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TO MY MOTHER 
AND MY AVITAL







PUBLISHER’S NOTE

It has been more than two decades since Anatoly Shcharansky—then 29 years old—was seized by the KGB. He was brought to Lefortovo prison, where he was stripped, searched, held in a basement cell and informed that he was to be charged with treason, a capital offense. Could a person be any weaker than Shcharansky was at that moment? And yet the thought that went through his mind was triumphant: “They cannot humiliate me. I alone can humiliate myself.” It was the ultimate existential insight and the thought gave Shcharansky courage. It had the effect of allowing him to prevail over his captors, in ways that he and they only came to understand gradually in the nine years he spent as a political prisoner in labor camps, prisons, and solitary confinement. Shcharansky was in bondage; he was in great danger, but he was also, incredibly, a free man in his heart and conscience. That is what his book is about.

Now that Shcharansky is Natan Sharansky, a senior member of the government of Israel with a wife and two children, his memoir of prison life seems less a political document than when it was written ten years ago. There is no longer a Soviet Union. It simply does not exist. So much for the lasting power that the USSR had amassed over its people. This book can now be read as a classic account of personal fortitude; how an individual can show strength and resilience that no amount of state power can overwhelm.

Imagine if a genie had come to Sharansky in his prison cell on that night in 1977 and forecast the events to come, predicting that in twenty years he would be a major political figure in the land of his choice, a husband, a father, a controversial public man and the menace of the Soviet Union would only be a faded memory. What is  amazing is that even with that prior knowledge, Sharansky could not have been any braver than he was of his own accord.

This is a remarkable book that deserves to be read for the ages and honored for what is—a wise, ironic, moving testament to individual freedom.






PREFACE

Shortly after six o’clock on the evening of March 15, 1977, I was abducted by the KGB outside an apartment on Gorky Street in downtown Moscow and brought to Lefortovo Prison. There the KGB charged me with espionage and treason against the Soviet Union, crimes punishable by death. I spent the next nine years in prison and labor camp, mainly on a special disciplinary regime, including more than four hundred days in punishment cells, and more than two hundred days on hunger strikes. During the long months of interrogation and isolation before my trial, and for all the years that followed, my captors were determined to break me, to make me confess to crimes I had never committed, and then to parade me before the world. They wanted to use me to destroy the two groups I worked for—Jews who hoped to leave for Israel and dissidents who spoke out on behalf of human rights. This book is about what happened to me during nearly a decade as a prisoner of the KGB. It is the story of a charade the Soviets call their system of law. It is the story of how I survived.

But first, a little of my background. I was only five when Stalin died, but the memory of that day in 1953 is still clear in my mind. Solemn music filled the streets from the radio loudspeakers, and the people of Stalino, as the Ukrainian city of Donetsk was known in those days, wore black armbands. Enormous portraits of Stalin hung everywhere. “No laughing or rowdiness today,” explained our kindergarten teacher. “This is a very sad day. Joseph Vissarionovich Stalin, our leader and teacher, is dead.”

To me Stalin was merely a symbol, a word from a verse we repeated like an oath in kindergarten—“Thank you, Comrade Stalin,  for our happy childhood”—or from the song we marched to: “Moscow and Peking, Moscow and Peking, Russians and Chinese are brothers forever; Stalin and Mao are watching over us.” But the announcement that kindergarten would be closed for several days of mourning—that was very real, and on my way home it was hard not to smile.

Mama was crying when I came in, and only later did I learn the real reason for her tears: she was afraid of pogroms. During Stalin’s final days his revived campaign of anti-Semitism, which was especially virulent in the Ukraine, had grown even more heated. Who knew what terrible events might follow in the wake of his death?

Earlier that day, Mama had been in the town square, where people gathered to listen to the news. As Mama watched in horror a man walked up to an old Jewish woman and slapped her in the face. “Damn kikes,” he shouted. “You killed our Stalin and now you’re crying?” Nobody came to her defense, and my brother and I weren’t allowed to leave the apartment for days.

My father was a journalist, with his own views on educating children. Whether the topic was sex or politics, he wanted us to learn the facts from him, rather than in the streets. He told me and my brother, Leonid, who was seven, that Stalin had killed many innocent people, that in his final years he had begun persecuting Jews, and that we were very fortunate that this terrible butcher was dead. Papa warned us not to repeat these comments to anyone.

This was when I first learned that in order to survive in Soviet society you had to function on two levels at once: what you really thought and what you allowed yourself to tell other people. I lived with this dual reality until 1973, when I joined the aliyah movement of Jews who were struggling for their right to emigrate to Israel. (Aliyah is Hebrew for “ascent,” and refers to the process of moving to Israel.) Now, for the first time in my life, I was no longer afraid to say what I really believed—about my fellow citizens, the country I lived in, and the values I adhered to. At the age of twenty-five I finally learned what a joy it was to be free.

 



 



Papa was born in Odessa in 1904, which made him thirteen at the time of the Revolution. His father was a religious Zionist who had  dreamed of moving to Palestine, and Papa’s older brother had fulfilled this dream and changed his name from Sharansky to Sharon. But, like most of his generation, Papa had believed that the Revolution would solve the Jewish problem, and that the destiny of the Jews was to work together with other peoples to create an earthly paradise.

But it didn’t work out that way.

When I was young, Papa taught me that being Jewish was nothing to be ashamed of, which was an important lesson in a society where well-bred people considered it vulgar to use the word “Jew” in the presence of a Jew. Like most of my generation, I grew up completely unaware of the religion, language, culture, and history of my people. Words like Torah, Passover, Yom Kippur, and even Shabbat meant nothing to us. But Papa was a storyteller, and he sometimes told us tales from the Bible—about Joseph and his brothers, or Samson and Delilah. Did these stories leave a special imprint on my soul? Did I feel that this was my history, that those were my ancestors who went down to Egypt to escape the famine in their own land, and ended up in slavery? If so, those feelings lay dormant for years.

No, in those days my conscious association with the word “Jew” was limited to the bureaucratic phrase “fifth line.” In the identity papers of my parents and most of our acquaintances, the word Yevrei, Jew, was filled in under “Nationality” in the fifth line of the document. Above all, it meant that your opportunities in Soviet society were severely limited.

Officially, of course, there were no barriers for Jews. But I grew up hearing constant references to the fifth line, which explained why X didn’t get a certain job or Y wasn’t accepted into an outstanding institute despite his qualifications, or why there was no point in applying to this school or that hospital because they already had a Jew there “and the director doesn’t want to be accused of turning the place into a synagogue.” This phrase, incidentally, was the only context where I ever heard the word “synagogue” as a child. There were approximately fifty thousand Jews in Donetsk, but no synagogues. Nor were there any Jewish schools—not in Donetsk or anywhere else in the country. No Hebrew books were published in the Soviet Union, and there were no opportunities to study Hebrew or Jewish history.

Not that I felt any pull in these directions. In those days the beginning and the end of my Jewishness was an awareness of anti-Semitism.  As an adolescent I had come across some lines of Julian Tuwim, a Polish-Jewish poet who wrote after the Holocaust that he felt himself Polish by virtue of the blood flowing in his veins (by which he meant Polish culture and literature), and Jewish by virtue of the blood that flowed out of his veins. In other words, when Jews were attacked he felt a solidarity with them. I felt that Tuwim was speaking for me. I loved Russian culture, and it was from Tolstoy and Dostoevsky, Chekhov and Bulgakov, that I derived all my dissident passion—or so I thought. But I was a Jew because of anti-Semitism. If it had ever disappeared, I would have been happy to declare myself a Russian.

Because Jews of my generation had no desire to live a double life, or to be handicapped by a Jewish affiliation that meant little to us, we constantly looked for a means of escape. For many of us the scientific-technological revolution arrived at precisely the right time, with the world of science as a kind of castle where you could protect yourself from the shifting winds of official ideology. But first you had to be accepted into one of these castles, which was far from being a routine procedure. I applied to the Moscow Institute of Physics and Technology, the leading school of its kind, which liked to compare itself with MIT. Although officially there were no restrictions, it was well known that Jewish applicants had to score especially high to be admitted. (Two years later, in the aftermath of the Six-Day War, the institute became completely closed to Jews.)

I was euphoric when they accepted me, for now nothing could prevent me from delving into the eternal mysteries of life. But the self-congratulatory fanfare ringing in my ears could not entirely jam the soft but insistent voice from deep within me, a voice that wondered whether I wasn’t trying to separate myself from my people and my fate.

Twenty years before Gorbachev, our institute was a bastion of glasnost . Having apparently decided that we were Wunderkinder who could not be brainwashed with official propaganda, the authorities didn’t even try. As a result, our restrictions were not as clearly drawn as they were for most Soviet citizens. Even so, the message was clear: All this talk about rights, freedom, justice—it’s only talk. What do these words really mean when compared with the laws of Newton, Galileo, and Einstein? Like regimes, ideologies come and go, and moral values are relative. But here at the institute you have the opportunity to discover eternal values.

A handful of students were determined to express their own eternal values: they spoke their minds, and tried to do what was just. Occasionally such people were expelled from the institute, and some who went too far were even arrested. Although most of us sympathized with our courageous colleagues, we were quick to retreat into the castle of science.

One day in 1970 I was on a train to the institute, reading the Morning Star, a daily newspaper published by the Communist Party in England. I loved reading the Morning Star, and the Daily Worker out of New York—no other English newspapers were available to Soviet citizens—because I had a passion for English and was constantly striving to improve my reading skills. Despite their orientation, these publications were also a way to learn a little more about the outside world.

On this particular morning I came across a story on Andrei Sakharov and his newly formed Committee for Human Rights. Although the article was critical of Sakharov, it provided information about his group. I had read Sakharov’s famous letter to the Soviet leadership, which was circulated by our student samizdat, and had heard about his Committee for Human Rights on a Voice of America broadcast. I decided to translate the article into Russian, and left it on the bulletin board in our dormitory.

Several weeks later I was summoned to the office of the KGB representative in the institute. This was my first meeting with the KGB, and I was terrified. The subject was Sakharov. What was my connection to him? What literature had I received from him and was now distributing? I had never even met Sakharov, so I couldn’t understand why they were asking me these questions. I learned later that one of my fellow students had seen me translating the article and had informed the authorities.

In later years, when meetings with the KGB became a regular part of my life, I looked back in shame at this first encounter. While I made no attempt to betray anyone or to criticize my fellow students, I did try to defend myself. I was eager to show the agent that I was a loyal Soviet citizen just like him, although I already knew in my heart that this wasn’t true.

Three years earlier, the Six-Day War had made an indelible impression on me as it did on most Soviet Jews, for, in addition to  fighting for her life, Israel was defending our dignity. On the eve of the war, when Israel’s destruction seemed almost inevitable, Soviet anti-Semites were jubilant. But a few days later even anti-Jewish jokes started to change, and throughout the country, in spite of pro-Arab propaganda, you could now see a grudging respect for Israel and for Jews. A basic, eternal truth was returning to the Jews of Russia—that personal freedom wasn’t something you could achieve through assimilation. It was available only by reclaiming your historical roots.

The following year brought another important milestone in my life. When the Soviets invaded Czechoslovakia, I felt ashamed of being a Soviet citizen. I was also struck by the reaction of many of my fellow students. “During the war we sacrificed one hundred fifty thousand boys in Czechoslovakia to save the Czechs from the Germans,” they said. “And now they want to disown us?” These people had no doubts as to the Soviet Union’s right to control the fate of the Czechs.

In the hot discussions of those days, which quickly went beyond the events of Czechoslovakia, I discovered a fundamental difference between my own mentality and that of the loyal Soviet citizen. His self-respect derived from being part of the Soviet system, and the more powerful the system, the stronger he felt. Law was a concept belonging to the authorities, so the idea that the authorities could violate the law was seen as a logical contradiction. The authorities were the law, and the system knew best. And if, in this framework, the individual was left with some fragments of freedom, he ought to be grateful to the leaders of the land and not make further demands.

I soon came to understand that this mentality constituted the real power of the regime. The state was maintained not by tanks and missiles, or even by camps and prisons. These were necessary, of course, but only for strengthening the real base of the regime—the consciousness of the slave who looks for guidance to the good czar, the leader, the teacher.

By now the appeal of Zionism was growing stronger, and the authorities responded with a virulent anti-Israel campaign. The regime arranged press conferences, where tamed Jews declared that Soviet Jews wanted nothing to do with “fascist” Israel. But the louder they shouted, the more obvious it was that the Zionist movement was growing, especially when television brought the issue into every Jewish  household. I was close with several families who started on the road to Zionism, and friends began giving me books about Israel, including the novel Exodus, which was circulated in samizdat form and had an enormous influence on Jews of my generation. By the time I graduated, I was ready to go on aliyah.

In the spring of 1973 I applied for my exit visa. As part of the process, I had to write a letter of resignation to the Komsomol (the Communist youth organization) at the Institute for Oil and Gas, where I was working as a computer specialist. In response, the Komsomol convened a public meeting to condemn me. Hundreds of people turned out, for instead of the standard bureaucratic agenda there was the promise of real drama.

After several anti-Israel speeches, the head of the group asked, “Does anyone have a question for Sharansky, who has betrayed us all?” The questions were predictable: Why does Israel persist in occupying Arab lands? How can you forsake the Soviet Union, which saved your own people from Hitler?

But the organizers of the meeting had not anticipated that I would actually respond to these questions. After a brief lecture on modern Jewish history and the founding of Israel, I explained the real background of the Six-Day War, and how despite all the propaganda they had heard, Israel was not the aggressor. I described how Nasser had closed the Straits of Tiran, expelled the UN peacekeeping force, and amassed one hundred thousand troops on Israel’s border while threatening to annihilate the Jews. That, I pointed out, was the context for Israel’s surprise “aggression” against Egyptian air bases on June 5, 1967.

The longer I spoke, the better I felt; it was as if the tension that had built up within me for years was finally being released. With every passing minute I became more free, more myself. Moreover, the audience was growing interested and the atmosphere less hostile.

“But you’re leaving the Soviet Union and going over to our enemies,” protested one of the Komsomol officers. “You pledged to defend the Soviet motherland and this makes you a traitor.” This was the first time I was ever called a traitor, but I would hear that word many times in the future, until it became part of the charge against me.

But now I simply replied, “Why a traitor? To apply for an exit visa is not a violation of Soviet law.” Even this simplistic response surprised  many of those present. How could the authorities permit people to leave? Why, in Stalin’s time they’d know what to do with someone like him!

A young woman I knew jumped up and said, “If you go to Israel and my husband is sent to Egypt, you’ll be shooting at him.”

“Galina,” I replied, “why will your husband be in Egypt? If he’s there to fight against Israel, I’ll have even more reason to go.” After this, Galina didn’t speak to me for months. The official record of the meeting noted that “Sharansky stated he would go to Israel to kill Soviet soldiers who were fulfilling their international duty.” The first piece of evidence for my future criminal case was already in hand.

The Komsomol meeting was a thrilling and liberating experience, for it marked the first time in my life that I publicly said what I believed. From the authorities’ perspective, however, it was a disaster. That a parasite like me was allowed to spew his poison at a public forum was an unforgivable offense that couldn’t go unpunished. A few days later the head of the group was dismissed.

Normally, a Jew who applies for an exit visa is fired immediately. But as a graduate of the Institute of Physics and Technology, I was considered a “young specialist” who, under the law, is required to stay on for three years and can be fired only for certain very specific reasons. And so I remained at my job until March of 1975, when they finally dismissed me.

My real life was elsewhere, however, and at the center of that life were the regular Saturday gatherings of Jewish activists who met on the street across from the Moscow synagogue on Arkhipova Street. The authorities kept a close eye on us and occasionally dispersed the crowd, but mostly they left us alone. On one of my first visits, someone distributed tickets for the World University Games, which were being held in Moscow in August 1973. Israel was sending a small delegation, and having never seen a real Israeli, I was tremendously excited. Yassir Arafat was the

We attended the opening ceremonies, where Yassir Arafat was the guest of honor and the Israeli team was booed by the crowd. We returned the following night to watch the Israeli basketball team, and during the intermission we actually spoke with the players. The third night, when the Israelis played Puerto Rico, the hall was packed with soldiers, and many refuseniks who arrived with tickets were told that  no seats were available. (Refuseniks are Soviet Jews whose application for an exit visa has been refused.) When the Israelis appeared, there was shouting and whistling, and calls of “Zhid”—kikes. And when a woman in our group unfolded a big banner in Hebrew, MAZAL TOV L’YISRAEL, Good Luck to Israel, a group of soldiers immediately jumped over spectators in order to tear it down. It was a real battle; the Israelis stopped the game and demanded that our safety be guaranteed.

After the game, which the Israelis won, several of us were punched and kicked on the way out. Despite the temptation to fight back, we knew that any attempt to defend ourselves would result in our arrest and imprisonment. It was a frightening moment. Thus far my struggle to emigrate had been purely bureaucratic, but now, suddenly, I felt like a soldier in battle. I was familiar with state anti-Semitism, but it was shocking to see this same phenomenon in its raw form.

We were able to leave safely only because a crowd of foreign correspondents had gathered outside the arena. Dozens of policemen and plainclothes officers glared at us, but they left us alone. This was when I began to understand that we could use the foreign press to protect us.

Later that week, following a volleyball match, a group of us stood beside the bus that would carry the Israeli team back to their dormitory. Several rows of KGB and police were there to prevent any contact between us as the athletes left the locker room. “What songs do you know?” the Israelis on the bus called to us through the windows. We started singing together across the border of KGB men, and because we didn’t know many Hebrew songs, we sang the same ones again and again, especially “Heveinu Shalom Aleichem” (We Bring You Peaceful Greetings). Today, whenever I hear this song it reminds me of my brief Zionist youth.

For me these few days were like an entire youth movement compressed into a single week, and from then on I was permanently involved in aliyah activities. The driving force of the movement were approximately a hundred Jewish activists from Moscow, Leningrad, Riga, Kiev, and other cities. We created underground seminars for learning Hebrew, maintained contacts with Jews abroad, and organized demonstrations. Among my fellow activists I became known as Natan, the name of my great-grandfather, which my parents had felt was too Jewish for the Stalin era.

I started out as a demonstrator. After discreetly informing the foreign press, a handful of us would stand in a central square in Moscow and raise signs with slogans such as “We Want to Live in Israel”; “Visas to Israel Instead of Prisons”; and “Freedom for Prisoners of Zion.”

A successful demonstration would continue for a minute or two until the KGB or the police arrested us. (Often, through informers, the authorities knew about our demonstrations in advance.) Nobody could predict what would happen next. There might be a fine of fifteen or twenty rubles, a fifteen-day jail sentence, or a far more serious penalty. After our demonstration in front of the Lenin Library, two of my friends, Mark Nashpitz and Boris Tsitlyonok, were sentenced to five years of exile in distant Siberia.

In the midst of these demonstrations I met Avital and we fell in love. We were married on July 4, 1974; on the following day she left for Israel. Avital’s spirit is on every page of this book, even when her name does not appear. She was like the air I breathed; from the moment we met she was with me always.

Demonstrations were important to remind the world of our struggle, but demonstrations alone were not enough. I soon became acquainted with Sasha Lunts, a fifty-year-old mathematician and one of the leaders of our movement. His apartment reminded me of a doctor’s office, with people coming to see him from all parts of the country. Lunts had a sincere interest in the fate of every Soviet Jew, whether he was a shoemaker from Derbent or a carpenter from Bobruisk who had applied for a visa and was helplessly fighting the cruel and idiotic bureaucratic machine.

Lunts drew up lists of refuseniks, and maintained records on who had been refused, on what grounds, whether the family needed material help, and so on. He also organized several fact-finding trips to other communities to collect additional information about refuseniks. The world had to know about these people; it was a necessary condition not only for saving them but for ensuring that thousands of others (and in good years, tens of thousands) would be able to emigrate.

It was in Sasha Lunts’s apartment that I came to know some of the foreign correspondents who were stationed in Moscow, and soon the activity for which my friends jokingly called me “spokesman” took up  most of my time. Because I spoke English with some fluency, I began to organize press conferences and meet with a steady stream of correspondents, diplomats, politicians, and Jewish activists from the West.

The more intense my activity, the more closely I was watched by the KGB. I was often detained in the streets and brought in for talks with their bosses. They argued with me, warned me, and threatened me, but their harassment was merely an annoyance that inspired me to become even more active.

For years I was under constant surveillance, as my tails changed shifts every eight hours and followed me day and night. I grew accustomed to the sound of their car engines under my window—they ran the engine all night to keep the heater going—just as in my student days I got used to the sound of my neighbor playing his tape recorder in the next room. In time the surveillance became more overt, and before long the tails were breathing down my neck, running behind me on the stairs of the subway, joining me on buses and in elevators, and sometimes even in taxis—in which case I insisted that we split the fare.

Among the many Jewish activists with whom I was associated, a smaller group crystallized who became my comrades-in-arms. After Sasha Lunts left for Israel, the responsibility for maintaining lists of refuseniks passed to Dina Beilin. No detail was too trivial for Dina, who worked with refuseniks day and night, giving them advice, looking over their documents, and helping them struggle against the KGB.

Dina was tough on herself, and no less demanding of her friends. While I actually enjoyed our struggle, for her it was more like a noble duty, which is why there were sometimes conflicts between us. Why hadn’t I taken care of this? Why had I missed that meeting? She took everything personally. We would quarrel, but the next day our common struggle with the KGB would unite us again. I always knew she was a true friend.

Information about Prisoners of Zion—refuseniks who were jailed for their efforts to live in Israel—came from Ida Nudel. Ida knew everything: where A was being held, and under what conditions; when B’s birthday was; how many days C was kept in the punishment cell; when D’s family would be allowed to visit him. She was in regular contact with the prisoners and their families, with the Soviet authorities,  and with our friends in the West. Ida did everything possible to break down the barriers between Jewish activists in Moscow and in prison.

Volodia (Vladimir) Slepak was a veteran of our movement. His name was widely known in the West, and his apartment in the center of Moscow was always full of guests from abroad. He would slowly smoke his pipe, displaying tremendous patience as the same discussions with our foreign guests dragged on year after year.

“But he falls asleep during meetings,” said those who were envious of his fame.

“That’s his business,” I would reply. We had no shortage of people who could speak elegantly and write statements, but Slepak was courageous and reliable, and he stood up to the authorities like a rock. Even the police near the synagogue and the KGB tails seemed to sense his inner strength and treated him with a cautious respect.

Alexander Lerner was an internationally known specialist in cybernetics, and the authorities felt betrayed when he became one of the first high-ranking scientists to apply for an exit visa. He organized a seminar in applied mathematics for refusenik scientists, and I was one of the participants. But even more useful from my perspective were the opportunities to talk with him about strategic and tactical questions in our struggle. Even if you didn’t agree with everything Lerner said, even if he sometimes seemed too cautious, it was important to hear the views of a man who knew the system intimately. And if you had time between meetings, you’d go to his apartment, where his wife, Judith, would always give you a good meal and a piece of cake to keep you going.

I also enjoyed visiting Vitaly and Ina Rubin. Vitaly was a renowned specialist in ancient Chinese philosophy, and his inability to leave the Soviet Union led to great indignation and protests by his fellow sinologists in the West. As a refusenik, Rubin organized an eclectic seminar on Israel, Judaism, philosophy, history, and related topics. His broad erudition, his easygoing nature, and his openness to different views drew people to his apartment, where you could meet refuseniks, dissidents, foreign correspondents, and diplomats.

But it was his childlike excitement that won me over. Once we were followed by four tails, two for each of us. When I pointed out that I wasn’t the only one being followed, Vitaly jumped like a little boy. “Look,” he said, “they take me as seriously as they take you!”

In 1975 I volunteered to help Andrei Dmitrievich Sakharov in his contacts with the foreign press and with visitors from abroad. I was full of respect for this outstanding man. Sakharov was a true scientist who tried to see all sides of a question, which wasn’t always the case with those who quoted him. And although his tiny apartment was always full of visitors, he seemed surprisingly alone in his historical confrontation.

We all tend to play roles in this world, but when I translated for Sakharov at his press conferences I saw no gap between his inner thoughts and his public statements—no pretense, no show whatsoever. When I called to congratulate him for winning the Nobel Prize, he said, “It belongs to all of us.” Coming from Sakharov it didn’t sound banal, and I knew that he really meant it.

Later, I met Yuri Orlov, the outstanding physicist and longtime dissident. A few months after the approval of the Helsinki Final Act, which included provisions on human rights, I proposed to Orlov and the dissident writer Andrei Amalrik that we ought to make it as difficult as possible for the Soviet Union to ignore those accords. As a result of our discussions, which continued for months, Orlov proposed the idea of a public group to monitor compliance with human rights agreements, and I became one of the founding members. While my own focus was on Jewish emigration, I was also active on behalf of people from many national and religious groups whose rights were brutally violated by the Soviet regime, including Pentecostals and Catholics, Ukrainians, and Crimean Tatars. The Helsinki Watch Group also produced documents about human rights violations in Soviet prisons, labor camps, and psychiatric hospitals. My interest in helping other persecuted peoples was an important part of my own freedom—a freedom that became real only after I returned to my Jewish roots.

For the activist Jews of my generation, our movement represented the exact opposite of what our parents had gone through when they were young. But we saw what had happened to their dreams, and we understood that the path to liberation could not be found in denying our own roots while pursuing universal goals. On the contrary: we had to deepen our commitment, because only he who understands his own identity and has already become a free person can work effectively for the human rights of others.

In Israel, while I was writing this book, I came upon an image by the American writer Cynthia Ozick that captures this idea perfectly. The shofar, the ram’s horn that is sounded in the synagogue on the High Holidays, is narrow at one end and wide at the other. Nothing happens if you blow into the wide end. But if you blow into the narrow end, the call of the shofar rings loud and true.






Treason, that is, an act intentionally committed by a citizen of the USSR to the detriment of the independence of the state, the territorial inviolability, or the military might of the USSR—going over to the side of the enemy, espionage, transmission of a state or military secret to a foreign state, flight abroad or refusal to return from abroad to the USSR, rendering aid to a foreign state in carrying on hostile activity against the USSR, or a conspiracy for the purpose of seizing power—shall be punished by deprivation of freedom for a term of ten to fifteen years with confiscation of property with or without additional exile for a term of two to five years, or by death with confiscation of property.

—Article 64-A of the Soviet Criminal Code


 
 



 



 



 



 



Though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death
 I will fear no evil
 For thou art with me.


—PSALM 23






BOOK ONE

MARCH 15, 1977 – JULY 15, 1978





1

ARREST

“So at last they’ve done it.”

The words kept pounding at my brain and repeating themselves over and over, like words on a broken record. I was in the back of a light-gray Volga sedan. On either side of me a KGB agent held my hand on his knee. In the front, beside the driver, another agent reported over the radio that the operation had been successfully completed.

Behind us, a fifth man was crammed into the tiny space along the rear window. Perhaps he was guarding me from that unlikely position, but more likely he was there to block the view of the two foreign correspondents who had just witnessed my abduction. Only a moment ago I had been seized by half a dozen men and pushed into the car. I sat there feeling depleted, but also relieved. Now that they had finally done it, the agonizing eleven-day death watch was over.

On March 4, 1977, a full-page article in Izvestia had accused me and several other Jewish activists of working for the CIA and carrying out espionage against the Soviet Union. As soon as the article appeared, foreign correspondents came to see me for a final interview, and friends stopped by to offer their support. But everyone knew that the real purpose of these visits was to say good-bye. I felt like a man with a terminal illness. His family and friends do their best to convince him that everything will be fine, and they try to believe it themselves.

“They’ll never do it, Tolya. It would be the trial of the century.” I had heard this assurance only hours ago and desperately wanted to believe it. Even now, in the car, I still clung to that hope. And yet—“So at last they’ve done it.”

But perhaps this wasn’t really happening. It was still possible, wasn’t it? In the past few days I had imagined my own arrest so often that perhaps this was just one more bad dream. Perhaps in another moment I would wake up and this whole scene would fade away

The car jerked as it veered left onto Gorky Street, jolting me back to reality. As we turned, my hand slipped off the knee of the agent on my right. Swiftly, professionally, he grabbed me tightly by the wrist. He was no stranger, this skinny blond kid with the dumb grin on his face; he had been one of my tails for well over a year. Today, however, he looked nervous and severe.

The agent next to the driver was calling in for instructions: Should they go through the center of town, or along the Yauza River? Better take a good look, I told myself, you’re seeing Moscow for the last time. I stared out the window, but nothing registered. By tomorrow I wouldn’t even remember which route we had taken.

As we drove up to Lefortovo Prison, the heavy iron doors—the first of two pairs, which never open simultaneously—began to separate. Suddenly, I was seized by an absurd and idiotic fear that they would ask me to breathe into one of those tubes and would discover I was drunk. As if I were being brought in for a mere traffic violation!

Half an hour earlier I had tossed down a few drops of cognac, which was a lot for me, as I normally can’t tolerate anything stronger than a light wine. A group of us were meeting in Vladimir Slepak’s apartment for our weekly Hebrew lesson, doing our best to maintain a reasonably normal existence in spite of the drastic accusations in Izvestia and the increasingly brazen behavior of our tails. Whenever I went out I was followed by two cars and eight men, who formed a human cage around me on the street. Instead of lurking in the shadows, they now came right up to me, as if the KGB wanted to remind me that my days were numbered and resistance was senseless.

At six o’clock, as the class was ending, David Satter of the London Financial Times and Hal Piper of the Baltimore Sun rushed in with the sensational news that Mikhail Stern had been freed. Stern, a Jewish physician from the Ukraine who had applied for an exit visa, was  arrested back in 1974 on several trumped-up charges and sentenced to eight years in a labor camp. Even by Soviet standards, this was a crude and cynical attempt to intimidate other Jews who were contemplating aliyah. Eleven days ago, only hours before the Izvestia article changed my life forever, I had organized another press conference for Stern’s wife.

The news of his release called for a celebration. The only liquor in Slepak’s apartment was a little cognac, but that was all we needed to drink a toast to Mikhail Stern’s freedom. “As you can see,” I told the two reporters, who had come for our reaction, “we’re delighted that Stern has been freed. But nobody will be fooled by the official statement that he was released for reasons of health. I suspect the regime took this step to distract world opinion from the recent accusations in Izvestia against Jewish activists. There could be new arrests at any moment.”

“They drove away!” cried the Beard—our nickname for Slepak—who was standing at the window.

“And they’re no longer in the hall,” said Masha Slepak, who had opened the door to check.

“They,” of course, were the KGB, who had been stationed in and around the building for days. All of this was in my honor, as I had been staying with the Slepaks ever since the Izvestia article appeared.

I ran to the window and, sure enough, the car that was parked downstairs had disappeared. A good sign, but what about the second car? I climbed up on the ledge to get a better view. Damn it, the other one was still there—only, now it was closer to the front door. And it soon became clear that the tails just outside Slepak’s apartment hadn’t left, after all, but had merely gone up to the attic for some kind of meeting.

“What does all this mean?” the correspondents asked.

“Let’s check it experimentally,” I replied, grabbing my coat and a handful of two-kopek coins for the public phone. “I’m going out to call the other correspondents with a statement about Stern’s release.” Slepak’s own phone had long ago been disconnected by the authorities.

Piper and Satter came with me. So did the Beard. Ever since the article appeared, he kept hold of my hand whenever we left the building. “If they arrest you,” he said, “at least I’ll be your witness.” Slepak knew that I might well be accused of provoking my own arrest. If  they came to take me, he would tell the real story to the foreign press and, through them, to the world.

Between the cognac and the excitement, I forgot to grab my satchel, where I had packed a sweater, long underwear, a scarf, warm socks, and a book. After all, a man accused of espionage could find himself in prison at any moment, which is not a place you want to go without warm clothing.

As we approached the elevator two KGB men rushed down the stairs to join us. “Ride with us!” they shouted. Only three passengers at a time were permitted to ride in this elevator, although you could squeeze in five if you had to. But with Slepak and me, the two correspondents, and the tails, there were six of us.

“I’ll take the stairs,” said the Beard. “Hal and David can go with you.”

For the first time in days, Slepak let go of my hand and hurried down the stairs from the seventh floor. That was the last time I saw my friend until 1987, when after seventeen years of waiting, including five years in Siberia, he was finally given an exit visa.

With five of us packed into the elevator, my nose was squashed against the walkie-talkie of one of the tails, which bulged out from under his coat. This was the same towheaded kid who would soon be sitting on my right in the car. I noticed that his arm was shaking violently. “They’re nervous,” I told the correspondents in English. “Something’s about to happen.”

The elevator door opened and I headed for the street. Suddenly I was grabbed by a sea of hands, and the next thing I knew I was plunging through the door and straight into a car—a prisoner of the KGB.

 



 



At Lefortovo, the KGB interrogation prison, I was brought to Lieutenant Colonel Galkin, a small, elderly man in glasses who introduced himself with an ingratiating smile: “Deputy head of the investigative division of the KGB for Moscow and Moscow Province.” And just as solicitously and with a touch of embarrassment, he handed me a sheet of paper: “Here,” he said. “We shall be working together.”

The document was an arrest warrant “on suspicion of committing a crime under Article 64-A, treason in the form of aid to capitalist  states in carrying out hostile activity against the USSR.” I quickly put the paper on the table so that Galkin wouldn’t notice my trembling hands. My heart sank and my throat tightened. I understood that despite the clear warning of the Izvestia article and all my mental preparations, I was still harboring the hope of being charged under Article 70 and not 64-A.

Article 70, the standard charge against dissidents, was defined by the Criminal Code as “agitation or propaganda carried on for the purpose of subverting or weakening the Soviet regime.” It carried a maximum sentence of seven years’ imprisonment plus five more of internal exile.

Article 64 was much more serious, and included such crimes as engaging in espionage and rendering aid to enemy states. The maximum sentence under Article 64-A was death, and the only other Jewish activists charged under this article had been accused of planning to hijack an airplane.

“You probably weren’t prepared for 64-A,” said Galkin, as if reading my thoughts. “You expected 70.”

“No,” I replied. “After all, your people already warned me in Izvestia that I was a spy. That was very kind of you.” I tried to smirk, but my voice betrayed me: it came out hoarse and my smile was forced.

Galkin’s own smile quickly disappeared as he seemed disappointed by my response. “Ah, yes, Izvestia,” he said with a sigh. Then he turned to one of the guards: “Proceed with the search.”

Three sergeants were already in the room, along with an elderly female paramedic. Politely but firmly, they ordered me to undress. They began a personal search, looking over my things and carefully examining my body as if it, too, were just another object.

After Galkin’s initial welcome, the search came as a rude reminder of my new status. From now on, nothing belonged to me—not my clothes, not my watch, not my wedding ring, not even my own body. I was a prisoner. At any moment they could empty my pockets, tear off my clothes, and poke their fingers into my mouth or up my rectum.

During my nine years in captivity, I met men who had survived years in the Gulag and had been searched hundreds of times. But in spite of all they went through, they could never get used to the searches. With each new search they felt humiliated all over again.

This was fine with the KGB, of course. They knew very well that a prisoner who felt humiliated and had lost his self-respect could never become spiritually uncompromising. He might turn vengeful and cunning, but in that case they could channel his hatred and direct it against his fellow prisoners, which only hastened his demise.

But I didn’t understand any of this until much later. In those first few days in Lefortovo, I could only rely on my experience from previous fifteen-day incarcerations in local jails. The first time was in June 1974, when the authorities rounded up a group of Jewish activists to prevent us from staging any public protests during President Nixon’s visit to the Soviet Union. On that occasion, when I was stripped and searched, I decided it was best to treat my captors like the weather. A storm can cause you problems, and sometimes those problems can be humiliating. But the storm itself doesn’t humiliate you.

Once I understood this, I realized that nothing they did could humiliate me. I could only humiliate myself—by doing something I might later be ashamed of. During my first few days in Lefortovo I repeated this principle over and over until it was part of me: Nothing they do can humiliate me. I alone can humiliate myself. Once I had absorbed that idea, nothing—not searches, not punishments, and five years later, not even several attempts to force-feed me through the rectum during an extended hunger strike—could deprive me of my self-respect.

But just an hour after my arrest, as I stood there naked in front of the three officers and the old woman, I felt dazed, exposed, and embarrassed. While the paramedic and one of the officers studied my body, the others felt every fold of my clothing. At a nearby desk, Galkin drew up the Protocol of Confiscation, which listed the various personal items found in my pockets, including a pen, some notepaper, my identity papers, several rubles, and a handful of change.

When Galkin came to the photograph of my wife, he broke into another friendly smile. (I already knew that KGB officers could be very sweet when it suited their purposes.) “So this is Natasha,” he said, setting the picture aside. Turning to me, he felt compelled to explain: “I prepared for this meeting, and I recognize your wife from the pictures.”

Several days earlier my apartment had been ransacked, and my wife’s letters and all my photographs of her, along with my papers,  had disappeared into the belly of the KGB. The picture Galkin was looking at was taken by Papa in June 1974, just a few weeks before our wedding on July 4. Avital—she took her new name in Israel—had left the Soviet Union the next day. At the time, we both expected that my own visa would be approved within a few months. That was almost three years ago.

That photograph was so important to me that I carried it everywhere. When Galkin took it away, I felt utterly alone. The last door was closing, and the circle was growing tighter. Now I was terrified.

“Can I keep the picture?” I said. I preferred not to ask any favors, but I couldn’t help myself

“It will be stored with your personal belongings,” he replied. Then, with the studied sincerity of a salesman, he added, “If you reach an agreement with the prison management, you’ll get it back.” At Lefortovo, as I would be assured repeatedly in the days ahead, the prison and the KGB investigative division functioned separately.

The prison management didn’t keep us waiting, for just then a beefy colonel strode into the room. He was around sixty, wearing his uniform and carrying the March 4 issue of Izvestia, with the infamous back-page article about Jewish espionage.

“Whom did they bring us?” he asked Galkin. Then he turned to me: “What crimes brought you here?” The colonel spoke coarsely and assertively, and in sharp contrast to the studied formality and politeness of the modern KGB he addressed me with the familiar ty, the pronoun normally reserved for close friends and small children.

As I stood there, waiting for them to give back my clothing, I felt myself growing stronger. The colonel’s aggressive tone bucked me up a little.

“Don’t get familiar with me,” I replied. “If there’s a criminal here, it’s not I. And you know full well who I am. You’re even carrying that newspaper!”

The room was silent for several seconds. Then the colonel went to the desk and read the arrest warrant.

“Oh, yes,” he said, “you are the traitor.” But this time, instead of ty, he used the more appropriate vy.

“Put him over there,” he said, pointing to the far corner of the room. The colonel scrutinized me at length, while I stared back as brazenly as possible.

“What’s the matter?” I finally asked. “Haven’t you ever seen a naked man before?”

The colonel harrumphed, and turned to the sergeant, “Have you finished examining him? Then give him back his clothes. Don’t let him freeze. He’ll be able to freeze in the punishment cell.”

Turning to me, he finally introduced himself: “Petrenko, Alexander Mitrofanovich, head of the investigative prison of the KGB of the USSR. I’ll come to the point: Don’t try anything, or it’s straight to the punishment cell. It’s cold there, and there’s hot food only every other day. You’ll be crying for your dear mother soon enough.”

Galkin interrupted, as if frightened by Petrenko’s overly harsh tone: “Anatoly Borisovich, keep in mind that the administration of the prison has no relation to us in the investigative department. We function independently, and neither side is subordinate to the other.”

As I put my clothes on I could feel my strength returning. Petrenko’s aggressive approach, together with the primitive way that he and Galkin assumed the familiar roles of good guy and bad guy, reminded me that I was among enemies. This was no time for weakness.

Petrenko would not let up. “How did you turn out this way?” he said. “You grew up eating Russian bread, you received an education paid for by the Russian people, and now you betray your motherland? For you and your whole people I fought at the front for four years.”

This quick shot of anti-Semitism reminded me exactly whom I was dealing with. It also calmed me down.

“My father also fought at the front,” I said. “He spent four years there as a volunteer. Perhaps he did that for your son and your people?”

“Your father?” said Petrenko. “In the army? What division was he in?”

“Artillery.”

“Artillery?” He seemed genuinely amazed. “I also fought in the artillery, but I didn’t see your sort there. What front was he on?”

I practically burst out laughing. Although Petrenko and Galkin started out playing their respective roles, Petrenko had already reverted to his true character, both in his bigotry and in his desire to talk about the war. I suddenly recalled the O. Henry story about the thief who breaks into an apartment. The owner wakes up and confronts him, whereupon the two men quickly embark on an extended discussion of their common ailments and become friends.

But my talk with Petrenko had gone on long enough. “I don’t think we have anything more to talk about,” I said. “Your attitude toward me is clear.”

“So, you don’t even want to talk? Clever. I’ll talk to your father when he comes to see me. But just remember—don’t try anything, or it’s straight to the punishment cell.” And with that, Petrenko left the room.

Galkin made a few polite remarks that I either didn’t take in or don’t remember. “We’ll see you later on at an interrogation,” he said before he left, like a man consoling his friend that they wouldn’t be apart for too long.

I sat for another hour or so with the sergeants. The officers were making phone calls, and people were coming in and out, but I noticed almost nothing. Once again I had the sense that none of this was real.

Finally the guards came to bring me to Galkin. We walked for a long time down a long and narrow corridor, stopping here and there and waiting for some sort of signal to proceed. Then we climbed a long and narrow staircase.

Galkin’s office was enormous. On the wall behind his desk hung the hammer and sickle. At that moment it resembled a bloodsucking spider. I sat down at a small table at the other end of the room. In front of me were two books—the Criminal Code and the Criminal Procedure Code. Galkin suggested that I look through the Criminal Procedure Code and read about my rights and obligations. I tried, but I just couldn’t concentrate. I was overwhelmed by all the legal terminology: suspect, defendant, right to defense, criminal intent, admissible evidence, substantive proof—all these words and phrases that now constituted my new world.

“Now have a look at Article 64-A of the Criminal Code,” said Galkin. The book was on the table in front of me, and someone had even left a bookmark at the appropriate page. I read it, although there was really no need to, for during the past few days I had committed the language to memory.

“You have been accused,” said Galkin, “—well, in the meantime suspected of, but you will be charged within ten days as provided for in the law—of treason in the form of aid to capitalist states in carrying out hostile activity against the Soviet Union. What do you say about the essence of the charge?”

“I committed no crime,” I replied. “My public work as an activist in the Jewish emigration movement and as a member of the Helsinki Watch Group was directed exclusively at informing international public opinion and the appropriate Soviet organizations about crude violations by the Soviet authorities of the rights of citizens striving to emigrate from the USSR. These activities were in complete conformity . . .”

I was speaking automatically, and could hear my own voice reaching me from some far-off place. After the Izvestia article appeared, so many foreign journalists had asked me about the meaning and goals of my activities that I had memorized the script. But those were only dress rehearsals, whereas this was opening night.

“Enough!” shouted Galkin, interrupting my response. I was shocked by his tone, which was completely different from that of the kind and mild-mannered gentleman I had encountered only an hour earlier. Although I knew he had been playing a role, this abrupt change in his personality came as a shock. Suddenly, this seemingly affable man was yelling and banging his fist on the table. “This isn’t one of your so-called press conferences,” he bellowed. “You have slandered us, and the time has come to answer for your crimes. If you transmitted information, then say so—where, when, and to whom. It seems that you don’t yet understand your situation. Read it again, the part of the article”—and here he used a legal term I didn’t recognize.

I knew what he had in mind, but I asked anyway, “Which part of the article?”

Galkin gave a malicious laugh. The speed with which he switched from that benevolent smile to this disparaging and satanic cackle was simply breathtaking. “Read the part about punishment. You are threatened with capital punishment. Rasstrel: death by gunfire.”


Rasstrel. I knew it was a possibility, but I had been hoping not to hear this terrible word. Again my heart sank, and again I felt a tightening in my chest and a dry mouth. I should have been prepared for this moment, but in all the discussions I had had with my friends in the past few days about the possibility of my being arrested under Article 64-A, we had tried to avoid any thought of capital punishment. In all my conversations, and even in my last letter to Avital, which I handed to Robert Toth of the Los Angeles Times just yesterday, I had spoken only of the possibility of a ten-year sentence. I  knew that theoretically one could be shot for human rights activities, but Stalin had been dead for twenty-four years and it was difficult to imagine that any of us would be put to death.

I wasn’t sure whether Galkin noticed my reaction, but in any event he continued with great fervor, “Yes, yes, rasstrel! And you are the only one who can prevent this, by your frank and sincere repentance. You can’t count on your American friends now.”

He rambled on, but I had stopped paying attention. Instead, I was desperately trying to convince myself that I shouldn’t feel this way. There had been plenty of warning, and none of this should have come as a surprise.

But it did, and I squeezed my trembling hands between my knees, hoping Galkin wouldn’t notice. Meanwhile, his voice rose to an even higher pitch, “We warned you. We tried to persuade you. But you continued your criminal activity. And now neither Israel nor America will help you!”

Prior to my arrest I had been summoned to numerous meetings with the KGB, where I was continually warned to stop meeting foreign correspondents and other representatives of Western countries to transmit “slanderous” information. But Galkin was the first representative of the KGB who ever raised his voice at me.

Later, from other prisoners, I would learn that Galkin’s outburst was a standard part of the first interrogation, the “moment of truth” when they try to show the newly seized “criminal” just how radically his situation has changed. Their purpose is to stun him, to terrorize him into quick submission, and to extract those magic words “Yes, I’m guilty, I confess,” around which they will build their case.

But the effect of Galkin’s tirade was the opposite of what he intended. Now that my moment of weakness had passed, I saw him for what he was: my enemy. His aim was to separate me from everything and everybody I cared about, to deprive my life of its meaning, and to leave me without dignity or hope.

And now he made his final mistake: He mentioned Avital.

“Your wife is waiting for you,” he said. “You want to join her? That depends only on you.”

Galkin had just given me a gift—a window to the world, and a graphic reminder that I wasn’t alone after all. For I immediately pictured how Avital and her brother Misha would hear the report of my  arrest. Four days ago, surrounded by tails, I had managed to receive a call from Israel. Avital’s roommate answered, and told me that Avital and her friends had taken the Izvestia article very seriously, that they had organized a support committee on our behalf, and she had just left for Geneva and America to publicize my situation. One after another, her friends took the receiver and offered words of support. But I was bitterly disappointed that I wasn’t able to speak to my wife, as I felt that this might be my last opportunity to hear her voice before I was arrested.

Now, as I imagined her in Switzerland, I smiled. I was grateful that I had managed to get off a letter only yesterday, and was hopeful that she might actually receive it.

I looked at Galkin. “I demand that you write down my statement in the protocol.” I had learned years ago that when you were dealing with the KGB, nothing counted unless it was entered into the official transcript.

“What statement?”

“The one I made when we began.”

“That wasn’t a statement,” said Galkin. “That was slander. We won’t write that kind of thing.”

“Then there is nothing more to discuss,” I replied.

This unleashed another long speech, which boiled down to the fact that Galkin felt very sorry for me. But I was no longer listening. By now I was exhausted, and all I wanted to do was sleep. Finally Galkin phoned for a guard to bring me to my cell.

Once more I was led down a series of long, narrow corridors and steep staircases. As a newcomer to prison, I was first taken to the showers. Although I was freezing, there was no faucet to regulate the water temperature. I knocked for the guard and asked him to turn up the hot water. “More.” He complied. The water began to scald me, but the chills didn’t go away.

Maybe I’m feverish, I thought, as I became tempted by a truly dangerous notion—that it wouldn’t be so terrible if I was sick for a week or two. This thought was harmful because it betrayed my fear, my wish to escape my situation. I could no longer hide the fact that I was afraid. And if fear was my primary emotion, it could lead me to do whatever they wished.

I wanted to get to a bed as quickly as possible to confront my fear and grapple with it during the night. Tomorrow would probably bring a new interrogation, and until then I had to work on myself until I was ready.

The guard gave me a mattress, a blanket, a pillow, a mug, a spoon, and a bowl, and led me, with all my earthly possessions, to a cell. The cell was bare as iron—narrow and cold—but I didn’t even want to look it over. I dragged the mattress over to the cot and pulled the blanket up over my head.

Only a few hours ago I had been sitting among friends, drinking a toast, speaking with foreign correspondents, and feeling connected to the entire world. And now I was enclosed in a small iron box inside a larger box, with long rows of one-eyed cells like so many Cyclopses—a box with no escape, where I might have to spend the rest of my life.

The guard, who was observing me through the peephole, immediately opened the food trap and informed me that I was forbidden to cover my head, even though a bright light was burning above me and remained on all night. I would have to lie with my eyes closed and get used to the light and the cold. At the time, it didn’t occur to me that I could cover my eyes with a handkerchief or close the window. To my surprise, I immediately fell into a sound, dreamless sleep, and didn’t wake up until I heard shouting the next morning.

Later, toward the end of my sixteen-month stay at Lefortovo, when I was familiar with the entire structure of the prison, I often wondered in disbelief when I recalled my first groggy hours in my new home. That first interrogation with Galkin, where did it take place? And although I remembered climbing several steep and narrow staircases to the sixth or seventh floor, in reality the investigative wing at Lefortovo was only three stories high, and the staircases were quite ordinary.

And what about Galkin’s office, which had seemed so enormous that night? During the months that followed I was in every conceivable office in the investigative division of Lefortovo, but I never again saw anything like that room. Nor did I ever see Galkin again.

If not for the protocol of the interrogation on March 15, 1977, signed by Galkin and stating that I refused to reply to the essence of the charge, I could have sworn I had dreamed all of this.
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LEFORTOVO

Waking up the first morning after my arrest was genuine psychological torment—no less real than the physical suffering I experienced later on. The moment of awakening is always the most difficult part of the prison routine, especially during the first few days. Completely immersed in your former life, you still maintain the unconscious and irrational hope that this nightmare is about to end, that some official is even now on his way to your cell to announce that a terrible mistake has been made.

After my sleep was interrupted by a loud banging in the corridor and the shouting of a guard, I lay still, hoping to fall back asleep or, better yet, to wake up all over again—this time in Slepak’s apartment. But the clanging grew louder and louder until finally the food trap opened and the guard ordered, “Get up!”

I sat up. My head felt heavy and there was an ache in my heart. In my mouth was a bitter taste I didn’t recognize. My body felt sickly and weak, and I was still shivering. My eyes focused on the toilet. Good, I thought, at least I won’t have far to go.

Lined up against the wall were three iron cots. In the middle of the cell was a small wooden table with a stool. High above me was a window, with bars behind the glass, and then a steel shutter, which almost totally blocked out the sunlight. A bulb on the ceiling burned twenty-four hours a day—proof that light is not always friendly.

There was also a sink. They had already given me a small towel, too short to serve as a noose in case I became suicidal. Suicide was a major concern at Lefortovo, which was why you had to leave your metal cup and spoon on the table at night so that the guard could see it; otherwise, you might sharpen the spoon and use it to cut your veins. I had already discovered that you weren’t allowed to cover your head at night, as your face had to be visible at all times. And soon I would see that the stairwells in Lefortovo were covered with steel netting, in case a prisoner decided to hurl himself down.

As I sat on my cot in the cold cell, I noticed that the top windowpane was open. I wanted to close it, but it was too high up. Although I was freezing, it didn’t occur to me that day, or the next, that I could pick up the stool, put it on my cot, and climb up to close the window myself. Nor did I realize that I could push the table aside and take four or five steps around the cell. Instead, I walked by squeezing my way between the cot and the table.

Even a laboratory monkey could have solved such primitive problems, but I felt powerless in this hostile environment. During the first forty-eight hours I tried not to touch anything in the cell, as if minimizing all contact with my surroundings somehow proved I didn’t really belong here. With all I had to think about, it was easier not to tamper with anything in this bleak new world or to leave any trace of my presence.

The guard brought me breakfast, my first prison meal, which consisted of black bread, hot porridge, and weak tea. But I didn’t feel like eating, and didn’t touch the food. The next morning, when the guard opened the door, he handed me a pail and asked, “Any bread?”

I silently gave over the first day’s entire ration of 450 grams. “Never mind,” he said cheerfully. “Soon you won’t be leaving any.”

Instead of eating, I waited—for new developments, new threats, further interrogations. Although my body was slack, my mind was burning. Concentrate on future interrogations, I told myself. Prepare for the unexpected. Be sure to ...

But it was no use, as my thoughts carried me far outside the prison walls. Instead of soberly analyzing my situation, I quickly tumbled into a fantasy world where I imagined how individuals in Israel and elsewhere were reacting to news of my arrest. Many people knew the truth, I reminded myself, including the foreign correspondents, Jewish  tourists from the West, my friends and fellow activists in both the Jewish and dissident movements, a handful of diplomats, and a number of American politicians who had been to Moscow.

They all knew who I was and what I had done. They all understood that my only crime was that I wanted to leave the Soviet Union and join my wife in Israel. Nobody will be fooled by these trumped-up charges of espionage. The wave of protest and indignation will be overwhelming. The Kremlin will have no choice but to . . .

I caught myself and tried to laugh at these wildly optimistic speculations. This was no time for wishful thinking! I was facing a long and difficult struggle, and I had to prepare. There would soon be a second interrogation, and a third, and many more after that, where the KGB would try to pressure and intimidate me so that I would plead guilty, repent, and give false testimony against my friends.

But even as I tried to focus my mind, my thoughts wandered off anew. Solzhenitsyn’s case popped into my head. Three years ago he, too, was brought to Lefortovo and accused of treason, and on the very next day they expelled him to the West. And only last month they had arrested my friends Yuri Orlov and Alexander Ginzburg from the Helsinki Watch Group. This had been greeted by outrage throughout the free world, and even the White House had protested.

And now my own arrest on a charge of treason was a direct challenge to the Americans, so the public outcry would be even greater. With the Helsinki Review Conference coming up in Belgrade, the issue of Soviet compliance with the Helsinki Accords was sure to be in the news. The Soviets were stuck. Maybe they’d put all three of us on a plane and ship us out of the country.

Lord, what nonsense was creeping into my head! Tolya, grab hold of yourself! This is no time for foolishness; you’ve got to concentrate.

Suddenly the door clanked. It took at least half a minute before the bolts were removed and the locks turned, which gave me plenty of time to imagine the possibilities: interrogation? expulsion? release?

My caller introduced himself as Major Stepanov, deputy head of the political section of the prison. He looked like a simple country fellow with a plain face and a turned-up nose, and he spoke with a comical Volga accent. But his homespun speech was littered with official bureaucratic phrases, quotes from Lenin, and even references to Plekhanov, an early Marxist theoretician. Under normal circumstances  I would have been fascinated to encounter an official with such contradictory qualities, but this wasn’t the time to engage him in conversation.

“Have you any requests?” he asked.

“Yes, give me back the picture of my wife.”

“That will be decided during the investigation.”

“But the investigative section told me it was your decision.”

“I don’t know about that. You can submit a request in writing. Anything else?”

“I’d like books from the library and a chess set.”

“Books are no problem, but you’re alone in here. What do you want with a chess set?”

“The rules stipulate that the prison must provide a chess set for every cell, without specifying how many people there must be.” The prison rules were posted on a cardboard sheet on the wall of my cell. I had read them several times, and although I absorbed very little, the word “chess” jumped out at me.

Stepanov tried to object, and we argued for a long time. In the end, however, he agreed with me; incredibly, rules were rules. Soon after he left, a guard brought me a chess set and I arranged the pieces on the board. I immediately began to feel better, for I have always used chess to escape from pressure and anxiety.

I was a chess prodigy as a child, and I loved the way the game gave me power over grown-ups. My mother taught me the moves when I was five, and soon chess became my greatest passion. Before long I was beating my older brother, Leonid, as well as my parents, and I started seeking partners outside the family.

I quickly reached the rank of candidate-master, and for years my dream was to become a great chess player. But I was always ambivalent about this goal, because the more time I spent on chess, the more I suffered from doubts: Did it really make sense to spend so much time playing games? And yet whenever I neglected chess, I missed those moments of free play and fantasy, those challenging opportunities to test my intellectual powers, and the special delight I took in defeating my opponents.

Now, at the table in my cell, I began to analyze a variation of the French Defense, my favorite chess opening. Its distinctive feature is that black opens with his king’s pawn, but advances only one square instead of the customary two, thereby yielding the center and inviting  his opponent to mount an early attack. But while black is exposed to strong pressure during the opening moves, he eventually has the resources to mount a successful counterattack. If he can withstand white’s initial assault, black’s prospects are excellent.

Unable to rein in my thoughts, which threatened to gallop off again in various wayward directions, I started whipping the pieces around as if I were playing both sides in a blitz match. When I reached the endgame I caught myself and returned to the opening position that had intrigued me in the first place. But then it happened all over again: Unable to restrain myself, I raced ahead.

Ten minutes passed, then twenty, then thirty. Finally, I began to calm down. I moved the pieces much more deliberately and took time to consider each move. I formed some ideas and reached some conclusions and counterconclusions. Gradually, my feverish state of mind gave way to a sustained analysis.

Once again the door clanked and for a moment I lost control of my thoughts. Interrogation? Liberation? No, merely an officer who brought in a paper stating that my case had been transferred from the Moscow KGB to the national office. The document was signed personally by Yuri Andropov, head of the KGB. When I asked what this meant, I was informed that, among other things, Galkin would no longer be my investigator.

I was delighted to hear this, although in retrospect I don’t understand why. It must have been because Galkin lost his temper last night. If so, how naive I was then! At least with a screamer you knew where you stood. I soon learned that the KGB has far more subtle and effective ways to manipulate a prisoner.

The chess, together with the document signed by Andropov, had a sobering effect, and now that I was less agitated it was time to sit down and think things over. Whether or not they actually believed it, the KGB had already made a public claim that I was a spy. But what evidence could they possibly have against me?

My motto had been “No secrets.” Before meeting a correspondent from the Western press, I would call him at his office, where the line was certainly bugged, to tell him, for example, that sixty refuseniks from half a dozen cities had signed a petition to the U.S. Congress in support of the Jackson Amendment, which linked Soviet-American trade to human rights.

That way, if my tails detained me on the way to deliver the statement, the correspondent would file a report on my detention, which would attract more attention to the document itself If nobody stopped me, I always made sure to give over the documents right under the noses of the KGB. No secrets.

Each time I handed another document to a correspondent under the sullen gaze of my tails, I again rejoiced in the feeling of freedom that we, a small group of Jewish activists, had won for ourselves in the land of slavery Every few weeks the KGB would bring me in for a little chat, where they warned me about my activities and tried to intimidate me. But I knew all their arguments in advance, and I tried to apply an Indian proverb I had found years ago in a chess book: “When you’re riding on a tiger, the most dangerous thing is to stop.”

In September 1976 I was picked up at the Moscow train station just before leaving for Kiev to attend the annual memorial service commemorating the mass murder of Soviet Jews by the Nazis at Babi Yar in 1941.

“There’s a great deal I could tell you, Anatoly Borisovich,” said the officer in charge. “I would be happy to explain why your application for a visa was denied, and what your prospects are. Unfortunately, you have many English-speaking friends,” he continued, referring to the foreign correspondents, “and you tell them everything. But what I want to say concerns only you, and you must not repeat it to anybody else. If you promise to keep it to yourself, I’ll tell you what I know.”

“I’m sorry,” I replied. “But I’m much too afraid of your organization to have any secrets with you. Tell me whatever you wish, as long as you understand that as soon as this meeting is over I’ll report every word of it.”


“Please,” he said, “I really do want to tell you. But you must promise.”

“Please, I’d love to know, believe me. But it will remain a secret only until I reach the first public telephone.”

We went back and forth like a pair of characters in a comic operetta. Finally he said with a sigh, “I can see you’re not a serious person, even though it’s in your own interest to have this information.”

So I never did learn what the great secret was. But I had no intention of violating my most basic principle, as I knew that complete openness was essential if I was to continue riding the tiger.

Still, I was well aware of the dangers I faced. Every interview I gave to a foreign correspondent or any one of the hundreds of documents I signed was enough to get me arrested on a charge of anti-Soviet activity. But how could my activities result in a charge of treason, with its implication that I had some secret contact with Western intelligence services? As recently as two weeks ago this was unthinkable.

And now, mulling it over in my cell, I reached a similar conclusion—that my activities were simply too public to support a charge of treason. (In retrospect, as I look back on my first few days in Lefortovo I am shocked at my own naiveté about Soviet justice. On the other hand, perhaps naivete is an essential component for the person who rejects the spiritual slavery of his society and struggles against a powerful regime. Perhaps it guarantees that you won’t be frightened to death or paralyzed by fear. Naiveté helps draw you into the struggle, where you’re able to meet the growing danger head-on, with a firmer resolve.)

Presumably, my interrogators would be looking for some hidden element in my contacts with foreigners. But were there any secrets?

To some extent, yes. When I gave a statement to a correspondent, his news agency would use, at best, only two or three lines from it and would mention only two or three of the signatories. If we wanted to transmit the entire text to Soviet Jewry or human rights support groups in the West—say, for example, a twenty-page review of Soviet emigration policy, or tapes and photographs of a refusenik family—we had to find safe and effective ways to send it. So the one thing we never revealed was exactly how, when, and with whose help this material found its way out of the country.

While these items were leaving the Soviet Union, other publications came in from abroad, including Jewish novels, histories, prayer books, Bibles, Hebrew textbooks, Israeli newspapers, and Russian-language newspapers and journals published in Israel. These were often confiscated, but the activists who distributed unofficial or samizdat literature generally stayed a step ahead of the authorities. By the time a history book or a Jewish magazine was discovered and seized, a dozen people had already read it. Some books had been read by so many people that the pages were falling out.

But that was the whole point. We had an expression: The books must work. It was unthinkable that they should simply lie on a shelf and collect dust.

In many cases, the confiscated books or articles had not only been read but photocopied as well. I am not referring here to the copying machines that have become so common in the West. In the Soviet Union, such equipment is carefully guarded, and it’s considered a crime to use such a machine for private purposes. (Years later, when I finally arrived in Israel, one thing that amazed me was that you could bring any document to the local photocopy center and purchase as many copies as you pleased.)

Our only choice, then, was to literally photocopy books and journals by taking a picture of each page and then developing the film ourselves. This was an awkward and time-consuming procedure, but my first Hebrew textbook, Elef Milim (A Thousand Words), was published just this way.

Of course I had no intention of discussing these details with the KGB. In my previous encounters with them, my attitude had been simple and defiant: “You persecute people because of their convictions. You operate outside the law and outside morality, and we have nothing to talk about.” This posture had become an ingrained part of my character, so I knew how to conduct myself after my arrest.

Or so I thought. But five days before they took me away I had received a visit from Valentin Turchin, a leading Soviet cybernetician and a founder of the Moscow chapter of Amnesty International.

When I told Turchin that I was planning not to talk to the KGB after my arrest, he was incredulous. “This isn’t just a charge of anti-Soviet activity,” he replied. “We’re talking about espionage! There will be all kinds of distortions and falsifications, and these must be exposed and refuted.”

He was right, of course: It was unthinkable not to respond to a charge of espionage. And now, in my cell, I had to solve a difficult problem: How could I refute this charge without also revealing information that the KGB could use against me or my friends? In theory, there had been plenty of time to formulate an answer before my arrest. In reality, however, I hadn’t been able to think about it.

“Exposed and refuted,” Turchin had said. But to whom? to the KGB? to the court? No, they knew the answers even before they asked the questions. And the more I told the KGB, the easier it would be for them to take a compromising phrase from my testimony and turn it against me.

So then, exposed to whom? to history? I was trying to mock my own self-importance, but in fact I felt a genuine historical responsibility. As soon as the Izvestia article appeared, I and my fellow “traitors”—Slepak, Dina Beilin, Alexander Lerner, and Ida Nudel—concluded that we now faced the threat of new anti-Semitic show trials along the lines of the notorious Doctors’ Plot. Shortly before Stalin’s death, the regime had accused a group of Jewish physicians of plotting to poison the Soviet leadership with the help of the CIA. Stalin had planned to deport millions of Jews to Siberia, but he died before the program could be put into effect.

To us the espionage charges in Izvestia seemed to be cut from the same cloth. And now, as I looked down at Andropov’s signature, I understood that the KGB had promoted me to a new position. Instead of being the spokesman for a small group of aliyah activists, I was now accused of disloyalty in a charge that extended to all the Jews of the Soviet Union.

Very well, I thought, but what about the question Turchin had raised? I resolved to limit my testimony to general points, such as the meaning, the tasks, the goals, and the nature of our activities. But I wouldn’t give any concrete information, such as who wrote what statement and under what circumstances, or who collected signatures for a petition or letter, or who gave what material to whom.

Say, for example, that they got hold of one of the packets of information I sent to Michael Sherbourne, a London schoolteacher, who was enormously helpful to our struggle.

“Is this your packet?” they might ask.

I would refuse to answer.

But wait—wouldn’t that imply that our activity really was secret?

Then what if I answered, “Yes, I sent it.” In that case, wouldn’t I be helping them compromise the foreigners who helped us deliver these packets?

Well, I decided, I’ll give a general answer about the meaning and nature of my activity, but I’ll refuse to discuss concrete facts. But then how should I respond if they then reach into the packet and take out some obviously forged document, such as a report about a Soviet military target? If I protest that this couldn’t possibly be part of the packet, I would then be admitting that the material came from me.

[image: 002]

As I sat there, weighing these various possibilities and fearing that at any moment they would summon me to an interrogation for which I wasn’t prepared, I looked at the chess set on the table. Five years ago, as a student at the Moscow Institute of Physics and Technology, I had written a thesis entitled “Simulating the Decision-Making Process in Conflict Situations Based on the Chess Endgame.” The examination commission had paid me a flattering but definitely exaggerated compliment, concluding that I had designed, in their words, “the first chess program in the world capable of playing the endgame.” An important element in my program was a hierarchical list, a “tree” of goals and conditions for attaining them. And now, as I stared at the chessboard in my cell, it occurred to me that I could take a similar approach in the game I was about to play against the KGB.

What are the goals of this game? I asked myself. Clearly it was impossible to establish a goal of “minimizing the possible punishment,” for that would mean submitting to the will of the KGB. After some thought, I decided upon three goals, and I sketched them out on a scrap of toilet paper, part of the daily ration of rough tissue paper the guard had given me at breakfast:
Obstruct → Study → Expose





My first goal was to obstruct their investigation. Second, I wanted to study their approach. Finally, I hoped to expose them—either through some contact with the outside world, or through an open trial.

Looking at my three objectives, I realized that I had attempted too much. Unfortunately, it wasn’t in my power to obstruct, so I neatly crossed out that word and replaced it with a more modest goal: Not to cooperate.

But not to cooperate with what? With portraying our activity as secret, and gathering testimony from me on other refuseniks. After dividing the first goal into more elementary ones, I sat there for a long time and drew up an entire diagram of ends and means, with each goal divided into more elementary parts until my “tree” took the form of the above sketch.

As I look back on it now, my tree seems like pseudoscience, a pathetic attempt to impose order on my racing and chaotic mind. But at the time it was tremendously important, as the familiar terminology  from my scientific training helped me adjust to my new reality. After hours of scattered thoughts, I was finally able to organize my impulses under the rubric of a logical plan. This alone was comforting, and gave me a sense of control.

My plan was far from perfect, however, as I immediately noticed a serious contradiction between point 14 (to explain the meaning of my actions) and point 17 (not to reveal concrete facts and circumstances). But then, as I reminded myself, it was the job of theory to point out contradictions, while the function of practice was to resolve them.

The food trap clanked for lunch—or perhaps it was supper—and I quickly flushed the paper down the toilet. I spent the rest of the day and all of the next one sketching my tree and using it to respond to a variety of questions I expected to be asked. I kept drawing the tree and destroying it until it became imprinted on my brain, ready to act as a censor for any answers I might be asked to give.

 



 



Prisoners in Lefortovo are allowed one hour a day for exercise, and on my second morning the guard took me out to a special area that consisted of a series of adjoining rectangular stone courtyards, each one measuring five meters by three meters with a bench in the middle. The walls were three meters high, and were covered with a rough cement so that you couldn’t write on them. Overhead was an iron grating, which was covered by a wire net. Above the courtyard, on a raised catwalk, a guard paced back and forth to make sure there were no conversations between prisoners, and that nothing was tossed from one yard to the next.

During the exercise period I kept busy by jogging, bending, stretching, and doing push-ups. Before my arrest I had never bothered much with fitness, but in Lefortovo I became more systematic about taking care of my body. I even brushed my teeth carefully—something I had always been too rushed for in the past. But here such tasks were essential, a way to maintain control over my situation. Prison life encourages laziness, and I had to fight against it.

On one side of the exercise area was the prison; on the other was the investigative division. The prison building was in the shape of an enormous letter K, as Lefortovo was one of the so-called Katherine prisons, among the first in Russia, which were built during the reign  of Katherine the Great in the late-eighteenth century. In Russian, she was known as both Katerina and Ekaterina, and in her honor these buildings were constructed in the shape of an E or a K.

I could hear the click of typewriters from almost every room of the investigative department. Looking up, I could sometimes make out faces perched above neckties with cigarettes dangling from their lips. They’re sewing up cases, I thought. Despite my impatience, I hoped the interrogations would be delayed as long as possible. Was I afraid, or merely tired? It was hard to say.

On the evening of my third day in Lefortovo I was still waiting to be interrogated when the guard brought me a surprise: my first monthly food package from home, which contained five kilos of vegetables, fruits, sausage, and cheese. The most gratifying part of the package was the mandatory itemized list that Raya, my sister-in-law, had prepared. I stared at it for a long time, for although it was only a list, it was still a note from home. Reluctantly, I signed it and gave it over to the guard.

For the first time since I arrived I had an appetite, but before I could finish my first tomato the door opened again.

“With your things,” said the guard. He explained that I was to collect all my belongings, as they were moving me to another cell.

My new cell contained one enormous difference: It was occupied. Another prisoner’s possessions were hung up and strewn about, there was food in plastic containers, and he even had rags for cleaning the floor and the sink.

Tearing himself away from some kind of calculation, a man of about forty, with large bags under his eyes, stood up to introduce himself: “Shneivas, Efim Abram-Abelevich.” He was of average height, plump, with a blotched and sagging face. Heart problems? I wondered. High blood pressure? He turned out to have both.

Shneivas, a Jew, greeted me in a mixture of Yiddish and Russian, “A Yid? Wonderful. I’m tired of being with goyim.” He immediately combined our food supplies, which was generous of him because as a veteran zek (an acronym, designating a prisoner, that was left over from Stalin’s time), he had far more food than I did. Then he proceeded to give me all kinds of practical advice: which of the two empty cots would be more comfortable in the warm weather, how to keep butter cold, what was worth buying in the prison store, and what  time of day was best for washing the floor. (The stone floor retained moisture, so this was not a trivial matter.)

Shneivas was serving his second term in prison, so he knew how everything worked. The next morning, as I watched him gobble up his porridge, I wondered: Will the day ever come when I, too, will look forward to these meals?

Within hours we were addressing each other in the ty form and using our nicknames, Fima and Tolya. When I told him who I was and what I was being charged with, Fima looked shocked. “This is the first time I’ve seen a Jew fight against the Soviet regime,” he said, giving me a string of compliments.

“But do you realize what’s in store for you?” he asked. “Your forehead will be smeared with iodine.”

“What do you mean?”

“They’ll shoot you.”

“What’s the iodine for?”

“So your blood won’t get infected!” Shneivas laughed long and hard to see a novice caught in what must have been an old prison joke.

Over the next few evenings, Fima told me the story of his life. He spent his early childhood in Leningrad during the siege. First he survived the hunger of the war years, which was followed by the hunger of the postwar years. Somehow he got hold of a used car, which was a great rarity during the 1950s. He teamed up with a prostitute: She would pick up a traveler at the port or the railway station and take him “home,” with Fima playing the role of taxi driver. The man’s luggage would remain in the car and Fima would disappear with the goods. The victim was helpless, as he couldn’t very well tell the police he was robbed while visiting a prostitute.

Later, Fima switched to more solid work, selling scarce and fashionable foreign goods, such as shoelaces, ladies’ shoes with stiletto heels, and plastic raincoats, on the black market. By the early 1960s, he was involved in more serious crimes. With the help of a well-placed police officer in one of the Central Asian republics, he began to buy up mumie, an organic substance found in mountain caves that was thought to strengthen the body. He sold the stuff in Leningrad, but was eventually caught and sent to prison camp for three years.

Then he moved to Moscow, where he found a legitimate job as an inspector of stores and warehouses at a salary of 150 rubles a month. But his real income was much higher, as Fima was also a blackmarket currency dealer. He carried out his operations only two or three times a year, with an American friend who was the Moscow representative of a commercial firm. This went on for ten years, and Fima acquired vast sums of money. He lived well, but not so lavishly as to attract unwanted attention. But one of the dealers with whom he did business was arrested, and they came for Fima as well.

Thus far, Fima’s stories, which he spun out at great length, were so full of realistic detail that I believed most of what he told me. But I noticed that from the moment of his arrest his anecdotes became simplistic and predictable.

In one such episode he told of the KGB’s showing him a photograph of himself picking up a cigarette butt at a deserted spot at the side of a road. Supposedly, Fima’s American friend flew into Sheremetevo Airport and immediately drove to Moscow. Fima, who was waiting in the crowd, followed in his own car. At a deserted stretch of the road the American signaled with his horn and tossed a cigarette butt out the window, whereupon Fima pulled over, made sure he was alone, and picked up the butt, which contained a note outlining the details of their next deal.

In another of these stories, the KGB played Shneivas a tape of a conversation between himself and the American—a conversation, Fima claimed, that was held in the bathroom with the water running. The point of these tales, of course, was that the KGB knew everything, so it was pointless to resist their pressures.

Whenever he told me stories about the KGB, I felt he had an interest in my giving up as soon as possible. But it was difficult to know whether this was the result of a special assignment on his part or simply the normal response of a man who had surrendered and needed to believe he was no worse than anyone else.

I was well aware, of course, that the KGB used stool pigeons in the cells. And earlier this month, I myself had been betrayed by an informer: The author of the Izvestia article was Sanya Lipavsky, a physician who had helped many refuseniks with medical care, access to telephones, and numerous other favors.

But I always found it difficult to transfer my general hatred of informers to specific human beings. Besides, the premonition that your fellow citizen is working for the KGB operates like a cancer in Soviet society. While many people do work as informers for the regime, the mere fact that this is always a possibility does not, in my view, constitute adequate grounds for suspicion.

In captivity, I made up my mind to follow the same rules as in freedom: While I was careful not to help potential informers in their work, I would try not to assume the worst about my neighbors. Inside the prisons and camps, as well as in the “large zone,” as the zeks cynically refer to the rest of the country, informing was so common that the intrigue alone could drive you crazy. Besides, no matter what kind of person Fima was, his pain over being separated from his wife and children was genuine, and I tried my best to console him. Equally sincere, in my view, was his involuntary feeling of solidarity with the refuseniks as I described our long struggle against the KGB.

Fima’s favorite topic was his numerous romantic and sexual adventures, which he loved to recount in salacious detail. I tried to cut him off on several occasions, but my reaction produced only amazement: “You have to know how to talk about such things in the camps,” he said. “If you don’t join in, nobody will respect you.” Before long, Fima’s stories lost the psychological nuances that had made them interesting, and began to resemble the plots of bad movies—especially when popular actresses from both cinema and theater started appearing as his partners.

“Don’t you believe me?” he would ask.

“Of course,” I would reply, so as not to offend him. And indeed, when he returned from an interrogation, claiming that he just had a face-to-face confrontation with some famous singer who said that Fima had given her a diamond ring, it was hard for a new zek like myself to understand why anyone would make up something like this. In time, however, I learned that such fantasies were common among nonpolitical prisoners. To hear them talk, you would have thought that every one had had affairs with the most popular actresses in the Soviet Union.

It was also possible that Shneivas had another purpose in mind: At one point, having apparently grown tired of talking, he suggested that  I tell a few stories of my own. I declined, explaining that I didn’t like to speak about such things and that I didn’t have much to say in any event.

But Fima was strangely persistent, and when I continued to resist, he resorted to demands and finally to threats: “You better watch out, you’ll have a hard time in the camps if you don’t tell stories.” At that point I had to answer him more firmly.

Later, I became familiar with the KGB’s interest in the private lives of its wards. In prison, of course, the walls have ears, and the authorities can learn a great deal from a prisoner’s private conversation even if he reveals nothing significant about his case. In the struggle for your soul, the KGB tries to provoke tension and suspicion between husbands and wives, and among prisoners and their friends and relatives. Eventually, I came to see that Fima’s attempts to have me talk about my personal life may have gone well beyond his own prurient curiosity.
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