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Praise for The Courage of Strangers


“This is the memoir of a brave woman, who left her traditional middle class life to confront the varieties of human depravity as a leading operative in the human rights movement. What this occupation can do to one’s soul is not dwelled upon. Her story, with its inevitable moments of high drama, is instructive as history and quietly moving as the statement of a person called to the ministry of humanism. It reminded me that the American Dream is something more than corporate thievery, celebrity worship, and political cant.”—E. L. DOCTOROW

 



“Jeri Laber has written an important book, indispensable for understanding the emergence of the human rights movement in the United States. Part personal memoir, part history of the movement, part gripping narrative of dangerous missions behind the Iron Curtain, The Courage of Strangers is brutally honest and gracefully written.”—Human Rights Watch Council Book Review


 



“An affecting tale of personal growth and global activism ... Laber is a strong, natural writer”—Publishers Weekly


 



“The Courage of Strangers is neither conventional autobiography nor history but a case study of the way ‘ordinary people’ can make a difference and in doing so become extraordinary.... Read this book. Ponder the questions it raises.”

—The Women’s Review of Books

 



 




“It took the labors of Hercules to hoist Human Rights onto the platforms of international conferences and to make those rights as important as business and political criteria among nations in their dealings with one another. Over the years a considerable number of people have attempted to pressure the Soviets and other regimes toward greater toleration of dissidence, and one of the most effective has been Jeri Laber. This book is her personal story but it is also a concise history of the human rights epoch as she saw it from the end of World War II to the present.”—ARTHUR MILLER

 



“Laber’s passion shines brightly in this memoir, as does her courage ... Human rights activists in particular will find Laber’s recollections insightful and inspiring.”

—Booklist 


 



“The Courage of Strangers details the courage of dissidents and writers, scientists and intellectuals, and not least the courage of an American woman to reach out beyond her sphere of safety. It is an inspirational story, as well as a useful introduction to Soviet and human rights studies.” —The Forward


 



“[W]hen the governments in the East collapsed, it was often the friends of Jeri Laber, the outcasts of the Helsinki federation, who became the new leaders.... Jeri Laber certainly was the real thing.” —New York Law Journal


 




“My friend Jeri Laber tells in this good book of risking her life as a spy with no connection whatsoever to any government. Her hatred for injustice sent her into countries with cruel governments, some of them American allies, to gather news of atrocities from victims, which she then told the whole world about. Much as we might wish otherwise, our own government could not, for reasons diplomatic or economic or military, or even ideological, engage in such compassionate espionage. A subtitle for the next printing might be: “The Privatization of National Honor and Common Decency.”—KURT VONNEGUT

 




The Courage of Strangers is a moving autobiographical account of Jeri Laber’s journey from domestic life with its pleasures and trials to her public role as one of the founders of the Human Rights Watch. Beneath her cool in detailing the history of the Human Rights Movement, there is a moral passion which claims the readers attention on every page. Jeri Laber’s story—of personal bravery (she would never claim it) and stunning public testimony—is compelling and beautifully told.

—MAUREEN HOWARD

 



 



 



“[D]etails her often dangerous trips to Brezhnev’s Soviet Union and East European nations and chronicles the events leading to the development of Helsinki Watch and Human Rights Watch.... Inspirational testimony to the value of a human rights organization that investigates and publicizes human rights violations with fairness and without regard to political ideology or US foreign policy.”

—Library Journal


 



“With a gift for storytelling, Laber weaves together passages that intrigue... with rare moments of glory.... The result is a thoughtful ... but usually fast-paced, inside view of Eastern Europe during a cataclysmic era.”—Hope







For Charlie

We think the same thoughts,

we dream the same dreams.




PREFACE


I am pleased that readers all over the world will have the opportunity to read the memoirs of Jeri Laber, the well-known director of Helsinki Watch and my longtime friend.

Jeri, as executive director of the new American Helsinki Committee, first visited Prague in September 1979 to make some contacts within the Czech community of dissidents. Jeri visited Prague many other times and, therefore, became the focus of attention of repressive Czech agents. She was interrogated by the police repeatedly, the last time in October 1989, when she became one of the last foreign prisoners held for political reasons in the territory of Czechoslovakia.

In the era before November 1989, Jeri represented for Czechoslovak dissent not only hope but also a tie to the whole world, as well as a sign that the world knew and cared about us. I love to remember how we collaborated, at a time when we still could not imagine where our teamwork would lead us. Today I pay attention to human rights as president of the Czech Republic, but Jeri continues in her efforts to improve human rights throughout the world through the Helsinki Committee of Human Rights Watch.

I greatly appreciate Jeri’s lifelong work. I am certain that the publication of her memoirs will contribute to a deeper knowledge by readers of that turbulent era in our nation’s history.

VÁCLAV HAVEL






PROLOGUE


Prague, November 1988. I am alone, walking along a deserted, dimly lit street, looking around me in the hazy smog to see if I’m being followed. I know the way to Rita’s apartment: I was there on my last human rights mission, less than a year ago.

For nine years now I have been traveling beyond closed borders for Helsinki Watch, the human rights organization I helped found. I’ve come to like traveling alone. I feel in control—of my schedule, of my conversations with dissidents, of the choices I make, of my own emotions.

There are times, however, when I wouldn’t mind some company. Right now, for example, when I’m feeling nervous—not about street crime, which is almost nonexistent in a police state like Czechoslovakia, but about the police themselves: Are they watching me? Will they arrest me? Will they find the money? I have a history in Czechoslovakia. In 1983 I was arrested and expelled from the country for meeting with dissidents. Ever since, I’ve been suspect.

Just a few hours before, at the airport, I had a run-in with the state security police. My name must be on a computerized blacklist, for when I presented my travel documents, the officer in charge disappeared with them for thirty interminable minutes. He returned with some customs officials. Together they led me to a curtained booth, where they searched my suitcase thoroughly. They went through my handbag and my wallet, counting my money, turning the pages of my address book, examining every scrap of paper they came across. I was not surprised. This type of search has become routine for me whenever I enter Czechoslovakia. It is their way of saying they are watching me.

I always take precautions when I travel to such unwelcoming countries. I carefully code my address book before leaving the United States, so that only I can decipher the names and addresses of the people I plan to see. I weed out any papers that mention the words “Helsinki Watch”: credit cards, airplane confirmations, business cards. I never bring in any literature that might be considered subversive. I’ve learned that I can take notes in a script so tiny it can’t be read without a magnifying glass: I put them in my raincoat pocket, rolled into a little ball, when I pass through customs on my way home.

This time, however, I am breaking my own rules. Strapped to my waist under my sweater is a money belt containing $2,000, a small fortune on the Czech black market. It is a grant from Helsinki Watch that I am bringing to the new underground Helsinki Committee in Prague. I did not declare it on my customs form; if I did, I would have to explain, later, where and how I spent it. I was gambling that they would not inspect my bulging waistline—and I was right. That didn’t stop my heart from pounding loudly, even after I had left the airport in a taxi headed for my hotel. I can’t wait to get the money to Rita. She will know what to do with it.

Now, entering her apartment building, I am afraid. The staircase is so dark: I cannot find the light switch, and I’ve forgotten to bring the little flashlight I usually carry with me. I stumble on the stairs, light a match at each landing to read the names on the doors. Finally I see a brass plate that reads R. KLÍMOVÁ. I knock softly, the door opens, and Rita—short, stocky, a bundle of contained energy—greets me warmly but wordlessly. I enter the apartment without saying a word, taking my cues from her.

To my surprise there is a slight young woman standing in the living room. “Milena,” Rita whispers, and I realize this is the daughter whom I had never met. I know Rita’s son, [image: 003], who is deeply involved in underground publishing. But up until now, Rita has kept Milena away from dissident activities to protect her, her two small children, and her job as an art historian.

Rita signals me with her eyes and hands: Where is it?


I lift my sweater, unstrap the money belt, and give it to her. She hands the belt to Milena without unzipping it or counting the bills, and Milena buries it at the bottom of a laundry basket full of clothes. Kissing her mother and giving me a little wave, she disappears down the dark stairs, the basket resting on her hip. Rita and I relax and begin to talk in the  bugged apartment. No one listening in would know that Milena and I had even met.

That was November 1988. We did not know—we would never have dreamed—that a year later, communism would end in Czechoslovakia. There would be huge, peaceful demonstrations. Rita would become the English-language voice of the revolution, telling the outside world what was happening, interpreting for Václav Havel as he was rushed into power.

Back then we could not have imagined that Rita would make an amazing trajectory from dissident to diplomat, becoming the first ambassador to the United States from a new, post-Communist Czechoslovakia. Nor would I have guessed, some thirty-five years earlier when I began studying Russian literature at Columbia University, that I would some day be involved in events that would end the long reign of tyranny in Eastern Europe.
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My story is a personal one, though it deals with some of the most dramatic events in modern history—the growth of dissent in the Soviet Union, the birth of the human rights movement, the fall of communism in Europe. I was a player in those events. I have a unique point of view.

How did my colleagues and I manage to build a human rights movement so significant that dictators and torturers throughout the world could not ignore us? How did I, an ordinary American, a private citizen with no ties to any government, find myself fighting oppression in many countries—the Soviet Union, Czechoslovakia, Poland, Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria, Albania, Yugoslavia, Turkey, Afghanistan?

Human rights work is not as glamorous or mysterious as it may seem from afar. It is depressing work, for we deal with human suffering on an almost unimaginable scale and must come to grips with the enormous evil in people as well as the miraculous good. It is frustrating work in which occasional small successes must compensate for the growth of repression in so much of the world. I was lucky to be involved in one of our most spectacular successes—the fall of communism in Europe. Though many other major factors contributed to that fall, the role of private citizens, hundreds of thousands of them eventually, was pivotal. This book attempts to answer some questions I am frequently asked: How did it happen? What role did your group play? And how did you become part of it all?

My life might very well have taken a different course. Born to conventional, well-to-do parents, I was raised to believe that my place was in the home. I resisted that notion from the start, yet I always assumed that no matter what interests I pursued, there would be a man—a father, a husband—to support and take care of me.

In 1978, when I was forty-six years old, my illusions were shattered. My father was sick and bankrupt, my husband had left me, my children were growing up and leaving home. I was a freelance writer and editor at the time, with a Russian-studies background and a commitment to human rights. But my marriage and family had always come first. Suddenly, I was on my own. My life, as I had known it, was over.

I looked inward, drawing upon my own interests and convictions, and was able to turn my passions into what eventually became my career. A whole new life opened before me. I became a founder of what is now Human Rights Watch, the largest human rights organization in the United States. I helped build an international citizens’ movement—the International Helsinki Federation for Human Rights. I traveled to some of the most repressive countries in Europe. I learned about the courage of strangers. I met secretly with dissidents and torture victims and helped them in the fight to end repression in their countries. Many of these people had other lives before they took up the struggle for human rights. They did not know that they would be transformed by that struggle, that some of them—Andrei Sakharov, Václav Havel, Lech Wałęsa, others—would become respected leaders in their own countries.

My life changed, too. In my work to help others, I became free and independent myself. I learned to distinguish between naive idealism and harsh reality. I came to see the amorphous nature of good and evil in our world. And I reached the conclusion that—for me, at least—work, no matter how rewarding, cannot substitute for a meaningful personal life.

There is a message in my experience and in this book: that everyone has something to offer, that ordinary people, when they feel strongly enough, can do extraordinary things, and that it is never too late to start.






PART 1

Rooted





1


If I were to trace my awakening to human rights abuses, I would start in the early 1970s, before the term “human rights” was commonly used. Or perhaps I would begin well before that, in the formative years of my childhood, when more than a million children, no different from me, were being gassed and cremated as part of a “final solution.” Or maybe it all began before I was born, in legends of injustice and fear passed down through my family by ancestors I never knew, whose names I do not know.

Amorphous strands of memory and experience came together for me in December 1973. Nothing spectacular happened—it was just an article I read in a magazine, the New Republic, describing unthinkable acts of torture. The words came at me in a rush, shattering my complacency, shaking my belief in human decency and ultimately changing my life.

I learned from that article that torture was being used by governments in more than fifty countries throughout the world. I was stunned. I did not know, nor did most people at the time, that torture was so widespread and so brutal.

Though it now seems hard to believe, human rights abuses, as we think of them today, were not generally discussed or publicized at that time. Governments did not interfere in what was considered another government’s internal affairs, journalists did not investigate such crimes, and ordinary people just didn’t know about them. The words “human rights” did not come up in conversation.

Among other victims, the article described a young Greek girl with long black hair, a political prisoner, who sat motionless for hours in the corner  of her cell, her large, dark eyes occasionally filling with tears. Witnesses said the girl had been kept naked on the prison roof for two nights. “The second night they pushed a wooden rod up her anus and another in her vagina and hung her with handcuffs from a hook on the wall, stark naked like that with the rods still in her, all night.”

I was already forty-two at the time, married and the mother of three girls, including a teenager with long dark hair. It was my daughter’s face I saw on that tearful Greek girl as I thought of her, constantly, in the weeks that followed.

I was obsessed by what I had read. I had to do something about it.






2


I was a working wife and mother in the early 1970s, too busy to take up causes except in the most superficial ways. The great movements of the 1960s—civil rights and the anti-Vietnam protests—had called out to me. I wanted to join them, but I had a husband, two young children, a new baby, and a part-time job. I had no time.

Back in college, I’d been politically active, the first woman ever to run for president of the Student Council at New York University. My party won, but I lost—a woman president, it appeared, was too much of a novelty in those days. Quite a few more years would pass before other women would succeed where I had failed.

I was in college in the early 1950s, a quiescent, apolitical time, the lull before the 1960s storm. Nonetheless, I was drawn to left-wing politics. I came under the spell of a graduate student in his early thirties, who became both my boyfriend and my mentor. Arthur was too much of a maverick to join the Communist Party, but he was sympathetic to communism, as he understood it. Every day we read the Compass, New York’s left-wing newspaper in the early 1950s, and heatedly discussed its editorials. Arthur, who was from a working-class family (his mother cleaned toilets at LaGuardia Airport), refused to believe anything negative that people wrote or said about the Soviet Union. He was eloquent and impassioned, and I, who felt undeserving of my own easy, upper-middle-class life, saw virtue in a society that believed in distributing wealth according to needs.

Sidney Hook, NYU’s distinguished philosopher known for his strong anti-Communist views, had taken a shine to me; he saw me as a promising student and asked me to serve as president of the student Philosophy Circle.  He was upset one day to see me walking hand in hand with Arthur, whom he knew and considered a “fuzzy thinker.” He took me aside after class. “That’s a surprising friendship for someone like you,” he remarked in an awkward, avuncular fashion. Then he thrust a book at me, Czechoslovakia Enslaved. “Read this,” he said. “It will tell you the truth about communism.” I dismissed the book as propaganda and put it aside without opening it. I would read it with interest many years later, when I was traveling regularly to Prague on human rights missions.

[image: 005]

I constantly badgered my father during my college days. With Arthur prompting from afar, I spoiled many a Sunday dinner by asking loaded questions.

“Dad, how would you feel about selling that property next door to a Negro family?”

He would become defensive: “I don’t care what you think,” he would snap, looking up from the newspaper he often read at the table despite my mother’s entreaties. “I’m not about to bring down real estate prices by selling to Negroes.”

And we were off. I would keep the argument going for the rest of the meal. I never got him to agree with me, but at least I had his attention. Since childhood, I’d been trying to get him to take me seriously, but it was only when I began to challenge some of his basic values that I finally seemed to be getting through.
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My father had made a remarkable journey in the United States. A Jewish child from Russia, he was eleven years old and threadbare when he and his family arrived in New York City in 1906. He started the L&P Electric Company in 1919 when he was twenty-four, initially to convert homes from gaslight to electricity. The company prospered. “We did neat work and kept our promises,” was Dad’s simple explanation for its success. Dad became a professional engineer and the chairman of the board of his company, which eventually had five divisions, the largest of which controlled the wholesale distribution of Fedders air conditioners in the Northeast. He employed well over 150 people and could always find a job there for talented, or needy, members of his family.

My father was born in 1895 in a town not far from Brest Litovsk in what is now Belarus but was then within the “Pale of Settlement.” The Pale was a vast area controlled by the Russians, some 750,000 square miles, stretching from the Baltic Sea to the Black Sea and encompassing regions that today are in Russia, Poland, Lithuania, Belarus, and Ukraine. Created by the tsars to keep Jews under control, it was a huge ghetto in which the Jews led impoverished lives, denied the rights of other citizens and terrorized by murderous anti-Semitic attacks known as pogroms—bloodbaths that were instigated or tolerated by the authorities.

Dad’s father made and sold cheese, using milk he bought from a wealthy landowner. He traveled back and forth between town and farm because Jews were not allowed to live in the countryside. My father’s intelligence must have been apparent at an early age, for he was meant to be a rabbi and sent to study with a rabbi in Minsk.

Dad’s mother, Leah, whom I was said to resemble, had a stern, strong face and a crippled body, the result of an ice-skating accident when she was a girl. She was willful and intimidating, the matriarch of a large family that included her seven younger brothers and their families, all of whom made their way to the United States in order to avoid the Russian army, which forcibly conscripted Jews for service as long as twenty-five years.

The brothers adapted to American life in widely different ways. Joe, one of my father’s uncles, fair-haired and handsome, had been the first to make the crossing and had brought the others over one by one. It was his fiancée, Minnie, who met Dad’s family at Ellis Island, after they passed through Immigration. Minnie wore a big hat and a long fur-trimmed tunic coat. “I will never forget the way she looked, tall and beautiful,” my father told me. As they crossed the Williamsburg Bridge by tram, he caught a glimpse of the New York City skyline, “a sight never to be imagined,” he later wrote in an unfinished account of his early life.

Joe established a successful machinery business and raised a family of blond, blue-eyed American children, at ease on the tennis court and the golf course. But my father’s uncle, Markel, and his wife, Pesha Baile, never managed to learn English and spoke only Yiddish. They ran a tiny notions store in the Williamsburg section of Brooklyn and lived in a cramped tenement just above it. I would shrink from Pesha Baile when she tried to kiss me. With her loose black clothes, missing teeth, and unkempt gray hair,  she looked like a witch out of my fairy tale books rather than what she was—a simple woman from the old country, out of place in a new world.
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When Dad arrived in New York—a tall, shy eleven-year-old who spoke no English—he was put in first grade, where he towered self-consciously among his classmates and was the butt of their jokes. But with his keen intelligence and mechanical turn of mind—he could build anything, fix anything—he quickly moved ahead to become a classic American success story, leaving the religion and the old-world customs of his parents far behind.

My father became a staunch Republican. His politics were based on what was good for his business: He hated labor union leaders, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, Communists, and Democrats, in more or less that order. He had little sympathy for the poor. Hard work and honesty had gotten him where he was; anyone in America could do the same. What about me? I used to wonder. I have everything I want, not through hard work, just because I’m his daughter.


My mother was born in Philadelphia in 1904, one of six children whose parents had fled the pogroms in Vilnius, Lithuania. Her family moved to New York City when my mother was a child, to a poor section of the Bronx, where the two oldest sons found good jobs and helped support the others. Both young men, still in their twenties, died in the influenza epidemic of 1918. My mother’s older sister, Rose, gave up an art scholarship to Cooper Union and went to work so that my mother and the youngest brother, Joe, could finish high school. Mom was musically and linguistically gifted, but college was out of the question for her. She worked for a short time as a French-to-English stenographer, then met and married my father when she was not yet twenty.

Mae and Lou Lidsky, Mom and Dad. I was proud of them. They were an attractive couple: she youthful, vivacious, fun-loving; he thoughtful, reserved, capable. Different in so many ways, they were nevertheless deeply devoted to each other. They never argued in my presence; I used to wonder if they argued at all.
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In the 1930s, while the rest of the country was in a deep economic depression, Dad’s company continued to grow; among other jobs, he  signed a contract for more than half a million dollars with the Brooklyn Edison Company to carry out its changeover program from direct current to alternating current. We moved from a two-family house on a tree-lined street in Sunnyside, on the Brooklyn-Queens border, to a large new home that Dad designed and had built under his close supervision. It was in Jamaica Estates, a small enclave on the far outskirts of Queens.

Our new neighborhood was in the throes of social change. Its unpaved roads and many undeveloped acres, covered with huge, ancient oaks, were just within the New York City limits and would soon be made accessible by a new thoroughfare, Grand Central Parkway. Expensive new homes would transform what was mainly a blue-collar, Catholic community into a solidly upper-middle-class suburb. We were among the first of the new arrivals, and we were resented for being rich—and Jewish.

Dad named our house Triple Oaks, a pretension that never caught on. Most people referred to it as “the big house on the hill.” A solidly crafted Tudor-style home, built of brick and stucco, it was one of the largest in the neighborhood. There were French doors on the landing of the imposing central staircase, leading out to a wrought-iron balcony that overlooked the sloping front lawn and the multi-trunked oak tree that had inspired Dad’s choice of name. Back in 1936 it was a technological wonder, with central air-conditioning, a built-in room-to-room intercom system, garage doors that opened automatically, and, buried under the steep cobblestone driveway, wires that heated up to melt the snow.

I loved my home as if it were a living thing and missed it terribly when I went away in the summer. But I also felt embarrassed because my house was so much bigger and nicer than those of others. It set me apart from my friends at a time when I wanted to belong: Many of them lived in small houses or apartments in other parts of Jamaica.

Much later, when my horizons widened, I discovered there were people richer than we were. I had friends who lived in Manhattan, on Fifth Avenue and Park Avenue in large apartments with uniformed butlers, maids, and cooks who called them “Miss Barbara” or “Miss Alice.” It was a relief to learn that we were far from the richest family around.

[image: 009]

I worshiped my father. I loved his craggy face that became more handsome as he aged. He was strong and capable and made me feel safe; I knew he would always take care of me. But I was also a little afraid of him.  He was given to long, meditative silences that troubled me. He never told me what was on his mind. He didn’t take me seriously. He saw me as a pretty, amusing little girl and wasn’t really interested in what I had to say.

Dad never alluded to the mysterious place called Russia where he had spent his childhood, although he would occasionally mispronounce a word in a way that revealed something foreign. I asked him once about the faraway, snow-covered land with the onion-domed churches that I saw in the illustrations of a favorite book of Russian fairy tales. He seemed angry with me, as if I had stumbled on some secret. “I’ve never read any fairy tales,” was all he would say. I felt he was hiding something, something bad, something frightening. It made Russia all the more intriguing to me.

Reclusive and austere by nature, Dad seemed embarrassed when I kissed him and took little note of my day-to-day life. He absented himself from most everyday family matters, except in extreme situations when my mother called on him for support. Then he weighed in sternly, always of course on her side.

Friends and family came to my father for advice about their jobs and homes. They were in awe of his knowledge and his financial success. But Dad was basically a very simple man. He spent all his free time working around our house, which he made into a showplace. Like his father before him, Dad had magic hands. He could fix anything—a broken zipper, the catch on a necklace, a faulty appliance. I loved the little cottage he built out back as a woodworking shop; it had shutters, window boxes, and a front porch. He spent every spare moment there by himself, working on his current project, whistling tunes he made up as he went along. When workmen were around, he would often take off his jacket, roll up his sleeves, and work alongside them, no conversation necessary to gain their grudging respect.

Dad was an intuitive gardener whose grounds won first prize each year in the Jamaica Estates Lawn and Garden Contest. I would follow him around in the garden, always asking to help. He gave me the boring jobs—weeding and raking leaves—but he did, finally, give me a patch to call my own, into which I transplanted wild flowers from the woods, surprising and delighting him with my success.

When I tried to enter Dad’s shop, however, he shooed me away, saying I might get hurt. Not so with my younger brother, Bob: Bob was expected to work alongside Dad from an early age, holding long planks of wood as they went through the saw, hammering nails, learning the craft. Dad’s  mother and his sister Mary, as accomplished with needles as Dad was with tools, must have seen in me a familiar family aptitude and drive: They took me in hand and taught me their work, “women’s work”—sewing, knitting, and crocheting. They applauded my nimble fingers and the intensity with which I applied myself.

Dad told me once, quite casually, how he had prevented a terrible accident by knocking a man off a ladder: “I was inspecting a factory where our company was going to do some work. I spotted him up there, his body all rigid, holding a hot wire. So I pushed him off the ladder, just in time.” I was impressed that he could act so quickly and knew what to do. He saved a man’s life. I was filled with awe.

My father was indeed exceptional, but I put him on much too high a pedestal. I dealt with his remoteness by idealizing his wisdom and strength. I became upset when he showed weakness—his nervousness, for example, before giving a speech at a testimonial dinner in his honor. I saw him cry only once, when his father died, and that too upset me. I didn’t like to think of him as soft or vulnerable.
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My mother always said we were a lucky family and I believed her. Now, however, I find it strange that I could accept her myth of our “happy family” when one of her three children, my beautiful, talented older sister, June, suffered from debilitating depression and other emotional problems that became more severe as she grew older. June tried to conform to Mom’s expectations: She was a model child when she was young; her problems did not surface until adolescence. It was not until her first “nervous breakdown” when she was eighteen or nineteen that my parents sought help. If they were aware of her distress before then, they kept their worries from me and Bob. This was consistent with Dad’s reserve and Mom’s general tendency to discourage disturbing questions. She would brush aside troublesome thoughts and conversations and pretend that unhappiness did not exist.

My mother lived in an unreal world of her own making. She willed herself to be happy and denied or rejected any unpleasant things that came her way. I felt protected by her unfailing optimism. It drove my troubled sister away, but it gave me strength.

When my mother talked about how lucky we were, she was probably referring to the way we lived. My father had made more money than either  of them had thought possible, and that enabled her to be carefree and self-indulgent. Dad, nine years older than Mom, pampered her, though he was quite puritanical when it came to his own pleasures. He spoiled her like a favored child, and she seemed to love it.

Mom was slender, with pale blue eyes that she proudly highlighted with a wardrobe that favored shades of blue and green. Her face was actually rather plain, but she had a flirtatious, feminine style that made her appear prettier than she really was. She loved to dress up, to sing and to play the piano, to travel. She was a natural dancer who kept up with all the latest steps and was constantly on the lookout for dance partners. Dad would not set foot on a dance floor.

Every morning, before beginning an active day, my mother would spend some leisurely time getting dressed. Her dressing room, the size of a small bedroom, had rose-colored carpeting, floor-to-ceiling mirrored cabinets, a dressing table with a built-in sink, and, hidden behind a mirror, a small combination safe for her jewelry.

I remember sitting and watching as she powdered, preened, and inspected her image from every angle. Something about the scene repelled me, even as it drew me in. I couldn’t help being fascinated by the colorcoordinated shoes and clothes, each in its own special place; by the many mirrors and the hidden safe. But my mother’s absorption in herself and how she looked also seemed distasteful and embarrassing to me. She wasn’t beautiful and mysterious like the vain queen who banished Snow White; she was just my mom. Why did she spend so much time at the mirror? Even at a young age, I felt that there should be more to life than buying clothes and dressing up in them.

Sometimes Mom would try to involve me. “Shall I wear my blue-and-white spectators or plain navy blue shoes?” she would ask. “Why don’t you pick out the right pocketbook for this dress?” She was trying to teach me her taste in things; taste mattered a lot to her. My mother and Aunt Rose, her older sister and closest friend, bought most of their clothes at Saks Fifth Avenue. Mom wore heather tweed skirts and matching cashmere sweater sets, or simple, Chanel-type suits. Her “good” dishes were Wedgwood—plain white without a touch of trim; her sterling-silver flatware was graceful with only a small scallop at the bottom. Dad believed in buying the very best of everything, and Mom always opted for understatement. She seemed afraid to step out of line in any unexpected way.

Like Dad, Mom had a lot of energy that she focused mainly on our home. It was perfect in every detail—with the most up-to-date modern appliances, a full set of ceramic dishes used only for outdoor barbecues, a linen closet so overstocked that fifty years after they were purchased, I inherited dozens of pale pink Cannon towels in their original, unopened cellophane wrappings. Her dinner parties were legendary among her friends—she could seat and serve twenty-two with matching dishes and stemware, and the various courses came and went like actors in a welldirected play. Indeed, Mom often rehearsed the entire menu by trying it out on the family the week before.

On weekend mornings I would sleep the drugged sleep of an adolescent. From far away, grazing the edges of my dreams, I could hear the familiar sound of Dad’s electric saw, harsh and strangely comforting, the music of my childhood. Birdsong and summer breezes would float through the open windows rippling the curtains, gently urging me awake. As the clock inched past noon, Mom would start banging pots and pans downstairs in the kitchen as if it were New Year’s Eve. Sometimes she would walk briskly through my room on the pretext of airing something on the upstairs porch; she always let the screen door bang as she passed through. She couldn’t stand indolence in her children. My brother remembers being tormented by her daily question: “What did you accomplish today?”

My mother, like most of the women in her set, seemed content to be a housewife. Still, she had a great reverence, almost hero-worship, for a woman she knew from high school who had become a well-known doctor. She wrote her fan letters, copies of which were among Mom’s personal papers that I sorted after her death. I found them embarrassingly self-effacing and threw them away.

My mother’s aspirations for me were predictable enough—to marry “well” and lead a comfortable, country-club life. But curiously enough, it was she who introduced me, when I was in my early thirties, to Betty Friedan’s revolutionary work, The Feminine Mystique, which ushered in the women’s liberation movement. “This is a book you really ought to read,” she said, stressing the fact that it would be more meaningful to me than to her. She knew by then that I had rejected how she lived. I know it hurt her. Yet she also understood and even encouraged my desire to do more with my life than she had with hers.
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Five years old and new in our neighborhood, I wandered across the road where a boy named Billy Kane was playing on his front lawn. He threw rocks at me and shouted: “Go away! I’m not allowed to play with Jews!” I was stunned. Until that moment, I had thought everyone was Jewish; it was a label, nothing more, since my parents were not at all religious. I ran home crying and was upset that my mother seemed so resigned about what had just happened to me. “Don’t bother with him,” she told me, “Go play with your sister.” My parents did nothing to intervene, nor did they try to make friends with the Christian neighbors who surrounded them. They seemed long-suffering, accepting, as if this was what it meant to be Jewish. I wanted them to fight back.

I was a strong-willed child, quick to bridle at restrictions. When I was about seven, I was forbidden to play with Winona, a strange, sad little girl who lived at the foot of our hill with her shadowy mother and meanspirited grandfather. My mother disapproved of them, probably because they were poor, and unconventional. “Why?” I kept asking Mom, but she remained silent. So I disobeyed her.

Winona was part American Indian. She had nut-brown skin, long, stringy hair that never looked washed, and a broken front tooth. She wore flimsy, tattered skirts that had once been her mother’s. I found her mysterious, and touching. She was more of an outsider than I.

We made dates to meet secretly in a clearing in the woods. There we planted a woodland garden between the trunks of two fallen trees and buried a dead bird under a handmade wooden cross. I was terrified one day when a gaunt man in a wrinkled black suit suddenly emerged from  behind a tree. “That’s my dad,” Winona assured me, as she rushed into his arms. Later she told me, “He can’t come home no more ’cause he stole from my grampa.” Winona’s father showed up frequently after that, bringing us chewing gum and giving Winona notes and little presents for her mother. I felt sorry for him. I didn’t believe he was a thief.

When Winona didn’t come out to play for several days in a row, I gathered up my courage and rang the doorbell of her house, where I had been forbidden to go. Her grandfather answered and without a word set his dog on me, an ugly chow with a black tongue who growled viciously and snapped at the seat of my overalls as I raced back down the driveway. I never told my mother what had happened. Soon afterward, they moved away, disappearing without a word. Mom was glad to see them go. I was heartbroken but kept it to myself.

I was the only Jewish girl in my class until sixth grade, when Lois arrived. Lois and her family were newcomers to the Estates, where they had built a huge, rambling house. My mother encouraged our friendship. I can still hear her excitement, talking to my father and Aunt Rose: “... both so pretty—from the back you can’t tell them apart—the same height, the same hair, even the same camel’s hair coats.”

My best friend, Dotty, a broad-shouldered, athletic girl who walked to school with me every day, was jealous of Lois. Dotty’s family was poor and Irish Catholic: Her mother, whom I adored, was a seamstress with a worn, pretty face and the old-country habit of catching her breath midsentence in a way that always took me by surprise; she taught me to do a backstitch by hand that was as even as any done by machine.

Dotty formed a club, secretly named the “anti-Jew club.” Lois and I were not allowed to join; for a long time we didn’t know why. When Dotty later disbanded it, she told me casually: “My mother said it would look bad if someone from the newspapers found out.” Why didn’t she tell her it was wrong? I wondered. I felt betrayed, not just by Dotty but by her mother.

Lois later transferred to a private day school in Forest Hills. I pleaded with my father to let me go too, but he wouldn’t hear of it. “The public schools are fine,” he said. And so, once again, I was alone, the only Jew, good practice perhaps for those times in the future when I would be the only woman.

Christmas was a mortifying time for me. The neighborhood houses were lit up with wondrous decorations; only ours remained dark, a dreary  advertisement that we were different. Once, at Dotty’s house, I brushed against the Christmas tree and knocked off a shiny silver ball that shattered as it hit the floor. Overwhelmed by the tree’s beauty, I had never before come close enough to see that the ornaments were made of glass. I was horrified at what I’d done.

When my parents finally gave in to my pleas and allowed me to join my friends singing carols on Christmas Eve, I hovered around the fringes, unhappy and uncomfortable with the words of the songs. Secretly, guiltily, I wished I had not been born Jewish. I didn’t know about the millions of Jews in Europe being sent to their deaths. I worried about not belonging.
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I was the naughty middle child, affectionately dubbed “Little Miss Mischief” by my father. June, five years older and better than perfect when she was young, was always held up to me as an example. Bob, five years younger, was an adorable little boy who could do no wrong. I got attention by misbehaving. I was also rebelling against my mother’s frequent refrain: “Why can’t you be more like June?”

She didn’t know it was wrong to be constantly comparing us. She told me: “You’re Dad’s favorite,” which put me on edge, for if he favored me one day, he might favor June the next. She encouraged a competition between us, then lectured me about the evils of jealousy. I was ashamed that I envied my sister and tried to hide it.

Competition was the norm at Public School 131. Each new teacher would ask me: “Are you June’s sister?” and then say: “I hope you turn out to be as smart as she is.” I almost did: June graduated first in her class; I graduated second in mine.

June had brought fame to the school by winning a citywide poetry contest when she was in seventh grade. Her poem, which was framed and hung on the wall of our family room, didn’t rhyme; it was called “Thought” and was written in “free verse.” I was impressed. How does she know about such things? I could, and still can, recite the poem from memory:
Thought is a winged creature 
that may fly from you in a moment. 
It is soft and may tread on your brain 
with a velvety ease.  
Thought is a creature held by chains 
that haunts you day and night. 
It tramples with many feet 
weighted with heavy iron. 
Thought is a beautiful thing 
more lovely than an angel. 
Thought is an ugly hissing dragon 
bringing dread. 
Thought may bring glimpses of the place 
so secretly, beautifully hidden. 
An eternal happiness. 
A new world. 
Thought and Belief will clasp hands; 
they are lovely sisters. 
Thought was made by God and 
belief has put that thought into our souls.





I felt a little thrill each time I read the words “lovely sisters” in June’s poem. I hoped she was thinking of herself and me when she wrote them. In my heart I knew she wasn’t.

I tried to shine in my own way, by being as different from June as possible. Perhaps I sensed that her goody-goody behavior was not normal and wanted to distance myself from her problems. Perhaps I was responding to my mother’s pressure to conform. But in the course of rejecting June as a model, I also turned away from much that was admirable about her: her scholarly interests and her creativity.

Instead, as a teenager, I embraced every fad that came along and made me feel normal. I wore white bobby socks and penny loafers, huge shirts filched from my father’s closet, and rolled-up “dungarees,” the proletarian blue jeans that our generation first made fashionable. My friends and I were at the Paramount Theater in New York City when the young Frank Sinatra serenaded a tumultuous crowd of swooning girls. I listened to popular music in my room, the volume turned way up. I had crushes on boys and wove elaborate fantasies about them.

At Jamaica High School, I became active in sports and student politics, part of an “in” crowd that disparaged serious work. I studied as little as possible and did well nonetheless, graduating among the top ten in a class  of more than 400. My yearbook designation as “class politician” didn’t please me; I would have preferred “best athlete.” My passion for sports was a socially acceptable channel for my competitive instincts. Unlike June, who disdained physical activity, I was naturally athletic. I could excel without feeling guilty about competing with her.

As an adolescent, I fought constantly with my mother, who disapproved of the clothes I wore and the hours I kept. I felt guilty about upsetting her—I didn’t want to hurt her, she seemed so vulnerable—but I also sensed that given my sister’s increasingly strange behavior, Mom was secretly relieved to have the problems of a typical teenager on her hands.

June was becoming more and more distraught. She was moody and withdrawn, spending her days writing in her diaries behind the closed door of her room, screaming “Get out!” if I dared to walk in. She was an embarrassment to me in front of my friends: Her hair was wrong, her clothes were dowdy, and she was always disapproving of the things we said and did. I longed for an older sister with whom I could be close, a sister to learn from, to confide in, to be proud of. But the rare times we spent together were never quite right. I turned instead to my kid brother, Bob, who became my pal and sidekick. My parents marveled at the hours I spent teaching him to ride a bike and praised me for my patience. They didn’t understand that I was doing it for myself: I was determined that he would be normal.

June was a freshman at Queens College when she really fell apart. She would burst into tears at the dinner table for no apparent reason and race to her room, slamming the door behind her. I could hear her in there, crying and shouting unintelligible words as my father tried to reason with her. I was thirteen when it began. No one told me what was going on. I tried to shut it out by going downstairs and calling one of my friends.

June’s misery commanded Dad’s attention. He spent countless hours, or so it seemed to me, shut up with her, trying to understand her problems, looking for ways to fix her as if he were coping with a malfunctioning machine. June was suffering, and Dad was, too. She got to him in a way I never could. I was jealous of his involvement with her, but even if it had been a matter of choice, I was not about to follow her and her demons down that unmarked road to madness.

I never tried to understand what was wrong with my sister, not until much later that is, when we were both young adults. Back then we went our separate ways, as we always had. She stayed in her room a lot; I acted  as if she wasn’t there at all. Now sometimes I wonder if she was just too deep, too original, too sensitive to stand up to our mother’s demands, if the pressure on her to be like everyone else didn’t drive her over the edge.

There was illness at the core of our family, serious illness, yet one would hardly have known it at the time. Mom remained cheerful, hiding June’s problems from the world, from me and Bob, and, to a large extent, from herself. She turned her attention to me. I was—I had to be—the healthy one: pretty and vivacious like my mother, interested in clothes and boys like other girls my age. I could be smart, but not too brainy; competent, but not intimidating. I was on display—to show the outside world how normal and happy my family remained, despite some minor problems with my sister.
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World War II brushed my life in the most glancing ways. My father was an air-raid warden and went out into the darkened streets during air-raid drills wearing a special helmet, looking important to my young eyes. In school we knitted blanket squares for our boys in the service and sang patriotic songs. One of my cousins had a husband in uniform. A friend’s older brother was drafted into the army toward the end of the war and did not return.

In 1947, I read Anne Frank’s diary and learned about the Holocaust. I was sixteen at the time, about the same age Anne was when she died. Like others who read Anne’s moving work, I was profoundly affected by her story. It was my first glimpse into the depths of human depravity. Nothing in my life had prepared me for the possibility of such evil.

I used to study Anne’s photograph for hours at a time. She had shiny dark hair and deep-set eyes, like mine. She could have been my sister. She could have been me.

It was an accident of geography that forced Anne Frank into a cramped hiding place where she was discovered and sent to Auschwitz, while I had spent the same years—the war years—attending school and going off to summer camp. Anne and I might have shared a common destiny—we were both Jewish, both children in the time of Hitler. Yet at sixteen her body was moldering in a mass grave in Bergen-Belsen, while I was just discovering the dark side of human nature.

Learning about the concentration camps changed my attitude toward being Jewish. Young and impressionable, I knew at last where I belonged— not with my Catholic friends who taught me to genuflect before the statues of saints in their church, not with my parents who bore the burden of being Jewish with stoic dignity, but with the memory of Anne, who died merely because she was Jewish.

For years I had nightmares about the gas chambers. I would awake in terror, gasping for breath. I would not discuss my dreams with anyone. My childish fears would only trivialize what had happened to the millions of children who perished. I tried to console myself by clinging to the assurances of world leaders. “Never again,” they said, “never again.” I really believed them. In time, my nightmares went away, leaving only the dull ache of guilt.
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Guilt was the secret companion that accompanied me through childhood: guilt that my family was richer than others, that I had escaped the Nazi death camps, that I was jealous of my sister—guilt that I felt so guilty. And when June broke down irretrievably, turning against her family, I felt doubly guilty, afraid that I had somehow driven her mad by my desire to win away my parents’ love.

June eventually married and had two children, then succumbed to another, more serious breakdown. She was hospitalized for a year in a private psychiatric hospital on Long Island. Dad paid the bills, and Mom helped out with the children. But after her release, June broke off all relations—forever—with Mom and Dad and, soon afterward, with me and Bob. She and her family lived like recluses in a ramshackle house in Seacliff, Long Island. Mom and Dad, desperate, went there several times unannounced, but June refused to open the door to them. She disappeared from our lives. Sometimes it seemed as if she had never existed. Mom seldom mentioned her. It was Dad who kept wondering out loud: “What happened with June? What went wrong?”

What might have been a normal competition between sisters turned tragic—and left me afraid of my own power; for as June began to fade from the family scene, I became what I had secretly wished to be—the only daughter. An irrational sense of responsibility for June’s illness stayed with me for years, as I unconsciously looked for ways to redeem myself for what I thought I had done.
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My parents worked hard to find a good prep school and, later, college for my brother, but they were indifferent when I was ready for college. “A girl’s education isn’t that important,” Dad told me; he actually said that too much education might make it hard for me to find a husband. His only stipulation was that I stay close to home. He said he didn’t trust me enough to let me go away to school, and I thought better than to ask him what he meant. Left mostly to my own devices, I ended up commuting to New York University, a school I had never even visited before my first day of class, in January 1949.

At first, college seemed no more than a continuation of high school. I was crowned “freshman queen” in a beauty contest for incoming students and was profiled in the college newspaper. I made the girls’ varsity basketball team. I was invited to join one of the best-known sororities and wore the sorority uniform: a white wool jacket with green Greek letters on the upper left pocket.

Then, in the summer of 1950, a college friend and I went to Europe on a crowded student ship, the aged Dutch Volendam; the owners had converted the staterooms to dormitories and charged a relatively cheap rate for the passage. The crossing took ten days, which were spent in constant partying around kegs of Dutch beer.

I was surprised that my parents had agreed to let me go. Perhaps they wanted to make up for their refusal to send me to an out-of-town college. Travel to Europe was not common in those days. It was mainly the very rich who crossed the Atlantic on luxury liners in a style few could afford. I was the first among my family and friends to travel abroad, although within a few years, people would begin traveling for pleasure by airplane. Less than a decade later, my parents and others like them, all dressed up for the plane ride, would take tourist trips to countries in Europe, Asia, South America, and Africa. But in 1950 crossing the ocean was still a fairly adventuresome thing to do.

Three months in Europe worked a profound change in me. Surrounded by art, music, and history, meeting Europeans of my own age, learning about our differences and similarities, I became aware of how little I knew and how much I wanted to learn. Europe was still recovering from a war that had left it with bombed-out cities and hundreds of thousands of refugees and displaced persons. The students I met were more serious, more scholarly than their American counterparts. They made me  ashamed of the beer-drinking college boys from the Volendam whom I ran into on occasion in Paris and in Rome.

I returned to NYU in the fall, consumed by a new desire to study. Literature and philosophy became my main fields of interest. Both brought me in touch with Russian literature, with the works of Dostoyevsky and Tolstoy. I felt an immediate, mysterious affinity for these writers. They wrote about Russia, forbidden territory in my father’s household. Perhaps that made them all the more appealing to me.

The world of ideas opened up for me, not just in class but among new friends with whom I became engaged in nonstop intellectual discussions. Many of them were part of Professor Sidney Hook’s Philosophy Circle, an after-school discussion group that attracted some of the best minds in the university. The leftist views I shared at the time with Arthur, the politically persuasive graduate student who was then my boyfriend, were disparaged by most of the members of the Philosophy Circle, who shared Professor Hook’s strong anticommunism. Our political arguments were stimulating and made me question my own beliefs. College life took on a new, bohemian character. My campus became Washington Square Park and certain Greenwich Village bars we frequented, like the Minetta Tavern and the San Remo, hangouts for writers, artists, and intellectuals who still lived in the Village in those days.

In my senior year, Professor Hook offered me a graduate fellowship in philosophy. I was flattered but did not accept. Philosophy seemed too abstract to become a lifelong pursuit. I was torn: I wanted to continue studying, but I also had a vague notion of “working with people.”

One day in the cafeteria, I ran into Burt Rubin, whom I knew from my class on existentialism. Burt was a married army veteran with a mop of curly brown hair, a large nose, and thick, dark-rimmed glasses. Though bookish looking, he had the personality of a wild man and a touch of genius. We shared a passion for Dostoyevsky, but Burt’s was so encompassing that he was fast becoming a Dostoyevsky character himself, right under my eyes. Burt smoked pot regularly, an unusual addiction in the 1950s, and he approached life with a manic intensity that was sometimes alarming. His emotional ecstasy over cosmic ideas—the nature of life, of God, of evil—was interspersed with colorful erotic fantasies that he shared with anyone who would listen.

Burt took me aside. “Look at this,” he said excitedly, showing me the  catalogue of the Russian Institute, a new program at Columbia University. “An entire course in Dostoyevsky, another in Tolstoy. Russian-language courses, so you can read them in the original. And a lot of other stuff on Russia and the Soviet Union. Doesn’t this sound great?” It was great. It seemed custom designed for me. I could get my fill of Russian literature and also learn more about communism. We both decided to apply.
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Dad was furious when I told him I wanted to study Russian. It was as if I was taunting him, bringing the past back into his life. He had put Russia far behind him, a nightmarish country of anti-Semitic pogroms.

“Are you crazy?” he exploded. “You and your cockamamie ideas! Why Russian? How will you use it? We have nothing to do with those people!” He had willed himself to forget every Russian word he once knew. “And what is there to learn about those Commies anyway?” he continued. “Who would want to teach that stuff but a bunch of Commies?” It did not cross his mind—and it barely crossed mine—that I might be seeking to understand my own origins by studying the country of his birth. Church Slavonic literature and Marxism-Leninism, polar points of the Russian Institute’s fare, seemed equally unrelated to the Jewish shtetls where my great-grandparents, and their parents, had lived and died.

Back in 1952, I attributed my interest in Russia to my passion for nineteenth-century Russian literature. Tolstoy had introduced me to an evocative world of rural beauty, of jaded aristocrats facing extinction and spiritual serfs on the brink of freedom—a world of troikas and balls and musings on human dignity and destiny. Dostoyevsky had plunged me into dark questions about human suffering, the existence of God, and the relationship between good and evil. This was not the world of my father’s family, the ghettoized Jews of the Pale. This was Russia, the Russia Dad hated. Yet I felt a strong connection to it, and to the critical outsiders who played such a major role in Russian literature. They called to me, perhaps because of their social consciousness and humanitarian  ideals. Unlike my father, who denied his Russian roots as antithetical to his Jewish background, I sensed a spiritual community in being both Jewish and Russian.

Years later, when I began working with dissidents in Russia and Eastern Europe, I understood and identified with their role as outsiders. That there were many Jews among them seemed natural to me: Jews, as the longtime pariahs of the region, would be especially sensitive to abuse. My own long-standing attraction to Russia began to make sense. It seemed like destiny that I had ended up working against repression in the place where my ancestors had suffered.

The Russian Institute also intrigued me because of its courses on communism. I wanted to learn more about the ideology I found both appealing and suspect. My romance with Arthur, the left-wing graduate student, had ended painfully when he confessed that he was married. I was left with uneasy feelings about his credibility in general, including his politics, which I had found so compelling.
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Dad always indulged me when it came to girlish things like buying prom dresses and giving parties, but he was less obliging when he considered my requests inappropriate. He refused to use his new Cadillac to give me driving lessons, for example. “Women don’t need to drive,” he declared with finality. When Bob turned sixteen, it was different: Dad brought home a used company car, and we both set about learning how to handle it.

Dad also believed that I should marry after college and not go on to graduate school. “Men don’t want eggheads for wives,” he warned me. My mother, who usually kept out of our arguments, agreed with him on that point. Dad didn’t actually forbid me to go to Columbia—I was of age, having just turned twenty-one—but he did what he assumed would accomplish the same thing: He refused to pay.

Looking back on it now, I think Dad was probably worried that my left-leaning, antiestablishment views would get me into trouble. It was 1952, the height of the McCarthy era, and there was an anti-Communist witchhunt going on the United States. He must have felt that studying Russian, an unusual thing to do at that time, would make me suspect. Soviet studies were then offered only at the graduate level in the United States, and only  at two institutions—Columbia and Harvard. Despite my father’s concerns, these programs were anything but hotbeds of communism. The student body was carefully screened. It was assumed that many would end up in the U.S. foreign service or the CIA.

Some of my favorite professors at NYU were victims of McCarthyism; they had been fired or were under scrutiny for their pro-Communist views. Although I felt like a coward and am ashamed of my behavior to this day, I did not become involved in their defense. Signing petitions supporting suspected Stalinists, combined with my interest in studying Russian, could easily have been construed as softness toward communism. I didn’t want to jeopardize my chances of getting into the Russian Institute. I was thrilled when I was accepted. My father notwithstanding, I was determined to go.
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I worked all summer, leading teenagers on bicycle trips through New England and the Pennsylvania Dutch country. My earnings, combined with other money I had saved over the years, were enough to pay the $400 it then cost for the first semester of graduate school and the $10 weekly rent for a depressing room in an old lady’s apartment on 115th Street near Broadway. My goal was to win a scholarship for the remainder of the two-year program. The work was tough and competitive, and I studied feverishly that first semester to get the grades I needed. Burt was also after a scholarship, and we were both consumed by anxiety, his more openly expressed than mine. “Look at that guy,” Burt would say, pointing to a fellow student. “He has a Ph.D. in geography and a master’s in economics. How can we compete with him?”

Burt and I spoke every evening on the telephone, like schoolchildren, nervously comparing our answers to the Russian-language homework we were given daily. As a result, we both excelled in the language courses that were an important part of the first year’s curriculum. I won a scholarship, as did Burt, but my sense of triumph soured when my adviser, Professor Ernest J. Simmons, after telling me the good news, remarked: “I don’t know why we waste our money on you women. You get married right after school, have babies, and that’s the end of it all.” His words were especially hurtful, I think, because I was so uncertain myself. On the one hand, I considered getting a Ph.D. and teaching Russian literature; on the  other, though only twenty-one at the time, I felt pressure from my parents to find a husband and start a family.
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Dad needn’t have worried about any Communist brainwashing at the Russian Institute. The “Commies” among the professors were former Communists, and no one, I soon learned, was more vehemently anti-Soviet than a former believer betrayed by the cause. It was fascinating to hear my professors talk about their experiences in Russia in the 1920s and early 1930s, when the Communist dream, still young, was already turning bad. This was as close as I thought I would ever get to Russia—not because of my father’s antipathy but because Russia had declared itself and its satellites off-limits, closed to the outside world. The Iron Curtain, defined by guard towers and barbed wire, stretched more than 4,000 miles through the heart of Europe, following an irregular, unnatural path that separated “East” from “West.”

The Soviet Union covered one-sixth of the earth’s land mass, including the town where my father was born and my grandparents spent more than half their lives. Seen by many as the most threatening country in the world, it was forbidden territory to anyone who did not wholeheartedly embrace the Communist cause. Because we were thus deprived of firsthand research opportunities, our studies relied a lot on conjecture—reading between the lines, disproving official statistics, analyzing the placement of Soviet officials on the reviewing stand at the May Day parade—a rather mysterious science that was sometimes called “Kremlinology.”

By the 1950s, with the Cold War at its peak, the only Americans left in Moscow were the small and isolated U.S. Embassy staff and a handful of U.S. newsmen, some of whom had married Russian women who could not get visas to leave. These journalists parsed their words carefully so they would not be censored or expelled; their uncritical news reports sometimes made them politically suspect in the United States. Indeed, the New York Times hired an American-based Soviet expert, Harry Schwartz, to write interpretive critiques of the unjudgmental articles sent by its longtime Moscow correspondent Harrison Salisbury. But Salisbury, when he eventually returned to New York, surprised us all with his hard-nosed interpretations of Soviet reality that won him a Pulitzer Prize.
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I studied the Russian language intensively, with several hours of language classes every day. I found the language beautiful, lyrical. I loved to read Russian poetry and to hear it read aloud. I learned the words to Russian folk songs and listened to Russian music while I did my homework. I was caught up in the magic of Russia.

I also studied Communist ideology. Reading Marx, Lenin, Trotsky, and Stalin, I found it hard to understand how a political philosophy based on the pseudo-scientific premises of dialectical materialism could be superimposed on a culture as mystical and as complex as Russia’s.

Our professors were intent on showing us how the Soviet experiment had failed, how the country’s early revolutionary fervor had been dissipated by the terror unleashed by Stalin. We learned about the countless victims of Stalin’s collectivization programs and purges, about an entire country possessed by fear. My father could not have come up with a better institution to dispel my naive views had he set out to create one himself.

I came to see that one of the things I valued most—the right to question authority—was impossible under Stalin. I learned that no government should be trusted when it evokes a blissful future to justify its repressive actions in the present. I found it impossible to believe that Soviet communism had produced the New Soviet Man, a creature willing to sacrifice personal freedoms—even to confess willingly to fabricated crimes against the state—in order to serve the Communist cause. I pored over officially published Soviet literature, trying to read between the lines, looking for signs of dissent. My master’s thesis, on the concept of Socialist Realism, explored every small hint of disagreement that I could find in Soviet literary criticism.
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The small student body at the Russian Institute was an elite group academically; quite a few were older than I was and already had advanced degrees in other fields. They were, on the whole, gearing up for careers in academia or the government. Some of them were already employed by the CIA, although this was never said outright; they had been sent to the institute “by the government” to develop an expertise on Russia.

I became part of a small, self-styled discussion group. We considered ourselves more politically astute than most of our classmates and held frequent meetings of what we jokingly referred to as our “secret cell.” Some  of us had had previous flirtations with left-wing thinking, but we were all by then strongly anti-Stalinist. We were condescending toward friends and public figures who remained sympathetic to the Soviet Union. We called them “fellow travelers”—people who discounted the gory details of Stalin’s reign and refused to acknowledge the facts.

In March 1953, stunned by the news of Stalin’s death, we called an emergency meeting of our little group to discuss the future:
• Who will replace Stalin?

• Will there be less repression?

• Will there be new purges?

• How will we even know what is going on when the very fact of Stalin’s death was kept from the outside world for more than six hours?

• What went on during those six hours?





We were so very serious, as if the future of the Soviet Union lay solely in our hands.
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I went to these meetings with Austin Laber, a second-year student at the Russian Institute whom I had met early on at a party to welcome new arrivals at the institute. Austin, my senior by six years, had finished law school before coming to Columbia and emanated self-confidence; he was one of those accomplished people who so intimidated my friend Burt. I found Austin smart, witty, and ambitious, and we were soon spending all our time together.

Austin had firm opinions about everything, from the books I should read—Freud, Marcuse, Harry Stack Sullivan—to the clothes he would have liked me to wear, including wide-brimmed hats, which didn’t become me, and sexy nightgowns, which were not my style. I was taken with his strong personality and pleased that he and my father got along well from the start. I thought he was like my father, that he would take care of me and not let me down.

One day, visiting my parents in Jamaica, we watched Dad climb a shaky, twenty-five-foot extension ladder in his garden to change an outdoor spotlight high up in a tree. None of the younger men around—Austin, my  brother Bob, some of my brother’s friends—offered to do the job for him. “You’re not so young any more,” I admonished Dad when he was down again. “Why didn’t you ask the gardener to do that?” “I don’t like asking people to do things I wouldn’t do myself,” Dad replied.

“Your father’s a great guy,” Austin said later, looking back on the day. I was so pleased that he admired my father. It was then that I began to think about marrying Austin.

Austin had come to the Russian Institute after law school because the State Department had more or less promised him a job after graduation as its legal expert on Soviet affairs. But in 1952, while we were both still students, the first Republican president in twenty years, Dwight D. Eisenhower, was elected. The new people at the State Department sounded very much like my father when they asked Austin: “Why would we want a legal expert on the Soviet Union? We have nothing to do with those people.” Austin joined a Wall Street law firm and became a specialist in tax law.
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I was annoyed when I heard my mother’s cheery voice on the phone. I had just started a new job, working in a tiny office where I had very little privacy. Why is she calling me here? She knows she’ll see me at dinner. I had moved back home for the summer in order to plan my wedding. Austin and I were getting married in the fall.

My new job—as foreign editor of the Current Digest of the Soviet Press—began in July 1954, soon after I finished at the Russian Institute. Getting the job was a stroke of luck: It was one of very few jobs in the Russian field in New York City. The Digest published English translations of important articles from major Soviet newspapers and journals for an audience composed of scholars, journalists, and government officials. I had worked there part-time as a proofreader, in order to support my studies. Then, just as I was finishing at the institute, Priscilla Johnson, the Digest’s longtime foreign editor, left for a freelance writing career, and I was offered her job. Despite my limited Russian vocabulary, I could handle the selection and translation of articles: The Soviet press was so predictable in those days, so full of Communist Party jargon, that I knew what an article would say, almost word for word, on the basis of its headline.

Mom was apologetic. “I’m sorry to bother you at work, but a really important-looking letter just arrived for you. It’s from [she was reading now] the Embassy of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics in Washington, D.C. Do you want me to open it?” My mother had the curiosity of a young child when it came to unopened mail and packages. She often infuriated me with her unrestrained nosiness about such things. This time it was different. “Open it, please! Quickly!” I implored.

Some months earlier, I had learned that a group of students at the Russian Institute had decided to apply for visas to visit the Soviet Union. I asked to join them. There had been vague flutterings of change in the USSR since Stalin’s death—a West European student group had been admitted there on tourist visas, as had an American lawyer traveling alone. It seemed worth trying. We applied for visas, not mentioning that we were students at the Russian Institute, which had been criticized several times in the Soviet press for its anticommunism.

Months had passed with no word, and I had pretty much forgotten the whole thing. Then suddenly there was the letter that my mother was reading to me over the phone, informing me that I had permission to travel in the Soviet Union for four weeks in the month of August. Three others from our larger group received similar letters—Gay Humphrey, Frank Randall, and Ted Curran. It was never clear why we four were singled out, and especially why I—the only one without an Anglo-Saxon surname—was among them. I had thought my Russian-sounding name would work against me: The Soviet government was wary of émigrés. Yet my Russian origins were clearly apparent to Soviet officials, for they added a female ending to the name on my visa, changing it from Lidsky to Lidskaya.

It was the third week of July. We had about a week to get ready if we were to be there in August. The timing could not have been worse for me—I had just started my new job, and Austin and I were planning an outdoor wedding at my parents’ home in early September. But this was the opportunity of a lifetime. Everyone understood that.

Our wedding date was changed to October. Priscilla Johnson kindly offered to hold down my job while I was gone, and my boss agreed to a leave of absence. Our professors went to bat for us, convincing suspicious U.S. State Department officials that we were politically reliable. The U.S. Passport Office in record time removed the ban on travel to the USSR that then appeared in every U.S. passport. My father, suppressing his fears, gave me the $2,000 I needed for the trip.
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American students traveling in the Soviet Union as tourists? It was unheard of. We might just as well have been going to the moon. I was caught up in a whirlwind of activity. Then, suddenly, we were off, four young people in their early twenties—two women and two men—about  to travel some 7,000 miles within the Soviet Union, visiting Moscow, Leningrad, Tiflis (now Tbilisi), Tashkent, Bukhara, and Samarkand. Soviet officials would treat us like royalty. Western correspondents would follow us around to get our impressions. A picture of us talking with young Russians on a Moscow street corner would appear in the New York Times on August 17, 1954, accompanying an article by Harrison Salisbury with the headline: FOUR COLUMBIA STUDENTS TOUR SOVIET: EXPERTS’ KNOWLEDGE OF LIFE IN RUSSIA AMAZES HOSTS.

 



We traveled from Helsinki in an empty Aeroflot plane sent expressly for us. A brief article in Pravda, the official Communist Party newspaper, described us as Russian Institute students, dispelling any illusions we may have had that our Russian studies backgrounds had slipped by unnoticed. We were given rooms of true turn-of-the-century splendor in Moscow’s National Hotel. I was overwhelmed by mine—it was huge, perhaps some 400 square feet, with luxurious brocaded couches and armchairs, lamps with fringed silk shades, and a separate sleeping alcove that could be screened off from the room by dropping a heavy velvet curtain. I opened the French doors, stepped onto a balcony, and caught my breath in wonder. Spread out before me was a view I knew well from photographs but had never expected to see in person: the Kremlin, its towers topped by brightly lit red stars; the Lenin-Stalin tomb, with a long line of people waiting to enter; the enormous expanse of Red Square, and St. Basil’s Cathedral with its multicolored onion domes. The streets were spotlessly clean and empty; almost no one owned a private car. Traffic was permitted in Red Square in those days, but only an occasional vehicle passed by.

We were in the hands of Intourist, the official and only Soviet tourist agency, known to work hand in hand with the KGB, the Soviet secret police. The small sum of $19 a day covered a first-class hotel room, a guide, a car and driver when we wanted one, and coupons for four meals a day in the hotel dining room. Because we never ate more than three and often only two meals a day in the hotel—where the food was good but the wait interminable—we were left at the end of our trip with many unused meal coupons, which the hotel staff obligingly allowed us to trade in for caviar. I returned from the trip with more than thirty tightly sealed jars of the finest Beluga caviar, most of which I hoarded, parceling it out discreetly on special occasions over the next few years.

Intourist planned a packed itinerary and kept a close eye on us during  our travels. There were, of course, the obligatory propaganda sights: model collective farms and factories, Komsomol and Pioneer camps, and museums of the revolution. But that was just a small part of what we did. In Moscow, we saw the treasures in the Kremlin’s Great Palace, visited the Tretyakov Art Museum, viewed the famous subway stations, went to a soccer game, and saw Swan Lake performed at the Stanislavsky Theater. In Leningrad, we wandered along the Nevsky Prospekt and the canals and visited the Winter Palace and the Hermitage Museum. It was apparent from the start that the government wanted our visit to be a success. Not all our requests were granted, but we were given some opportunities that were quite remarkable for people of our age and status.

Most astounding was a meeting that was arranged for me with Anatoly Surkov, head of the Soviet Writers Union. It was audacious of me to ask for it—I was emboldened by the cooperative attitude of our Intourist handlers and by my own eagerness to talk to Soviet experts about their literature, which I had been studying intensively for the previous two years.

As it turned out, the meeting, which lasted more than two hours and included Anatoly Safronov, a well-known Soviet writer, was memorable for me mainly as a lesson in humility. Fresh from graduate school, having just completed my thesis on Socialist Realism, I was able to astound my hosts with my knowledge of their subtle literary debates. “She knows a lot about our literature,” Safronov remarked to Surkov, as I was holding forth. But in my attempts to impress them, I ended up doing more talking than listening. And by zeroing in immediately on sensitive issues, I put them on the defensive: They became guarded and circumspect. When I returned home and decided to write about the meeting, I found little in my notes that was interesting. I had wasted an exceptional opportunity by showing off rather than getting the writers to talk.

This experience would stay with me over the years. I learned to be low key when interviewing, even to appear stupid. When people are at ease, their words are often unconsciously revealing.
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It is hard to describe what it meant to penetrate the Iron Curtain in 1954, how great the divide was between East and West. I had studied Soviet society as if it were Mars, never expecting to see it firsthand. And now I was face-to-face with Soviet people, the New Soviet Men of my  thesis. Fearful of being punished for talking with Americans, shockingly ignorant of the outside world, full of misinformation and prejudice, they were at the same time eager, oh how desperately eager, to talk to us and to learn about life outside their limited sphere. Their sense of deprivation was almost tangible.

I felt as if I had traveled backward in time. The technological trappings of capitalist economies were nowhere to be seen. Moscow’s streets were constantly swept by troops of women in white coats using primitivelooking brooms. Clerks in the stores used abacuses to tally up bills. New apartment houses, with laundry flapping in the courtyards, were already shabby and showing signs of decay. Some stood alongside ancient wooden cottages, dilapidated but still charming with their ornate, painted window frames, each intricately carved in a different Russian folk design.

There were pigs roaming the city streets in Tiflis, capital of the Georgian Republic, a lovely city surrounded by mountains. We visited Stalin’s birthplace in the town of Gori, about sixty miles west of Tiflis, a tiny shack protected from the elements by an imposing marble pavilion. We were taken on a stunning drive along the Ordzhonikidze Highway and were left breathless by the hairpin turns and steep slopes of the legendary Kazbek Mountains.

In Tashkent, Bukhara, and Samarkand, cities in the Republic of Uzbekistan, we encountered blazing heat and bedbugs in the first-class hotel. The old adobe huts in Samarkand had not yet been crowded out by new Soviet architecture; life seemed almost the same as in Muslim countries just over the border. Donkeys and camels jostled us in the crowded streets, men sat aimlessly in the teahouses and veiled women shopped in the dusty bazaars. Famous mosques, designated as museums, were in disrepair: We picked up pieces of ancient mosaics, lying with refuse in the dirt around a mosque. Yet all of this had a Soviet cast as well: Loudspeakers blaring out Soviet news and propaganda were a constant reminder that this remote culture was part of the vast Soviet empire. The newscasts included frequent invectives against U.S. imperialists, which made us a bit uneasy as we wandered along the winding streets.
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