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the Currency, raised him and his sister 
“with a keen sense of history and justice,” 
he says. “Every week we worked in a soup 
kitchen, actually getting our hands dirty.” 
They also had the first computer on their 
block.

Life changed in seventh grade when, 
helped by a scholarship, Thurston entered 
Sidwell Friends, the Quaker private school 
where President Obama’s daughters are 
now enrolled. He was already addicted 
to news and would keep one earphone 
plugged into National Public Radio or the 
BBC during class, “just in case I got bored 
with school,” he says, smiling. Sidwell was 
“a major reorientation, the critical thing 
that sets up your life,” he says. “When 
the Rodney King verdict came out, we 
protested with the support of the school. 
Most of the students at Sidwell are liberals 
from elite families who worked for places 
like the World Bank or the Clinton admin-
istration. They felt good about their poli-
tics. The challenge in a place like that is the 
denial. We had issues like the dispropor-
tionate punishment of black students, the 
traditional curriculum, hiring more black 
faculty. It was a little version of America, 
with an extra dose of self-righteousness.”

At Harvard, Thurston was “into” com-
puter science and math, but concentrated 
in philosophy, which was more fun, he ex-
plains. “I see things in structural, analytic 
ways and found a very comfortable home 
in analytic philosophy. Logic is so clear, like 
[computer] code. But in programming, a 
mistyped semicolon can break down the 
whole thing—that’s too sensitive. Phi-
losophy made my mind a lot sharper. You 
learn to suss out the main point in a body 
of information, and to recognize an original 
thought after sparring with so many un-
original ones.”

He also joined the Signet Society and 
the Crimson, on both the photo and news 
boards (“I couldn’t choose. I’m like Win-
nie-the-Pooh, I’ve always got my hands in 
many pots of honey.”) He was shocked that 
“smart Harvard people didn’t know what 
was going on in the world—revolution in 
Sri Lanka, the Tamil Tigers,” so he launched 
an e-mail newsletter called NewsPhlash 
for his black classmates, and started “to 
put my own attitude into the coverage,” 
he says. “It became my satirical take on the 
news, and that’s when people started re-
sponding. That’s when I got funny.”

After junior year, Thurston had lined 

W hat had possessed my 
great-grandfather in 1914 to 
commit his time and energy 

to a run for Congress he surely knew 
would be unsuccessful? Like the questions 
surrounding Jacob’s birthplace, Amelia’s 
illness, Uncle Baron’s character, and Jean’s 
decision to send her sons to England, my 
aunts didn’t agree on an answer. Why 
should their father have chosen so quixot-
ic a way to spend the spring, summer, and 
fall as the Socialist Party candidate to rep-

resent Baltimore in the Congress of the 
United States? And why, after this venture 
failed, did he continue to defend socialist 
ideas in spite of his business success and 
his family’s bourgeois aspirations?

Aunt Myrtle and Aunt Jean each had 
her own way of explaining what it meant 
that their father—a captain of industry, 
as they represented him—could be a 
Red and a foe of unions simultaneously.

From a certain slight tightness around 
the mouth and the faintest wrinkling of 
her nose, Aunt Myrtle showed that to her 
socialism mostly meant domestic inconve-

nience. As the person who took care of her 
father in his later years after his wife was 
institutionalized and after Jean had moved 
on to her second of three husbands, living 
with him and keeping him in breakfasts and 
dinners, in clean shirts and pocket squares, 
in stamps and envelopes and typewriter 
ribbons, Myrtle had the experience to 
prove that political commitments are hell 
on the housekeeping. With the whole top 
floor of her house given over to her fa-
ther’s comforts, every entrance through 

his bedroom door 
was a rich tutorial in 
the slovenliness of 
the intellectual.

Cheap weeklies 
dropped by the arm-
chair, books piled 
in teetering heaps, 
ashtrays overflow-
ing, cigarettes loose, 
coffee dried to syr-
up or Scotch whisky 
left in a cup—such 
were the habits of 
international social-
ism.

For Aunt Myrtle, 
her father’s social-
ism made him late 
to dinner, distract-
ed with his chil-
dren, tedious in 
company, and in-
tolerant of what 

others thought “nice.” She, who could 
set her boys’ rooms to rights in fifteen 
minutes, came to know well the grace-
less habits of a sardonic socialist. Or at 
least she knew the tastes of one without 
a wife to keep him in line. His daughters 
did their best to cope.

A meticulous ex-
cavation of personal 
history, Jacob’s Cane: 
A Jewish Family’s Jour-
ney from the Four 
Lands of Lithuania to 
the Ports of London 
and Baltimore (Basic 

Books, $27.95), took professor of English Elisa New to the Baltics three times to 
construct “a memoir in five generations.” From her researches, she emerged with 
details evocative, emotionally resonant, and funny—as in this excerpt from chapter 
nine, “The Social-eest.”
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The Levy fam-
ily in 1928; Jacob 
holds the cane. 
Only he and 
Rivka Levy (far
left, flounced 
dress) survived 
the Nazis.
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