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Jacob’s Cane: A Jewish Family’s Journey from the 
Four Lands of Lithuania to the Ports of London and Baltimore,
Newton Free Library,
Monday, December 14, 7:30 pm

It was 1997 when Elisa New held her great-grandfather Jacob Levy’s cane for the first time. Something about its elegant, finely crafted design led her to realize that her family’s story was not the standard coming-to-America tale she had long assumed. Inspired to search beyond what her parents and aunts had revealed of her family’s past, she and her daughter Yael traveled from the suburban parlors of Baltimore, to Belgian battle fields of World War II and beyond, to trace their ancestors’ paths. The resulting book, Jacob’s Cane: A Jewish Family’s Journey from the Four Lands of Lithuania to the Ports of London and Baltimore – A Memoir in Five Generations details the discovery of the alternative immigrant experience of their relatives. Elisa New will speak at the Newton Free Library on Monday, December 14 at 7:30 pm. The talk will be followed by a book signing with books provided by New England Mobile Book Fair.
The tale, one of a line of Jews rendered worldly by centuries of transoceanic commerce, revealed that Jacob Levy had landed in Baltimore, not at Ellis Island, and skipping the struggling, tenement-living immigrant experience, had become a successful businessman and prominent socialist leader. Yet challenges to family cohesion and prosperity plagued him and through her research New found answers to questions long unanswered such as: Why did her family leave Lithuania? Why had they always claimed Austrian identities, denying their Eastern European background?  And how did her great grandfather Jacob Levy come to curse his own sons? Bringing these investigations back to their original intent, the etchings on her great grandfather’s cane are finally explained. Yet Jacob’s Cane is more than the tale of one family’s mysteries unlocked; it is a deeply ambitious book that captures the rich texture of life in Lithuania, London, and America over the past century and a half, as post-Enlightenment Jewish civilization was spread around the world.
Elisa New is professor of English and American literature and language at Harvard University. She is the author of The Line’s Eye and The Regenerate Lyric.  
For more information call the Newton Free Library at 617-796-1360. All programs are free and open to the public, parking is free. The Newton Free Library is handicap accessible.
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