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praise FOR Intimate Politics


 



 



“Intimate Politics is breathtakingly important. In this stunningly written memoir, Bettina Aptheker affirms the old adage: The truth shall set you free. Her daring act of speaking truth to power not only liberates Bettina Aptheker, it offers each of us the promise of personal peace and political integrity if we can find a way to truthfully tell our own stories.”

—Dr. Johnnetta Cole, past president of Spellman College and author of All American Women: Lines the Divide, Ties that Bind and Dream the Boldest Dreams


 



“I could not put this book down. What a story! It is enlightening and enriching.”

—Tom Hayden, author of The Lost Gospel of the Earth, 
The Port Huron Statement, and Street Wars


 



“A brave and passionately written memoir that reveals intricate connections between personal experience and political action. Bettina Aptheker provides an inside account of social movements and events that helped shape the latter half of twentieth-century U.S. history. She also conveys the emotional turmoil—and epiphanies—of her own changing beliefs and consciousness. A compelling read.”

—Barrie Thorne, professor of sociology and women’s studies, 
University of California, Berkeley

 



“This book is riveting, a unique and compelling memoir that seamlessly weaves the personal and political life of a major figure in the Free Speech, civil rights, antiwar, and lesbian feminist movements. Aptheker rereads the history of the Left through the lens of gender, bravely exploring a childhood marked by the secrecy of sexual abuse as well as the repression of Communism. Intimate Politics offers both a powerful story of engaged activism and a poignant account of healing and forgiveness.”

—Estelle B. Freedman, Edgar E. Robinson professor of U.S. history, 
Stanford University, and author of Feminism, Sexuality, and Politics  
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In the clearing, where the mind flowers 
and the world sprouts up at every side, 
listen 
for the sound in the bushes 
behind the grass.


 



—Marcia Falk






prologue

BEARING WITNESS

THE POET MURIEL RUKEYSER once asked, “What would happen if one woman told the whole truth about her life?” And answered, “The world would split open.” This question and her response troubled my sense of self and purpose for many years, and became a kind of koan for writing this memoir. The poet Adrienne Rich, moving along a similar path, wrote in the poem “Transcendental Etude”: “The longer I live the more I mistrust / theatricality, the false glamour cast / by performance, the more I know its poverty beside / the truths we are salvaging from / the splitting-open of our lives.” As I began thinking about writing a memoir, I was asked to contribute to the anthology Red Diapers: Growing Up in the Communist Left. I began writing, and what emerged first were these lines I had read years before in a lesbian anthology called Nice Jewish Girls: “Of the Jewish daughter it has been written: To inherit a father’s dreams makes you the eldest son. To further his ambitions makes you heir to the throne.”

My father, Herbert Aptheker, was both an historian of African American history and a well-known member of the U.S. Communist  Party. He began publishing in the 1930s, in the Communist, under the pseudonym H. Beal. Later, in the 1950s, The New York Times would describe him as the Communist Party’s “leading theoretician.” As a child I stood in awe of him, of his intellectual prowess, physical stamina, his orations. My mother, Fay P. Aptheker, organized our family life; she also held steady employment, and her salary supported us for most of my childhood. She was my father’s emotional bedrock—and his first cousin.

While reading an interview with the Israeli novelist David Grossman, I came upon a description of childhood that stunned me with its emotional accuracy. He said that childhood is a very lonely time, that it is “the most complicated and sometimes even tragic period in our lives.... It’s difficult for a child to decode and adjust to the hidden intentions of adults.... You don’t know that every little thing is not the end of the world, that things are going to change.”

As I began writing, sifting through my childhood memories, they erupted in ways I would never have predicted. A story emerged. A fault line opened, and my world underwent a seismic shift. I continued writing in the hope that my story might be of use to any who have struggled to come into their own sense of being, their own sense of life purpose and meaning. I also wrote in the hope that others might know that healing is possible. From reactions to my story I realized that I had made a hard journey, but most of the time, when I was just living my life day to day, I didn’t think about it being hard or not hard. I just lived it and did what I had to do, or what I thought I should do. My parents gave me a rich cultural heritage; I had extraordinary opportunities for scholarship and travel. Encouraging me from the very young age of six to carry placards and sign petitions at political rallies in the tumultuous period of the McCarthy hearings and Communist witch hunts, my  parents taught me that it was possible—and necessary—to be part of a movement to effect change in the world. But these gifts came to me at a terrible cost.

In the 1950s, when I was growing up, issues such as rape, sexual harassment (for which there was no language), sexual abuse of children, domestic violence, reproductive rights (referred to only as abortion), childbirth (assumed to be best left in the hands of the doctor), childcare (needed only by women who were derelict in their maternal duties), and sexuality (even between men and women) were spoken of in the hushed tones of shame and guilt. All were considered personal issues having absolutely nothing to do with politics. These issues became political as a result of the women’s movement of the 1970s and 1980s. Rising from the cauldron of the most terrible personal pain, women of all hues, cultures, classes, and geographical sites broke their long-held silences. As a result, we came to understand that the personal is political—or, more precisely, that the personal reveals the political.

In one sense, politics is about the distribution of land and water, wealth and resources. In another, related sense, politics is about relations of power, whether these are economic, racial, cultural, social, or religious. Equality, whether it is racial or gender equality, or economic equality, or all of these together, is about establishing a politics of access and opportunity, citizenship and respect, and dignity.

However, for women and for children, especially girls, relations of power are often enacted in moments of intimacy, when we are the most vulnerable, in our families, with our parents or lovers, when we should experience the greatest sense of safety. Relations of power between women and men are likewise enacted in public places, when we are at work, or walking the streets, or riding public  transportation. These instances also can take on an intimate quality because we experience them as a violation of personal space, or violence against our own person. What I am describing are widely shared experiences affecting the lives of millions of women virtually everywhere in the world, such as marital rape, domestic violence, and the sexual abuse of children. Taken together, in a feminist context, these experiences can be recognized and named as a politics of trauma. Healing is both individual and collective.

Part of my purpose in writing this book was to contribute to a collective healing process. While I came from an intensely political family and co-led widely recognized movements for peace and social justice, I was, at the same time, experiencing very serious personal trauma, reliving the fear and shame of being molested by my father from early childhood until age thirteen. It was only when I gained a feminist consciousness that I was able to make political sense out of what had happened to me, and to see it in a wider political landscape. What seemed almost impossible to talk about because it was so personal and so painful became possible precisely when set to a feminist purpose and employed as an act of political resistance. I did this in the belief that no truly progressive or revolutionary or spiritual vision can come if systems of abuse and domination are left hidden and unchallenged. And what I have found throughout my years as an activist and in my early years as a Communist, when I had no lens with which to understand what was taking place, is that political beliefs can be very different from personal actions. Indeed, my father and other Communist men passionately believed in social justice and racial and class equality. But in their homes it could be a very different story. Sexism, racism, and often even abuse were alive and well. Certainly this isn’t confined to men on one end of the political spectrum or the other. But this chasm between political  acts and personal beliefs must be acknowledged. Those who have committed acts of violence or abuse should not be excused or protected no matter who they are, no matter how famous or how important. I believe they should be held accountable. In a feminist context this becomes a politics of healing and a revolutionary practice, precisely because all forms of violence are interconnected; separately and together they hold multiple systems of domination in place.

Healing begins when we shine some light, however initially feeble, upon that which has been hidden and silenced. With disclosure, cycles of violence may be stopped. When we, as individuals, are less fractured and fearful, angry and possessive, we can participate in movements for peace and social justice in more wholesome and fruitful ways. Otherwise, I have learned, these movements simply replicate the very systems of domination they are seeking to overcome. I think this is the fuller meaning of Muriel Rukeyser’s challenge, and it is the reason “the world would split open.”

More deeply, though, also in response to Rukeyser’s question, we have to ask, what is the whole truth? And how can any of us know what that wholeness is? The answer, of course, is that we cannot know the whole truth because none of us can see widely enough. In writing this memoir I did decide upon three things. First, I believed I was a “reliable witness” to my own life. I borrowed this idea of a “reliable witness” from an essay by the feminist social critic and novelist Jane Lazarre. She was also a “red diaper baby,” a child of the 1950s, a radical of the ’60s, and one whose writings spoke deeply to my experiences. Second, I made the decision that I would write about particular individuals only from my own direct experience with them, so that I would not engage in rumor or hearsay. Finally,  I decided to tell only my own story, and not those of others whose lives overlapped mine, unless I had their permission. Even with permission, this is a difficult and complex border to maintain. In some cases I changed people’s names in order to preserve their privacy, or to protect the innocent in their families.

Even with all of these provisions, memoir writing is a tricky business, particularly for women, who are already subordinate in society and stereotyped, for example, as overly emotional and subjective, self-serving, unreliable, and vindictive. I bristled at the idea that I would be seen in this way; nor did I want readers to think that I was confessing. When I found a book titled Bearing Witness by the Zen teacher Bernard Glassman, I felt that I had found the words to describe what I was doing. As Glassman explains, bearing witness is a political and spiritual practice in which the participants go to a place of great suffering and publicly acknowledge its existence. They shine a light all over it so that those who have suffered are no longer alone, or forgotten, or ashamed, and so that no one can claim that they didn’t know what was happening.

As witness and participant I describe movements for peace and social justice beginning in the 1950s, including my nineteen-year membership in the U.S. Communist Party, the civil rights and black power movements, the free speech movement at the University of California, Berkeley, the trial of Angela Davis, whom I had known since childhood, the struggle to end the war in Vietnam. Likewise, I bear witness to the struggles for gay and lesbian rights, for a progressive Jewish politics and identity, and the effort to create women’s studies and a feminist scholarship. In each instance, I also describe my personal and psychological state and the ways in which the political and the personal intertwine. Today, I remain both activist and witness.

Ultimately, I think, it has been the unconditional love of my life partner, Kate Miller, and my commitment to a meditation practice in the Buddhist tradition that have made it possible for me to heal as much as I have. I did not inherit my father’s dream, and I gave up the drive to further his ambition. But I did not give up my father, or my mother. I sought a middle ground between the grief of an irreconcilable break and the long shadow of denial.

I am filled with gratitude.






introduction

BEGINNINGS

MY LAST NAME has always attracted a lot of attention. Nobody ever knows how to spell it or how to pronounce it. It is derived from “apteka” in Russian, meaning druggist. The English equivalent is “apothecary.” Our spelling, with an “h” after the “t,” is also unusual, except in India, where Aptheker is apparently a more common name. I think about all the Russian Jews fleeing pogroms in Czarist Russia, and how some must have gone to India. In correspondence with Indian scholars I am even sometimes mistaken for an Indian, or thought to have married one.

My mother’s last name didn’t change when she married my father because they were first cousins. That is, their fathers were brothers. My mother’s father, Philip, my maternal grandfather, was the oldest. My mother tells me he was a revolutionary with a flair for acting. He fled Czarist Russia, came to America, married, was poor, and died before my mother was born. My father’s father was Benjamin, my other grandfather. He also fled Czarist Russia, came to America poor, married, and made a fortune manufacturing ladies’ undergarments.  He died of a heart attack trying to put out a minor fire in his factory, not waiting for the fire engines that were on the way. This happened long before I was born. I was told about my lineage from when I was very little, because it was so unusual and made me so special. “An Aptheker thoroughbred,” my mother used to say.

My father first met my mother when he was eight years old, at his family’s home in Brooklyn. He saw her occasionally afterward, as he was growing up, at family gatherings. His story about falling in love with my mother was one he told often. He said he ran out of paper one Sunday while working at the Brooklyn Public Library, where he frequently went to study, and remembered that she lived not too far away. At the time he was twenty. He walked to her apartment building, knocked on her door, and asked for paper. His account always ended there, and we never found out whether or not she gave him any paper.

One thing was clear: My parents adored each other, were devoted to each other, waited years to marry each other over the objections of his family. They lived together for seven years as an unmarried couple, which was very unusual in those days. My mother, an orphan, had been raised in poverty on the Lower East Side. My father’s family objected to their marriage because she was poor, ten years older than my father, and they were first cousins. Finally, they married in 1942, unable to wait any longer because my father had enlisted in the Army. They believed an overseas assignment was only a matter of time. They saw their marriage as a perfect union.

Two years later, on a small card with a pink bow provided by the U.S. Army hospital in Fort Bragg, North Carolina, where my father was stationed during World War II, came the printed announcement: “Born to Captain and Mrs. Herbert Aptheker, a daughter, Bettina.” “You were so funny looking,” my father always said, remembering  the moment of my birth, his first sight of me, “with black hair and enormous feet, and breathing, breathing, like this.” He illustrated, pursing his lips together like a fish, taking in great gulps of air. My mother didn’t appreciate his humor. For her I was to be the perfect daughter: immaculate, feminine, exquisitely cultured. And ultimately for my father, too, I was to be perfect: a communist essence, like a perfume, pure in my revolutionary devotion.

My mother had me when she was just shy of her fortieth birthday. Back then, it was almost unheard of for a woman to have her first child at such an advanced age. Before my parents married, my mother was a secretary in a social work agency and also trained as a professional dancer with modern dance pioneer Doris Humphries. All of her life, well into her late eighties, my mother loved to dance and carried herself with remarkable spirit and grace. Mom used to say that she “worked in a social work agency” because she was embarrassed that she was “only” a secretary. She was also a fine pianist, a lover of classical music and of the theater. She sang in the Jewish People’s Philharmonic Chorus, which gave concerts at Town Hall and Carnegie Hall.

I can remember sitting next to my father in the orchestra section of Carnegie in the mid-1950s, long before the hall was renovated. We sat in maroon-colored seats with a rough-textured fabric. I loved the music and was so proud of my mother onstage. She wore a white silk blouse with ruffles down its center and a long black skirt that draped in pleats to her ankles. I could always pick out her voice, a pure soprano soaring above the chorus for my ears alone.

My mother was a beautiful woman. Every morning she came from her bath in a thin, flowered dressing gown, smelling of soap and talcum powder. Her dark brown hair, almost black in its lushness, extended below her hips. I watched her stand before the half-mirror  above the vanity as she braided her hair in one long strand, which she then wrapped around her head in a shining crown—her daily coronation. She wore smart, tailored blouses and skirts, suits and dresses, picked with exquisite care from the racks of Lord & Taylor or Abraham & Strauss. She was stunning in these clothes. She applied makeup with discretion: lipstick, powder, a bit of rouge, then maybe a dash of perfume, a light, flowery scent. I remember the smell of her freshness, the breadth of her smile, the expanse of her laughter, the optimism of her energetic thrust out into the world. These are my earliest memories of her, and they are filled with the sensual pleasure of an innocent and still-carefree happiness.

When I was six, Mom returned to work full-time, this time as a travel agent. She did this for twelve years, during the late 1950s and early 1960s, when travel to Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union opened up. She knew all of the best places to stay because of her Communist Party connections and her travels with my father. She led tours all through Europe; travel was a great passion in her life. When she conducted a tour, usually for two or three weeks at a time, she left my father and me to fend for ourselves, which meant we ate hot dogs and hot pastrami sandwiches and ice cream sundaes at Howard Johnson because my father had no cooking skills to speak of. “Did you spoil her?” Mom always asked my father upon her return, with a certain Yiddish-sounding sarcasm that meant the question was purely rhetorical. Her salary and commissions supported our family. My father never had regular employment because he was blacklisted. He worked as a writer and editor for the Communist Party for a small and often sporadic salary. Though of course I enjoyed all of the treats at Howard Johnson, I didn’t like being alone with my father at home, at night. I was so on edge when Mom was away that my grades in school plummeted.

Even when I was very young, I was acutely aware of my father’s standing in New York’s close-knit Communist community. My father always told us that he was blacklisted in 1938, although in actuality it was 1940 when the Rapp-Coudert Hearings were convened by the the New York State legislature, purging alleged Communists from the faculty of the City College of New York. These hearings had begun in 1931 and continued through 1942. Though he was not teaching at City College, he was friends with many who were, and got caught in the cross fire of the general attack. He was outraged, not because he was named—he was a Communist and proud of it—but because they got the year wrong (he had joined the party in 1939). Although my father had studied Marxism at Columbia, it was my mother who introduced him to the party. He got his PhD from Columbia, whose press published the original edition of his dissertation, “American Negro Slave Revolts,” but he could not get a job there because of his affiliation with the party. My mother had joined the Communist Party in 1929, only eight years after it was founded. Having been raised in poverty, and having gone to work in a garment factory when she was fifteen, my mother had an acute class consciousness. Later, when she worked as a secretary, she helped to organize a union. This was when she first met members of the Communist Party, including Clara, who Mom used to say was the best organizer. Clara became one of my mother’s best friends and recruited her into the party.

For my father especially, the party was everything: glorious, true, righteous, the marrow out of which black liberation and socialism would finally come. The truth was in absolutes. Loyalty, loyalty to this movement, above all else. “Arise ye prisoners of starvation,” my mother sang in a piercing, haunting rendition of “The Internationale.” “Avante, Popular!” my father called, chanting the song of the Italian Popular Front against fascism, without melody  and with resolute confidence. It was his version of “Avanti Popolo” with a New Yorker’s inflection.

 



Every morning, I watched my father shave. He stood bare chested in front of the sink, looking into the mirror on the medicine cabinet. He ran the hot water only, and built a thick lather in his hands using a bar of soap. He then smeared the lather onto his face, careful to get it between his lips and nose and down under his chin. Then he moved the razor in firm parallel strokes down his face and under his nose and along his chin. Once finished, he rinsed off his face and dried it with a towel, inspecting the results in the mirror. Then he opened the medicine cabinet, took out the roll-on deodorant—“my anti-stinko,” he called it. For years I believed this was what everyone called it. I was fascinated by his shaving and practiced it on myself after school, imitating each of his actions; however, I was careful not to use a razor blade in the heavy silver-handled holder.

I remember my father in his thirties, with a broad chest and defined waist, the body of an athlete. He had very short, curly, almost black hair, hazel eyes, and a large nose. By his forties his stomach and hips had filled out, making for a straight line, shoulders to thighs, and he wore reading glasses with thick black rims. His hair seemed to turn white all at once the summer of my fourteenth birthday as he turned forty-five. I remember seeing my mother walking up the path toward me at summer camp, and wondering who the man was next to her until I saw it was my father, newly shorn and white haired. On closer inspection I saw a small trace of black curls at the back of his neck that would remain for years.

 



As a historian my father was always reading or writing, settled at the vast mahogany desk inherited from his mother with the lion heads  at each of its four corners. He wrote by hand on a yellow pad with large, broad, confident strokes of the pen. Each letter was definitively shaped, every word plainly legible. Occasionally he worked at his typewriter, set on a rickety metal table next to the desk. It was a very old model Royal with keys that seemed to stick up on springs. He pecked away at it with the index finger of each hand.

My father’s study of African American history is at the center of my earliest memories. Magically, this history came alive when many of the people he wrote about attended my parents’ parties. My parents were part of a large intellectual and artistic community of Communists and progressives in 1950s New York. At its center were African American writers, artists, and activists: W. E. B. Du Bois, Paul Robeson, William L. Patterson, Alphaeus Hunton, Louis Burnham, John O. Killens, Charles White, Doxey Wilkerson. There were women also: Shirley Graham Du Bois, Eslanda Robeson, Dorothy Hunton, Alice Childress, Beah Richards, Louise Thompson Patterson, Dorothy Burnham, Elizabeth Catlett, Yolanda Wilkerson. I came to feel, however, that the men were the history. The conversation that seemed to count flowed from and around their ideas, their experiences. The women seemed to me to be on the periphery, circulating, listening, commenting.

My mother loved to entertain on these occasions. Chicken, bread, and an assortment of salads and desserts arrived from the kitchen in individual baskets when dinner was served. My mother always made sure that everyone had plenty to eat. Bottles of scotch and rye, wines and liqueurs, ginger ale and club soda, along with a silver ice bucket, covered what normally served as my father’s desk. The bartender early in the evening, my dad stood near the desk mixing drinks. Later, people just helped themselves. My mother would make introductions, circulate, orchestrate the evening. Ultimately, my  father would find a chair, sit down, come in and out of conversations as people moved around him.

My father’s first book was called American Negro Slave Revolts. It was published in 1943, a year before I was born. I remember as a child hearing many visitors say how important this book was to them, “to know our own history.” Then, in 1948, when I was four years old, my father published another book, called To Be Free, which included stories about African Americans fighting for their own freedom during the Civil War and working against tremendous obstacles during Reconstruction to start schools, farm their own land, and build free communities. At a few of these parties I heard Dr. Du Bois talk about the term “color line,” and I remember thinking as a child that even though we were white, we seemed to be on the right side of this line. This was a good thing, and it was a relief for me to know this. Years later, my father told me that To Be Free was his favorite book of all that he had written. He lived for this history, and I grew to love the men and women who came to our home, their stories, their robust laughter, the warmth that enveloped our living room with such good times.

The Sunday mornings after these get-togethers the house was littered with clear plastic cups, half-filled drinks, Mother’s china cups and saucers, cigarette butts overflowing from ashtrays, and napkin-festooned baskets piled with chicken bones. Dishes and silverware were stacked in the kitchen sink. The smell of cigarette smoke and alcohol permeated the house. Mom flung open the windows, even in the coldest weather. My parents sat together at the kitchen table drinking coffee, talking over the success of the evening. Although my father never secured regular university employment, my mother adopted the role of the traditional faculty wife, organizing his social life and keeping up his status within  the party. Of course, I didn’t know this until I was older. I think it was my mother’s way of asserting my father’s rightful place in an educational world from which he was barred.

By age eight, I was attending my father’s lectures, first at the Jefferson School, run by the Communist Party, until it was shut down by the government in 1956, and its doors literally padlocked. A couple of years later the Party reopened a school and called it The New York School for Marxist Studies. I continued attending my father’s lectures at the new location in an office building on Broadway near 14th Street. I can still recall how I felt in the lecture hall, seated in one of those straight-backed, red-cushioned chairs and smelling the wet, dirty, grimy odor of an old Manhattan building. I was breathless for an hour in anticipation of my father’s thundering indignation at the oppression of black people, hailing the abolitionist movement, John Brown, the slave revolts, Reconstruction, Du Bois, the struggle against lynching, the fight for education and suffrage. He was passionate and utterly committed. In his mind and many others’, the struggle for black liberation was central to world history. He asserted this again and again, tying together the struggles in the United States and the national liberation movements in Africa.

 



Though my father was passionate and articulate on behalf of causes he believed in, particularly Communism, this fire could also quickly turn to unrestrained anger. Of the dozens of stories from his time in the army during World War II, a few were very funny; most were harrowing. Once, he held a gun to the head of the mayor of a small village in Germany. He demanded milk for the children in a refugee center. The mayor said he didn’t know where to get the milk. My father cocked the gun and told him to find the milk or “I’d blow his goddamned head off.” The milk arrived, but my father still regretted  not shooting “the son of a bitch anyway.” Most of his war stories were filled with nostalgia, a longing for something in some way unfulfilled. These were the stories of his attachment to the men he commanded, and of the love he had for his lieutenant. Over and over again, he would describe the stormy night in which the two of them—my father and his lieutenant—were wrapped in each other’s arms in the back of a truck, “for warmth,” he would say. “We would have died for each other,” he said. Listening to these stories when I was older, I heard the pathos in them that I had missed as a child. The only time my father allowed himself to express his love for men was in the extremity of war, when rules were suspended. For him, in his tellings, the war took on a dreamlike quality. The stench of battle was erased. His responsibility for the killing of hundreds if not thousands of people, from the artillery whose fire he directed, was only an emotional blip on the radar of his experience. He defended “just” wars with a self-righteousness that allowed no exceptions—or differing opinions.

 



When I was four or five, my father took me out to the great green expanse of Prospect Park and began to teach me how to play baseball. As a student he had pitched for Columbia, and for a brief time he’d actually gone into the pros, pitching in the minor leagues. That day in the park he was teaching me how to bat. We were using a Spaulding, a very light pink rubber ball. I hit it. It sailed out of the park and bounced off a policeman’s head. I can still see my father off in the distance retrieving the ball, explaining to the policeman, waving his arm in my direction. I stood still, raising the bat high above my head in confirmation.

My father and I played other games too, besides baseball. I was three or four years old when we began playing “choo-choo train.”  We were in the living room in the apartment on Washington Avenue, crawling around on the Persian rug my mother treasured. Many years afterward, this memory came to me: My father was behind me, and then the train arrived “at the station,” and we had to wait for the “passengers” to get off and on. Our train rocked back and forth, back and forth, and my father had his right arm tightly around me. He was the “locomotive” even though he was behind me. Our train shuddered just before it was supposed to leave “the station,” except it didn’t leave. I was wet and sticky and I remember my father was crying, and I was sitting on the floor next to him and he had put a towel down so we wouldn’t dirty the rug. I remember stroking his hair and saying, “It’s okay, Daddy. It’s okay.” And then he stood me up and we went into the bathroom and he washed me off, very gently. It didn’t hurt. He never hurt me. And I knew not to tell. As I grew bigger we played different games, but they always had the shudder. Older still, I knew it was not a game. I still knew not to tell because he told me “terrible things will happen.” My father stopped molesting me when I was thirteen and we moved to a new house.

I did not remember these games until I began writing about my early life and reconstructing the details of childhood for the first time. The beginning of memory had the force of a tornado. It ripped through me. I loved my father in those childhood years. I felt him to be my emotional bedrock. He was steady and sure of himself, of me and of my mother, of our world.

When I was eight years old, my father was called to Washington, D.C., to testify before the McCarthy Senate committee investigating the “Communist threat” to the “American way of life.” Of course I was too young to understand what all of this meant, but my father was very proud of the fact that The New York Times referred to him as “the Communist Party’s leading theoretician.” I had no idea  what a “theoretician” was but it sounded important. The McCarthy hearings were televised, and when my dad was called to testify I was at a friend’s house. The TV was on, and all of a sudden I saw him on television. It was all very surreal. I remember feeling very proud and shouting, “Look! My daddy’s on television!” There was a terrible silence in the house, and my friend’s parents turned off the TV. Nobody said anything, and then I went home. It was May 6, 1953. I was not invited to my friend’s house again.

After that I just played baseball with the boys on our block, in the empty lot near where the subway tracks surfaced for the Franklin Avenue shuttle. I climbed the fence and retrieved our ball when it went into the tracks, picking my way carefully over the “live” third rail. This was the unspoken rule I had to follow in order to play. It was a few years later, when I was in high school, before I understood that televising the McCarthy Senate hearings had been a way to further intimidate people. Once before the committee, any witness who did not “cooperate” by naming more Communists was presumed guilty of sympathy with the Communists. Many of these people had been fired from their jobs and forced to move from their homes. The children of some of them were subjected to unceasing hostility in school and sometimes even physically attacked by other kids.

I remembered the McCarthy hearings and my father on television because he was a hero to so many people for the way he stood up to the committee. In a prepared statement, he denounced Senator McCarthy, defended the right of the Communist Party to exist, explained Marxism, and challenged the constitutional authority of the committee to hold such hearings. Looking back now, I know I couldn’t have allowed for any memory of my father’s “games” with me if I was going to survive the fear that he would be taken away and  the terror that surrounded those times. Julius and Ethel Rosenberg were executed as Communist spies only six weeks after my father’s testimony before the McCarthy committee. In those months and long afterward, I could hear my father shouting and screaming in the middle of the night as he awakened from nightmares; then I would hear my mother’s gentle, urgent whispers calming him down. And then there were those times when he came to me in the middle of the night.

The Rosenberg case marked the political nightmare of my childhood. The trial and subsequent execution of Julius and Ethel Rosenberg, for allegedly conspiring to give the Soviet Union the secret of the atomic bomb, was a pivotal event in my childhood. Saving them came to mean everything to my parents and to all of their friends. My cousin Phyllis, the daughter of one of Mother’s sisters, was fifteen years older than I and worked in a childcare center the Rosenberg children attended before and after the arrests. Julius and Ethel’s faces, pinched, taut, in dozens of different newspaper photos, all with the same frozen, grief-stricken expression, haunted my mind. My father and mother had no doubt of their innocence. They ranted and wept over their impending executions, and protested—with petitions, demonstrations, speeches, articles, pamphlets. There was a march on Washington, and picketing of the Eisenhower White House. I went too, and insisted on carrying my own sign. “Save the Rosenbergs,” it said.

Thousands of people filled Union Square on the afternoon of their execution, Friday, June 19, 1953. It was Julius and Ethel’s fourteenth wedding anniversary. News of their electrocution swept through the crowd. Convulsive waves of grief passed through the square; the keening surged and fell like the tide. Holding my father’s hand, I looked up into his face. Tears rolled down his cheeks. With his other  arm he held my mother. She was dry eyed and grim, her face drained of color. “They rushed to be done with it,” my father hissed, “so it would be done before the Sabbath.” It was a Friday night just before sunset. And so I registered for the first time that Julius and Ethel were Jewish. “Oh,” I whispered, holding my breath. “Oh.”

In December 1953, six months after Julius and Ethel Rosenberg were executed, W. E. B. and Shirley Graham Du Bois held a Christmas party for the Rosenberg children at their Brooklyn home. Its purpose was to raise money for a trust fund that had been established for them. The Du Boises’ living room was festooned with decorations, and a huge tree glittering with tinsel stood by the windows fronting the street. Its starred tip touched the ceiling, and presents spilled from under its canopy of branches. A shiny black Steinway grand piano stretched toward the center of the room from the opposite corner. A woman played it with a grand flourish of arpeggios and chords. We all sang Christmas carols. There was eggnog and lots of other drinks and food. I saw Robby and Ray and thought about what they were seeing and feeling. I was nine, Ray was ten, and Robby was six.

After the execution, my mother pulled me onto her lap one evening when she got home from work. We were in the big green leather chair in the living room. She said, “I have something very important to tell you.” Her voice was soft, almost without inflection. I could feel her breath on my cheek. “Your daddy and I are Communists. You must never, ever tell anyone. Do you understand?” I remember nodding my head. I already knew my parents were Communists. After all, I had seen my father on TV. But now Mom had made it a secret, and it was one that I would soon betray by mistake.

A year after the Rosenbergs’ execution I was in the bunkhouse at Camp Wyandot, where so many of us children of Communist and  progressive parents spent our summers. “Progressive” meant people who were not actually members of the Communist Party, but who had political ideas very close to those of the party. I was ten. We were all in our beds comparing parental status, seeing who outranked whom. “My parents are Communists,” someone said. “Mine aren’t,” someone countered, challenging the virtue of still being a member of something as stupid as the Communist Party. I piped up. “My parents are Communists too,” I said. Then I froze. I had betrayed the secret. I was terrified. FBI agents were lurking outside our bunkhouse. They would have heard me. They would arrest my parents.... I fell into an exhausted, terror-filled sleep, the image of my parents dead, executed like the Rosenbergs, filling my dreams for weeks afterward. Irrational fear gripped me. I had betrayed the secret, a secret that was not a secret, but that my mother had said was a secret. I prayed to be forgiven by a God I knew my parents did not believe existed. I was not sure. I thought maybe He would help.

In fact, my parents were never arrested. My father never went underground, as happened to so many of the fathers of the children I knew. My father did go to Mexico, however, to find the comrade in the Mexican Communist Party who had betrayed Gus Hall, a party leader who had fled the country after being convicted, under the Smith Act, of “conspiring to advocate the overthrow of the government by force and violence.” Gus had been sentenced to eight years in a federal prison. He was brought back into the United States without even the pretense of an extradition hearing. My father found the informer, but I never learned what happened to him.

 



Everywhere in my life there were secrets. There were those I was told to keep, and others about myself that I chose to keep. One of my biggest secrets was that I loved women. I fell in love with my first  woman when I was five: Dorothy Hunton, the wife of my father’s colleague, Alphaeus. I thought she was the most beautiful woman I had ever seen. Then I fell in love with Martha Schlamme, a Jewish folksinger who fled Vienna before the war, then with my third grade teacher, then with my best friend’s mother, then with my high school English teacher.

I knew to hide these feelings, just as I had to hide what my father did. I knew I was twisted, deformed in some terrible way. I hid the blemishes upon the perfection I was supposed to be. I was consumed with fear and guilt.

 



At thirteen I wrote a short story for our high school magazine. It was called “A Knight in a Brooklyn Morning.” It was about a black boy and a white girl. They met at the polar bear’s cage in the zoo at Prospect Park. The little girl lost her red balloon. It drifted over the big iron spikes toward the bear. The little boy climbed the fence, reached up and over. He saved the balloon.

Of course I saw in writing this account of the story that I was the black boy, a fictional hero providing for my ultimate redemption. He was the perfection I thought my father desired and which I strove to become.

Thirteen was also the dividing line, the demarcation, because it was the year my father stopped molesting me. As I was finishing my last year in elementary school, we moved into our new house on Ludlam Place. It was 1957.

 



In winter there were often big snowstorms in Brooklyn. I’d wake up early in the morning, look out the window of our apartment, and see Washington Avenue and the botanical garden beyond, all white and pristine. Cars, buses, and trucks would be at a standstill. Even  the subway was delayed because miles of tracks lay aboveground. Orange trucks with huge plows cleared the streets. As it was plowed, the snow became muddied with the soot and grime of the city. The plows would bank the snow up against the curb. Some cars, which had been left on the street and were parked illegally, were ticketed by the police. The trucks plowed around the cars, burying them in the snow for a week or more. After the plowing, traffic resumed and the remaining snow was churned into blackened slush.

Walking to school in my snowsuit and boots, a wool hat pulled down over my ears, I stomped through the snowbanks. The snow came up to my hips, even my waist, and it crunched under my boots. The crunching felt good; it sounded like bones cracking. Each step was harder to take, and my breath came in short spurts, the puffs of steam condensing into balls of mist.

When I was about ten years old I went to a ski resort in Vermont with friends of my parents. My parents did not ski and had not wanted to go. The friends showed me the rudiments of skiing. On the lift I swung my skis back and forth in the air. Then I skied down a long pass. The wind seared my cheeks, and my eyes teared. I felt exhilarated in the cold. The friends had forgotten to show me how to slow down and how to stop. I gathered speed, faster and faster. Then I lost a ski; I slid on my butt to a stop in a snowbank at the foot of a slope. I was laughing. A small crowd of onlookers laughed with me and cheered as I stood up, unhurt.

Vermont in winter seemed to me a fairytale, a never-never land. When it began to snow I went out from our hotel and stood in the forest. I stood very still like the trees. Snowflakes glistened on my jacket, forming small mounds on my shoulders. This was when I first noticed how quiet a forest is; the snow fell with only a whisper of sound. It blanketed everything. Cedar, evergreen, and pine were  ornamented in crystal, while maple, elm, and oak stood at attention like whitened sentinels.

In winter, the young saplings in mountain forests are completely covered, smothered in snow. Only the heartiest survive and make it to the spring thaw.

I was the young sapling, in emotional hibernation, spaced out, waiting for a spring thaw I did not know would come.

 



One of my earliest childhood memories is sitting on the couch in the living room of our apartment on Washington Avenue during one of my parents’ parties. I am scrunched into the corner, my hands folded in my lap and my short legs straight out in front of me. I can see the white socks and black patent leather shoes with little straps. I am wearing a starched white party dress with blue polka dots, and the linen fabric of the couch is scratching my bare thighs. I am watching the crowd of people in front of me, undulating like the long stalks of kelp in the big tank at the aquarium. They are holding cocktail glasses and smoking, talking, and eating. Every so often one of the women guests sits down next to me or peers down at me, smiling, making funny little sounds in her throat, and tells me what a good girl I am. I look back on the scene and think about the intended kindness of the women, the smallness of the child, and the way goodness and silence were so deeply intertwined.

 



Despite my nearly constant anxiety as a child, I always had everything I needed or wanted. Toys. Clothes. Books. A bicycle. I had no chores other than to keep my room neat. My parents took me on trips with them, they took me to museums and the public library. They took me to concerts. They bought me ice cream sundaes. From the outside it all looked normal, and even idyllic. I would have thrived  had it not been for my father’s abuse and the silence to which I was condemned at all costs. After all, I had been instructed by him to not tell or “terrible things would happen.” I internalized his warning to the point that for many years I wouldn’t even remember it myself; it was simply too scary and threatening to contemplate. I tucked it deep inside myself, though the feelings around it seeped out in the form of anxiety, fear, self-inflicted wounds, and an almost constant sense of dread. Before I recalled specific memories of the abuse, I felt for so many years a strong sense of dread and guilt, especially around anything having to do with my parents. It was a terrible irony that my parents faced the terror of the McCarthy era with so much courage, and yet lined my heart with so much fear.

 



A few months after I started writing the story of my life, I took my parents out for lunch. It was 1995. I was fifty, Mom was ninety, and Dad had just turned eighty. By then they had been living in San Jose, California, for many years. I took them to The Fountain, the coffee shop at the Fairmont Hotel, because it was one of Mother’s favorite places, the tables set with linen cloths. All through lunch my father sniped at me. I tuned out his mean-spirited jibes about my appearance, my work, my lack of productivity, my children, my political view, as quickly as he made them. The only reason I remember them now is because it was so bad that our waitress, with whom my father had been “joking” in a series of thinly disguised sexual innuendos, intervened.

My father had wanted to order dessert. The waitress said, “I’ll bring you dessert if you stop being so nasty to your daughter!” I was startled from my reverie. I had been “gone” from the table, “checked out,” as I so often was when in the company of my parents, this pattern of dissociation long in place as a way to deal with the  untenable. I thought, Has he been nasty to me? With friends present, my father always extolled my virtues, praised me, seemed proud that I was a professor. And now, in private? His words came roaring back into sound. I had erased the memory of his conversations almost instantaneously, a habit of fifty years. I was so grateful to that waitress. This was how it was in my childhood; what was untenable was erased. As a result, I was almost completely without access to my emotions. As I write this I have had to go back into the experience, relive it as it was happening, have the re-memory of sexual violence, and recover the feelings as they finally erupt. But the eruption is now, not then, not in childhood. Then I was silent, and almost completely absent from myself.

Sometimes when I hear a piece of classical music, for example a Brahms concerto I particularly like, I feel a swell in my throat for the beauty of the music. And I feel so much for the child, the small child who escaped into the concertos and symphonies, who vanished from her seat and soared over audiences and orchestras, blissed out in the sounds of heaven, whose heart broke open in the weeping of the cello.

 



Incest survivors know despair. It is not your ordinary, run-of-the-mill despair. It is not depression. It’s a different feeling. All through childhood, all through my twenties, I had this feeling. It was bottomless, endless, bone deep, down to the marrow. I choked on it, fell prostrate with it. It was connected to a self-loathing so deep, so limitless, so without end that suicide seemed the only possible relief. Short of suicide there was self-mutilation. That could work, at least for a while.

I knew the feeling without knowing its cause. I knew it was connected to my parents, but I didn’t know how. By every outward  measure they were paragons of virtue, self-sacrificing pillars of the revolutionary movement.

By my late twenties, the feelings of despair came less frequently and were of shorter duration. I was immersed in the party, in my marriage, in the social movements of the time. When I fell in love with Kate, my life partner, in 1979, I didn’t tell her about the despair because I couldn’t explain it and I had learned to function with it, though not always well. But she knew I was wounded. She nurtured and supported me so that the despair became like a distant fog, the way fog hovers on the ocean at the horizon. You know it’s going to come in again, but not yet, not today.

When I started writing this memoir the despair crept back into my life. One morning as I was preparing breakfast for my family, I had a strong sense of needing to get out of the kitchen. I’ve never been claustrophobic, but at that moment I wanted everyone to leave me alone and yelled at my family to get away from me. Then I became sullen and angry. I felt suicidal—the first time I had felt that way in many years—and told Kate. We speculated about the causes, and she stayed close by me. After about two weeks the despair receded.

Then I went to see a movie that I was eager to see, Sense and Sensibility, based on Jane Austen’s novel, which I had read and loved. Kate and I had even read it aloud. I thought it would be a great way to spend my evening. But that’s not how it turned out. It was about five weeks after the incident in the kitchen, and Kate was away, visiting her daughter in Norway. I had been with them, but had returned home early because my classes were beginning at the university.

Near the end of the film there is a scene on a meadow overlooking the sea in a hard rain. Marianne, the sister whose lover has married another woman, walks out onto that meadow, heedless of the storm,  consumed with grief and despair. She has no life left in her. As I watched, my throat tightened and I began to cry. Despair engulfed me, and suddenly, I had a hard time breathing. The movie ended, but as I left the theater I still felt like I was inside Marianne’s despair. I got into my car and began to sob, great, cracked, heaving sobs. I drove toward the beach at Rio Del Mar, just south of our home, where Kate and I frequently walked. It was after nine in the evening and I knew the beach would be deserted. I intended to walk into the ocean and into my death.

A voice, very adult, very calm, broke through the hysteria. It ordered me home, where I could go to the calm space of the meditation room and the familiarity and peace of comfortable surroundings. I exited the freeway, circled back toward the house. I could not stop sobbing. I got back on the freeway heading toward the ocean. The voice returned. I exited the freeway, circled back toward the house, got back on the freeway, headed toward the ocean. I had no direction, and no sense of what to do next. I had no content, I didn’t know what was wrong, and I was frightened and struggling for a control I could not summon. Tears blinded me so much that I thought it was raining. I slowed down, exited the freeway, went home, made it into the house. No lights. I couldn’t bear the thought of light.

I fell in front of our altar with its beautiful golden statue of Tara, the Tibetan goddess of compassion, called “the Mother of all the Buddhas.”

I could not stop crying.

I didn’t know what was happening to me.

I had no content.

I wanted to mutilate myself, went for the knives in the kitchen. I hadn’t done anything like that in thirty years.

I had no content.

The voice of reason came through again, clear and calm.

“Call for help.”

We had no telephone in our cottage. We had wanted to preserve our privacy.

I stumbled back to the car, drove two miles to a service station, dialed. Wrong number. Dialed again. My dear friend answered on the first ring. Where was I? I couldn’t remember the names of the streets. All I could say was, “Near the house.” She said, “Go home. Get into bed. I’ll come and get you.”

I went home. I couldn’t bear to be inside, so I lay on the ground outside. We lived in the countryside, in the hills as they begin their ascent into the Santa Cruz mountains. A horse stirred, walked to the fence where I lay, whinnied softly. A resident cat came and walked over my body, meowing and clawing gently. Our cat, black as the night, stood at my head talking to me urgently, the way he did when he wanted to be fed.

A thought came: I shouldn’t be on the ground when my friend comes. It will frighten her.


I got up. I went back into the house. No lights.

I still had no content.

I jammed my left arm into the door of our meditation room, slammed against it again and again. I knew I was externalizing the pain I felt inside, the pain I had been feeling for years.

The first flash of memory came.

“Oh . . . my . . . God!” I said in a hoarse whisper.

It wasn’t a memory really. It was a knowing, a certainty.

“My father!” I whispered again.

I heard the gate click open on the walkway outside our cottage.

“Thank God,” I breathed.

My friend came into the house. She didn’t turn the lights on. She stood in the dark in the middle of the room and called my name. I went to her, fell into her arms. In a clear, solid voice, holding me in a firm grip, she said: “Whatever it is, it isn’t happening now.”






one

A CHILDHOOD IN TWO WORLDS

WHEN I WAS a little girl I wanted to be just like my father. Whatever he did, I did, or tried to do. He had been a baseball pitcher so I became one too. I remember afternoons in Prospect Park, where he tried to impart his wisdom about the perfect curveball, or how to throw a screwball. To be like him, I pretended to read voraciously and, at the precociously young age of six, to take notes on yellow legal pads. I sat at my desk with my feet just like his, toes pressed to the ground, heels up, one foot on each side of the chair. My father was a creature of habit, so once I had him down, I had him.

I read the Sunday New York Times like he did (although I couldn’t understand much of it), carried a pen in my shirt pocket (if I had a pocket), ate the bagel and lox that he did, and feared my mother as he did. Together, we obeyed her. My father was charismatic, and a forceful personality given to fierce outbursts of righteous anger against injustice and betrayal of the Communist cause. He was known in the U.S. Communist Party for his brilliant theorizing, and for his explosiveness, but his anger was never directed at me. It was  my mother whose anger was closest to the surface, at least at home, and often directed at me. “Can’t you do anything right?” my mother would shout at me. “Stand up straight! Stop crying!” I tried so hard to be good, to remember all of the things I was not to do, to do all of the things I was supposed to do. She had a lot of rules. One of her rules was that once I went to bed I was not to get up again or ask for anything. Another was that I finish the food on my plate. But because of my fear of my parents, I had trouble eating. My mother became furious if I didn’t finish my food, but fear of her anger made me too nervous to eat.

Occasionally she lashed out at me physically. Once, when I was about eight, I was fussing as she brushed knots out of my hair, and she got so angry that she hit me on the forehead with the brush. I remember a small trickle of blood ran down over my nose. She blotted up the blood with a wet washcloth and continued brushing my hair. She didn’t say anything and I didn’t dare move or speak.

I learned early on that what went on in private was not to be discussed outside our house. I was the keeper of family secrets. And we were a very special family in my mother’s vision of the world. As an only child, I was like a third adult in the family, an extension of my parents. I was rarely with kids my own age, except when I played baseball with the boys on our block. Secrets kept me isolated, especially from other children, and instilled in me the belief that what went on at home had nothing to do with my parents’ political beliefs—those of socialism, peace, social justice, racial equality, and civil rights. Of course, I didn’t see the contradiction between the way they lived and what they believed until much later, when I realized that I had to live what I believed if I was going to overcome my past and thrive as an authentic person.

To avoid my mother’s anger, I made the practice of goodness and compliance an art form. Looking back, I think I was also trying to live a life of perfect goodness to protect my father. I lived in fear that my mother would catch my father being sexual with me, and that I would disappear along with my world.

Despite their outbursts, my mother and father had great affection for each other. When my father came home from work he would kiss Mom noisily on the mouth and say in Yiddish, “Du bist azoy geshmak!” (Literally translated it means, “You are so tasty.”) In stories about his boyhood, my father told us that this was what his father said to his mother every morning when he first woke up. My father was in charge of making breakfast, brewing coffee, and setting the table. The love my parents had for each other was palpable.

Still, their rage terrified me, intensifying my feeling that I had no place of refuge, and no safety from unpredictable eruption.

 



The double life I lived caused me a great deal of anxiety, whether I was actually home or not. And sometimes it came out in terrible dreams. One night when I was about five or six I had a nightmare. I don’t remember the dream, but I remember screaming, crying out in terror. My mother called out from the living room, where my parents slept, that she was coming. But when I heard her voice I remembered that I was not supposed to wake her in the middle of the night. So I muffled my sobs, the terror of my nightmare overcome by my fear of Mom’s retribution. To reach my room she had to pass the grandfather clock in the hallway. As she rounded the corner and approached the clock, I screamed in renewed terror to warn her of the tiger. I was sure it would leap out of the clock and attack her, but she passed unharmed. I don’t remember what she said when she reached me, but I know she comforted me. Later, as an adult, I remembered that  it was my father who would come past the clock and into my room. The glass doors reflected the light from the kitchen windows and created shadows in the night. When he came into my bedroom to do wrong things to me, he came out of the shadows of the clock. My father was the tiger.

The life I lived at home, in private, was confusing and often lonely. Outside, though, my parents presented us as the perfect family, and I always did my best to show this to be true. Nowhere was this more apparent than when I accompanied my father to work during school vacations or the occasional day off from school.

Besides lecturing on behalf of the Communist Party, my father worked as a writer and editor at New Century Publishers, the party’s publishing operation. In the 1950s, when I was growing up, he was a contributing editor to the party’s two official magazines, Masses & Mainstream and Political Affairs. His coworkers included V. J. Jerome, the Polish-born Jewish writer who was imprisoned for three years during the McCarthy era and later returned to Poland, and Elizabeth Gurley Flynn, the iconic union organizer and leader of the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW). When I met Elizabeth she was in her early sixties, a very large, heavy woman with short gray hair, blue eyes, pastel pink cheeks, and rimless glasses. A hushed scurrying affected everyone during her visits. I remember her as being friendly, always taking an interest in whatever writing or reading project I busied myself with while my father worked. I was an avid reader of Nancy Drew mysteries and I imagine that more than once I must have regaled her with plot details. She laughed a lot and encouraged me. As a young child, once I felt comfortable with someone, I was an energetic talker, and Elizabeth was a truly attentive listener. I remember her as one of the very few adults who related to me as an individual, rather than as an extension of my  father. When I was eleven, her autobiography, I Speak My Own Piece, was published and she signed a copy for me: “To Bettina, with love.” I still have her book.

I arrived at the New Century offices holding my father’s hand, dressed in a green plaid coat with a corduroy collar, a red and green plaid wool skirt, a white cotton blouse with a Peter Pan collar, and two pigtails neatly braided and tied with white or green ribbons. I carried a brown leather satchel brought to my father from a visiting comrade from Europe. I had commandeered it and used it all through elementary school. I’m sure we looked like the perfect father-and-daughter set; we were always greeted with smiles. My father was at ease in his office. He loved his work. Sitting at his desk, typing away furiously, he was in his element. I typically spent the day at one or another temporarily vacated desk, with paper and pencil, writing, just as my father did. Sometimes I might even have access to an old Royal typewriter, and I would peck away at it with two fingers, a pencil stuck behind my ear. At lunch, we left the office holding hands as we walked down Broadway toward one of the delis we frequented. I remember feeling proud and happy.

In addition to his work at New Century, my father was an ardent polemicist, a revolutionary muckraker who wrote scathing denunciations of U.S. foreign policy, and equally laudatory accounts of Soviet life. As editor of Political Affairs from the mid-1950s to the early 1960s, his editorials and articles provided the ideological bellwether of Communist thought. These editorials and articles were then published in books my father edited. For example, Laureates of Imperialism (1954) and American Foreign Policy and the Cold War (1962) contain one article after another of denunciation of and outrage at U.S. foreign policy. A very typical example is his article “Imperialism and the [Atomic] Bomb,” in which he gave what he  described as the real but hidden reason for the bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki at the end of World War II.

Citing relevant statements by the secretary of war and the secretary of the Navy, and articles in U.S. News and World Report, he wrote that the real object of the atomic bombing of Japan had been to intimidate the Soviet Union and give the United States unchallenged claims in the Pacific by the war’s end. “Professor P. M. S. Blackette,” Dad wrote, “the distinguished British scientist, concluded that the atomic bombing of Hiroshima marked the opening salvo in the Cold War.”

My father’s forte lay in building a careful documentation from the non-Communist press—The New York Times, The Wall Street Journal, Foreign Affairs, the Progressive, the Nation, the New Republic, and the Christian Century are the publications I most vividly recall stacked on the radiator shelf in the kitchen—to substantiate the reality of U.S. imperialist intrigues, interventions, assassinations, and economic policies. He wrote about the U.S.-backed interventions in Nicaragua and Guatemala in the mid-1950s, decried the UN-deployed Korean conflict in the same period as a U.S.-engineered war (principally against the Chinese Communists), and wrote extensive histories of U.S. policies in Western Europe before, during, and after World War II. He defended the Soviet invasion of Hungary in 1956, the erection of the Berlin Wall in 1961, and denounced the Bay of Pigs invasion against Cuba in 1961. He explained and supported Soviet policy toward its Jewish people, which he did not view as anti-Semitic because Jews were recognized as a national group rather than a religious one, and as such had their own republic like other nationalities. He wrote extensively on Vietnam, beginning in the early 1960s, and visited Hanoi with antiwar activists Staughton Lynd and Tom Hayden in 1965.

Upon his return from North Vietnam, my father worked at his usual fever pitch to publish a book based upon his experiences and observations. Mission to Hanoi, a 128-page account, complete with photos, was rushed into print by International Publishers in 1966, a few months after his return, the hardcover edition selling for only $3.75. Tom Hayden and Staughton Lynd each wrote a preface. The first chapter was called “There Are So Many Children . . .” and Dad’s first lines capture how he felt at that moment and exactly represent his rhetorical style:
It is the Christmas season back home, where responsible statesmen are considering the bombing of this city of Hanoi. I walk the tree-lined streets; about me are hundreds of people.... There are many little children and many, many women.

It is absolutely fantastic. A short time ago at home on my TV, a Senator was explaining how necessary it was that we bomb Hanoi.

He thought—it was Sen. John Tower (Republican, Texas)—that not many civilians would be killed, but without bombing Hanoi the vital interests of the United States would be threatened....

Is it possible that any government—the American government—is seriously considering whether or not to destroy this city, 13,000 miles away from Washington?

In Hanoi live one million men, women and children.

Not one has harmed an American, and most have never seen an American. No one here threatens Los Angeles or Detroit or Brooklyn. Everyone here wants desperately to live in peace—finally—after 25 years of war. Yet back home crackpot “realists” insist the city threatens U.S. interests.






My father’s membership in the Communist Party permeated every part of my life. All of my parents’ friends were either in the party or were sympathetic to its cause. I went to a Communist-run summer camp, attended rallies and meetings from the time I could walk, and heard my parents talk about the party and its various activities until I went away to college. Though my parents were open about their affiliation with the party, they instilled in me at a young age an awareness of FBI surveillance. I knew our phone was tapped. I was just a child during the McCarthy hearings, but I understood that my father’s prominence in the Communist Party made us different.

This was the case in June 1959, near the end of the worst of the anti-Communist purges, when I was fifteen. A man who identified himself as U.S. Marshal Charles Haggerty began calling at our house looking for my father, to serve him a subpoena to appear before the House Committee on Un-American Activities (popularly known as HUAC). For three weeks Marshal Haggerty preoccupied my thoughts, as I was sure he was going to show up any minute and arrest me for preventing his access to my father.

Sidney Finkelstein, a fellow Communist and friend of my father’s, had alerted us to the subpoena. As was the custom with party members, Sidney called my father to warn him a subpoena could be coming; he had received one himself. Whenever the FBI, police, or U.S. marshals visited one party member, they would likely make the rounds. This was the routine. Once alerted, my parents instructed me to answer the telephone and the doorbell. If anyone whom I did not personally know asked for my father, I was to say that he was not at home, that I did not know when he would be home, and that I did not know where he was.

A few days after Sidney’s call, when Charles Haggerty telephoned, I told him my father wasn’t home and I didn’t know where  he was, although, in fact, Dad was at home. A few days later when Marshal Haggerty came to the house, I answered the door. Although my parents were upstairs, I stood in the doorway, trying to look as big as possible, and told him no one was home, repeating myself more forcefully when he showed me his identification. I summoned the courage to defy Marshal Haggerty because I was protecting my father. He telephoned again a few days later, and so it went. I became adept at saying my father wasn’t home, and he was just as adept at repeating himself.

Meanwhile, my father went to work every day. He changed his routine, coming and going at different times, but he was still at New Century—where apparently Marshal Haggerty never thought to look.

 



Though Marshal Haggerty’s subpoena in itself was routine, I was often afraid for my parents, although my father never gave the appearance of being intimidated. He had, in fact, testified before dozens of committees and at the trials of many Communists all over the country.

The subpoena being served by Marshal Haggerty, then, was more of an inconvenience than anything else, as it interfered with our planned trip to Europe, during which my father was to meet with a number of Communist Party leaders and heads of state in socialist countries. He was certain the reason for the subpoena was to prevent our travel overseas. Though we rearranged our travel plans to avoid any additional attempts to subpoena my father, our trip was still a go. The day of our departure my father and I headed to the airport for an afternoon flight on Air France, and my mother went to work as usual. She would fly out later that week. I remember sitting in an airport lounge area for hours before check-in, lest we run into Mr. Haggerty. I paced around nervously while my father sat calmly reading. About  an hour before our flight, I went alone to the Air France desk to check our baggage. If the clerk thought it strange that a fifteen-year-old girl appeared to check enough luggage for two, he didn’t say anything. My heart was pounding, my throat was parched, and my hands were shaking: I expected Marshal Haggerty to materialize at any moment, handcuff me, and demand to know my father’s whereabouts.

Instead, nothing happened. The agent gave me our boarding passes and wished me a nice trip. I returned to the lounge and to my father, lost in his reading, but I was still scared that we would be stopped at the last minute. I remembered reading somewhere that once we were a certain number of miles out of New York on Air France we were considered to be on French soil, but I couldn’t recall if it was three miles or twelve. When I asked my father as we prepared to board the plane, he said he thought it applied only to ships. Only after we were airborne did I finally breathe a sigh of relief.

Our first meeting in Paris was with Jacques Duclos, who had been vice president of France after World War II and then, in 1959, was head of the French Communist Party. I remember being surprised when my father told me that there were a half-million members of the party in France, with the party’s newspaper, L’Humanité, available at any newsstand. It was the first time I realized that Communism as a political party could be legitimate, acceptable, and out in the open, a marked contrast to the secretive, persecuted Communism I was used to at home and the painstaking, hand-to-hand distribution of the Worker.

Communist Party headquarters in Paris was then in a multistoried, old, reddish gray building. The front door was of reinforced steel, a tiny barred window near the top. Two fully uniformed French soldiers armed with bayonets stood at attention outside. Several more armed soldiers stood in the entrance hallway, and in adjoining  rooms. Shocked by the level of security, given how open and legal the party was, I was told by my father that the increased security measures were due to France’s war in Algiers. At the time a national liberation movement was fighting to free Algeria from French colonial rule, leading to considerable violence. This explanation puzzled me because I knew the party would have supported the Algerians in their struggle, but I made no further inquiries.

Duclos was a rotund, balding man with a round face, round dark-rimmed glasses, and a very forceful presence. His office was spartan: no rug, no curtains on the windows, no plants. Two giant portraits hung on the wall behind his desk, one of Marx and the other of Lenin. He spoke to my father in French. Dad understood French but he answered Duclos in English, and in this way they understood each other. I sat very quietly, watching, unable to follow the ping of French to English. Sometime near the end of this conversation on party affairs, Duclos picked up his office phone. A few minutes later a young man appeared. A member of the Young Communist League, he had been assigned to take me on an afternoon excursion through Paris. As we left, Duclos called after him in French the equivalent of “And no hanky-panky with her,” my father later recalled, highly amused. I didn’t think it was funny.

 



Though he was frequently traveling, lecturing, and writing on behalf of the party during my childhood, it wasn’t always work with my father. Sometimes we went on fun excursions on Sundays—to Coney Island, the Brooklyn Botanic Garden, Prospect Park, the Brooklyn Zoo, or the library. I cherished these times.

Coney Island was a mass of rides and thrills along the boardwalk fronting the Atlantic Ocean, the tangle of wires, pillars, wheels, and colors reminding me of a giant erector set. In spring  and summer, the beaches were packed with bathers. In winter and fall, when we went most often, only a few older women and men sat on the benches along the boardwalk, or on folding chairs on the beach, talking and sunning themselves. They all seemed to me to be Jewish, noticeable either by their still-evident European manner or the Yiddish flowing between them, one conversation fading into another as we passed by.

In winter, most of the rides were shut down. But my favorite, the carousel, was always open. I always wanted the same horse, the one on the outer circle that moved up and down. As we circled round and round, the circus music playing, I would reach for the metal rings protruding from a long bar mounted on the side of the building. If a gold ring came up and you caught it, you got a free ride. No matter how far I stretched I could never manage even to touch the rings. My father rode the carousel too. He easily reached the rings, but he never caught a gold one.

After the carousel, we would take a long walk along the boardwalk, the ocean breeze wetting our faces and the salt air filling our lungs. I felt uplifted, lighthearted, as though I could simply float off the ground and fly. After our walk we would stop at Nathan’s for hot dogs and orange sodas. We ate our hot dogs standing on the sidewalk, balancing our drinks in one hand, the hot dogs in the other, trying not to let the mustard and sauerkraut drip all over us.

Our most frequent outings on Sunday afternoons, however, were to the Brooklyn Botanic Garden or Prospect Park, as both were within walking distance of our house. If it was warm enough we brought our baseball and mitts, and maybe a bat, if one of us was willing to carry it. In Prospect Park we might also visit the zoo. I remember the monkeys and polar bears, a lion and sea lions, and several elephants. I loved the elephants the best. They had soft brown eyes, and would  extend their trunks over the fence and into my raised hands filled with peanuts. Very gently they vacuumed the food from my hands.

 



These times with my father were some of the best of my childhood, but they were also confusing. As a child, I didn’t know how to reconcile this gentle, kind side of my father with the raging, judgmental, and irrational side that I saw more frequently.

In contrast to the carefree Sundays with my father that I looked forward to all week, I dreaded the occasional Saturdays with my mother when we went shopping for clothes. These shopping trips started when I was eight or nine years old. I loathed my body in very contradictory ways, especially as I reached adolescence. My skinny, boyish figure was all sinewy and taut. I had tiny breasts and no hips. I seemed to be caught somewhere between the growing, muscular strength of the boys I knew and the budding breasts and feminine curves of the girls. I always felt most comfortable in jeans, T-shirts, and flannel shirts. I liked sneakers and baseball caps. Such things, of course, could not be worn to school. My mother, herself a fashion plate, would never have permitted it, even if the school dress codes of the 1950s hadn’t been strictly enforced. Her style ran more to tailored shirtwaists and well-cut skirts with matching sweaters. Those Saturdays with my mother exacerbated my feelings about my body, and I withdrew into myself even further. I never argued with her; I was silent and compliant.

We shopped at the large department stores in downtown Brooklyn, like Abraham & Strauss, or the more elaborate ones in midtown Manhattan, like Macy’s and Gimbel’s. We would go to the children’s and later the “Junior Misses” departments, where my mother, having already determined what I needed, installed me in a dressing room and went off in search of these things. She  would return periodically, clothes draped over her arms. I would dutifully (and pathetically, I felt) try on one dress or skirt and blouse after another. Soon I would be anxious and sweaty from the close confines of the dressing room, and my mother would become increasingly annoyed at what seemed like the utter futility of ever finding anything that might fit me. According to her, I was too thin, too small on top, too short in the waist, too narrow in the hips. It went on for what seemed to me like hours, my stomach knotted in tension as Mother’s irritation finally grew into rage and she shouted things like, “Nothing ever fits you,” and “We’ll never find anything for you.” From the dressing room I would at last emerge, having survived another shopping trip, Mom settling on perhaps one or two items that would do. She always asked me if I liked whatever skirts or blouses she picked out, as if it mattered. But of course I did, if for no other reason than that they got me out of there.

I’ve often looked back on those times, wondering why these shopping trips affected me so viscerally. Of course, I was already anxious in my mother’s presence, always waiting for the inevitable explosion. But it was something more, too. I’ve come to believe that my mother’s obsession with fashion and outfitting my body in what she considered the proper way reinforced the shame I felt from the incest at the hands of my father, however repressed my memory of it was at the time. I truly loathed my body and did not want to draw attention to it in any way. Although I had no words for it at the time, I’ve recognized a similar feeling in the body anxiety expressed in contemporary memoirs of transgendered writers.

It was on one of these shopping trips, when I was about ten years old, that I learned that my mother had been married to someone else before my father, a shocking revelation for me. We were leaving one of the department stores when a woman called out to my mother in  greeting, “Fay! Fay Steiner!” They hadn’t seen each other in years, and there were several moments of animated conversation, but Mom didn’t introduce me. When we were alone together again, I asked Mom, “Why did she call you Fay Steiner?”

“Oh,” Mom said casually, “I was married once before.”

Choking on this news, the whole structure of my world disintegrating, I asked, “Is Daddy my real father?”

“Of course,” Mother said with an irritable laugh. “Of course he is.” I fell silent. Now I knew that Mother and Father had lied to me my whole life about something that felt very important to me. What else had I not been told? What else had I been told that wasn’t true? Later, when I was older, I saw my birth certificate and confirmed that Herbert Aptheker was, indeed, my father. Lying was a new idea to me. At ten, I didn’t know that people lied. I was devastated to think that my parents would lie to me.

Despite her rage and lying, my mother did give me some wonderful gifts. She introduced me to classical music. From a young age, I accompanied my parents to the symphony, the ballet, and numerous music festivals. The layers of sound, the crescendos, the players, and the drama of it all captivated me. Sol Hurok, a well-known producer of the 1950s, opened up cultural exchanges with the Soviet Union at a time when the McCarthy era was waning but the Cold War was in full tilt. Mom and I attended virtually every performance, from pianist Emil Gilels to the Bolshoi Ballet and the Moiseyev Dancers, who performed traditional dances from a variety of republics in the Soviet Union and were renowned for their authentic costuming and technically brilliant choreography. While I liked the ballet, I was enthralled by the male dancers in the Moiseyev troupe; the enormity of their grace and strength literally took my breath away. My mother also took me to hear pianist Rudolf  Serkin, violinist Isaac Stern, and the New York Philharmonic under Leonard Bernstein. Some summers, we went to the Marlboro Music Festival in Vermont, where Serkin and Stern and violinist Alexander Schneider collaborated. In the afternoons we would sit quietly in or just outside the barnlike theater and listen to their rehearsals. I was fascinated by how the music suddenly stopped, then started again as a passage would be replayed. My young and untrained ears couldn’t discern any noticeable difference of course, but I liked the rhythm of the musicians stopping, stopping, then moving on once they were satisfied. One such summer the famed cellist Pablo Casals performed at the Marlboro Festival after many years of boycotting the United States to protest the U.S. colonization of Puerto Rico, where he lived in exile from Franco’s regime in his Spanish homeland. He was then in his eighties. I remember his bald head bent over the instrument, his rigorous motion, his intense focus and occasional audible moans as he swept bow across strings.

 



In addition to these cultural excursions and the Sundays with my father, I spent my summers at camp. These were wonderful times for me. From age six through my teen years I attended three summer camps: Wyandot and Kinderland, both of which were in the Catskills, and Higley Hill in Vermont. Of these I loved Higley Hill the best and went there the longest. All were run and staffed by people in or close to the Communist Party and largely attended by sons and daughters of party members. Even at the young age of six I was overjoyed to get on the train at Grand Central and begin a fun-filled and carefree summer away from the tension of home. Unlike most six-year-olds, I had no fears about being away from home. Camp was refuge.

At camp I could be a kid. Although most children and staff at Higley Hill were white, African American children attended as  well, and racial equality and civil rights were emphasized in our everyday activities, in the songs we sang and in the stories we were told. For example, we often sang freedom songs and spirituals, and were taught their meaning embedded in the history of slavery. Not surprisingly, we sang many peace songs. Folksinger Pete Seeger made frequent appearances at camp. Tall, lanky, with a receding hairline and reddish nose, a banjo slung across his shoulders, seemingly ageless, head thrown back, Adam’s apple bobbing, he led us in songs like “Study War No More,” “If I Had a Hammer,” “This Land Is Your Land,” “Last Night I Had the Strangest Dream,” “Oh, Freedom!” “I Dreamed I Saw Joe Hill Last Night”—all emphasizing themes of peace and social justice. Film nights introduced us to Charlie Chaplin and to working-class and antifascist films like How Green Was My Valley, The Grapes of Wrath, and Open City. These films had a huge emotional impact on me, and we often talked about them, whispering to each other from our bunk beds late into the night.

My favorite camp game was called “Capture the White Flag,” a war game. We played it on a huge field surrounded by woods. The area of fair play extended into the woods, which was very important to the game’s purpose and outcome. Halfway down the field was a line, and each team occupied the territory extending from that line back to the team’s goal post. Upon each post was mounted a white flag, and behind the flag was the “prisoner’s pen.” The object of the game was to capture the opposing team’s flag and carry it safely back into your own team’s territory. If you were tagged while in the opposing team’s territory, you became a “prisoner.” You could be “freed” if a member of your team managed to run or sneak into the prisoner’s pen. Any number of people could play, of any age, as long as you were more or less equally divided. It was ironic that we  played a war game at a camp so strongly devoted to peace, but ours was not a pacifist world; it was a fiercely partisan one.

In my imagination I was always an antifascist or guerrilla fighter in these games, and I spent my time crawling through and hiding in the woods, trying to get all the way to our “prisoners” and the flag. Once I was “captured” by Bobby Starobin. He was in his late teens or early twenties, with a mass of black curly hair and a marvelous dimpled grin. He was the son of Joe Starobin, a revered member of the Communist Party, a journalist and correspondent for the Worker who wrote books such as Eyewitness in Indo-China and Paris to Peking. We all loved Bobby, and I didn’t mind being “captured” by him at all. We were both laughing so hard after he found me that we sat on the ground holding our sides. I think I was about twelve. Bobby ended up in Berkeley in the 1960s as a graduate student of history, and he was a leader of the Graduate Students Association during the Free Speech Movement. We saw each other a lot then. His book, Industrial Slavery in the Old South, launched his academic career. Then I heard that Bobby had committed suicide in 1971, a year after it was published. When I heard the news the image that came to my mind was Bobby smiling at me in that forest fifteen years earlier.

 



I also spent a number of summers and holidays at Lake Hopatcong, a New Jersey village where my Aunt Leona and Uncle George—Father’s older sister and her husband—owned a house and guest cabins. Leona was my favorite aunt. She was short, fat, and blond with a mouth that hooked out to one side, blue, blue eyes, and a heart the size of the sun. She had a raspy voice with a thick Brooklyn accent, with which she told countless hilarious stories about her adventures in the world.

Aunt Leona was devoted to my father. We were always welcomed into her home with wonderful food, miraculous treats, and seemingly boundless love. “I don’t know from politics,” she used to say to me, “but I know a good heart when I see one. Your father has a good heart.” Every year Aunt Leona took me to the Ringling Bros. and Barnum & Bailey Circus at Madison Square Garden. We laughed at the clowns, gasped at the trapeze artists, and loved the animals, especially the bears riding bicycles. We ate pink cotton candy and ice cream and waved our sparklers together in the darkened arena. We held hands the whole time.

At the circus they sold live green turtles. They were very little, with pretty green shells and tiny clawed feet and beautiful yellow designs on their undersides. Every year Aunt Leona bought me a turtle. They gave me a little box in which to carry it, like the takeout containers from Chinese restaurants. The turtle crawled around inside the box and I could hear its feet scratching the surface. Once home I placed the turtle in a small terrarium. It had glass sides with black rims, and a fake shell turned upside down to serve as a rock. I put some water in it so the turtle could swim around, but left it shallow enough so it could climb up onto its shell. I fed it special turtle food. Sometimes I felt like the turtle, all closed in, inside glass walls. I loved my turtles, but they died after a few months and Mom flushed them down the toilet.

 



Most years, in mid-August after my six-week stay at camp, my parents would drive to camp in my father’s Plymouth and pick me up. For the remaining weeks of the summer the three of us would drive across the United States or into Canada. One year we drove through Nova Scotia and the Gaspé Peninsula, and another we traveled over the Great Smoky Mountains and into the South. Still another  time our destination was Pikes Peak in Colorado. Mom mapped the routes; my father drove. We drove all day, and spent each night in a motel. While on the road I especially loved to eat at Howard Johnson because of their ice cream sundaes. However, when my parents learned of their segregated lunch counters in the South, we stopped going there. This was in the late 1950s, after the Montgomery Bus Boycott but before the lunch counter sit-ins. Although I enjoyed these travels and saw a huge portion of the United States, I much preferred to be at camp, where I was free to be myself, away from my parents and their unpredictable tempers.

My mother sometimes took pictures with her small camera on our summer travels. The photos were in black and white, vintage 1950s. When I think back now to this time, I have only these photographic impressions, a momentary freeze with no real memory of the place. In one picture I look to be about eleven years old. My father is sitting on a stone embankment. He is facing the camera, his head tilted slightly, a half smile on his lips. I am in his lap, resting back on him, legs straight out, my arms draped over his legs. I too am looking at the camera, my head tilted the same way, a half smile on my lips. I look formless, like a Raggedy Ann doll flung over a chair. I have no memory of where we were or the picture being taken. I think sometimes when I was in close proximity to my father, especially if he had recently molested me, I checked out, unaware of my surroundings or even what I was doing. It would have been too scary to do otherwise.

 



When I was growing up, my father’s fury was most often directed against those in the party he perceived as “renegades,” or those public intellectuals—professors and writers—whom he perceived as “pundits” and “apologists” for the ruling class. To my father, these  men were “bastards” and “sons of bitches,” “maniacs” and “liars.” He snarled these epithets, dumping these men onto the garbage heap of history. If challenged at lectures or forums, Daddy became enraged, his voice rising. I was filled with anxiety that he would lose control, and that people would see that he was crazy, because this was how he felt to me in his rages at home and when he cried after we “played.” Usually, in public, Mother caught his eye, and he regained control of himself. Later, she might tell him that he’d gotten “too excited.” He would look at her and say, very mildly, “Really?” or “You think so?”

A frequent witness to these tirades, I developed a tremendous fear of being associated with any of these men’s ideas. Of course, as a child I didn’t know what their ideas actually were, and I offered few, if any, opinions. I read very little that I did not perceive as a prescribed and acceptable text, other than those assigned in school. I read almost no fiction until I was in college, save for Charlotte’s Web and the Nancy Drew and Hardy Boys mysteries, which I loved. We didn’t go to bookstores. Instead, my parents brought books home for me to read. Sometimes I went with my father to the Brooklyn Public Library. I waited for him in the children’s section while he researched one thing or another that related to the party, but I couldn’t check anything out. He always said he wasn’t sure when he’d be back in the library again and didn’t want to risk having books be late. Of course we were always back with some regularity, so this rule never made any sense to me. I didn’t learn to read for pleasure or to escape into another world with books until I was well into adulthood.

By fourteen, I was poring over the English-language edition of the eight-hundred-page tome Fundamentals of Marxism-Leninism and studying my father’s books. I felt compelled to merge into him, win his unconditional approval, take on his cause with unswerving  loyalty. I read Marx again and again until I thought I had mastered something of his theory of surplus value, understanding how the workers were exploited at the point of production while the capitalist owners amassed their wealth. I studied Lenin’s Philosophical Notebooks and What Is to Be Done? Like my father, I believed that only those who were in the Communist Party or closely associated with it were “good” people; others were “bad” or, at the very least, suspect. I was taught that there was no separation between a person’s politics and his or her being. When Mrs. Smith, one of my favorite history teachers in high school, announced in class one day that “of course the Rosenbergs were guilty,” I shrank into my seat, my heart pounding, and felt personally betrayed. It was five years after their execution. I decided I couldn’t possibly like her. Afterward, I challenged everything she said in my mind, wrote polemical essays, and defended the Soviet Union in the Cold War that was then raging. Mrs. Smith must have noticed my shift in behavior from adoring student to spiteful adolescent, but she still gave me an A in the course, much more a credit to her good character than to my behavior.

This was my own private gulag—Stalinism internalized, unmediated, intensified by the madness of McCarthyism, and shot through with the terrible violence of my parents’ frequent outbursts. Marxism was all-consuming in my family. Everything was measured against this way of thinking. I was much older before I understood that even within Marxism there were many debates.

When news reached the United States of Nikita Khrushchev’s report to the Twentieth Congress of the Soviet Communist Party in early 1956, revealing the extent of the atrocities committed against thousands of Soviet citizens under the rule of Joseph Stalin, these revelations shook the very foundations of Communist life  everywhere in the world, and certainly in my home. I have only two fleeting memories of my parents’ reactions to this news. One is of my mother saying to me something to the effect that Stalin went crazy, apparently in response to a question I had asked. The other is of my father shouting to my mother about that “cowardly bastard” Johnny Gates, editor of the Worker, whose picture I can still see on the front page of The New York Times, accompanying an article announcing his resignation from the party. He had resigned in response to the revelations about Stalin.

Some thirteen years later, in 1965, after I was married, living in Berkeley, and a member of the party, my husband, who was also a Communist, tried to talk to me about the atrocities committed by Stalin. Almost reflexively, I shouted at him to stop and became hysterical. I felt that I was holding off a huge wave that would sweep me out to sea and to a certain death. Acknowledging the reality of Stalin felt as though it would crack the structure of my Communist belief system, and with it my loyalty to my father and mother and the world I knew. It terrified me.

 



While some families embraced religion to believe in and guide their lives, we had Communism. Although my parents were Jewish and I was raised on the border of the Crown Heights section of Brooklyn, they rejected Judaism as a religion with such vehemence that I dared not ever question it. I was raised knowing virtually nothing of Jewish values, traditions, or history. In retrospect it seems as though they substituted their belief in Communist ideals for the Jewish orthodoxy with which they both had been raised.

By the 1950s, large numbers of Chasidic Jews had moved into our neighborhood. The men and boys wore black hats, coats, and trousers, with white shirts. They all had payes, the long, curling  sideburns characteristic of Orthodox Jews, and many of the men had long, thick beards. My mother hated the Chasids. When she saw one on the street she would sputter and curse, nearly spitting in her rage. Her fury frightened me. She despised even the most reformed expressions of Jewish religion, referring to anything religious with bitter sarcasm and contempt. Zionism was unmentionable. My father shared her views, although he didn’t spit at the Chasidim on the street. For a time he edited a Communist Party newsletter called Jewish Affairs. It was vehemently anti-Zionist, supported the Palestine Liberation Organization, gave extensive coverage to the Israeli Communists, denounced the Israeli government, and memorialized victims of the Holocaust.

Both my mother and my father were raised in Orthodox Jewish families, and my grandfather had helped to found the first synagogue in Brooklyn. That I didn’t find this out until a cousin told me years later, when I was in my forties, only reinforced my sense that my parents were ashamed of being Jewish. There were complicated reasons for this shame. My mother, having been raised in great poverty on the Lower East Side of Manhattan in what was then a Jewish ghetto, equated the religious orthodoxy of the grandmother who raised her with the shame of poverty. The Jewish God had done nothing about that! She still seethed in fury fifty years later, telling me stories about going to the Jewish orphanage uptown, where wealthy Jews lived and gave away last year’s fashions for children like her to wear. The first thing my mother did when she got paid on her first job was to buy fashionable clothes.

My father rejected Judaism as a religious practice in the face of the Holocaust, detesting what he saw as the acquiescence of the Jewish people in their own destruction, and the failure of any God (Jewish or otherwise) to stop such a catastrophe. For both my parents  it was socialism that provided the promise of liberation from class injustice, and only Communists who could be truly trusted in the resistance to fascism.
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