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Jon Masters’ book describes a life of privilege and a

By Julie Ruth

SOUTHFIELD — Jon Masters vividly re-
members the Sunday afternoon in 1948 when
his father came into his bedroom while he was
reading the comics, and made him promise
never to tell anyone that the family was Jew-
ish — not his friends, not his baby brother, and
not his future wife.

“If T (told anyone), he threatened at my
bedside, he would die, and I believed him,” said
Masters, who was ten years old at the time.

Masters, a longtime Southfield resident,
keptthatpromise for 30 years, and hasrecently
written a compelling memoir of growing up in
New York City in the 40s and 50s when anti-
Semitism was “widespread, respectable and
as commonplace as white bread” in the U.S.”

His new memoir, “Fear, Fathers and Fam-
ily: In Search of the American Dream” tells the
story of an ambitious young man who built a
highly successful life within the WASP estab-
lishment, and explains what led him to reveal
the family secret to his wife and the world at
large when he was 40, a decision that would
change his life completely.

In this beautifully written book, Masters
takes the reader into his life of privilege as a

with “a father who looked like John Barrymore
and a mother as beautiful as any movie star.”

His father was a successful Wall Street
lawyer who had thriving practice with mostly
Jewish clients. But his father, seeking accep-
tance and spccess in the WASP upper class,

Photos contributec
charade. Upper left: Masters at his Princeton graduation with his parents
and younger brother; below left, with his bride, Rosemary, a fellow Harvard Law School student. Above: the couple with their
children, Brooke, now an editor at the Financial Times in London and his son, Blake, a film writer and producer in Los Angeles.

changed his name from Moskowitz to Masters,
dropped his Jewish clients, and eventually cut
his connection to his extended Orthodox Jewish
family of ten siblings altogether.

Cutting himself off from his Jewish family
wasn’t enough, and Edward Masters sought
further protection against anti-Semitism by
having his family become Episcopalian. “He
wanted success, and he needed access,” Mas-
ters wrote. “To get it, he joined the upper class
Christian establishment.”

Edward Masters explained to his son that
he and his wife were changing their religion for
his own good, to protect him from discrimina-
tion he had experienced as a boy. Meanwhile,
he demanded excellence from young his son in
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Berkshire Festival of Women Writers
offering memoir workshop and retreat

LENOX - The Berkshire
Festival of Women Writ-
ers is hosting, “Writing the
Journey of Your Life: Focus
on People,” Jan. 29-31 at the
Rookwood Inn. The weekend
retreat, with commufter and
residency options,|is the
third of a series of three
writing retreats for women.

Led by Jennifer Browdy,
Ph.D., founding director of
the BFWW, professor of lit-
erature and writing at Bard

College at Simon’s Rock and
a memoirist herself, the re-
treat will provide structure
and support for the woman
memoirist in any stage of
her writing journey, from
working with the initial
concept to fine-tuning the
details and narrative arc.
There will be opportunities
for both individual work and
group interactions.

For more information visit
berkshirewomenwriters.org.

The tuition and facility fee
of $425 per person includes
Friday evening welcome,
Saturday lunch and mid af-
ternoon snacks, and Sunday
breakfast. Workshop ses-
sions will begin on Friday
evening from 5:30—7:30 p.m.
and run from 9:30-12:30
p.m. and 2-5 p.m. on Satur-
day, and 10 a.m. to noon on
Sunday. Rooms at Rookwood
Inn are not included in the
tuition fee.

Jon Masters: reaching for the American dream
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all academics and spprts he
engaged in, so that he would
be welcome in high society and
be able to pursue any |kind of
success he wished.

Masters never saw his
father’s relatives after that,
and he grew up knowing next
to nothing about either side
of his extended family. He
never heard stories abput life
in Russia from his mother
or grandmother at all| Years
later he learned that his great-
grandfather, who operated
a factory near Odessi, had
been murdered in a pogrom
along with likely other family
relatives, and the factory and
houses were destroyed

Although they were de-
manding parents, Masters
writes, they were also|warm,
sensual people who educated
him about elegant clothes
wines and other fine things
in life. To his parents, a

Duchess of Windsor
their support of Hitler.

Masters complied with the
family secret, ambitious in
his own right while wanting
to excel and please his ffather
in the WASP world of Exeter,
where his parents had their
son baptized and confirmed
as an Episcopalian in the fall
of his freshman year.

Doors did open for| Mas-
ters over the years that had
been closed to his parents.
He fulfilled his parents’ every
hope for success at E
Princeton and the U.S. Na-
val Reserve Officers training
corps, then wenton to Harvard
Law School, where he met and
married his wife Rosemary.
He kept the family secret, but
hedged around the secret by

asking her: “Would you want
to marry me if I was a Jew?”
“Of course,” she replied.

He would go on to succeed
atevery careerobjective he set
his mind to -- military, politics,
law and theatre, among other
fields.

But Masters paid a high
price for keeping his family’s
secret for three decades, es-
sentially living a double life. In
one life, he lived “constrained
by his parents’ fear of expo-
sure...like a trembling social
outcast.” In his other life, he
rebelled against his family’s
secret, but was too afraid to
reveal it. So he pretended
his past didn’t exist. “I was
ambitious, smart and could
be whoever I wanted to be,”
he said.

By the time Masters was 40,
he wrote, his double life had
cauged him to lose his way. “I
didn’tknow whoI was: a rising
star or an outcast?” he wrote.

Aself-described loner, Mas-
ters had no confidantes and
held his beloved wife at arm’s
length, fearful that he would
expose the secret and terri-
fied of consequences. Both
his wife and brother, Kim,
suspected that he was hiding
something, with Kim, who still
did not know about his Jewish
heritage atage 30, thinking the
family didn’t talk about other
relatives because a serial killer
might be in the family.

Masters shares how and
why he was finally able to tell
them the secret, the ramifi-
cations of withholding that
information from his wife and
brother and the reaction of his
father to the news.

Abandoning that secret al-
lowed him to have a rich and
fulfilling life, where he sought
new career and personal goals.
“Priorities changed, and suc-
cess looked different,” he
wrote.

Above all, he was deter-

mined to be a different kind
of father to his two children,
one who allowed them to figure
out for themselves what they
wanted to think and do with
their lives.

He and his wife longed
to find a family-oriented at-
mosphere where they could
bring their children outside
Manhattan, and they found it
accidentally in the Berkshires
through their friend Peter
Berle, whose parents invited
them one Labor Day weekend
for a visit.

Residents will recognize
various names of locals as
Masters describes how the
Berkshires became more of a
home than New York City to
his family. “After being on the
outside for solong, it feels very
good to be a member of this
community,” he writes.

His brother Kim has a
completely different perspec-
tive on his family and their
secret, which he shares in his
own chapter of the book.

Masters, now 78, decided
to write this memoir to give
his grandchildren and great-
grandchildren “ a window
on the past that will enrich
their lives.” He hopes others
will benefit as well from his
experiences, especially the life
lessons he includes in a spe-
cial chapter that he acquired
throughout the years as he
struggled to free himself of
the destructive influence of a
father he loved and admired
to build a fulfilling life.

“My parents felt that the
past was not relevant,” he
wrote. “I disagree;itinfluences
the present (and) we can learn
from the past.”

It'sapage-turner thatcould
have you staying up all night.
I did.

“Fear, Fathers and Family*
is available at the Bookloft in
Great Barrington and amazon.
com.
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