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Twenty years ago this month, the Academy Award-nominated film “Avalon”
debuted in theaters. Set in Baltimore, the movie tells the nostalgic
story of the Krichinsky family and their progress from close-knit
immigrant clan in the early 1900s to successful suburbanites in the
1950s and beyond.

I was just 13 when the movie came out. I did not see it in theaters,
but caught it a year or two later during its early runs on cable TV.
My older sister and I loved the classic line, “They cut the turkey!,”
which was delivered in an irate, Yiddish accent (“turkey” sounds more
like “toikey”) when a great-uncle and great-aunt arrive late for a
Thanksgiving dinner and the celebratory bird has already been sliced.

While rancor of that intensity never actually exploded at my family’s
Thanksgiving gatherings, the mood of a bustling, overcrowded family
celebration, with outspoken great-aunts and -uncles, reminded me of my
own clan. The loud talk, the laughing, the kids sitting at their own
table and drifting off toward their own amusements, could easily have
been the story of my family, and perhaps any American Jewish family of
a certain era.

I grew up a generation later than Barry Levinson, the Baltimore-born
writer and director of “Avalon,” but I identify strongly with the
young grandson, Michael, at the center of the film. We both spent part
of our childhoods living with our grandparents and maintained a
special closeness with them, even after moving to a different home in
another neighborhood.

For most of the movie, the Krichinsky family’s Jewish identity is not
openly discussed — they could easily be immigrants of any ethnicity.
It is only toward the end of the film, at a funeral, that their faith
becomes obvious.

Like the Krichinskys, my family has always enthusiastically marked
both the Fourth of July and Thanksgiving. Those two quintessentially
American holidays are the two guideposts of the film. As years pass,
it is these two holidays that mark the passage of time and are
reminders of how busy lives, economic success (and failure) and
geographic distance gradually cause extended families to drift apart.
(There is also a none-too-subtle theme in the film about the growing
influence of television, but that’s a discussion for another time.)

Additionally, the film celebrates the city of Baltimore. It opens with
a voiceover from Sam Krichinsky, the grandfather, who recounts his
arrival in Baltimore on July 4, 1914. “It was the most beautiful place
you’ve ever seen in your life,” he says, as a young Sam is shown
walking near the harbor with fireworks exploding in the air and the
streets bustling with celebrants.

While the film shows glimpses of Baltimore’s seedier side — Michael’s
father is mugged and stabbed while working as a door-to-door salesman
(he survives and recovers, but does not return to door-to-door sales)
— overall, it is a loving portrayal of a vibrant city where an
immigrant can live the American dream.

I was utterly charmed by the film. Before I ever visited Baltimore, I
imagined that the Jewish community was still clustered in a vibrant
urban core, residing in tidy row houses.

With this quaint image in mind, I placed Baltimore on my list of
possible cities to eventually call home. It also helped that Baltimore
wasn’t too distant from my hometown of Charleston, W.Va., and was
conveniently located on the East Coast.

Finding Vestiges

I was disappointed on my first visit to Baltimore to discover that
most of the Jewish community had drifted toward the suburbs — far
beyond the neighborhood of Forest Park, where “Avalon” ’s suburban
scenes were filmed, and where Mr. Levinson himself lived as a child.
The Jewish community that remains in the urban core is indeed vibrant,
but not with the close-knit charm I envisioned.

Two years ago, I lived for a short while in Baltimore. I moved there
from Pittsburgh just a few days after marrying Jonathan, a Cleveland
native who had been living and working there. While we anticipated
staying for at least a couple of years, a job change took us back to
Pittsburgh after just two months.

Even though I knew by the time I moved there that I would not be
living in “Avalon,” I became determined to find the vestiges of
Baltimore that were so loved by Barry Levinson.

The film doesn’t say precisely where in Baltimore the Krichinsky
family lived. Being a curious newcomer and a trained journalist, I
spent part of my brief sojourn in town engaged in an intrepid search
for the place that was “Avalon.”

I felt that I found glimpses of it in Hampden, a neighborhood between
my apartment in Park Heights and downtown, which I started visiting
weekly to take a dance class. On my drive there on city streets, I
passed several styles of row houses. I was certain I had found
“Avalon,” until I re-watched the film and realized I was mistaken.

On jaunts to other neighborhoods, I discovered that urban Baltimore
has thousands of row houses of various styles.  I even met with Gilbert
Sandler, the local historian and folklorist who has written
extensively about Baltimore’s Jewish community, and he told me that
there were pockets of immigrant Jews in various parts of the city.
“Avalon” could have been multiple places.

Mr. Sandler also told me that the name Avalon might have been a
reference to the Avalon movie theater, a landmark of old Baltimore.

The name Avalon comes originally from the tales of King Arthur and
refers to a magical, fictitious place. In other words, Avalon is the
name for a place in one’s memory and imagination, a place that is much
nicer than any reality.

“It’s a dreamy kind of beautiful world,” said Mr. Sandler.

There is no shortage of nostalgia in “Avalon” the movie but there is
also a strong foundation in the realities of family life, and there is
plenty of truth about Baltimore as well. On my excursions about town,
I saw many hints of the city’s past.

On one of my last days in town, I had to stop at a post office in a
different neighborhood to pick up a package. After weeks of frustrated
efforts to discover “Avalon’s” setting, I suddenly noticed that the
houses I was driving past were strikingly similar to the Krichinskys’
suburban home. I realized that I was in Forest Park.

I detoured along some side streets, and though I don’t know whether I
saw the actual home where the movie was filmed, I am certain that I
was close. I was heartened to have finally found a piece of the
puzzle, to know firsthand, at least in one respect, that “Avalon” had
really existed, though perhaps very differently than the movie
portrays.

The film itself touches on the imperfection of memory. At one
gathering, several family members are recalling when the family
patriarch, “the papa,” came to Baltimore from Europe to be with his
sons.

One person recalls a sunny, spring day when the papa arrived on a ship
at Baltimore harbor, while another is certain that it was a gray
winter day. Certainly they both can’t be right. For the audience, it
doesn’t really matter who is right — the dispute itself is
entertaining and familiar, since many of us can recall similar
friendly arguments among older relatives.

Although contemporary Baltimore is a different place than it once was,
through its residents and its memories, it maintains a taste of the
“Avalon” that Mr. Levinson created on film. More than that, the city’s
once grand urban neighborhoods have the potential to bloom anew so
that perhaps another generation will look upon the city as its own
“Avalon,” a magical place in memory created from a life that is very
real.
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All About ‘Avalon’

• Barry Levinon’s “Avalon” was released on Oct. 5, 1990;

• The 126-minute film starred Lou Jacobi, Armin Mueller-Stahl, Aidan
Quinn, Joan Plowright, Elizabeth Perkins, Kevin Pollak and a young
Elijah Wood;

• The music for “Avalon” was scored by Randy Newman;

• Avalon received Academy Award nominations for best screenplay
written directly for the screen, best music, original score, best
cinematography and best costume design;

• Mr. Levinson’s script won the Writers Guild of America Award for
best original screenplay.

