romantic, 
to spend your days among books! But 
within a few days she grew disenchant-
ed, as the reality was all bureaucracy and 
tedium. Fira handed off the job to Valya, 
saying, “It will be perfect for you.” And 
it was! Cataloging was in Valya’s nature. 

The smell of books was intoxicating. 
She transformed that ineffable scent 
into her fine penmanship, capturing the 
books like butterflies and housing them 
in systems of logic and order.

Valya was a voracious reader, dous-
ing herself in accounts of passion and 
despair. Books were a way to get your 
dose of living, without any of the risk. 
Reading was an activity that self-select-
ed cowards. Cowardice was just anoth-
er word for an intense imagination. An 
imagination grew the more you read, 
and the more the imagination grew, the 
harder it was to take a single step.

Valya was 24, an age by which a wom-
an should already have a family. But men 
weren’t drawn to Valya. She was pretty 
enough, but she lacked something. Men 
needed a dash of madness in their wom-
an. Men wanted their lives to be made 
hellish. They had to look at a woman, 
and see murkiness. Only if there was 
murkiness could they go fishing for 
their future. If the water was trans-
parent, without the magical sprinkling 
that turned it opaque, the deal made no 
sense. It was too obvious they were be-
ing gypped.

There were no chemical reactions to 
Valya’s personality. Everything added 
to it stayed separate, like oil in water. 
There was no spontaneous frothing, no 
strange mixing, never an unpredictable 
moment. Which was why she belonged 
in a library and why, by the looks of 
things, in a library she would remain. 
But only as long as she was allowed to 
reside with the Semyonovs. And it was 
only a matter of time before Firachka 
found a husband and he took Valya’s 
place in the Semyonov home. Then Va-
lya would have to return to her dreary 
village, and at that point she may as well 
kill herself.

Which may sound melodramatic, but 
Valya saw it as a practical, albeit last-
ditch solution to the dilemma of where 
to place her body. Would it be so terrible 
to stop existing? To mix with nature and 
forget her worries? The only difficul-
ty would be overcoming the aliveness 
within. Though she had far fewer emo-
tional outbursts than others, the writh-
ing animal in her chest was strong. She 
had a stubborn vitality. So many wom-
en made a huge fuss, but you knew that 
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immodest. “Don’t be scared,” Dodik said. 
“Fedya doesn’t bite. He only nibbles.”

“Valya,” she said.
“Looks like my work here is done,” 

Dodik said. He reached inside the car to 
honk the horn before he went off.

“What the hell does that guy have that 
I don’t?” Fedya asked.

Valya looked at him slumped at the 
wheel—he truly didn’t seem to know the 
answer. She felt bad for him, and this 
feeling of pity was like a door; it fright-
ened her. Grabbing her bag, she ran out 
of the car. When she heard the engine 
roar, she ducked into an alleyway and 
stood pressed to the wall, catching her 
breath. The smell of roasted zucchini 
and garlic reached her, and then the 
voices of two women arguing about but-
ter that had gone missing. Valya peeked 
out, finding the street empty. How silly. 
Fedya had probably stopped a dozen 
women that day. There was probably 
another woman in his car already. Valya 
reached into her bag for a sucking candy 
to calm her nerves and found that the 
bag had transformed back into her tat-
tered old thing.

Olga Borisovna was making cutlets in 
the kitchen. No one else was home. Fira 
was spending all her time with the lat-
est boyfriend.

Valya was a little bit terrified of Olga 
Borisovna. In the world Valya came 
from, women were meek, dominated by 
men. But Olga Borisovna was in charge. 
She was stronger than her husband, 
Efim, in every way. Her verdict allowed 
Valya to stay in the house. Very few 
mothers would have allowed this situa-
tion. The apartment was communal, so 
Valya and Fira slept in a little nook sep-
arated off by a curtain. Olga Borisovna 
and Efim slept on the other side of the 
room. Olga Borisovna originally agreed 
to let Valya stay for a few weeks, but 
those weeks had turned into months, 
and now almost two years had passed. 
This arrangement went unspoken. Ev-
ery day Valya feared that her stay would 
be terminated, although that would 
largely depend on Firachka finding a 
husband, and considering the scarcity of 
men after the war, and Firachka’s ability 
to go through them, the chances of that 
happening were slim.

greedy mouth, slimy lips, a hooked nose 
that went down to his chin, close-set 
eyes, gaping pores, a receding hairline, 
no neck to speak of, a barrel chest, hair 
sprouting everywhere. His hand was on 
the steering wheel. Two of the fingers 
were missing, middle finger and thumb. 
“Blown off,” he said.

“In the war?”
“No, in the gastronome.”
He laughed. Her stomach turned.
“You’re not from around here,” he 

said, “are you?”
She shook her head.
“I know this town better than any-

body. Let me show you around.”
“Thank you for the offer, but I live 

with someone who was born here, and 
we do everything together.”

Fedya exhaled in irritation. “So, you 
are married?”

“Married to Firachka?” Valya laughed.
Suddenly he honked the horn and 

stuck his head out the window and 
yelled, “Dodik, you don’t even say hello?”

A beautiful man in tight white pants 
ran over. Valya was stunned by Dodik’s 
beauty, and his obsequious manner. It 
was hard to believe that such a hand-
some man would be friends with some-
one as vile as Fedya.

While the two men talked, Valya 
looked around the car, which seemed 
to grow more spacious. Then she no-
ticed something strange: The floor was 
moving, and her feet were moving with 
it. Though she was only 5-foot-5, she 
wore a size 10 shoe. She was so mod-
estly made in every regard, except those 
flippers, which were changing shape be-
fore her eyes, shrinking, arches accentu-
ating, toes slimming and straightening. 
Fright made her grip ease and her bag 
fell to the floor. It, too, melted, trans-
forming into the bag she had admired, 
against the backdrop of Fira’s disap-
proval—Fira believed material pos-
sessions were shallow and beside the 
point—in the shop window on Derib-
asovskaya. Such fine leather, such an 
elegant clasp!

“Care to introduce me to the young 
lady?” Dodik said.

“She won’t tell me her name.”
When Dodik looked at Valya, she 

found it hard to breathe. His watery 
blue eyes would’ve made a flagpole feel 

extinguishing them would be no prob-
lem. For Valya, dying wouldn’t be easy. 
Her animal would want to fight.

She was walking home from work, 
drinking in the fresh spring air after a 
day in the dark stuffy atmosphere, when 
a car stopped beside her. It was as if the 
city suddenly noticed her and asked to 
see her identification. Driving the car 
was an ugly man with beady red eyes. 
“What’s your name?” he asked.

Valya gaped at him. “Are you 
the police?”

His lips curled, revealing jagged, yel-
low teeth. “Are you a criminal?”

“No!”
“Then I’m not the police. I’m Fedya.”
She kept walking. He kept following.
Valya wasn’t used to being courted. 

As already mentioned, she wasn’t mag-
ical or insane, vivacious or sensual, but 
sensible and self-aware. She hunched a 
little out of timidity. If God could grant 
her one wish, it would be to disappear, 
although of course that was her greatest 
fear as well.

The scene was extremely unsavory—
walking with a man on her trail, fur-
thermore a man in a car. He called to 
her, trying to get her attention, as if she 
were a cat. Finally, just out of a sense of 
decency, for the sake of the street, she 
got into the car.

It smelled of leather and cigarettes 
and gasoline and potato latkes and 
death—her death. She didn’t really 
care, now that she was inside the car. 
Her thought was that he would drive 
off quickly, do terrible things to her, 
and dispose of her body outside city 
limits. Hopefully he would hide her 
body well, so no one would have the 
misfortune of finding the mess. Maybe 
she could even ask him to do a good 
job, as a last wish.

“ What ’s  your name? ” Fedya 
asked again.

“I don’t give my name to strange men.”
“Are you married?”
Valya shook her head.
“Marry me,” Fedya said, “and I won’t 

be a strange man.”
Valya got annoyed. This guy really 

had no plan. He just wanted to talk, and 
keep talking. He thought she would be 
interested in him just because he had a 
car, but she was repulsed. He had a large, 
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“By my standards it 
was a tremendous 
apricot, but 
sometimes it was 
nice to look at an 
apricot and not do 
anything about it.”

with a hint of malice. “Let me take you 
for some ice cream,” Fedya said. “Come 
on, why are you running off?”

She was flying, the wind in her sails. 
The attentions of this strange man lifted 
her off the ground. Finally, she turned 
to him and was deflated. His face was 
oily and pimply. His large nose pulled 
the skin until it was red and thick like 
scar tissue. His mouth was large and 
wide. The spring left her step. She felt 
so heavy she could hardly keep walk-
ing. She got into his car and the engine 
roared, taking them down the open, lazy 
street lined in oaks.

Valya became disoriented. The car 
changed time. It rendered the city un-
recognizable. People looked so much 
smaller and more fragile, like pup-
pet versions of themselves. When she 
walked among the Odessans, they 
loomed large, like gods, ferocious and 
powerful, whereas she was small and 
contained. But now, as the car drove 
along the streets, these people looked 
pathetic. They were reduced, insignifi-
cant, their dramas laughable. They were 
crying and shouting over things that 
were already in the rearview mirror.

The car came to a halt. Fedya jumped 
out and disappeared into an alleyway, 
emerging a few minutes later with two 
ice cream cones. The deliciousness was 
tempered by having to watch him eat. 
He had one hand on the steering wheel 
while the other held the ice cream rath-
er too high, so he had to jump out of 
his seat in order to lick it. It was as if he 
were an animal and the ice cream was 
being held by his trainer.

Valya looked ahead, into the view in 
front of her, and became happy. It was as 
if each lick, and each block, were being 
converted into currency that was being 
fed into a piggy bank. After enough had 
been collected, she decided to inspect 
the piggy bank, to see how much was 
stored up. But the piggy bank had a big 
hole at the bottom and whatever was 
fed into it disappeared just as quickly. 
“Where are you taking me?” she asked.

“It’s a surprise.”
“I don’t like surprises.”
“How do you know until you find out 

what it is?”
“Please stop the car.”
But the car kept going.

Olga Borisovna. You’re kind. Even to 
your cat.”

A look of horror crossed Olga Bor-
isovna’s face. “I would never hurt Mur-
za! How could you even suggest such 
a thing?”

Olga Borisovna ran off to show Mur-
za some affection. Valya picked up an 
apricot and turned it around in her 
fingers. She hesitated over sinking her 
teeth into it, not because it looked unap-
petizing, in fact by my standards it was 
a tremendous apricot, but sometimes it 
was nice to look at an apricot and not 
do anything about it. “I always thought 
love was an event,” Valya said when Olga 
Borisovna returned. “But you’re saying 
it’s a choice.”

“Can’t an event be a choice? And 
vice versa?”

Valya kept turning the apricot. It was 
nice to be sitting in that kitchen, may-
be because she was choosing it to be so. 
Was she choosing how it felt, or was it 
just feeling that way all on its own, and 
was it just inside of her, this feeling, or 
outside of her as well?

The next day, Fedya’s car was parked 
outside the library. Something within 
Valya smiled. She walked right past the 
car with a quick, strong gait. He called 
to her. She kept going. The car pulled 
up beside her, purring compliantly, but 

Olga Borisovna’s dinner-making tech-
nique was haphazard at best. She threw 
everything she could get her hands on 
into a pot, including the newspaper. 
The mystery ingredient in the garnish 
was the hair the family shed—recycling 
was alive and well in the Soviet Union, 
without all the hullabaloo. Valya tried 
to offer her services, as she was a good 
cook, but her flavorful creations made 
the family’s stomachs ache. Stomachs 
were used to what they were used to.

Valya sat down at the kitchen table 
and picked up the scraps of the news-
paper Olga Borisovna deemed too 
unsavory to use in the stew. Her eyes 
glazed over the words industrial mech-
anization in the era of hegemonic grain 
elevation per molecule of release valve 
technolog y in infants of the breed citrus 
do not exceed quota.

“How did you and Efim meet?” 
she asked.

“What a silly question. We’ve always 
known each other.”

“But did you ever know each other 
less than now?”

Olga Borisovna paused, dangling a 
carrot over the pot. “Maybe a little.”

“What was it like then, between 
you two?”

The carrot resisted the pot. It kept 
jumping out. Olga Borisovna had to 
strangle it into the water. “The same, but 
he snored less, and had bigger eyebrows.”

“Did you prefer him that way?”
“I have never preferred Efim one way 

or the other.”
“And now—are you in love?”
Olga Borisovna sighed. “Oh, sure!”
This surprised Valya. She’d seen the 

movies. Gregory Peck and Audrey Hep-
burn were in love. Olga Borisovna and 
Efim didn’t give the same impression. 
“How do you know?”

“I love Efim because it’s easier that 
way,” Olga Borisovna said. “I could 
decide not to love him, just as I could 
decide to commit murder, but I choose 
to keep things as they are, because they 
aren’t so bad after all.”

“I don’t think you could murder any-
one!” Valya exclaimed.

Olga Borisovna looked offended. Or 
maybe she was just getting wafts off the 
stew. “Why not?”

“Because you’re a very good person, 
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paused. “Or if so, then it doesn’t matter. 
Jews are wonderful people, I’m con-
vinced of it.”

“I’m glad you think so well of us,” 
Fedya said.

Valya blushed. Then a wave of an-
ger pulsed through her. “You might be 
changing that.”

They looked at each other. Then 
they laughed.

Having laughed once, it wasn’t long 
before Valya laughed a second time, 
and a third. Fedya had a restless ener-
gy that captivated her attention, it took 
work to keep up. And his own story 
was comfortingly familiar. He consid-
ered himself an orphan even though 
his family was still alive. They were so 
self-involved, so crazy, that he never felt 
them to be a source of support. He’d had 
to do everything for himself, they never 
helped him at all. The only thing he felt 
toward them was hatred.

This was so refreshing to hear! Ev-
eryone in Odessa was so close to their 
families. There could be shouts, tears, 
even fistfights, but nothing perturbed 
the clannish sense of love and togeth-
erness. Valya pretended that she had it 
with the Semyonovs, but underneath 
she still felt essentially alone. It seemed 
Fedya felt that way as well.

“Let me take you for a nice meal,” 
he said. She protested. But the offer 
was hard to resist. The Semyonov stew, 
with its newspaper clippings, frizzy 
hair, neurosis crumbs, and guilt bulk 
wasn’t exactly calling to her. She’d 
been subsisting on it for so long and 
her stomach longed for something new 
and nourishing.

He packed her back into his car and 
drove to a restaurant where they were 
greeted like royalty. Led to the best ta-
ble. Served the best dishware. Valya was 
both in awe of the grandiosity and put 
off by it. Fedya’s crass manner pained 
her. But everyone else responded to it 
with great respect. Did she ever think 
that she would be eating black caviar by 
the spoonful? Could she ever have antic-
ipated this kind of treatment?

Wine was poured into goblets. “I 
thought you didn’t drink,” Valya said.

“This isn’t alcohol, it’s wine. Very 
good young wine from Georgia. Try it, 
you’ll see.”

People often commented on Valya’s 
nose, because it was practically nonex-
istent. She was being complimented not 
on something she had, but something 
she lacked. In a way, that’s all she was, 
a collection of lacks, strung together 
holes. The irony was that Valya’s sense 
of smell was very powerful. It was 
through scents that she processed the 
world. She was cautious only because so 
many things smelled so suspicious.

The sea rolled over onto its other 
side and let out a sigh. Fedya ran away 
from it, thinking he was in danger. Once 
he realized everything was fine, he as-
sumed a pose of confidence. “I run the 
vodka plant,” he said. “The only person 
above me is the director, but he is drunk 
all day, so I’m the one who makes all 
the decisions.”

Valya scrunched her nose. “So, you’re 
the one responsible for spreading that 
evil into the world.” How prudish she 
sounded. She looked down at her big, 
ugly feet.

“I hate the stuff myself,” Fedya said. 
“No one who likes to drink would’ve 
made it as far as I have—they would’ve 
drunk themselves into a stupor. I have 
to be in control all the time, especially 
since everyone else is wasted.”

“Then you never have a drink?”
“At meetings, I keep two bottles un-

der the table, an empty one into which 
I pour out the vodka from my ryumka, 
and another one with water to replace 
the vodka.”

Before long, Valya found herself 
telling Fedya of her situation, how she 
lived with her best friend from univer-
sity, Firachka, and her family. They were 
very kind to take her in, and they did 
their best to make her feel like family, 
but the situation was tenuous at best. 
It was nice to let this off her shoulders. 
As she told the story, she was surprised 
how negative it came out. This whole 
time she thought she was very happy to 
be where she was, but in fact from the 
words it would seem she was rather dis-
satisfied. “The Semyonovs are cultured 
and loving, but they are slobs. I try to 
clean up after them, but the mess pro-
liferates instantly.”

“Do you think it’s because they are 
Jews?” Fedya asked.

“Not at all!” Valya said. Then she 

“Don’t you hear what I’m saying? I 
want you to stop the car!”

Fedya grinned. He raised his hands 
and feet to show they weren’t touching 
the car, which kept shooting forward. 
“I’m not driving it,” he said, “you are. 
And if you wanted it to turn around, it 
would. Believe me, I have no intention 
of holding you hostage.”

Valya shifted in her seat. The car came 
to a halt in the middle of the road. She 
shifted again and it moved ahead grudg-
ingly. It must be true, she thought, I’m in 
control, I must want this. She looked at 
him in despair, but then a wall inside of 
her opened and the despair fell into it, 
and it almost felt pleasurable.

They found themselves at the beach. 
The beaches in Odessa were organized 
by fountains. The regular people, like 
the Semyonovs, bathed on Twelfth 
Fountain. The fabulous people bathed 
on Tenth Fountain. There were all the 
other fountains as well, but they didn’t 
matter. Fedya took her to the fabulous 
people fountain, at which Valya had 
only ever gaped from outside (it was 
fenced off, although there were holes in 
the fence and regular people managed 
to get through if they wanted to, but 
many regular people turned up their 
nose at the fabulous people fountain 
and wouldn’t want to go there even if 
they could, or at least they said as much).

The swimming season hadn’t yet 
opened. It was May, and early evening. 
The only people at the beach were hooli-
gans and drunk older couples, the scum 
of society, who were allowed to enjoy 
themselves even at the wrong time.

It was hard enough to sit next to Fed-
ya in a car, but at least in the sitting po-
sition they were on the same level. Now 
his head came up to her chin. Valya felt 
embarrassed to look at him, and he, too, 
seemed self-conscious. To combat this 
feeling, he walked really fast and spasti-
cally, as if trying to wriggle out from un-
der scrutiny, as if by moving fast enough 
no one would be able to pin him down 
and get a good look at what was there.

“You work at the library,” he said. 
“How do you like that?”

“I love it. It’s a pleasure to be around 
books all day, to smell them.”

“That is because you have a love-
ly nose.”
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who did all that caution-throwing. She 
would rather have no love than a com-
promised one.

“I’d love to be friends. But I can’t be 
more than that.”

Fedya sighed in irritation. “I have 
enough friends. Everyone wants to 
be my friend, to come and go as they 
please. I need someone who will love 
me, and commit to me, with her entire 
heart and soul.”

Valya found his words touching. She 
could empathize with his desires, and 
found it admirable how frankly he put 
them on the table. At the first sign of 
hesitation, he thrust himself on her, 
sticking his tongue so deep into her 
mouth that she felt the throb of its thick 
stem. A kiss existed not in the moving 
mouths, the action of the tongues and 
teeth and lips, but in the shadows that 
the two mouths cast on a wall that was 
visible only to the active participants. 
If you looked at Fedya and Valya kiss-
ing, it would not look out of the ordi-
nary, but if you looked at the shadows 
on the wall, you would see a man with 
his hands around a woman’s neck. It was 
sheer aggression, as if the only way to 
touch a woman was to overpower her, 
impose upon her, possess her through 
physical dominion. This was the way a 
dog might kiss, if a dog hated itself, if a 
dog had been beaten its entire life and 
had to fight for every grain of survival.

Valya went limp. A wave of nausea 
swelled through her and she pushed 
him off, or tried; he refused to be 
moved. Though he was smaller than 
she was, there was a storm of force in 
his barrel chest, with which he pinned 
her to the seat. With a snapping sound, 
she broke away from her body, disen-
gaged from the nausea, and floated off, 
looking down from a great height at 
the little green car in which their petty 
drama was taking place. How strange 
that a car offered itself as the symbol of 
freedom when it was just a little cage. 
When it was over, she said, “Thank you 
for everything, but please do not contact 
me again.”

He looked sheepish, imploring. “But 
we had such a good time.” 

This article was originally published on 
December 13, 2022.

a few more hours when I’ve been wait-
ing my entire life? We are meant to be 
together, Valya. You must be my wife.”

“That’s nice, but do I get a say in the 
matter?” Valya laughed, but she was 
trembling. All she had access to were her 
physical sensations, but how to interpret 
them was anybody’s guess. In one light 
her trembling had the characteristics of 
nausea, as if she had been poisoned and 
was feeling increasingly ill. On the other 
hand, it could just as easily be seen as 
excitement. She had long noticed that 
when something she was looking for-
ward to approached, she felt unwell. 
Sometimes she balked in the face of 
the things she wanted most, whereas 
things she didn’t care about, one way or 
the other, were easy to get through. All 
she knew, from her trembling, was that 
something important was happening.

“You don’t have to trust me on my 
word,” Fedya said. “You said that you 
like to smell books, right?”

Valya nodded.
“Close your eyes.”
Valya looked at him skeptically but 

did as told.
“Smell me.”
She inhaled. What she smelled was 

not Fedya, not the ugly little red-faced 
man who had just been sitting beside 
her, but a sweet smell. She inhaled sev-
eral more times just to experience the 
depth and complexity of the scent and 
each time she inhaled there were more 
notes, more depth, she could keep in-
haling and never get to the bottom. She 
opened her eyes and stared into Fedya’s 
bald pate. She had been breathing in 
his dandruff.

He looked up at her with lost, plead-
ing eyes that quickly transformed to a 
proud, aggressive gaze that refused to 
allow any space for self-doubt. “Well?”

That despair opened up within her 
again. “Yes,” she said, “it’s a nice smell.”

But what did that mean? What did 
that conscript her to? Did she owe him 
her love and support, a man who she 
found repellent once her eyes were open 
and she was no longer sniffing his dan-
druff? Though she was afraid of living 
fully, of living passionately, of throwing 
caution to the wind the way, for exam-
ple, Fira did, she still believed in true 
love, perhaps even more than people 

Valya took a sip and screwed up her 
face. “Not for me,” she said.

Fedya shrugged. “If you won’t drink 
it, I will.” He reached for her glass but 
she got to it first. “Maybe the taste will 
grow on me,” she said.

And would you believe it, she finished 
the glass almost with pleasure, although 
perhaps that arose more from a sense 
of accomplishment. The waiter came to 
pour more but she declined, under no 
circumstances could she have any more, 
despite which a drop or two managed 
to make it into her glass and she wasn’t 
about to let it go to waste. It did, how-
ever, when it shot out of her nose. Fed-
ya’s mind was a library in and of itself, 
containing a seemingly endless trove of 
jokes and anecdotes, which he delivered 
with masterful precision. The laughs 
kept coming, as did the courses, and she 
had the thought, not necessarily crystal-
lized into words, but saturated into the 
cloud of her being, that this was actually 
a good thing.

But that cloud dispersed once they 
were back in the car. He got serious, and 
said, “I have to tell you something. The 
night before I met you, I had a dream 
that I was going to find my future wife 
in the library. Now, I’ve seen many hor-
rors in my life, but none shook me like 
that. I’ve avoided the library for as long 
as I can remember. Why would anyone 
want to spend their life hidden away in 
a dark, dusty dungeon? And what kind 
of wife could I find for myself there—
every librarian I’ve seen is a sexless gob-
lin. Point is, the dream left me extremely 
startled. But I tend to follow my gut—it 
hasn’t failed me yet. So that day, I went to 
the library, held my breath, and walked 
into the mothball blast. I watched you 
for a long time. I saw the way you calmly 
and lovingly handle the books, the care 
and order with which you do everything, 
your inner peace, a peace I don’t have.

Usually, I don’t need to think twice, I 
know what needs to be done and I do it. 
But after watching you, I was left with 
a hole in my stomach, paralysis in my 
limbs, and total confusion in my mental 
apparatus. I have to admit you intimi-
dated me. I got weak and ran out to my 
car and waited for five hours until the 
library closed. Those hours passed in a 
moment, a sweet moment. What were 
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of anticipatory rituals, because there 
is no anticipation to commemorate. 
The Maccabees of 160 BCE lived after 
the close of biblical prophecy, with no 
one able to tell them when or where 
victory might appear. No Hasmonean 
soldier fighting for Jerusalem had any 
foreknowledge that that day—the 25th 
of Kislev—would become a season of 
miracles. In the Talmud’s account, no 
one expected to locate a flask of pure oil 
in a ransacked Temple; no one predict-
ed that a menorah would somehow be 
kindled that very night. Each and every 
additional night that ancient menorah 
stayed lit was one more unforeseen mira-
cle, building up to eight. Hanukkah came 
as a surprise to the Maccabees; its only 
right that it catches us off guard today.

So much in Jewish practice requires 
preparation and slow growth. It takes 
time for a bar mitzvah to learn a parsha 
reading. It takes patience to prepare a 
kitchen for Passover. A life can be spent 
in the trenches of self-change that Yom 
Kippur asks of us. But in the midst of 
the winter gloom, Hanukkah asks us to 
be surprised by joy.

Unprepared for this year’s Hanuk-
kah? That means you are doing it right. 
Let the light surprise you. You’ll join a 
long line of Jews—from the Maccabees 
shocked by yet another night of me-
norah glow, to generations of spiritual 
leaders who never proposed a prepara-
tory ritual for Hanukkah—who knew 
that in a period of darkness, all it takes is 
a willingness to stumble into the light. 

This article was originally published on 
December 15, 2022

Surprised by Joy
Hanukkah is the only Jewish holiday without preparation. Here’s why.

BY BEN GREENFIELD

E
ver feel like Hanukkah 
sneaks up on you? That 
you have not yet booked 
your party plans, dust-
ed off your menorah, or 
realized that the frozen 

latkes at Trader Joe’s will definitely sell 
out? You are not alone. The Jewish peo-
ple stumble into Hanukkah.

Every other holiday in our calendar 
comes with a ritualized preparatory pe-
riod. Before Purim’s joy come the hun-
ger pangs of Taanit Esther, the Fast of 
Esther. In advance of Passover freedom 
we spend days (if not weeks) on a search-
and-destroy mission for all leaven. Rosh 
Hashanah has its preliminary month of 
Selichot prayers and daily shofar, and 
Yom Kippur arrives after a warmup Ten 
Days of Repentance.

But for the Festival of Lights, we’re 
in the dark. It’s the only Jewish holi-
day with no introduction, no build up, 
and no advance reminder. Before each 
Shabbat is Erev Shabbat (the special 
Friday hours, with their own rules and 
customs, that precede Shabbat); before 
Pesach is the preparation filled day of 
Erev Pesach. But in Jewish ritual, there 
is no such thing as “Erev Hannukah.”

Why not?
Turns out, this pattern of prepa-

ration-rich holidays and an Erev-less 
Hannukah reaches far back in time. It 
even applies to our ancestors’ ancient 
introduction to each respective festival.

According to the Book of Esther, 
Persian Jewry knew Purim was com-
ing. Haman drew lots to pre-select the 
date for his attack on the empire’s Is-
raelites and sent intercontinental mes-
sengers to prepare the populace. Back 
in Egypt, Moses addressed the enslaved 
Israelites two weeks in advance of their 
exit: Slaughter a paschal lamb 14 days 
from now and prepare to leave on the 
15th. The Book of Exodus records how, 
at Sinai, the Israelites receive a three-
day heads up to prime themselves for 
the original Shavuot revelation. Today’s 
holidays mirror these original biblical 
experiences. If our ancestors knew a 
special event was on their horizon, then 
today’s Jewish calendar commemorates 
not only that event (e.g., Pesach), but 
also our forefathers’ experience of an-
ticipating and preparing for that event 
(e.g., Erev Pesach).

Thus the annual Hanukkah surprise. 
Our tradition never developed a period 
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survived and became a historian. She 
was ultimately asked to contribute a 
memorial to be displayed in the Ho-
locaust Museum in Washington, D.C., 
and decided to focus on the lives that 
were lived in prewar Europe, rather 
than death, by collecting photographs 
of her prewar home. The book’s final 
double-page spread requires that you 
turn the book vertically to see the tow-
er of photographs that Yaffa collected. 
A bittersweet book.

You can almost smell the pita baking 
in Shoham’s Bangle by Sarah Sassoon, 
which tells the story of the exodus of 
the Jews of Iraq in the early 1950s, air-
lifted to Israel in Operation Ezra and 
Nehemiah. Not permitted to take any-
thing of value, like Jews fleeing so many 
countries in so many eras, Shoham’s 
grandmother manages to smuggle one 
family heirloom, a reminder of all they 
have lost … and gained upon arrival in 
Israel. Noa Kellner’s illustrations give 
us the warm colors of Iraq, the tilted 
perspective of a plane about to take off, 
and a family losing their (literal) foot-
ing. A grandparent-grandchild story, a 
diaspora story, a family heirloom story, 
and a food story, all in one.

Kathryn Lasky gives us a new take 
on the old Jewish immigrant story by 
changing up the destination in Yoss-
el’s Journey. The eponymous Yossel is 
a Jewish immigrant from Russia who 
moves to a remote location near a Nava-
jo reservation and becomes friends with 
a Navajo boy. When we think of Jews in 
the American Southwest, we probably 
think of crypto-Jews, but there were 
also Jews, albeit not very many of them, 
who settled there directly upon emi-
grating from Eastern Europe. The lush, 
painterly illustrations in warm colors, 
with the figures outlined in black, by 
Navajo artist Johnson Yazzie, bring this 
unique backdrop to life.

We come back to the very recent 
past in Alone Together on Dan Street, in 
which Erica Lyons gives a hopeful but 
not sugarcoated retelling of the first 
spring and Passover of the pandemic. 
While people in New York City banged 
on pots with their windows open dai-
ly at 7 p.m. and Italians sang out their 
windows, Israelis moved their Seders on 
to their balconies so that anyone who 

The Best Jewish 
Children’s Books 

of 2022
This year’s picks include two stories about Sukkot, two about 

a remarkable scientist, and many more tales to take young 
readers from the shtetl all the way to Atlantic City

BY RACHEL J. FREMMER

T
his year ’s Jew-
ish-themed children’s 
books span centuries 
and continents. While 
holidays and golems re-
main popular themes, 

new trends include books set at the 
height of the Cold War, tales from less-
er-known Jewish communities, fiction-
alized biographies in verse, and books 
about Orthodox life (modern and not). 
If you’re looking for the perfect Ha-
nukkah present for the young reader in 
your life, here are the best of the bunch 
from 2022.

Picture Books
While Hanukkah usually gets most of 
the picture-book love, probably fol-
lowed by Rosh Hashanah and Yom 
Kippur, this year two books about Suk-
kot make the cut. The Stars Will Be My 
Nightlight: A Sukkot Story is a sim-
ple, tender tale of a sukkah sheltering 
a mother and son from the elements—
and of the mother sheltering her son as 
well. When the mother points out that 
the boy can’t have his nightlight in the 
sukkah, he utters the title phrase. But be 
warned: Children who hear this book 
will undoubtedly request that they 
sleep in their sukkahs as well. In The 
Very Best Sukkah: A Story from Ugan-
da, author Shoshana Nambi and illus-
trator Moran Yogev introduce us to 
the Abayudaya people of that country, 
who have only been practicing Judaism 
for the last century. While the details 

of the sukkahs the Abayudaya people 
build may differ from what many of us 
are familiar with—the types of branch-
es used for schach, the types of fruits 
used to decorate them, and the food eat-
en inside them, all depicted in vibrantly 
colored woodcuts—the fundamentals 
of the holiday remain the same. When 
a storm destroys many of the sukkahs, 
the villagers work together to repair 
them, even at the risk of losing the suk-
kah-decorating competition.

As for the most important holiday of 
all, so important it comes every week, 
we have Shoshi’s Shabbat by Caryn Ya-
cowitz. Shoshi, endowed with plenty 
of personality by illustrator Kevin 
Hawkes, is a “beautiful young ox” who 
lives near Jerusalem and works for a 
Jewish farmer. When she is sold to a 
non-Jew, she refuses to work on Shab-
bat. The non-Jew’s frustration and 
anger give way to understanding as he 
begins to use his newly free time to rest 
and appreciate the world around him.

Much of Eastern European Jewish 
life and history has been completely 
erased, but one woman, Yaffa Eliach, 
did her best to resurrect the shtetl of 
her youth. Chana Stiefel’s biography 
The Tower of Life: How Yaffa Eliach 
Rebuilt Her Town in Stories and Photo-
graphs tells her amazing true story. The 
happy colors of life between the two 
world wars give way to the angry and 
sad red-and-black of war, with touches 
of yellow that show “how a glimmer of 
light can chase away darkness.” Yaffa 
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larger-than-life personality, Milla has 
to learn to step out of Honey’s shad-
ow. Drazin describes a nuanced range 
of Orthodoxy: Milla’s mother works 
and doesn’t cover her hair, while Hon-
ey’s mother does the opposite; Honey 
takes the radical step of reading Megil-
lat Esther at an all-women’s service for 
her bat mitzvah, while Milla studies the 
text privately. A subplot about a beloved 
teacher adds to the drama. But it’s the 
friendship that takes center stage and 
it is one that any reader from any back-
ground can relate to.

There are two middle-grade books 
about physicist Lise Meitner out this 
year, both of them worthwhile reads, 
and even more worthwhile if read to-
gether. Marissa Moss’ comprehensive 
cradle-to-grave biography The Wom-
an Who Split the Atom: The Life of Lise 
Meitner focuses on how Meitner was 
doubly excluded from the world of 
science—first by being female, then by 
being Jewish (and then again by being 
female). She brings to life Meitner’s love 
of physics, her fear and isolation living 
in Nazi Germany, her nerve-wracking 
escape from the country, and her sub-
sequent years in exile. Extensive quotes 
from Meitner’s own letters let the read-
er feel the terror, despair, and loneliness 
Meitner often felt. Moss goes light on 
the science but gives us the historical 
backdrop and ethical quandaries sur-
rounding the atomic age and Meitner’s 
own anguish at the unintended conse-
quence of her discovery. A must-read 
for any children interested in physics, 
women in science, and/or the Holo-
caust. Hidden Powers: Lise Meitner’s 
Call to Science by Jeannine Atkins is a 
lightly fictionalized version of Meit-
ner’s life, told in verse. The framing de-
vice of Noah’s ark, including the con-
cept of punishment for humanity’s sins, 
and Noah’s unnamed wife is effective 
but a bit of a stretch given Meitner’s 
lack of religiosity. A wonderful book 
but one that doesn’t give the full pic-
ture of the bigotry, antisemitism, and 
misogyny Meitner faced, and one that 
lets her scientific partner, Otto Hahn, 
off much more easily than Moss’ biogra-
phy does. Read together, the two paint 
a compelling portrait of a female scien-
tist facing existential threats as well as 

lived alone could have a Seder surround-
ed by other voices. Lyons captures the 
monotony and claustrophobia of those 
early days of the pandemic perfectly, in 
recounting the story of Mira: “[n]ow the 
days were all mixed up … [a]nd seasons 
were only things that happened on the 
balcony. Every picture [Mira] drew was 
of the same building across the street.” 
She also juxtaposes the fact that, while 
for people who lived by themselves, the 
pandemic was especially isolating, for 
those who lived with families in small 
apartments, it could, somewhat ironi-
cally, be hard to find a place to be alone. 
A lovely reminder of how the pan-
demic that separated us also brought 
us together.

Middle Grade
Ziva’s twin brother Pesah is dying of 
leprosy. She will do anything to save 
him, including run away from her home 
in the Khazar Empire (located in mod-
ern-day Ukraine), fight demons, and 
even bargain with the Angel of Death. 
With exciting storytelling, a unique 
setting, and fantastical elements, Black 
Bird, Blue Road by Sofiya Pasternack is 
sure to appeal to fans of her previous 
books—such as Anya and the Dragon 
and its sequel, Anya and the Nightin-
gale—as well as readers who don’t mind 
a little fantasy mixed in with their his-
torical fiction.

Jumping ahead nine or so centuries, 
The Prince of Steel Pier by debut author 
Stacy Nockowitz is a  thrilling, atmo-
spheric story of how nice Jewish boy 
named Joey Goodman gets mixed up 
with gangsters in seedy, past-its-prime, 
but pre-casino Atlantic City. Nockowitz 
somehow makes this story both timeless 
and very much of its time and blends 
Joey’s Jewishness in seamlessly. This 
is a story of family (Joey is one of four 
brothers and his grandparents own an 
Atlantic City hotel), a search for identity 
and a moral compass, and growing up, 
yet it doesn’t veer into treacle territory.

A classic friendship story, Honey and 
Me by Meira Drazin (another debut 
author) is set in the modern Orthodox 
world. Eleven-year-old only-child Milla 
is thrilled to learn that her best friend 
Honey is transferring to her school. But 
when Honey actually arrives, with her 

Album of the Week
Dawn Richard, Pigments

Dawn Richard got her start in the 
second season of the third iteration 
of Making the Band, when the show’s 
judge, Diddy, wanted to build out a 
girl group but was unsatisfied with 
the talent he found in the show’s first 
season. The group, Danity Kane, found 
commercial success with both their 
self-titled debut and their follow-up, 
Welcome to the Dollhouse, but drama 
broke the group apart.

Exactly what happened with Danity 
Kane is best suited for a Wikipedia 
rabbit hole, but in a recent interview 
with Okayplayer Richard remembers 
the situation as “going into a job as 
a mail person. You go to your big 
corporate job, but you are the mail 
person. So, you’re not going to make 
decisions on the things you want.”

She’s not the mail person anymore. 
As a solo artist, Richard has proved to 
be an experimental wizard, breaking 
down the music of her hometown, New 
Orleans, into minimalist masterpieces. 

Working with Spencer Zahn, a multi-
instrumentalist from the world of 
neoclassical and jazz, she has created 
a sonic landscape. Zahn, saxophonist 
and flutist Jas Walton, and the other 
six members of the band, which 
features electric and acoustic guitars, 
clarinets, pianos, vibraphones, and 
synthesizers, create a dreamlike world 
for her to exist in, and escape the 
encroaching darkness of winter. 

—David Meir Grossman
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exclusion from the scientific work she 
loved, without ever, as her gravestone 
states, “los[ing] her humanity.”

Young Adult
Yehuda (“Hoodie”) Rosen, a mild-man-
nered yeshiva bocher with the best 
nickname ever, finds himself acciden-
tally causing an uproar after he be-
friends a local Catholic girl in The 
Life and Crimes of Hoodie Rosen by 
Isaac Blum (yet another debut author). 
With tensions in town already rising 
as locals fear an “invasion” by the Or-
thodox Jews who are moving into the 
community, the situation spirals out 
of control, culminating in a shock-
ing—yet all too familiar—act of vio-
lent antisemitism. While I enjoyed 
this book, I’m crossing my fingers for a 
sequel focused on Hoodie’s sister Zip-
py. Hoodie is an accidental and yet no-
torious rebel in his community; Zippy 

is an intentional yet quiet one. Hoodie 
goes outside the system, while Zippy 
works within it. It is more than time 
for another mainstream book about 
this community, since the last ones 
are Chaim Potok’s work; his two most 
famous books, The Chosen and My 
Name Is Asher Lev, were published in 
the late 1960s and ’70s. The Life and 
Crimes of Hoodie Rosen is a worth-
while successor.

Just as Sofiya Pasternack puts a mag-
ical realism on the 11th-century Kha-
zar Empire in Black Bird, Blue Road, 
Katherine Locke does the same for the 
short-lived Hungarian uprising against 
the Soviets in 1956 in This Rebel Heart. 
Here, the Duna River that divides Buda-
pest possesses magical powers, the main 
characters create a golem, and the Angel 
of Death appears in human form as gen-
der and sexually fluid. This Rebel Heart 
tells the story of Jewish teenager Csilla, 

whose parents were executed for the al-
leged crime of being an “enemy of the 
people.” Now Csilla has to decide wheth-
er she should join the uprising against 
the Soviets and fight for the very country 
that betrayed her.

Another fictionalized biography in 
verse is Barbara Krasner’s stunning 
Ethel’s Song: Ethel Rosenberg’s Life in 
Poems, which recounts Ethel’s life from 
her difficult, unhappy childhood on 
the Lower East Side, to her happy mar-
riage to Julius, to her fight for workers’ 
rights, and finally, to her getting caught 
up in Julius’ political activities and 
scapegoated in the hunt for commu-
nists. Using a variety of different poetic 
forms, Krasner brings Ethel to life as a 
full, independent person, not merely as 
Julius Rosenberg’s wife. 

This article was originally published on 
December 12, 2022.

Soccer Has a 
Distinctive Voice, 
and It Belongs to 
Andrés Cantor

The Argentine-born World Cup announcer perfects 
his signature call: GGGGOOOOAAAALLLL!

BY ALAN SIEGEL

E
ven if you’re not a soc-
cer fan, you’ve probably 
heard Andrés Cantor’s 
voice, or at the very 
least, a bad impres-
sion of Andrés Cantor’s 

voice. He’s the guy known for yelling 
“GGGGOOOOAAAALLLL” for as 
long as his lungs will allow. Cantor shot 

to fame in America while announc-
ing the 1994 World Cup, the first held 
in the United States. Since then, Can-
tor’s signature call—the tekiah gedolah 
of sports—has made its way into televi-
sion commercials and is even available 
as a ringtone.

It would be unfair, though, to define 
Cantor by a single gimmick. Over the 

past three decades, he’s become Amer-
ica’s premier Spanish-language radio 
and television announcer, joining a long 
list of prominent Jewish sportscasters 
that includes (but certainly isn’t limited 
to) Howard Cosell, Dick Schaap, and 
Marty Glickman, as well as Marv Al-
bert, Al Michaels, and, more recently, 
Andrea Kremer and Karl Ravech.

With teams now scrambling to qual-
ify for next year’s World Cup in Brazil, 
Cantor is preparing for his quadrennial 
turn in the national sports conscious-
ness. On Friday, he’ll be calling Mexi-
co-Panama on Fútbol de Primera radio, 
and next Tuesday he’ll be calling Mexi-
co-Costa Rica on Telemundo TV.

Cantor’s love of soccer can be traced 
back to his childhood in Argentina, the 
country to which his Romanian and 
Polish grandparents immigrated before 
the Holocaust. As a kid, he religious-
ly listened to games on the radio. The 
broadcasters, he remembers, were nev-
er afraid to let loose—especially when 
someone scored. “That’s the way I grew 
up listening to goals,” said Cantor, who 
moved with his parents to California as 
a teenager. “It was nothing new.”

Cantor may not have invented the 
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“‘We make it a 
little more lively 
than English-
language 
broadcasts, which 
are a little more 
subdued, but 
it’s just a matter 
of style.’”

Univision asked him to audition. Af-
ter recording color commentary for a 
tape-delayed friendly between Club 
América and Roma, executives asked 
if he was brave enough to do the play-
by-play. “I said, ‘Sure, why not?’ ” said 
Cantor, who proceeded to call a match 
between the Argentinian team Rosa-
rio Central and Mexican heavyweights 
Chivas. “And luckily I got hired right 
after that.”

While deeply rooted in Latin Amer-
ica, Cantor’s revved-up on-air persona 
was also shaped by his time growing up 
in Los Angeles during the Magic John-
son era. Cantor counts longtime Lakers 
announcer Chick Hearn, whose broad-
casts were simulcast on both radio and 
TV, as a major influence. “I thought he 
was the closest thing to the analysis 
that I grew up listening to in Spanish 
in Argentine radio,” Cantor said. “The 
pace that he gave his broadcast. He had 
a lot of enthusiasm.” He particularly 
loved Hearn’s catch phrases and began 
coming up with a few of his own. At 
the end of every game, he declares that 
“el árbitro dice que no hay tiempo para 
más”—“the referee says there is not 
time for more.”

And then there are his signature goal 
calls, which first caught on when he was 
working the 1994 World Cup for Uni-
vision. “We make it a little more live-
ly than English-language broadcasts, 
which are a little more subdued,” said 
Cantor. “But it’s just a matter of style. 
One isn’t better than the other.” That 
summer, he made the first of two guest 
appearances on The Late Show With 
David Letterman. “As I said back then, 
and obviously still to this day, it’s noth-
ing that I invented,” said Cantor, who’s 
since starred in a Geico ad and made a 
cameo in the movie version of Speed 
Racer. “I just helped popularize it.”

To American soccer fans, even those 
who may not speak Spanish, Cantor is 
a folk hero. It appears, David Cantor 
proudly acknowledged, that Andrés 
picked the right profession. “Andrés 
Cantor used to be Dr. David Cantor’s 
son,” Dr. Cantor said. “Now Dr. David 
Cantor is Andrés Cantor’s father.” 

This article was originally published on 
October 10, 2013.

he joined the club soccer team as an 
undergraduate at USC. Meanwhile, he 
became a correspondent for Editorial 
Atlántida, the Argentinian publishing 
giant. For Gente, the company’s celeb-
rity magazine—“gente” means “peo-
ple”—Cantor wrote celebrity profiles. 
One day he was interviewing econo-
mist Milton Friedman, the next he was 
flying to Cleveland to chat with Mr. T. 
“ ‘The A-Team,’ ” Cantor told me, “was 
huge in Argentina.”

He also filed stories for El Gráfico, 
Atlántida’s influential sports weekly. 
“Everyone waited on Tuesdays for the 
magazine to come out,” he said. “This 
was the bible.” His time at El Gráfico 
overlapped with Diego Maradona’s 
time as the world’s greatest soccer play-
er. Cantor trailed the Argentine super-
star all over the globe in the 1980s, to 
World Cups in Spain and Mexico, and 
to Italy, where he lifted Napoli, his once 
lowly club team, to two league titles. In 
Naples, Cantor recalled, El Diego was 
“venerated like a god. Like a pope. I’d 
never seen anything like it.”

In the United States, soccer was still a 
fringe sport. But that never really both-
ered Cantor, who had the fortune to be-
gin his career just as the soccer-crazed 
Hispanic market in the United States 
began growing exponentially. In ear-
ly 1987, Spanish-language network 

emphatically protracted goal call, but 
during the last World Cup, in South 
Africa, he just about perfected it. On 
June 23, 2010, the United States took 
on Algeria for a spot in the knockout 
round. When American Landon Don-
ovan scored the dramatic game winner 
in the 91st minute, Cantor unleashed a 
30-second long blast of joy.

The call, which was actually broad-
cast on the radio, not on TV, soon found 
its way to YouTube. “I guess somebody 
was listening,” Cantor said. Since then, 
users have synched up the audio with 
the video, creating a sublime highlight 
reel. In soccer broadcasting, the line 
between exuberant and comically over 
the top can be thin. But in this case, 
Cantor’s goal call fit the situation per-
fectly. “If you can turn it up at the right 
moment, it’s good,” ESPN anchor Max 
Bretos, a longtime Cantor fan, said of 
his vocal style. “He does it well.”

Like many Jewish parents, Dr. David 
Cantor, a gastroenterologist, felt a 
twinge of disappointment when his 
children decided not to pursue careers 
in medicine. But his wife, Alicia—a psy-
chologist—told him not to worry. “She 
said, ‘Let the kids do what they want to 
do so they can be happy,’ ” Dr. Cantor 
recalled when we spoke recently.

For his son Andrés, that meant writ-
ing about—and eventually broadcast-
ing—soccer. By the mid-1970s, his 
parents moved with their children to 
the United States after deciding they’d 
had enough of Argentina’s then-dic-
tatorial government. In 1975, David 
Cantor took a teaching position at the 
University of California Davis. After 
a year there, he landed a job at Hun-
tington Memorial Hospital in Pasade-
na, near Los Angeles. Alicia soon built 
a psychology practice in town, and 
the family settled in affluent suburb 
San Marino.

Relocating wasn’t easy on Andrés. 
He was a teenager, he didn’t yet speak 
English, and he desperately missed 
following his favorite team, Boca Ju-
niors, who played their home games 
6,000 miles away. “I lost the love of 
my life,” he said, “which was being 
around football.”

That was remedied somewhat when 
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2 pounds russet (baking) or 
Yukon Gold potatoes

2 tablespoons potato starch 
(optional)

1 medium onion

4 scallions, very tops and bottoms 
removed, reserve most of the 
green

1 large egg, beaten

 Salt and freshly ground pepper 
to taste

 Vegetable oil for frying

INGREDIENTS PREPARATION

Step 1 
Peel the potatoes and keep in ice cold water until ready to use. Using a grater or 
a food processor, coarsely grate the potatoes, onion, and scallions. Put together 
in a fine-mesh strainer, cheesecloth, or tea towel and squeeze out all the water 
over a bowl. The potato starch will settle to the bottom; reserve that after you 
have carefully poured off the water. 

Step 2 
Stir the potato starch into the potato, onion, and scallion mixture or just add the 
prepared potato starch. Add the egg and sprinkle on the salt and pepper. 

Step 3 
Heat a griddle or nonstick or cast-iron pan and coat with a thin film of vegetable 
oil. Take about 2 tablespoons of the potato mixture in the palm of your hand for 
small latkes and 4 for large, and flatten as best you can. Put the potato mixture 
on the griddle, flatten with a large spatula, and fry for a few minutes until golden 
brown. Flip the pancake over and brown the other side. Remove to paper towels 
to drain. Repeat with the remaining mixture, adding more oil as necessary, giving 
time to get the oil hot between batches. 

Step 4 
Serve immediately with applesauce and/or sour cream. 

Yield: about 24 small or 12 large potato pancakes

BY JOAN NATHAN

Crispy Traditional Potato Pancakes 

Hundreds of recipes at  
tabletmag.com/recipes


