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When he was just 13 years old, a young
Russian immigrant named Izzy Baline left
his New York City home and had to support
himself. It was a struggle for several years,
as he sang for pennies and often slept in
flophouses or on park benches.

Soon after changing his name to Irving Berlin and
writing a series of hit songs, he became rich beyond
his wildest imagination. For several decades, he was
the most successful composer of American pop
music. He wrote “White Christmas,” which broke
sales records for years. Starting in the mid-1950s
with the rise of Elvis Presley and rock and roll music,
Berlin eventually lost nearly all of his popularity.

Yet in the aftermath of the horrible events of Septem-
ber 11, 2001, the citizens of this nation needed a
certain type of music to remind them what a great
country this is. Irving Berlin’s “God Bless America”
supplied that need.
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O
n the morning of September 11, 2001, millions of

Americans awoke to horrifying news. Muslim terrorists

had hijacked two jetliners and flown them into the two

tallest buildings at New York’s World Trade Center. A third hi-

jacked airplane crashed into the Pentagon in Washington, D.C.

Only the heroism of a group of passengers prevented a fourth from

smashing into the White House.

As television viewers all over the country watched helplessly,

billowing clouds of smoke and flames consumed the upper floors of

the two towers. Some of the people who were trapped by the raging

fires had to make a terrible choice: If they stayed where they were,

they would be burned alive. Or they could jump to certain death.

TV cameras showed some of these doomed people dropping to

their deaths. Some fell together, holding hands in their last mo-

ments on earth. Others made final phone calls to their loved ones,

then kicked out windows and jumped. These gruesome images were

suddenly eclipsed by the sight of the two towers collapsing.

The death toll, which numbered in the thousands, included

hundreds of New York City police officers and firefighters who had

rushed into the buildings to try to save people. Only a few came

back out.

The Song That United
the United States
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The attacks created an unprecedented climate of fear and

uncertainty in the United States. Suddenly U.S. citizens realized

they were vulnerable to terrorist acts at home. But even though

they were fearful, people tried to return to living as normally as

they could. One thing that helped was attending sports events. It

seemed appropriate that the New York Yankees played in the

World Series that year. Everyone in sold-out Yankee Stadium and

many millions watching on television had one memorable impres-

sion: During the seventh-inning stretch, a New York City police-

man named Daniel Rodriguez stood near home plate and sang a

song.

One of the towers of the World Trade Center begins to collapse shortly after being
struck by a hijacked airliner on September 11, 2001.
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New York City firefighters carry one of the victims of the World Trade Center
attack away from the rubble.

That song was “God Bless America.” Its words of patriotism

and love of country provided comfort and support for millions of

Americans.

“God Bless America” was composed by Irving Berlin. At the

time of the attacks, Berlin wasn’t fashionable or cool. The rise of

rock and roll in the 1950s, followed by all the other pop music

styles such as grunge, hip-hop, and heavy metal, had pushed his

name into obscurity by the time of the attacks.
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But in this time of stress and terror, people didn’t want rock

and roll. They didn’t want hip-hop. They didn’t want heavy metal.

What they wanted was music that made them proud to be

Americans. What they wanted was music that emphasized what

was good about their country. What they wanted was music that

helped make them feel more secure.

They found all those things in “God Bless America.”

Though probably only a few realized it, there was another

reason “God Bless America” was so appropriate for that troubled

time. The composer himself had had firsthand experience with a

terrorist attack.

In 1893, when Berlin was a boy of about four or five, he and his

family lived in a small village in Russia. One night a large group of

their fellow Russians carrying torches poured into their settlement.

They dragged some people out of their homes and beat them. They

ransacked houses. They lit many houses on fire.

The victims hadn’t done anything wrong, but they were Jewish.

In Russia in the late nineteenth century, that was enough. What

Berlin witnessed was just one more pogrom, one of hundreds of

violent attacks on Jews that had begun in Russia a few years earlier.

Held tightly in his mother’s arms, the little boy watched his

familiar world dissolve in flames. The following morning the family

looked at the charred ruins of their home. Almost all of their

possessions were gone. Fortunately, no one in the family had been

hurt—but maybe they wouldn’t be as lucky the next time. The

boy’s father made a fateful decision. Even though they had lived in

Russia for many generations, the family would leave everything

behind and go to America.
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This drawing shows a few of the millions of immigrants who arrived at Ellis Island
during the latter years of the nineteenth century.
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Chapter 1 - The Song That United the United States

An announcement of a planning meeting, a flower and “God Bless America”
inscribed on the ashy residue of a car window show that New York City residents
remained positive in the aftermath of the September 11th attacks.

Russia’s loss was America’s gain. Four decades later, a famous

composer named Jerome Kern would praise the man who wrote

“God Bless America.” Berlin’s earliest boyhood memory of watch-

ing his house burn down made him grateful for the peace of his

adopted country and the prosperity that it provided him.

“Irving Berlin has no ‘place’ in American music,” Kern said.

“Irving Berlin is American music.”
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