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On Wednesday morning, we woke up to the news that legendary magazine editor Norman
Podhoretz had died peacefully in Manhattan. He was 95. Podhoretz, who edited
Commentary magazine between 1960 and 1995, was an irrepressible intellectual force in
American public life.

Several months ago, | had the honor of meeting Norman, to interview him for a piece in The
Free Press, which we’re reprinting below. For two and a half hours, we sat together in his
apartment in Manhattan. Bookshelves lined the walls, crammed with hundreds upon
hundreds of titles. In the entryway hung the Presidential Medal of Freedom given to him in
2004 by President George W. Bush.

Age had chipped away at his ease of movement and speaking, but he resisted it. On the
coffee table sat a photograph of Norman at about 22 years old. “I think that’s what I look
like,” he confessed to me. Coursing through his words was a fierce sense of loyalty to his
character, to his family, and to his country. “I’m a rabid American patriot,” he told me. He
took immense pride in his career and legacy—which now includes 13 grandchildren and 16
great-grandchildren.

“I've lived a rich life, in every sense,” reads the following piece, drawn from our
conversation. In it, he recounts his remarkable journey: One that began in the slums of
Brownsville, Brooklyn, and ended in the heart of what he describes as the “glittering
fortress of class and intellect” that is Manhattan.

I'll forever treasure the time | spent with Norman before his passing. Here’s what he told
me about his extraordinary life. May his memory be a blessing. —Jillian Lederman,
December 17, 2025

“One of the longest journeys in the world is the journey from Brooklyn to Manhattan.”

| wrote that line in 1967, and for better or worse, it has been quoted back to me ever since. | wrote
it because it was true. Fifty-eight years later, it still is.

| was born in Brownsville, deep in the interior of Brooklyn, in 1930 to immigrant Jewish parents
from Central Europe. The East River that separated us from Manhattan was, to me, a towering
border, a dividing line between worlds. We didn’t use the word Manhattan growing up—we called
it New York, not because we didn’t know that we, too, lived in New York, but because the
separation felt so vast that we needed language to make sense of it.

On one side of the river lay a troubled, crime-ridden slum, split in thirds between Jews, Italians,
and blacks. A gang stood on every street corner; violence and drinking were ubiquitous.

On the other, Manhattan: a glittering fortress of class and intellect.
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It was there where | would attend Columbia University, serve as the editor in chief of Commentary
magazine for 35 years, and meet Jackie Kennedy and Henry Kissinger. It was there I'd be
welcomed into a world of royalty, then thrown to the curb by that world, mercilessly.

Manhattan has been my home for more than 70 years. Physically, | made it there early on. But
spiritually, | have remained suspended between the two worlds, sustained by both, even as they
nearly pulled me to pieces.

At 95 years old, | have never stopped living a double life.

When | was 6, | nearly died of pneumonia. It was 1936, and there was no reliable cure; sulfur was
the only medicine available to children, and it often caused more harm than good.

| was bedridden for nearly six months. | remember my mother taking my temperature and bursting
into tears when she read the thermometer. In those days if you had a 104-degree temperature at 6
years old, you were unlikely to make it to 7.

But | survived. | escaped death. And two years later, | began to write.

It began with a typewriter, an Italian portable that my parents saved up to buy so they could help
prepare my sister for work as a stenographer. My sister, five years older than me, was a gifted
student, but like most girls her age, she was not expected, nor invited, to attend college.

That typewriter was the greatest object I'd ever seen. | was forbidden from using it, which naturally
meant that | did so every time | could find an opportunity. At first, | copied newspaper stories,
rapidly learning to type at 100 words per minute. But | grew bored, disenchanted with simple
copying, and soon began to write poems. | don’t know where that idea came into my head, but |
loved to read, and | loved to write, and it turned out | was quite talented at it. That wasn’t typical
for Brownsville.

In those days, Brownsville was notorious as one of the murder capitals of the world, consumed by
tribalism, violence, and poverty. My “gang” was the Cherokees, a neighborhood group whose red

satin jackets bore large white letters spelling “Cherokees, S.A.C.,” which stood for “social-athletic

club.” | wore that jacket to school every day.

| was fiercely proud of Brownsville, and of the Cherokees. But | wasn’t quite built for them. Their
currency was power and athleticism, and | was a small child, a subpar athlete, and invariably the
teacher’s pet every year. | excelled at school, winning endless prizes, beginning with an essay
contest in second grade about a field trip to the Hydrox ice cream factory. At my sixth-grade
graduation ceremony, almost all the medals that were awarded went to me. Our family doctor, who
was sitting next to my mother in the audience, asked her resentfully, “When is he going to stop
winning the medals?” My mother was disgustingly proud. | was simply embarrassed.
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But unlike others in the neighborhood, the Cherokees didn’t ostracize or put me down. They took
pride in my differences, in my achievements, and with them, | felt at ease. From a very young age,
| had literary ambitions, but never social ones. | didn’t want to break from the community I'd found
—I only wanted to write.

That choice, however, wasn’t left up to me. One of my high school teachers, Mrs. K, took me
under her wing, calling me, with her own peculiar affection, a “filthy little slum boy” and deciding
she was going to get me into Harvard. She sought to change everything about me: my manners,
my clothes. She took me to her house, and to fancy restaurants and museums in Manhattan; she
offered to buy me a nice suit, and she loved me. Unlike her, | saw no connection, nor did | want to
see one, between a predilection for poetry and an interest in highbrow fashion. She tried
desperately to make me understand that | could not enter the literary world | desired without
leaving the social one that had raised me.

Norman Podhoretz at a party in his honor in New York on January 29, 1985. (William E. Sauro/ The New York
Times/Redux)

And so, my two lives, one on the streets, and another in school, coexisted uneasily. They would
continue to do so for the rest of my life.
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In the end, Mrs. K was forced to settle for Columbia instead of Harvard. | earned a full scholarship,
but | couldn’t afford to live on campus, so in those days | traveled from Brooklyn to Manhattan
every day—but only physically. Even with all of Mrs. K’s prodding, | hadn’t grasped the rules of
Manhattan. | showed up to my first day of college in my satin red Cherokees jacket, only to find
everyone else in sports coats and ties. She was right. | hadn’t realized how much clothing could
matter, how much it could brand you.

| learned the rules, after that. | thrived at Columbia, mentored by the great literary critic Lionel
Trilling, whose guidance carried me to Cambridge University in England. From Brownsville to
Cambridge—you can hardly imagine a greater distance. Over time, | shed the red satin jacket, the
“‘bad” manners, the identifying features of my old neighborhood. There were many famous
athletes who emerged from Brownsville over the years, and most of them returned regularly to
their old local haunts. But my departure from Brooklyn was intellectual as well as physical, and
therefore all-encompassing. It was not nearly as reversible.

By age 29, as the 1960s were beginning, my world in Manhattan had swelled. | was editor in chief
of Commentary, spending my days among New York’s dazzling intellectual aristocracy: Hannah
Arendt, Irving Howe, Norman Mailer. . . and Jackie Kennedy.

Jackie Kennedy moved to Manhattan in 1964, shortly after the assassination of her husband,
desperate to piece together a new identity. She began to organize small parties for intellectuals in
the city, and she asked me to host one of them. | agreed.

My wife was livid, accusing me of selling out, of chasing after the glamorous lifestyle that all my
peers wanted: the Park Avenue apartment, the social prestige, the belonging. In some ways, she
was right. Those parties were intimate—10 to 15 guests, every one of them famous, every one of
them sought after. It was irresistible.

But at the same time, | was embarrassed by the glitz and pretension. Even then, | couldn’t shed
Brownsville, not even if | had wanted to. | was just across the river but worlds away from home,
from the Cherokees, from my life on the streets. | had never wanted the Park Avenue lifestyle, but
Manhattan society has a way of pulling you in.

Someone once asked me what | was ambitious for. Fame and glory, | said. Not money, and
certainly not society. What | wanted was to write, and to be known for having written. What |
discovered, over the years, was that you couldn’t have one without the other.

Until | did.

In 1967 | published a book, Making_If, which began with that famous line about my journey. What it
was really about was ambition: the “dirty little secret of the well-educated American soul.” New
York’s intellectual class, | wrote, was nakedly, desperately ambitious for status and power. We
pretended to modesty and humility, because we were ashamed of our vanity, and because we
thought, incorrectly, that ambition was one of the great cultural sins of our time.
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| was writing the truth, or at least what | perceived to be true.

But the literary world saw it as heresy; we intellectuals were meant to aspire to higher things than
status. Friends turned on me without a thought. “A real man doesn’t brag about his marks,” Jackie
Kennedy said to someone | knew. That marked the abrupt end of our friendship. My publisher
refused to promote the book. The New York Review of Books savaged me, as did nearly every
other major publication in the city.

This world, this Manhattan social world that had unsettled me, courted me, drawn me in—it now
cast me out, all at once. Lionel Trilling, my mentor, had warned against publishing, predicting it
would take 10 years to recover. He was wrong. It took 20. My life unraveled. | couldn’t write for a
long time. | stopped going to parties, the very parties that had once measured the progress of my
career. | contemplated ending my life.

That book brought my balancing act between Brooklyn and Manhattan crashing down.

In a peculiar way, my journey began when | escaped death at 6 years old, which | learned later
was a very close call. It makes me laugh to think about how many people, how many of my former
friends, might have reacted if they knew about my early brush with death. Damn, they might have
said. If only.

But | was, after all, rather good at escaping dire situations. The trauma of falling from the precipice
of New York’s intellectual aristocracy in 1967—a kind of social death—has stayed with me ever
since. But over time, as | sat with and bore it, refusing to apologize for its truth or hide it from
public view, the immediacy of the pain softened.

My journey from Brooklyn to Manhattan is one of the longest in the world, because it never truly
ended. I've carried both cities within me all this time.

In its place came opportunity. Having long been a man on the left, | gradually moved toward
political conservatism. | found new intellectual circles and published more than a dozen books.
Thirty-seven years after the release of Making It, | received the Presidential Medal of Freedom
from George W. Bush. | clawed my way back into New York’s royalty—this time, the conservative
side of it—and then, still, couldn’t help but be embarrassed by it all. But it allowed me to keep
writing, and to keep writing honestly. That’s what mattered. And in 2017, New York Review Books,
the publishing house of the magazine that had once excoriated my book, republished Making It as
part of their Classics series. Manhattan, it turned out, had come around on me.

I've lived a rich life, in every sense. | am 95 years old. | have 13 grandchildren and 16 great-
grandchildren, and every morning when | wake up, | marvel that | am still here. And | was right, in
the end: My journey from Brooklyn to Manhattan is one of the longest in the world, because it
never truly ended. I've carried both cities within me all this time.

6/7



That double life, Brooklyn and Manhattan, grit and glamour, loyalty and betrayal, nearly tore me
apart. Yet it also saved me. It kept me honest, in a world where honesty was a rare currency,
ambition was a sin, and the combination of the two gave me everything | have.

As told to Jillian Lederman.

The Free Press earns a commission from any purchases made through all book links in this article.
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