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Praise for Ethel Rosenberg




‘Absolutely gripping in so many ways; beautifully written and superbly researched, a brilliant and fresh take on a famous case. This is simultaneously a Shakespearean tragedy of a woman and family betrayal, a history of American Communism and Soviet espionage in the USA, a very modern story with links to the 21st century and Trump, a web of conspiracies, politics and witch-hunts, and an investigation of treason and justice’


– SIMON SEBAG MONTEFIORE


‘An almost unbearably terrible story. I was completely held, absorbed and involved with the story of Ethel’s short life. Brilliant … could not be bettered’


– CLAIRE TOMALIN


‘Anne Sebba’s Ethel Rosenberg is a tour de force, a tale of a woman betrayed and executed. Sebba’s painstaking research creates a new picture of a woman caught up in accusations, an activist, a devoted mother sent to the electric chair, a tale of idealism and government’s demand for a scapegoat, a moving, fascinating picture of the first woman to be executed in the US for espionage. ‘Always remember we are innocent she said as she died. For years, Ethel Rosenberg has been attacked and castigated. Now Sebba’s new access to sources and research tells her real story – of a loyal wife, a woman of principle who became public enemy no. 1 for a terrified political class and public – and asks us to make up our own minds.’


– KATE WILLIAMS


‘Masterful, original and painfully gripping, a historic miscarriage of justice laid bare for our times’


– PHILIPPE SANDS


‘What a soaring story that challenges on so many levels! Anne Sebba has an uncanny knack of upending historical orthodoxies in compelling style. In this gripping account of Ethel Rosenberg’s life and death, she does so again. It’s a shocking tale of betrayal, naivety, misogyny and judicial failure. As a woman who maybe loved too well, Ethel remains hard to like, but she’s even harder to condemn’


– SONIA PURNELL


‘This shattering story of a courageous woman swept up in one of America’s greatest miscarriages of justice is enthralling and deeply moving. With her usual brilliance, Anne Sebba has brought to light the real person buried under decades of propaganda and has finally succeeded in humanising Ethel Rosenberg. This book is hugely relevant today, it shows us the perils of allowing ideology and hysteria to take precedence over justice. This is a magnificent work, meticulously researched and skilfully crafted’


– ARIANA NEUMANN


‘Anne Sebba, a masterful storyteller, peels away the layers of historical and sometimes deliberate misinformation to reveal the extraordinary truth. This book will haunt me for some time’


– ANITA ANAND


‘A riveting account of “the Dreyfus case of Cold-War America”. Ethel Rosenberg’s execution in 1953 united the Pope, Einstein and Picasso in condemning her conviction as both a crime against humanity and an assault on America’s idea of itself. As Sebba shows to scathing effect, with a message that will strike contemporary nerves, Ethel placed truth above fake news, and being a good wife and mother above being a good Communist. She had wanted to be an opera singer, but here she sings out for all women who have been misunderstood and wronged, and refuse to bow down’


– NICHOLAS SHAKESPEARE


‘A tragic and gripping tale, scrupulously documented, of political chicanery, family betrayal and legal perfidy, Anne Sebba’s book has unnerving echoes in the modern world’


– CAROLINE MOOREHEAD


‘Timely, superbly written and ultimately devastating, this is an American tragedy indeed. I don’t think I’ve ever read a book that has moved me more’


– ANTHONY HOROWITZ


‘Totally riveting. I couldn’t put it down’


– VICTORIA HISLOP


‘A heart-piercingly brilliant book about a woman whose personal life put her in the cross-hairs of history’


– HADLEY FREEMAN




In memory of Mark Jonathan Sebba 1948–2018
whose encouragement to write this book has sustained me


For Sam and Evelyn Sebba
whose future has also sustained me
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‘This country is so heated up about communism at the present moment that the public temper identifies as a friend of the United States any person who is a foe of Stalin’


Robert Jackson US Supreme Court Justice 1941–54


‘Personal relations are despised today. They are regarded as bourgeois luxuries, as products of a time of fair weather which is now past, and we are urged to get rid of them, and to dedicate ourselves to some movement or cause instead. I hate the idea of causes, and if I had to choose between betraying my country and betraying my friend I hope I should have the guts to betray my country’


E. M. Forster


‘Loyalty means nothing unless it has at its heart the absolute principle of self-sacrifice’


Woodrow Wilson, twenty-eighth US President




INTRODUCTION


Friday, 19 June 1953 dawned typically hot and humid in New York, the sort of day later memorably described by the poet Sylvia Plath as sultry. Occasional bursts of sunshine seemed to promise something better, but it was a promise stubbornly unfulfilled. In Washington there was even light rain.


But the weather made little difference to one young couple who spent the day inside, behind bars, in the condemned cells of the women’s wing at New York’s high-security Sing Sing Prison, at least allowed to communicate with each other from noon until 7.20 p.m. through a wire mesh. It was the day after their fourteenth wedding anniversary, when together they had composed a last will and testament and final instructions to lawyers. ‘Words fail me when I attempt to tell of the nobility and grandeur of my life’s companion, my sweet and devoted wife,’ he told his lawyer in shaky handwriting with frequent crossings-out. ‘Ours is a great love and a wonderful relationship. It has made my life rich and full.’1


That Friday, their last day of life, they wrote heartbreaking farewell letters to their two sons, Michael, aged ten, and Robby, six, ‘our pride and most precious fortune’.2 This ‘sweet and devoted wife’ tried to offer her sons advice to guide them through the rest of their lives without parents. ‘At first, of course, you will grieve bitterly for us, but you will not grieve alone. That is our consolation and it must eventually be yours.’3 She concluded: ‘Always remember that we were innocent and could not wrong our conscience.’4 Ethel Rosenberg, thirty-seven, believed deeply that she was not only innocent; she wanted to be morally correct, on the right side of history.


She then left her boys with some carefully chosen literary quotes, pencilled on a scrap of prison paper, for them to ponder, including the following: ‘Geo Eliot said, “This is a world worth abiding in while one man can thus venerate and love another”’; and ‘Honour means that you are too proud to do wrong – but pride means that you will not own that you have done wrong at all.’5


Julius’s personal effects had been boxed up into three cartons and left with the warden. Ethel owned little more, and the inventory of her meagre possessions at the time of her death included deodorant, stockings and a shoebox of letters from her children. At the time of their arrest the FBI had confiscated most of the couple’s possessions, including all family photographs. She asked their lawyer, Emanuel Hirsch Bloch, to ensure that her children received her Ten Commandments religious medal – a gift from a friend she had made in her first prison – and her wedding ring.


Once the final requests for clemency had been denied, the establishment was in a rush to get on with the executions after almost three years of imprisonment for the couple. The executions had been set for 11 p.m., the usual time at Sing Sing. But Bloch appealed to the trial judge, Irving Kaufman, not to execute the Rosenbergs that evening as it was the beginning of the Jewish Sabbath. Both he and Rabbi Koslowe, the seventy-five-year-old Orthodox Jewish chaplain at Sing Sing who had grown close to the Rosenbergs over the last two years, were now fighting for extra hours. Koslowe had spent Friday helping the young couple prepare to die in the electric chair, but nonetheless never gave up hope that he could prolong their lives. ‘The priority is life, even one minute of life,’ he said. ‘If I can prolong a life by one minute I am duty-bound by Jewish law to do so.’6


But he failed. Judicial officials, insisting they were showing their respect for the Jewish Sabbath, decided to execute them three hours earlier than the schedule called for. This accelerated timetable forced the prison to dispense with the traditional ‘last meal’. Julius was instead offered an extra pack of cigarettes. Ethel did not smoke.


As the hour approached, heavy details of police and state troopers were brought in to protect Ossining, the town bought in 1685 from the Sint Sinck tribe. Sing Sing prison still stands there today, located on a steep hill of white marble overlooking the Hudson, thirty miles north of New York City. In other circumstances, a most beautiful spot. Two telephone lines were opened between the office of prison warden Wilfred Louis Denno and the White House in Washington. A party of five legal witnesses and three reporters arrived and were told to sit on four rows of benches, resembling church pews. There had been a panic to locate the executioner, Joseph Francel, who had thought he would not be needed until 9 p.m. But even that minor crisis proved in the end not too difficult to overcome. Francel arrived well before sundown and was stationed in an alcove to the left of the room.


Having been assured that all the necessary signatures for the rental of the wooden chair with leather straps from the State of New York had been obtained and that voltage tests had just been carried out to his satisfaction, there was one further check required. This was to ensure that should either of the condemned prisoners decide to make a last-minute confession or name names, the line-of-sight arrangements between FBI agents and the warden were active so that the execution could be immediately stopped. But Ethel and Julius refused to the end to trade secrets or name other names to save their own lives.


The authorities had debated which of the pair to execute first. The warden was in favour of Ethel, believing that Julius would, at the eleventh hour, break down and deliver the longed-for confession. But J. Edgar Hoover, the long-standing FBI director with one eye on public opinion, had all along been against the death penalty for Ethel, and was now especially alive to the criticism that would attach to the FBI if, after she were killed, Julius, the father, repented and his life had to be spared. ‘Nothing would embarrass the Bureau more than to have the wife and mother of two children die and husband survive. It would … be a public relations nightmare.’7 Anyone with any knowledge of Ethel knew the impossibility of her either repenting or recanting if her husband had been killed; she could never have lived with herself under those circumstances.


And so at 8 p.m. Rabbi Koslowe, in his long black robes and white prayer shawl – intoning the words of the 23rd Psalm, ‘The Lord is my Shepherd, I shall not want’ – led the thirty-five-year-old Julius Rosenberg from his holding cell, in an area of the prison incongruously referred to as ‘the dance hall’, into the execution chamber. Julius’s moustache had been shaved off, his glasses removed, and he turned without guidance to sit in the electric chair. A black helmet was placed on his head, black straps fixed around his chest and electrodes placed on his right leg. The warden signalled to his aides to flick the switch that would send three massive charges of electricity through the man’s body. Minutes later two doctors with stethoscopes declared Julius Rosenberg was dead.


As soon as his body was laid out on a white table, covered with a sheet and wheeled out, it was Koslowe’s grisly duty to lead Ethel, wearing a state-supplied, sleeveless green and white patterned dress, down the same cement path from her cell. This time Koslowe was reading both the 15th Psalm, ‘Lord, who shall sojourn in thy tabernacle?’, and the 31st, ‘In thee, O Lord, do I put my trust.’ Had she looked down Ethel would have noticed the pawprints of a frightened rat, who had evidently encountered the wet cement decades earlier, firmly facing the opposite direction. But instead, knowing that her beloved husband had been killed minutes previously, she entered the execution room with her head high. Although, as she had admitted earlier in private to her lawyer, ‘she shivered from head to foot’8 when she thought of getting into the electric chair and having an electric current run through her, she had made up her mind, as she promised him, ‘to die with honor and with dignity’.9


Ethel stopped in front of the chair, started to move towards it, but suddenly turned instead towards the two women who had ­entered the room with her: the prison matron, Mrs Helen Evans, a companion of sorts for the last two years, and telephone operator, Mrs Lucy Many. Ethel extended her outstretched arm to the short, white-haired matron, pulling her towards her for a brief embrace. The women quickly kissed before Mrs Evans, visibly moved, left with Mrs Many. Mrs Evans had been appointed an official witness but, after the embrace, she bent her head and rushed from the room, unable to watch.


Ethel then took her place in the chair, allowed the helmet to be put on, the straps and leg contacts to be attached. She closed her eyes as the electrodes were fitted to her head, declining one last look at the sky through the skylight window above. She was ready for the first charge. After three charges went through her body she was lifted down and examined by the doctors, who told the expectant officials that, unimaginably, Ethel’s heart was still beating. She was returned to the chair, the straps reattached, and given a further two jolts, five in all, taking a gruesome four and a half minutes to die. This was evidence, according to some commentators, that she really was the stronger of the pair. More likely she was too small for the equipment or the contacts had been insufficiently moistened.


So closed the story of Julius and Ethel Rosenberg, most reporters wrote in their accounts of the day. But they could not have been more wrong. Ethel Rosenberg was not, I believe, a spy. Nor was she a saint. She was obstinate, determined, prone to self-doubt and did not make friends easily. She was also a committed Communist, highly intelligent and fiercely loyal to her beloved husband, who undoubtedly was a Communist spy, passing military secrets to the Soviet Union during World War Two. Ethel’s downfall inevitably raises questions about the extent of her complicity as well as the fallibility of the law. But it is also a tale of betrayal, both of a country and by a family. Ethel was betrayed by her own flesh and blood – by her brother David Greenglass, also at one time a fervent believer in Communist ideals, who worked as a technician at the Los Alamos atomic bomb development site in New Mexico, and by his wife, Ethel’s sister-in-law, Ruth. Unlike Ethel and Julius, Ruth and David, both of whom had been actively involved in espionage, escaped the electric chair. Ruth avoided all punishment. Ethel was also betrayed by her own mother.


This is the first time that Ethel’s ambiguous story has been told in the light of the final piece of testimony from the Grand Jury – the institution in America which ascertains if there is a case to answer – eventually released after David Greenglass’s death in 2014 at the age of ninety-two. This evidence reinforces the sense of a deeply personal, Shakespearean tragedy. Yet Ethel’s tragedy was also America’s tragedy, illuminating how US culture and politics had been shaped by the country’s rapid descent after World War Two from military euphoria to Cold War paranoia. These are epic themes, as many in that terrible execution chamber understood. But perhaps the darkest and most disturbing of all was the willingness of a government to orphan two children when it knew that the trial at which their mother was convicted was riddled with miscarriages of justice. Conspiracy was almost impossible to disprove – of course she had had conversations with her husband and brother. The jury, however, was instructed to consider that Ethel did more than this, that she was a traitor, a quite different charge with horrific consequences. Yet right up until hours before the execution the government, which in public appeared so certain of Ethel’s guilt, was so unsure that it privately instructed officials to ask Julius: ‘Was your wife cognizant of your activities?’


Julius and Ethel Rosenberg remain the only Americans ever put to death in peacetime for conspiracy to commit espionage, the only two American civilians executed for espionage-related crimes committed during the Cold War that roughly lasted from 1946 to 1991, and Ethel is the only American woman killed for a crime other than murder. Today there is widespread recognition that Julius did pass military information to the Soviet Union, yet scepticism that the couple had, according to the phrase used at the time, stolen ‘the secrets’ of the atomic bomb. Much was known about the basic physics involved in making a bomb; the main difficulty was devising practical weapons and the aircraft and missiles to deliver them. There is equally widespread recognition that the three-week trial at which both Rosenbergs were convicted and sentenced to death contained multiple miscarriages of justice and that the only ‘evidence’ against Ethel was the perjury of her own brother David. But over and above this, Ethel was also the victim of a government terrified of showing weakness in the face of an unyielding fear of Communism at the height of the Cold War and which knowingly allowed this perjury.


Why is it important today to understand the motivation of a woman who believed in the values of a now largely discredited Communist system in the second half of the 1940s and early 1950s? What drove a child born of immigrant parents from Eastern Europe both to embrace the American Dream that enabled so many immigrants like her to flourish and at the same time seek to improve it? In the 1930s, a belief that the new philosophy of Communism, with all its inherent contradictions, was the route to create a world without poverty, inequality and racism was common among many intellectuals on New York’s Upper West Side as well as poor workers on the Lower East Side. It was an especially attractive philosophy to Jews who believed that the Bolshevik revolution offered the prospect of a life freed from cruel bondage. In 1933 America had finally recognized the Soviet Union and established diplomatic relations with the new state. Just three years later, in 1936, the year Ethel met Julius, many of the same people believed it was morally imperative to support Spain’s democratically elected Popular Front government, which included Communists, against the right-wing military uprising led by General Francisco Franco. The Spanish Civil War became a cause espoused by internationally minded New York liberals who believed strongly that Fascism had to be stopped; some even volunteered to fight in Spain and gave their lives.


During the 1930s, many of the same New Yorkers were informed about Communism in the Soviet Union by reading the naïve reports of the Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist Walter Duranty, Moscow correspondent for the New York Times, who denied the widespread famine of 1932–33 and later sugar-coated Stalin’s purges. Briefly the idea of a Popular Front in government at home in America was even something that many who had once been fervent Communists now believed offered the best route to defeat the rise of Fascism, not only in Spain but also in Italy and Germany. From 1933 until his death in 1945, President Franklin D. Roosevelt, a Democrat and author of the New Deal, which was intended to steer America out of the Depression and restore prosperity to all Americans, held on to power and in 1941 forged an alliance with Communist Russia. For the remaining years of World War Two the Soviet Union was not only an ally but a critical bulwark in defeating Hitler.


Yet attitudes changed dramatically in 1945, almost before the war was over. Republicans were desperate to stop what they saw as a partly dynastic Democratic dominance following the death of ­Roosevelt shortly after the Yalta Conference in February, when Roosevelt, Stalin and Churchill had begun dividing up the post-war world. Roosevelt’s vice-president, Harry S. Truman, had taken over, and was to remain in office until 1953. Shrewd and well advised, Truman was an unpretentious, plain-spoken Senator from Missouri who regarded Stalin with great suspicion when they met at the ­Potsdam Conference in the summer of 1945. Almost immediately there was a marked change of tone in rhetoric, not simply in America but in Britain too, where the newly elected Labour Prime Minister, Clement Attlee, was also alarmed by Stalin’s post-war intentions.


In March 1946, Britain’s Conservative wartime leader Winston Churchill made a speech at Truman’s invitation in Fulton, Missouri, declaring that an ‘Iron Curtain’ had fallen across Europe. This imaginary boundary divided the continent into two separate areas of influence, the one Communist and the other democratic. Churchill argued in his speech that strong US–British relations were essential in stopping the spread of Communism and maintaining peace in Europe. A year later, in a dramatic address to a joint session of Congress, Truman declared that the whole world faced a choice: a way of life ‘based upon the will of the majority’ or one ‘based upon the will of a minority forcibly imposed upon the majority’. This latter regime, he suggested, relied upon ‘terror and oppression’.


The Truman Doctrine, as it became known, was seized on by the Republican Party, which was desperate to regain power from the Democrats. Truman’s case that the Soviet Union posed an existential threat to the West, and particularly to the United States, seemed unarguable in the late 1940s, as Eastern Europe and then China fell into Moscow’s orbit. Yet in the hands of unscrupulous Republican politicians such as the young Californian Congressman Richard Nixon and Senator Joseph McCarthy from Wisconsin, the same threat became the pretext for anti-Communist hysteria at home, centred on alleged conspiracies by ‘Reds’ and ‘un-American’ fellow-travellers. McCarthyism, as it became known, fed on the suspicions of many Americans that they had been dragged into an unwanted war and were now in danger of losing the peace.


Ironically, many former US Communists had shed their illusions about the Soviet Union by the late 1940s, confronted by the hard evidence of Stalinism’s brutality in Eastern Europe.


Should Ethel and Julius also have renounced Communism? Even in a ‘free’ society, surely defined by the ideal that anyone is entitled to hold whatever political beliefs they want, while it is hard to argue sympathetically for anyone engaged in subversion, who betrays their country by giving information to another state, it is at the same time not only possible but, I believe, imperative to project empathy for any individual who finds him- or herself at the mercy of a well-prepared and rehearsed government charge sheet without necessarily agreeing with their political ideals. And this is especially true for Ethel, whose precise motivation and involvement in Julius’s crimes requires deeper exploration than she has been granted during her long, post-execution afterlife. Even in death, Ethel has been framed by some merely as an appendage to Julius, the junior partner in ‘the Rosenbergs’, by others as ‘the master’ who drove her apparently weaker, younger husband – positions taken often according to pre-existing political views. In the absence of proof as to exactly what, if indeed anything, Ethel knew, or what she and Julius said to each other in the privacy of their bedroom, and the reliance of their trial on circumstantial evidence at best, it seems to me important to try and understand who was this woman, barely known to the point of obscurity at the moment of her arrest in 1950 yet an international icon some years later? How did that transformation happen? Having left school and all formal education behind when she graduated at fifteen, how did she discover the strength to survive three years in prison, two of them isolated in solitary confinement, to reach a point of unassailable dignity and belief that the cause for which she was prepared to give her life was indeed a worthy one?


I first encountered Ethel Rosenberg as a young mother myself living in 1970s New York, discovering American literature in general and one novel in particular that immediately gripped my sense of ‘what if’. My grandparents too had left Eastern Europe as impoverished Jews but ended up in England, not America. E.L. Doctorow’s The Book of Daniel was, at the time I lived in the city, a pocket-sized paperback of a few years’ standing but still current, small enough to sneak into my handbag on the subway from Brooklyn to Manhattan and devour in the dark if one of my two small babies woke in the night. I still have the book, its pages now yellowing and unglued, and can transport myself back to that room where I first learnt about Ethel through a highly fictionalised but desperately dramatic version of events.


The reason why I believe Ethel’s story is as important today as ever is to realise what can happen when fear, a forceful and blunt weapon in the hands of authority, turns to hysteria and justice is wilfully ignored. In the past it has suited those who wanted to prove Julius’s guilt to refer always to ‘the Rosenbergs’; Ethel was used as a pawn in the hope that the threat to her would elicit a confession from him. But even in 1950 it should have been impossible to argue that Ethel, merely by agreeing with Julius’s political ideals and refusing to abandon him, was legally complicit. She was not. So when people say to me, ‘Ah yes, the Rosenbergs, spies weren’t they?’, I now shudder at the ease with which such lazy thinking has taken hold. Part of my task in the pages that follow is to extrapolate Ethel, to see her as an individual, perhaps a victim of her times as much as of an implacable government which found itself inert, like a cumbersome juggernaut caught at an intersection, seeing the oncoming traffic but unable to turn itself around.


A good place to start trying to understand Ethel is with her appearance. She was unexceptional to look at, with short, wavy brown hair and a round, rather sweet face which made her appear chubbier than she was. When she smiled she became pretty, but she had neither the money for nor any interest in fashionable clothes. She preferred to use what little cash she had on self-improvement, such as taking a course in mothering, or guitar lessons – hoping she could then teach her sons. She loved music and looked forward to singing and playing with her children, wanting them to be enriched by the lessons she had not been allowed as a child by a mother who was scathing about the value of the arts, an indulgence.


Ethel’s relationship with her mother, Tessie, is excruciatingly painful. Tessie always favoured the boys in the family, of whom there were three, doting especially on her last-born, David. In Tessie’s eyes girls were expected to have no ambition beyond finding a Jewish husband (perhaps because her own life had been so unrewarding), so she never praised Ethel, the clever child, for doing well at school. Although Ethel’s father, Barney, was a gentler soul to whom Ethel was closer, he had no authority in the household. So Ethel learnt from an early age to manage her life without praise, to decide for herself what was right. When she met Julius, a man who admired her talents and appreciated her intellectual qualities, she fell deeply in love. He also offered her an escape. And when Ethel became a young mother, first in 1943 and then again in 1947, she determined to do things differently from her own mother in whatever way she could. But at the same time she craved her mother’s love and approval almost to the end, remaining for as long as she could a dutiful daughter, within the bosom of her family. When after the war Julius tried to get a small business going, initially selling army surplus and offering some machine repairs, it seemed obvious to involve two of her brothers, Bernie and David. But the business never flourished.


It was this seemingly unassuming woman, a diminutive Lower East Side housewife, whose fate became catastrophically entangled in some of the greatest political, social and cultural issues of the twentieth century: the development and subsequent use of atomic power, fear of Communism, anti-Semitism, misogyny, and the definition of what it meant and still means to be an American.


But at its heart, Ethel’s story is about a woman; a mother, sister, wife and daughter, the roles she was called upon to play in her short life before it suddenly disintegrated in the spring of 1950.




ONE


BECOMING ETHEL


‘Little David, a Russian spy!’ one of Ethel’s first cousins reacted when she learnt that David Greenglass had been charged. ‘It seemed too ridiculous to believe,’1 commented Florence Dubner, daughter of Harry Greenglass, Ethel’s uncle from Minsk. In ­Florence’s view David was perfectly pleasant but not intelligent enough to be a spy.


Little David, born in 1922, was the youngest child of Barney ­Greenglass and his second wife, Tessie. Barney had also been born in Minsk, now in Belarus, then part of the Pale of Settlement – an area comprising the western part of the Russian Empire including ­Moldova, Lithuania and Ukraine, in which Russian Jews were permitted to live from 1835 and where many remained even once enforcement came to an end in 1917 with the fall of the Russian Empire. He arrived in New York at the age of twenty-five, five years after his younger and more enterprising brother Harry (born Herschel). Like millions of other Eastern European Jews, the brothers had left behind grinding poverty and persecution, which in Minsk – half of whose population was Jewish – was spearheaded by regular attacks from Cossacks, often with the complicity of the Russian government. In the case of Harry Greenglass, a teenager, government cruelty was compounded by familial: he was also apparently escaping a step­father whom he loathed so much that he had already run away once and slept in the factory where he worked. The brothers were close, so Harry, once settled, urged Barney to join him. America offered ‘a flash of hope’,2 literally a New World, a chance for human dignity to flourish and for money to be made. Few had exalted spiritual motives or aspirations for great riches.


Given the harshness of life in Minsk, the city was, perhaps not surprisingly, also a major centre of radical politics and activity organized by the Bund, a progressive political and secular organization formed in 1897 which defended Jewish cultural and civic rights and which played a key role in shaping the relationship of East European Jews to socialism. According to a recent historian of Minsk, Barbara Epstein, it was the Bund that led to the flowering of Jewish radicalism, especially on New York’s Lower East Side, and provided the impetus for many to join the Communist Party. ‘One of the things that strikes me about this tradition is the numbers of Jewish women who became activists and also the fact that within the Jewish left, women’s activism was taken for granted, it wasn’t remarkable in the way that it was in the non-Jewish left.’3 While there is no evidence that Ethel’s father, uncle or aunts were politically involved in any way, some of this radicalism would have been in the impoverished immigrant air which Ethel breathed.


Harry escaped in 1898, aged eighteen, by riding a bicycle from Minsk to Hamburg, sleeping rough in ditches along the way, then organizing a passage in steerage from Hamburg to New York. ­Hamburg was the port of choice for most would-be emigrant Jews from Ukraine and Southern Russia as, once they had crossed the Austro-Hungarian border, probably illegally, they were less likely to be asked for a Russian passport, which was not only expensive but came with the risk for young men of draft age that they might be sent back and conscripted.


Once in America Harry soon made his way doing odd jobs, and within a year of his arrival had applied for citizenship and signed the required document as Harry Greenglass.* There is no account of Barney’s escape route, but he was shortly followed by three sisters as well as an elderly uncle and aunt.


At first, the two Greenglass brothers set up shop together at 91 Columbia Street, in the heart of the Lower East Side. Their business was fixing sewing machines, a vital skill in those busy streets teeming with recently arrived Jewish immigrants, many of whom brought tailoring expertise and little else. Having their own repair shop was hardly a route to riches, but it was better than working in a factory or sweatshop, where dozens of people would be squashed into a few dark, damp rooms in a dilapidated tenement building, all of them engaged in different tasks to make a single garment for an often unscrupulous boss.


Barney soon found a wife, Beckie, and in 1909 the couple celebrated the birth of their son, Samuel Louis Greenglass. But when Sam was two, Beckie died of kidney failure at the age of thirty-five. Despite his bereavement – young death was not uncommon and had to be faced – Barney wasted no time in finding another wife and stepmother for Sam. In August 1912, ten months after Beckie’s death, he married a twenty-nine-year-old Austrian immigrant from Galicia (modern-day Ukraine) called Theresa Feit. Nobody believed that romance had anything to do with the match.


Tessie, as she was known, was a buxom woman with long, wavy hair who had grown up close by Columbia Street on Willett Street. She remained illiterate throughout her life and never learnt to speak English fluently, conversing with Barney in Yiddish. In Minsk this was the principal language for Jews, and signs throughout the Lower East Side were often in Yiddish. Soon after they married, the new Greenglass family moved round the corner to 64 Sheriff Street, a five-storey tenement block where the two men set up their repair shop at the front, with a big window overlooking the street on which their name was painted and the main door to the entire building to its right. The family lived in the rooms behind the shop.


It was here, three years after marrying Barney, on 28 September 1915, that Tessie gave birth to their first child together, a girl whom they decided to call Esther Ethel, always known as Ethel, or sometimes ‘Ettie’ as a young child. From the start of her life she was not universally loved within the Greenglass family. Sam was almost seven when Ethel was born and had been accustomed to being the sole focus of attention. He never warmed to his little half-sister, nor Ethel to him.


And Ethel’s birth seemed to signal other changes in the wider Greenglass family. The more ambitious Harry, determined to speak English and become an American, married in 1916 aged thirty-five. Soon afterwards he moved away with his pregnant wife, Esther (née Bernstein), a cousin, to Crown Heights, Brooklyn. Here, with their two daughters, Della and Florence, they lived above a store which Harry turned into a cigarette and sweet shop. It was a largely Cath­olic neighbourhood where many public-service workers such as police and garbage collectors lived. Their fixed salaries ensured they did not suffer from the Depression that hit so many on the Lower East Side, thus helping the Greenglass Candy Store to flourish.


The two families remained reasonably close for a while, continuing to meet regularly at religious festivals such as Passover, which is where Della and Florence got to know (and formed opinions about) their cousins, Sam, Ethel and later two more brothers.


Two years after Ethel was born, Tessie had a son, Bernard ­Abraham, known as Bernie. She then suffered four miscarriages in quick succession until at last, after a distressing and debilitating few years, her youngest and final child was born on 2 March 1922, a boy named simply David. From the moment of his birth Tessie, now thirty-eight, was thrilled by this longed-for child. The entire family doted on David, or ‘little Doovey’ as he was called when he was a chubby-cheeked, curly-haired toddler. Ethel, almost seven, adored her baby brother and willingly became something of a surrogate mother, a role nonetheless expected of her by Tessie. Ethel was ‘crazy over Doovey’,4 a friend recalled later, remembering how she always loved reading David stories, especially when he was older and she could share with him melodramatic novels by the popular author Booth Tarkington,* a favourite of hers, or else tried to teach him French, at which she excelled. Sometimes Ethel took David for a fun outing to Uncle Harry’s candy store in Brooklyn


Growing up at 64 Sheriff Street, Ethel, like her brothers, became accustomed to the surrounding stench. Opposite their cold-water tenement house an old stable housed the horses that pulled delivery carts around the cobbled streets of the neighbourhood. The street reeked of filth and excrement, especially on summer nights when the pungent odours of rotting fruits and food that the vendors had failed to sell wafted out of a storage space for the pushcarts a few doors down from the stables. But nonetheless children played outside in the street, sometimes tag or occasionally rougher games, the sort of ‘stupid games children play’, according to a neighbour who was exactly Ethel’s age.5


Inside the tenement, the six Greenglasses lived in the same cold, cramped conditions as everyone else. Barney’s shop at the front of the building advertised itself through a glass window revealing dozens of broken machines and tools all over the room, as well as indicating a place of refuge, or sanctuary almost, for a man who was happy here, a man not fired by ambition. The Greenglass Machine Shop was an identifier in the area. Immediately behind the messy shop was Tessie and Barney’s bedroom, and behind that the kitchen, where most of the family’s life took place. Children, clothes and dishes were all washed in the same large kitchen tub, requiring Tessie to heat a wood fire and boil several pots of water. The rest of the airless apartment was damp and cold, except in the fetid summer months when it was still damp but stiflingly hot. Residents of tenements such as these had to go to one of the many public bathhouses on the Lower East Side if they wanted shower or bath facilities. There was a male and female bathhouse almost next door at 62 Sheriff Street. ‘The name of the bathhouse was Gang’s. It was owned by a man whose surname was Gang … You took a bath and you slept over … they had cots.’6


There were no windows in any of the rooms other than at the front and rear of the building, while the narrow staircase running through the centre of the structure was permanently dark, meaning the family had to use a candle or grope their way through the gloom when they needed to use one of the shared toilets on each floor. Sam, the eldest child, had a bedroom at the end of the apartment with a window overlooking a yard. By the time David was born, Barney and Tessie rented three additional rooms upstairs so that Ethel, Bernie and David could sleep separately; as Ethel’s was the front room, she had a window overlooking the street.


Why did so many of the newly arrived penniless immigrants congregate around this area? There are stories, perhaps apocryphal, that, not knowing where to go and speaking little English, they were simply directed to the already densely settled Jewish districts by policemen pointing truncheons who said, ‘Just keep walking until you see a lot of Jewish people,’ or else by representatives of one of the various immigrant aid societies. According to Edward Steiner, an older Austrian immigrant who was one of the first to make any kind of study of immigrant life at this time, they brought their European world with them and tried to live in the same way. ‘To them, Rivington Street is only a suburb of Minsk,’ wrote Steiner.7


Unlike Harry and Esther, Barney and Tessie did not seem to aspire to escape from this ghetto, or perhaps they could see no way out. The traditional Jewish respect for learning, books and self-improvement appears to have been absent from their hearts. Yet Tessie, in spite of her linguistic handicaps, was nonetheless competent enough to become superintendent of the entire tenement block where they lived, collecting rents and organizing household repairs, a job which helped to supplement the family’s meagre income. According to some estimates, there could be as many as eighty people in a building as occasional boarders swelled numbers and increased the risks and dangers from overcrowding. She was also a more assertive character than Barney, and, although they were not an observant Jewish family, rarely attending synagogue, she found time to bake her own challah bread on Fridays like many Orthodox Jewish wives as well as plunging into her other duties as a homemaker. Meanwhile, Barney minded his little repair shop at the front of the building. In the recollections of friends and neighbours Barney comes across as fundamentally contented with his lot: ‘an adorable little man with high red cheeks … Ethel was wild about him. The kids ran in and out of his shop, asking for a penny or a nickel, and, although he was always working, he seemed to like the chatter.’8


Where Barney appears warm and easy-going, the impression gleaned of Tessie from the same recollections is of a cold and domin­eering person: ‘a bitter woman whose affection such as it was all went to the boys in the family’.9 The children of Harry and Esther believed that Tessie was a lot like their own mother; both women, Tessie and Esther, constantly expected more of their husbands and were not afraid to say so. ‘No matter how well the store was doing, Esther let Harry know it wasn’t good enough … [Harry] decided he would be best off keeping quiet,’ commented a grandson. Barney adopted the same tactic. Both wives were ‘always worrying that something terrible was going to happen to their children’.10 Favouring sons was common in Jewish families, but Tessie took it to extremes. She was, according to one of Ethel’s childhood friends, ‘more bigoted than religious. The God she pictured to her daughter was always on the mother’s side and the side of practicality. If God had meant for Ethel to have music lessons he would have provided them. As he hadn’t there was something sinful about music lessons.’11


Ethel’s capacity to displease her mother increased painfully once she started at Seward Park High School (SPHS) in 1926 at the age of eleven. By this time Ethel had been at elementary school for at least four years, learning the basics of reading, spelling, writing, English grammar and arithmetic, and had already proved to herself what she could achieve if she dedicated herself to hard work. According to a childhood friend ‘she adhered to a rigid schedule of study that was so effective she was considered to be one of the two best students in her grade school and junior high.’12 As a result, when she first entered SPHS – still on the old Hester Street site – she was placed in a ‘rapid advancement’ class, a relatively new experiment at the school which enabled exceptionally bright students to complete three years of junior high school in two.


And then, in 1929, SPHS opened on a new campus bounded by Essex, Broome, Grand and Ludlow Streets, where it still stands today. Now, as Ethel and her friend Laura made the short walk every morning along the narrow back streets of the Lower East Side, they left behind the squalor of their tenement block. The two girls ­entered through the school’s splendid triple-arched entrance way on 350 Grand Street into an inspiring building full of fine decorative artwork where they were transformed into proper little American schoolgirls.


Miraculously – at least to Jewish immigrants from the most deprived corners of Eastern Europe – education at Seward Park was free, funded by the New York City government. And the school was filled almost entirely with Jewish pupils, plus just a handful of Italians. Thanks to free education, even the poorest local children had a chance at the school to escape their background and live the American Dream of prosperity and personal fulfilment. Ethel was determined not to waste that chance, and Seward Park offered an especially thrilling route to freedom. Its majestic assembly hall doubled as a theatre, fitted out with plush seats and state-of-the-art stage lighting. Upstairs there was a spacious, well-stocked library and in the basement an Olympic-sized swimming pool. No pupil was allowed to graduate until they had completed a basic swimming test. All the performing arts, but especially acting, were encouraged and SPHS alumni would include Ethel’s contemporary Sammy (later Zero) Mostel, Tony Curtis (born Bernard Schwartz) and Walter Matthau. It was here that Ethel not only learnt to sing but had a real grounding in classical music: she and two friends, Dora Stahl and Anna Silverman, formed a trio which regularly performed German Lieder, especially Brahms, at school concerts.13


According to Laura, all Ethel wanted to do in those days to realise her own dream was sing and act. ‘Her work was dramatics and there was no limit to her ambitions, although at the same time she had her self-doubts.’14 Laura recalled how, while the two girls walked to and from school in the shadow of the Williamsburg Bridge as the trains roared by, or past the live chicken markets on Delancey where the squawking fowl were being unloaded, Ethel would often hum little tunes she had made up with words satirizing the smells they met on the way, or else she was immersed in the part she was learning for a school play, or maybe she would talk about a novel she was reading at the time.


At other times Ethel would confide in her friend that her greatest ambition was ‘never having to live like her mother, forever going about the streets with a big shopping bag searching for bargains trading with the pushcart men’.15 Her disdain for her mother’s way of life was becoming corrosive.


Ethel’s love of drama was nurtured initially by Barney, who had occasionally taken her as a little girl to performances of Yiddish ­theatre. This lingering East European tradition had once thrived on the Lower East Side but was now past its heyday. This may have been where her passion for performing first took root. Or it may have been from the discovery that, on stage, Ethel could become a different person; she could not only escape the dismal life of Sheriff Street but also what some of her classmates described as shyness in lessons. When she trod the boards she banished any sign of that. According to one school friend, Ethel was less interested in boys than in books. ‘Ethel kept aloof,’ recalled the friend who spotted early her single-mindedness. ‘She was cute and alive and quick and could be witty. But to most of our gang of girlfriends, who used to tell each other everything, and talk endlessly about our boyfriends, Ethel seemed to think she was too good for the boys we dated.’16 More likely, she did not think she was good enough.


Yet away from the stage, where she blossomed, her life was still constrained by poverty and worries about her health. According to one story, Ethel stuffed old shoes with newspaper when they developed holes because her family could not afford to buy her a new pair and, during New York’s freezing winters, she would often visit a friend’s apartment to do her homework, because her own unheated tenement was too cold for her to concentrate. When she was about thirteen she was diagnosed with scoliosis, or sideways curvature of the spine, and had to wear an uncomfortable brace for about a year to prevent the problem from getting worse. Every once in a while the pain flared up and gave her severe backache and sometimes a headache, forcing her to go to bed.17 One school friend remembers her sitting self-consciously in class, trying to raise one shoulder to equalize with the other.


On 24 June 1931 Ethel was one of 144 girls and 200 boys who graduated from SPHS. After the graduates sang Mendelssohn’s hymn ‘In Heavenly Love Abiding’, the school orchestra played a selection of classical music by Grieg and Cherubini and Rimsky-Korsakov’s Scheherazade. In between there was a salutatory address, a violin solo by a child prodigy and dozens of awards, diplomas and prizes. Ethel was not among the prize winners, although her friend Dora Stahl received an award from the East Side Chamber of Commerce. The rabbi from Temple Emanu-El gave an address and benediction and then, after the whole school sang ‘The Star-Spangled Banner’, the orchestra finished with Saint-Saëns’ ‘Marche militaire française’, all in all a perfect blend of Old World culture, immigrant aspiration and Jewish wisdom.


Ethel’s 1931 yearbook photograph shows her as a pretty fifteen-year-old girl with a round, very sweet face and dark, wavy hair; the comment alongside says ‘Can she act? And how.’18 On page twenty, under the heading ‘Celebrities of the Classroom’, Ethel Greenglass is named as the class actress.


When Ethel left SPHS she entered a world full of foreboding. Two years earlier – and only a short walk from the school – the Wall Street Crash had tipped America’s overheated economy into a slump which reached its nadir in the early 1930s. On the Lower East Side, unemployed dockworkers formed long queues around the block for the few badly paid jobs on offer. Furniture was often seen strewn along the sidewalk as whole families were turfed out of their lodgings because they could no longer pay the rent. Ethel had to find work urgently to help her family and that meant taking shorthand and typing lessons with some bookkeeping, a practical course which she had resisted at school in the hope that she could attend college instead, something that was just becoming available for women.* Any acting or performing would have to be fitted around this routine. In putting her own ambitions on hold Ethel was being a dutiful and responsible daughter, and indeed sister. She was needed to help around the home as David was just nine when Ethel left school. David did not follow Ethel by attending the aspirational SPHS. It is not clear why, but perhaps it was already evident that, being less academic than his sister, he would be better off at a more vocational school or perhaps, because of the uncertain economy, it was recognized he would have to earn a living as soon as possible. At all events he was sent to Haaren High School in midtown Manhattan, where he took some engineering classes.


Ethel studied hard for six months and, as soon as she qualified from the secretarial course, started looking for a clerical job, which was at least better than unskilled factory labour. In February 1932 she was hired as a shipping clerk for the National New York Packing and Shipping Company, based in midtown Manhattan near the Pennsylvania railway station.


Yet she was equally determined not to abandon her theatrical ambitions. At around this time she won a scholarship to join the Clark Players, a local amateur dramatic group attached to the Clark Settlement House based in ‘a friendly old brick building on Riving­ton Street’.19 This became a place of refuge where Ethel could escape to enjoy culture and education most evenings, continue her quest for self-improvement and make friends with a group of fifteen or so like-minded young men and women. She began leading two quite separate lives from now on: one involved drudgery, helping at home in her overcrowded tenement block, the other lifted her spirits through art.


The East Side settlement houses, ‘where the social fervour of immigrant Jews rubbed against the moral earnestness of young Americans responsive to the idea of service’,20 played a vital role in educating many first-generation immigrants. ‘Here socialism and puritanism came together in a compound of practical selflessness; here men who later might compromise, hedge and retreat were fired by sentiments of social compassion.’21 The young Eleanor Roosevelt worked at a settlement house in Rivington Street in 1903 when she was nineteen and remained a lifelong supporter of the settlement house movement as a force for good. According to Rhina, a teenage friend interviewed after Ethel’s death, Ethel did not simply want to flee the poverty of the slums or achieve fame; ‘it was just that she was in love with art, as I was.’22 As Rhina pointed out, ‘most of the plays they put on were a hodge podge of mediocrity and the training wasn’t very good.’ Ethel and Rhina often walked home together and discussed their hopes for the future or the plays – some largely forgettable, including a British comedy called Green Stockings, which made fun of a spinster, and an American farce called A Pair of Sixes. Yet Ethel also appeared in some Shakespeare plays around this time, including Romeo and Juliet, and a one-act drama called The Valiant by H. E. Porter and Robert ­Middlemass, about a man facing execution in spite of serious doubts as to his guilt. He goes bravely to his death reciting the lines from Julius Caesar: ‘Cowards die many times before their deaths;/ The valiant never taste of death but once.’ Ethel played the man’s sister.


Ethel was gaining a small reputation among her thespian friends as a passionate performer. As she and Rhina gained in confidence, they went out together to the nearby Paramount Cafeteria on ­Delancey Street and chatted about their acting. All the ‘Players Gang’ went regularly to the Paramount, but initially Rhina and Ethel were scared to join them. ‘We were afraid we wouldn’t know whether to use a fork or spoon. Here it was, just a cafeteria, but to us it was like going to the Astor Roof.’23


Meanwhile, Ethel was nursing another ambition. Every week she handed over most of her average wage of $7.00 for basic clerical work to her mother, keeping just enough back for lunch and subway fares. Yet, somehow, she also managed to save enough to buy a second-hand piano, possibly from someone down on their luck in those Depression-era days who had to sell a family heirloom cheaply to pay the rent or to fit more children into a single room.


Ethel put the piano in her sparsely furnished bedroom on Sheriff Street and set herself a tough practice schedule. She also started to enter local singing competitions, and one Thursday night at Loew’s Delancey Theatre she won second prize of $2 in a weekly talent competition. This modest success encouraged her to undertake a tour of various New Jersey towns holding similar contests and she came home with several $2 prizes. Tessie was unimpressed, according to Rhina: ‘One Saturday I went over to her house and when I asked where she was her mother lamented bitterly: “Where is she? Where do you suppose she is? Out singing somewhere in New Jersey. I don’t understand why she don’t go out and get a job,”’24 ignoring the fact that she already had one.


Ethel, however, believed her high soprano voice was good enough to audition in 1934 for the prestigious amateur Schola Cantorum chorus, based at Carnegie Hall, whose chief conductor was the British-born Hugh C. Ross. There were a number of successful choirs and choruses in New York City but the Schola Cantorum was at the pinnacle, performing regularly at Carnegie Hall and occasionally at the Metropolitan Opera with some of the greatest musicians of the day, including Otto Klemperer, who had fled Germany in 1933, and Arturo Toscanini, an outspoken anti-Fascist and opponent of Hitler, as guest conductors.


Ethel had to audition at Carnegie Hall before a panel of judges – a far cry from the talent contests she had been entering so far. She was initially rejected because she could not sight-read music, a key requirement for Schola Cantorum singers. Undaunted, she went home, with remarkable dedication slowly taught herself sight-singing and reapplied a year later. On the following occasion she triumphantly passed the audition. She was still only nineteen, one of their youngest members, and while names of choristers were not included in concert programmes it is likely that Ethel sang in performances of Brahms’s German Requiem, conducted by Toscanini, and Mahler’s choral Resurrection Symphony under Klemperer, and would have discussed world affairs with her fellow singers.


There is no evidence that any of Ethel’s family went to watch her perform. Certainly, Tessie never bothered, while Esther, mother of Florence, considered in hindsight that ‘Ethel was a snob, worrying over Italian arias and Russian peasants instead of her own family.’25 But Florence, who was to be so dismissive of David, was making a similar break, almost a mirror image of Ethel’s. Florence was study­ing to be a ballet dancer, not a traditional Jewish pursuit. But it was, said her son, ‘a way to continue being European and to forget about troubles. My mom embraced having a pursuit that was sophis­ticated and historic and involved costume and language that was more interesting than life in Brooklyn. I think it was aspirational … and it is noteworthy that the aspirations of these two women [Florence and Ethel] went way beyond the history of their families [the Greenglasses].’26


Throughout this period, Ethel had continued to work as a shipping clerk for the National New York Packing and Shipping Company, her other life. The company made its money by receiving packages from merchants in New York City and beyond, which were consolidated into larger packages and shipped under cheaper bulk rates around the world. Its workforce of around 150 men and women dealt with approximately 10,000 packages per day and speed was of the essence. Mostly the men handled the boxes, which came round fast on conveyor belts, while women like Ethel wrote the receipts as swiftly as they could. Ethel was a member of a small Shipping Clerks’ Union which was seeking to affiliate with the much bigger International Ladies’ Garment Workers’ Union and in the summer of 1935 formed a committee to press management about serious concerns regarding wages and working conditions. The president of the company, Andrew Loebel, refused to meet the committee, and demanded instead a smaller and more easily controllable negotiating body. The workers rejected his demand and a strike was called. ‘Ethel was the most active of all the women in our plant in the strike,’ recalled a fellow worker. ‘I would say that next to two men who were the leaders there, she was the most active striker.’27 One of the employees, Helen Yelen, remembered that up to this point Ethel had struck her as ‘a timid little girl’. But she seemed to gain strength from the strike. She spoke individually to many of her fellow female employees, explaining why strike action was necessary and urging them to fight for their rights. Ethel was one of the workers who lay down on her raincoat in the street outside the main entrance to stop trucks from entering the premises with deliveries and ‘dared the drivers to move’, the New York Times reported on 31 August. Another female worker remembered Ethel on the picket lines as ‘small, very slim, rather round-faced, her hair piled high on top of her head – a lot of hair – and big eyes … A youngster and quite excitable.’27


The record is not entirely clear as to how the strike was ended. Some concessions were offered, but Loebel was still unhappy about recognizing a union. On 12 October, after the strikers returned to work, nine members of the union were fired for no reason, including Ethel. Five who were employees, all men apart from Ethel, appealed to the newly formed National Labor Relations Board. The NLRB had been created in July 1935 specifically to supervise union elections and prevent businesses from treating their workers unfairly.
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