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This book is dedicated to my beloved mother, Saralie Rakow Shallman (1934–2020).

“My grandmother Saralie was pure sweetness—a masterclass in unconditional love, quiet courage, and compassion. You’ve never met a better listener, or a better judge of character. Grandma was brilliant and beautiful, pragmatic and very funny. Good and kind to her core, thoughtful and full of dignity.”

Nina Juliette Barrameda Shallman





NOTE TO READER

The story that follows is true, by and large.

It is my family’s history.

Certain places, people, and circumstances have been changed or consolidated to streamline the narrative and add drama.

But this mostly happened.

And it changed our lives.





PART I

THE EAST





Chapter 1

Ancestors

She threw the line out like a fisherman: “Each one of us came from somewhere else.” Quickly, but with stealth. Testing the waters. Hoping for a bite. None was forthcoming.

John Simon bit his lip, worried this might happen. He surveyed the crowd like a litigator reading a jury. Was anyone on their side?

“It’s what all of us have in common,” the woman continued, holding the podium with both hands as if trying to steer it in the right direction. “We’re all strangers to this land.”

Migrants! John winced. Migrants to this land was the line he wrote. Rookie politicians never stick to the script. Number one job hazard. This particular transgression was not that big a deal. But sometimes a client goes rogue on a single word and suddenly it becomes a demeaning meme on social media. Then everyone blames the communications guy.

John prided himself on being very good at his job—a policy wonk, with an encyclopedic knowledge of all things political. But he had trouble sometimes being taken seriously—due to the fact that, despite his forty-plus years, John could still pass for a teenager were it not for his red Van Dyke beard. Accepting with chagrin that he’d likely be carded at liquor stores for life, John knew many folks would die to have his genes, which made him grudgingly thankful. He also felt gratitude about being able to make a living doing something he loved—politics, particularly in the throes of a long-odds race like this one. In moments like these, John felt like a defensive coordinator for the underdog team at the Super Bowl. It was all about staying focused and calling the right plays.

John scanned his phone to see if people were live-tweeting the speech—unlikely, given the underwhelming crowd. But one never knew. There were sixty-five in attendance—few enough to count by hand. Not that he had. He knew the number within seconds of their arrival. In his two decades as a political consultant, John had developed the ability to guess the size of a crowd with uncanny accuracy. He could also read their political leanings, predict laughs, applause lines, and standing ovations. That wasn’t going to happen anytime soon. People were standing. But clapping? No.

“Our parents came from somewhere else,” said the Latina at the microphone. “Or our grandparents, or our great-grandparents.” She paused, noticing a cluster of Native Americans eyeing her with reserve from one corner of the grassy field. John had spotted them, too. Karankawa, he suspected, or Comanche. Clearly outliers in this predominantly Hispanic crowd, along with the five bikers and two dozen rednecks, curious but unlikely to be swayed. John swiveled back to the stage, wondering why his client had stopped speaking. She’s flustered by the Comanche, he guessed. Don’t do it, he pleaded mentally—stick to the script.

She couldn’t help herself. “Even indigenous people moved from time to time, when food was scarce. And this beautiful land—Mother Earth welcomed them.”

Mother Earth? John frowned. Don’t go New Age. You’ll lose everybody.

“That’s what happened to me in my time of need. This great country opened her arms and took me in, which is why I can proudly say to you today that my name is Patricia Alvarado and I am running for Congress.”

Polite applause. It was better than boos. You gotta start somewhere.

The crowd dispersed, and a cute schoolgirl—in plaited hair and a pleated skirt—approached the platform. “Can I get a picture with you, Ms. Alvarado?”

“Call me Patti,” said the candidate, flashing her contagious smile.

“Stand by the statue,” John intervened, positioning them near the memorial for the singer Selena, a local landmark he’d carefully curated for its symbolic resonance. Selena, the Queen of Tejano music, was adored by the Hispanic community for having busted through barriers in the male-dominated Tex-Mex music scene. Patti had brought white roses, Selena’s favorite, to the monument overlooking Corpus Christi Bay. And now she retrieved one of those flowers as a gift to her schoolgirl fan before taking the selfie. The girl beamed. Patti worked her pearly whites, framed by that perfect shade of lipstick.

Camera sure loves her, thought John. Patti had passion in spades, along with undeniable charisma. She was attractive and young, just shy of forty. Magnetic, a go-getter. Everything you needed in a candidate. While her experience in politics was slim—hence her reliance on John—having a blank slate was often better than having a bad record. And no one’s record was nearly as atrocious as that of her opponent, Ralph Trent, the eight-term incumbent in Texas’ 27th District.

Trent was, without exaggeration, to the right of Attila the Hun. John found his politics repugnant. Trent had called for LGBTQ internment camps, so that “those folks could do their business out of public view.” Yep—Ralph Trent proudly went on the record with that one. His A+ rating from the NRA sat in a spit-shined frame on Trent’s mahogany desk, alongside hero shots of Barry Goldwater, David Duke, and George Lincoln Rockwell, founder of the American Nazi Party. Ralph Trent was rabidly anti-immigrant. He once made incendiary remarks calling for federally sanctioned lynchings of illegal aliens along the border as a way to dissuade new asylum seekers, just as Ancient Romans used to line their city walls with Jews on crucifixes.

Provocation was Trent’s modus operandi—the more extreme, the more the media attacked him, and the more his base rallied around him. That was the Ralph Trent playbook. He’d been at it long before the Trump era. And it worked. Trent had been a shoe-in in his district for almost two decades—in fact, his colleagues in Congress called it the “Ralph Trent Seat.”

When John Simon happened upon a local news story in early 2018 about an unknown Latina announcing her intention to unseat Ralph Trent, he caught the next plane to Texas. It was his kind of fight: the classic underdog. Her picture grabbed him right away: a determined gaze that jumped off the page. There was wisdom in that face. Nothing forced, just a natural appeal.

When John met Patti, along with her husband, Enrique, at the Corpus Christi airport, they had him at Hola. They were warm, friendly, and impossible not to like. Enrique was comfortable with allowing his wife to shine and greeted John like an old friend. Patti brought homemade tamales their daughter prepared from an old family recipe. Enrique grabbed John’s bag, so he could have a bite of tamale on the way to the car. People were starting to recognize Patti from her picture in the paper, coming up to shake her hand. Men were slapping Enrique on the back. And John had an epiphany.

This might just work.

Then again, woe to the man who thinks he knows the electorate. How many times in recent years had John had that feeling—this might just work—and faced humiliation on Election Day? There was the Senate race in Nevada, where John was polishing their victory speech after the local news had called it, only to have the Republican-heavy absentee ballots come in late and pull the rug out from under them. And that affordable housing measure in California where developers had outspent them by a hundred to one and they still came within striking distance—a real heartbreak, though most of his colleagues thought he should have seen it coming.

John had developed a reputation as the Don Quixote of political consultants—or worse, the Broadway Danny Rose, putting on a brave face and working behind the scenes for laughing-stock candidates who didn’t have a prayer. And yet, he couldn’t help himself.

John had a soft spot for taking on the most daunting challenges, the longest of longshots—and this 2018 House race for Texas’s 27th Congressional Seat was exactly that. A long shot. The district—which had been redrawn and gerrymandered so drastically that it looked (befitting, for Texas) like a T-bone steak—stretching along the Gulf Coast from Corpus Christi to Lake Jackson, and then inland to San Marcos. While squarely Republican, it had a significant Latino population, which had been largely marginalized as a voting bloc. That’s where John saw the opportunity for Patti Alvarado—pitting a fiery female from Mexico against a right-wing white male who was zealously anti-immigrant. But it’s not just that Patti was Mexican, it’s that she had crossed the border illegally fourteen years prior and only established her US citizenship recently by marrying Enrique, a naturalized Mexican-American. This was unprecedented—a former undocumented immigrant running for Congress, which is what made the proposition so enticing for John: the ultimate David and Goliath fight, one that the press should find irresistible. But talk about a Hail Mary.

John’s wife, Lani, mother of his four children and a pragmatist if there ever was one, had been hesitant about the idea. Another high-profile loss could potentially jeopardize his reputation—and Lani was fiercely protective of all her loved ones’ reputations, especially her husband’s. But a win—as far-fetched as it seemed—could cement the reputation that John had had at the start of his career—as a political visionary. And that was ultimately enough to convince her.
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After the speech in front of the Mirador de la Flor memorial for Selena, Patti and Enrique invited John back to their home, where they were having a special family gathering before the quinceañera of Patti’s daughter, Alexa, scheduled for the following day. John was touched and honored to be included—it was also deeply illuminating.

While Alexa was Patti’s daughter from a previous marriage, she had been completely embraced by four generations of Enrique’s family. There were at least forty relatives in attendance, filling every nook and cranny of the ranch home, which Enrique, who worked in construction, had proudly built himself. He took John around from room to room, introducing him to cousins, aunts, and grandparents, while pointing out details of the craftsmanship, such as the traditional earthen floor—a mixture of clay, sand, and fiber, compacted and cured with linseed oil, which, along with the adobe walls, kept the house relatively cool in the summer. While John was impressed by the house, it was the atmosphere that really warmed his heart.

There was music and laughter in every room. Multicolored light strands soared over the yard, where the food was plentiful and increasing by the minute. In the kitchen, Alexa and her three aunts were making their traditional tamales in a joyous production line, while Uncle Jaime played a Mexican accordion to one side. Patti handed John a margarita and took him by the hand to meet the family matriarch—Enrique’s abuelita Maria, still going strong in her nineties, with an infectious, toothless grin.

“Isn’t she precious?” Patti whispered in John’s ear. “Take a selfie,” said John. “For Twitter.”

“Don’t have my phone,” she deflected. “Use mine,” he insisted.

“No phones. It’s family time.”

“You sound like my wife,” John smirked. “Your wife sounds wise.”

He nodded.

“Are your grandparents still with us?” Patti asked him. John shook his head. All but one died before he was born.

“Too bad,” she gazed at him with empathy. “Where we come from is important. It’s our history.”

A slight melancholy came over John, as he gazed across the yard at the vibrant Alvarado clan. Patti asked if he could stay one more day—to be part of Alexa’s quinceañera. John told her he had to get back to Los Angeles. Patti nodded—family comes first.

Family had everything to do with John’s career in politics. John grew up in a liberal, secular Jewish home, the second youngest of five, in Rock Island, Illinois—population: 38,000, about 150 miles west of Chicago. His grandmother, Rose, who’d emigrated from Russia, was also part of the household. And the women in his life had a major influence on his world-view. His mother, having named him after JFK, instilled the values of service and giving back—particularly to one’s community. So it was only natural for John to aspire to public service. It began his junior year of high school, when John was elected to serve as the student member of the school board of Rock Island-Milan School District #41. He was sixteen, barely out of braces when he showed up in a suit and tie for his first board meeting. With his keen intellect and good ideas, John held his own in the school board meetings, where the adult members, the youngest of which had two decades on him, must have wondered—has he even started shaving? The answer was: yes. In fact, over the summer John could grow sufficient hair on his face to vaguely resemble a beard and age him just enough to purchase beer from Lenny, a stoner at Lee’s liquor store, who gave him “a pass for growing a ‘stache.” This way, he didn’t have to keep pulling out of his Velcro wallet his older brother’s expired driver’s license every time his friends wanted a six-pack. But Mr. Allison, his football coach and a former Marine, made sure his players were clean-shaven, with crew cuts before the first day of practice. And so that dreadful day at the barbershop on 18th Avenue came, sending John back in time, revealing his prepubescent baby face that was on full display at the board meeting. He looked more like a nervous Bar Mitzvah boy than a member of the board of education.

John always arrived fifteen minutes early for the school board meetings with a clean shirt and a fresh pad of paper, values drilled into him by his father, who worked for the Department of Defense. “Always show up like you mean business,” his dad would say. “And if you’re on time, you’re late.”

The other board members warmed up to John eventually. But then came … the showdown. The debate over the 1990 budget, which had just been slashed by the legislature, leaving them little choice: either increase class sizes dramatically; cut sports, music, and arts programs; or lay-off 20 percent of the district’s teachers. As the council began the difficult debate, John asked to be recognized by the chairman, a retiree in his seventies, who nodded. Seven adults turned to watch sixteen-year-old John Simon give his first political address.

“If we’re about to choose between firing teachers or cramming more desks into already crowded classrooms, here’s how I’m going to vote: Neither.”

“We don’t have the funds…,” began the chairman with an air of disdain.

“Yeah, funding’s always the issue, isn’t it?” John continued. “So it’s pretty simple then. All we need to do is find some more money.”

The condescending expressions were spreading, but they didn’t faze him. John had done his homework. He had a simple proposal: increase local property taxes by one quarter of one percent, and they’d have more than enough money to fund the school district budget. He’d drawn up language for a referendum that they could add as a local ballot initiative in November.

The chairman snickered. John made an impassioned plea, “We must do this on behalf of the children. YOU have had your chance, but WE only get one chance at a good education.” He milked that last line, a skill he perfected while appearing in a few high school drama productions as a sophomore. Mrs. Rowland, his drama teacher, would have been proud. John managed to coax other board members to go along with his plan. It passed four to three. Now he just needed to persuade the electorate.

He had two things in his favor: 1) he was a student in the district, and 2) he had a bike. John figured he’d use the same playbook that got him elected to the school board: going door to door.

After canvassing for a day with a heavy stack of fliers in the U-Haul box that he’d jerry-rigged to his tail rack, John had already clocked twenty-six miles—the length of a marathon. That’s when he had deep regrets about rolling through that stop sign on his recent driving test. But the kid on his hand-me-down, ten-speed Raleigh bicycle riding neighborhood to neighborhood like Paul Revere to save the schools was picked up by several local news outlets, including WQAD News 8, which decided to send up their traffic chopper for an aerial shot. From Lincoln to Longview Park, from Harris Pizza to Whitey’s Ice Cream, pretty soon people were applauding him as he rode by with a caravan of fellow students joining the cause, handing out flyers and waving signs. And, to everyone’s amazement, the referendum passed.

When John took his place that night at the dinner table, his four siblings got up and gave him a standing ovation. His mother was in tears, and his dad came around to pat him proudly on the back. But the moment that deeply impacted John—where he had an epiphany of a life dedicated to public service—was at school the following day, when Mrs. Emerson, his ninth-grade history teacher, walked up to John, welling with emotion, and thanked him.

“You saved my job,” she said. “My mother was a teacher here, and her mother before her. I don’t know what I would have done if I couldn’t teach at Rocky. You saved my career, John Simon.” She cried and hugged him with all of her heart. And John would never be the same.

He had seen firsthand how good public policy and a good political campaign could have a profound impact on people’s lives. And how anyone, no matter who or how young they were, could make a difference. It wasn’t just the students who had benefited from his campaign, it was the entire community. The meaning of his life was coming into focus—past, present, future were all in alignment, the trajectory consistent and clear. Being named after John F. Kennedy … becoming president of the Student Senate his senior year … founding the debate club at school … getting an A+ in Honors US History, running for the board of education, passing the referendum. It was suddenly obvious.

He was on his way to becoming president of the United States.
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That didn’t quite pan out for John. His boyhood fantasy notwithstanding, John quickly realized he was just as effective working behind the scenes on message and strategy. Building on his high school reputation, John worked on political races as an intern and later as a speechwriter throughout his time as a student at the University of Iowa, where his father earned his PhD and where John spent summers at former Olympic gold medalist Dan Gable’s wrestling camps. Iowa City was a beautiful college town just fifty-five miles east on I-80 from Rock Island. John’s years at Iowa were formative, and his writing skills were honed in a place where presidential politics and great writing merged. His cousin, David—a legend in Iowa City Democratic political circles—recruited John to work on a long-shot presidential campaign for a US senator from California, which eventually led him to his first real job in Los Angeles and a series of winning campaigns that paved the way for a successful young career as a political consultant.
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After his flight landed in Burbank, John retrieved his blue-gray ’66 Ford Mustang from valet parking. This was his father’s car that he restored after it sat for years in his parent’s garage in Rock Island. The windshield still displayed a dozen vehicle tax decals dating back to the 1976 Bicentennial celebration, with images of the Centennial Bridge that connected Iowa and Illinois across the mighty Mississippi River. Like tattoos, John didn’t have the heart to remove any, as they served as daily reminders of his Midwestern small-town values while traversing the freeways and boulevards of Tinsel Town.

He drove home to Encino just in time for “MFD” (mandatory family dinner)—a monthly ritual that John’s wife, Lani, had instituted several years back, requiring all four kids (including the two girls, who’d flown the coop) to return home on the first Saturday of every month. Rose, the eldest at twenty-three (named after the one grandparent that John had known), went to grad school locally, so that was easy enough. Juliette, twenty-one, was at Amherst but happened to be home for winter break (when at school, she still had to FaceTime in for the occasion). MFD was sacred.

Lani, who worked part-time in advertising in addition to running the household, volunteering at school, and raising four kids, allowed “Hall Passes” from time to time for the girls—understanding that college life had its own set of demands. But Rose and Juliette showed up by and large—appreciating their mother’s efforts to keep them connected to the boys, Joseph and Samuel, who were considerably younger.

The four kids and two dogs converged like a rugby team as their father walked in that evening with his roll-on bag. John gave them each a set of maracas he had bought in the Corpus Christi Mercado, and the house was soon enveloped in a joyous cacophony just like the Alvarados. John met Lani’s gaze. She was his bedrock—a consistent and unflagging source of support. Despite dramatic differences in their backgrounds, they seemed to interlock like odd pieces of a jigsaw puzzle. John was Jewish, raised in Rock Island, Illinois; Catholic Lani grew up in Vallejo, California, with parents who were from the Philippines. Yet both came from large families, where they were second-to-last in birth order—the reason, perhaps, for their unexpected compatibility.

Dinner was brisket, a family favorite (Lani had used the secret John had learned from his mother, Saralie—adding instant onion soup mix to tenderize the meat). There was much to discuss. John reported on his trip to Texas. Lani briefed John on her talk with Rabbi Weiss in which they settled on November 3 as the day for Joseph’s bar mitzvah. John blanched slightly. Wouldn’t you know it—three days before Election Day! Of course, Rabbi Weiss always made a point to schedule the bar or bat mitzvahs as close to the child’s thirteenth birthday as possible. It just so happened that Joseph’s birthday was that week.

Lani caught his expression—she never missed a beat.

John, deflecting, jumped in with a question for Joseph: “Have you been given your Parsha?”

“Toldot,” responded the twelve-year-old, who had dark eyes like his mother. Then he added, both nervous and proud: “Part of Genesis.”

“What’s a Parsha—isn’t that a sports car?” asked Samuel, the youngest at age ten—impish, adorable, and a wisecracker. John explained that, at his bar mitzvah, Joseph would be leaving his boyhood behind to become an active member of the synagogue. He’ll lead the service—not only reading that week’s portion of the Torah in Hebrew, but also offering his interpretation of its meaning.

“But he doesn’t speak Hebrew,” said Samuel, stating the obvious.

Lani smiled. “That’s why he goes to Hebrew school. Now Joseph has nine months to learn his Parsha.” Despite her Catholic upbringing, she’d consented to John’s desire to raise their kids as Jews. However, since Judaism is matrilineal, children trace their Jewish descent through their mothers—so each one of the Simon kids had to convert.

Jewish tradition prescribes a profound symbol for this process. The candidate must place him- or herself in a radically different physical environment—in water rather than air, fully submerged and naked, not touching any of the walls or the floor of the mikveh bathing font. This leaves the person floating, momentarily suspended without breathing—as if in the womb, which primes you symbolically for a rebirth. The boys jumped in with gusto, embracing the curious ritual, as did Juliette, albeit with a bit of trepidation. But Rose balked—too weird for her.

“I’m Jewish,” she declared. And that was the end of it.
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As tradition would have it, MFD was capped the following morning with a Sunday visit to Grandma Saralie’s house, about fifteen minutes away from the Simons in Woodland Hills. After a lifetime in Chicago and later in Rock Island, John’s parents, Bill and Saralie, relocated to Southern California, where he lived, along with his sister and two brothers. Saralie, spritely and full of energy, despite her eight decades on the planet, greeted the Simon clan with enthusiasm. She had prepared the usual spread—fresh bagels from Brent’s Deli, along with lox, smoked whitefish, sliced tomatoes, red onions, capers, and three flavors of cream cheese. The boys attacked the spread like wild animals; the adults waded over to the coffee thermos. Saralie asked John about the race in Texas, smiling at him as if he were still the sixteen-year-old boy saving schools in Illinois.

“We still have a long way to go, Mom,” said John, exchanging a glance with Lani.

“It’ll work out exactly the way it’s meant to,” replied his mother with the wisdom befitting a life lived with grace.

Joseph blurted through his bagel-filled mouth: “My skate party!”

“Oh, yes,” remembered Lani. “Joe’s been invited to an ice-skating birthday at Iceland in Van Nuys. I thought it would be cool for him to try out his dad’s old skates if you still have them around.”

Saralie lit up. “Let’s take a look after we eat.”

After he scarfed down two and a half bagels with shmeer, Joseph joined his parents and Saralie in her sprawling attic, which was filled with items of every description—books, trinkets, memorabilia. John looked around, shaking his head in amusement at the clutter that was screaming: garage sale! But Saralie was not planning to part with her trove anytime soon. Back in Rock Island, her ephemeral collection had filled the entire basement; Saralie forced the movers, to John’s chagrin, to box every last item for shipment to California, where, by virtue of the fact that no one has basements in LA, it had ended up above the house.

With its cobwebs, creaking floorboards, and dust particles in the shafts of sunlight streaming through gabled windows—Saralie’s attic could have been a movie set. Little Joseph ran his fingers along the dusty shelves, perusing the relics in fascination, while John experienced a wave of nostalgia, seeing his old debate trophies, football and wrestling medals, and other long-forgotten reminders of his youth. Lani, with her eagle eyes, spotted the skates, half-buried in a box of old shoes. “Size nine,” she said. “Perfect.”

She turned to Joseph. But the adolescent hadn’t registered what she said.

Her son was mesmerized by an item in front of him—a book. Nearly one hundred years old:

Exiled in Siberia by Joseph Rakow.

“Who’s Joseph Rakow?” asked the twelve-year-old.

“Your great-grandfather,” said John, moving over in sudden interest. “It’s who you were named after.” He turned to his mother: “I never knew he wrote a book?”

“Ah, yes,” Saralie took a breath, and nodded. “His memoir—self-published … after moving to Chicago and marrying Grandma Rose.”

The three adults converged around Joseph as he opened the cover and peered inside to see a photograph of his unknown ancestor opposite the title page—a handsome man, rugged, pensive, with dark eyes and a tender heart. Little Joseph could only imagine what stories would unfold within the chapters of his great-grandfather’s book. But, in turning the pages, he was met with something unexpected.

The entire manuscript was in Yiddish.





Chapter 2

Comrade Rakow

What follows is a journal of my life—the moments and circumstances that shaped me into becoming a lifelong revalutsyaner (revolutionary) in the struggle of workers against oppression by the ruling class. In my Russian homeland, I experienced betrayal, heartbreak, and grave injustice—conditions that led, eventually, to the Russian Revolution. I was surprised, however, at how many of the same conditions carried over to my adopted land of America. These themes, I’ve come to realize, are universal.

In that way, I hope that my journey may serve as a roadmap for others.
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I was born in the small Jewish-Russian Ukrainian shtetl (townlet) of Telekhan in the year 1888. My father, Avrom, was from an orthodox family and, until the last year of his life, was involved in the construction of houses and bridges. At the age of six, my father wrapped me in a talis (prayer shawl) and carried me to the kheyder (elementary religious school) of the rebe (teacher) Yoyne.

Yoyne the melamed sat quite at ease at the long wooden table, surrounded by a dozen boys, and quite calmly kept fingering his long, broad, black beard. Upon seeing me he offered a hearty sholem aleykhem (greeting: peace be with you), sat me down at the table, and, without the slightest delay, began to teach me from his curriculum.

His method began, naturally, with teaching the alphabet. “Alef,” he intoned. I repeated after him: “beyz.” “Giml” (ABC). And here something amazed me—as soon as I repeated his “giml,” I heard a clink and a shining penny landed from on high, settling on my prayer book as though it had fallen from the ceiling.

The children, the other students of rebe Yoyne, grew rapturous over the penny and began clapping their hands, and the rebe himself, seeing how amazed and astounded I had become, began to explain to me that it was an angel of G-d that had dropped the gift to me so that I would be a good boy and study with great desire and zeal. And if I would be good and pious, the angel would probably often toss me more gifts…

Truth be told, I remained somewhat skeptical about the rebe’s explanation because, when the second penny fell, I noticed that, somehow, my father’s hand was over my head … but I did not dwell on the matter, as my naïveté, mixed with fear, was directed at the rebe, at his stern gaze and his hairy face.

I didn’t learn much in the first term at my kheyder. Still, when the term ended, I was able to read a bit of ivre (Biblical Hebrew). I was also not much of a scholar, and, generally, the kheyder wasn’t much more than a hardship, and I was delighted when evening came and I could go out to play. And, as my father was a builder, I also loved to play at building; I would try to build wood chips and shavings into “houses” and other structures of my imagination.

My older brother, Max, helped me also in that regard, when he taught me to whittle larger pieces of wood with a penknife. Max was two years older and I looked up to him with awe. He always had great plans and ambitions. And he would describe his dreams late at night in the bunk that we shared, when everyone else was asleep—of travels to exotic lands and magnificent accomplishments.

“In America there are buildings so tall they scrape the sky,” Max whispered. I was mesmerized.

Max showed me, one day, how to carve a little log into the form of a rook from the chess set. It took great patience and skill to make it perfectly round, with a wider base and circular parapets up top with crenels chipped out for our imaginary archers. After laboring for hours, passing the penknife back and forth—for we only had one to share between us—we would set our miniature towers on the corner of the table. Then Max and I would lie on the ground looking up at the table from below, so our little creations appeared to soar upward like real towers at the corners of mighty palaces.

In moments like this, I felt invincible.
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There was another leaning I had in those years—at the very beginning of my childhood I had an inclination toward music. I had no fiddle; I couldn’t begin to dream of the means of obtaining a real fiddle, as my fantasies could not reach to such heights. So I obtained bits of twine, drew them across a makeshift wooden soundboard, and tried to coax notes from them that were, of course, closer to screeching than to music.

The sounds of this fiddle with its twine strings did not satisfy me, and I began to seek means of improving my instrument so that it might produce better notes. Max gave me the idea that hairs from a horse’s tail would far better serve my purpose. And the chase after horses’ tails began. I wasn’t alone in this chase, but an entire company of my fellow kheyder boys set out across the shtetl in search of a musical horse.

When we did manage to engage with such a guest, the horse suffered mightily at our hands. We would steal up on him from behind and grab handfuls of his tail. The beast would pitifully kick its rear hooves and leap in all directions, but we would pay it no mind.

We might have torn out all its tail were it not for the intervention of my mother, Sophie, who gently pulled me aside and instilled some compassion in my self-involved, preadolescent mind—which did not fathom the fact that the poor horse was a sentient being, too.

My mother was the kindest person I have ever known, always helping those in need. This generous nature of hers was a stabilizing force in our family, for it gave us the sense that, even in times of great scarcity (of which there were many), if we were kind to others, the world would always provide us with exactly what we needed. No more, no less. Just enough.

Yanking the hair from the tail of an innocent horse was certainly not an act of kindness. But, I must confess, I secretly held on to those hairs I had harvested. The suggestion from Max had piqued my curiosity as to whether the horsehairs would produce a better note on my makeshift fiddle. While it is true that I obtained nicer notes than from the twine, they in no way sounded like the notes of a real violin, and I did not derive much joy from the horsetail strings. To have my own violin was not meant to be. Who could possibly have dreamt of such an extraordinary luxury?

[image: images]

When I was about eight years old, we left the shtetl of Telekhan and settled in Pinsk. Our entire family then consisted of two boys, one girl, and our parents. My eldest sibling and only sister, Sonya, was twelve years old. I was the third child born to my parents.

In Pinsk we lived in a wooden house that my father had built himself with his own proletarian hands. However, I spent little time in the house, because my father placed me at once into the town’s talmud toyre (Talmud Torah, secondary religious school), where I studied from early morning until late at night.

A talmud toyre in a shtetl was not like what we in America might imagine it to be. The teachers at the talmud toyre were coarse fellows, devoid of knowledge, without the slightest idea how to teach children or inspire them. They beat us mercilessly and instead of encouraging the love of learning, they fostered a climate of fear, and, as a result, we developed hatred toward the teachers and the curriculum.

I am reminded of an incident:

Once I needed to leave the classroom to get a drink of water. I forgot to ask the teacher for permission. Upon my return the rabbi approached me and without any warning began to beat me with his cane so unmercifully that I doubled over and shrieked. The rabbi was unconcerned; in fact, he enjoyed it. The more I sobbed, the clearer became his sadism and the harder he beat me.

This was in the first term of my attendance at the talmud toyre. It left a terrible impression on me. Even more hurtful than the pain was the feeling that I had been dealt with unjustly, which for me was the deepest of transgressions. When I returned home that night I had made a decision about the talmud toyre. The following morning, when I was to go to school, I told my mother that I would no longer go there. It was the first time in my life that I had taken a stance for my own rights. My mother’s persuasions were of no avail; of no use, either, were my father’s threats. I felt triumphant: my childish soul had revolted against an injustice—I won my first strike!

My parents still desired me to have at least some familiarity with the “little letters,” that I might at least be able to write a letter in Yiddish. So they hired a Hebrew-Yiddish teacher for me, a “writer,” as he was called, who began coming to our house to teach me and my older brother, Max.

But, though I had a natural ability at acquiring vocabulary, I soon lost interest in the “writer.” I was about eleven years old then and didn’t want to learn anything. My father tried to convince me with both arguments and punishment, but to no avail. I wanted to become a “master” of a trade, not a master of letters—a builder like my father was, and like Max was learning to be.

Perhaps, had my father been more insistent with me, forcing me to study, my stubbornness might have broken. But the needs of our household were so great that he could not really afford tuition. Poverty in our house was quite deep—our income was very small. In addition, my father was in debt that he had assumed in building our house. I knew how to drive nails and also knew how to hold a hammer—so in a short time I became my father’s helper, joining Max, who was already his apprentice.

[image: images]

When I reached the age of thirteen my father led me, on my birthday, to the synagogue. My zeyde (grandfather), Naftoli, was the temple shamash (the “Sexton,” who helped to run the service). I was called up to read the Torah, and for the first time in my life, I was draped in a talis (prayer shawl). After I pronounced the blessings, my zeyde placed his hands on me and blessed me. For a short time after becoming barmitsve (bar mitzvah, son of the commandment), I attended the synagogue every day. But that did not last long. I became interested in something entirely different—you could say almost the opposite of our ancient Judaic religion: the Russian Revolutionary Movement.

I’d become acquainted with this percolating underground rebellion through my sister, Sonya, who was eighteen at the time and working grueling hours at a factory that manufactured matches. She’d leave the house before dawn and not return until after midnight, coughing and sometimes crying herself to sleep, with blistered hands and broken spirits. She’d been introduced to revolutionary ideas by her friend Minne, who also worked in that nightmarish factory, where laborers had been secretly circulating a banned book, The Communist Manifesto, which advocated for the rights of workers. An underground revolutionary storm had begun to grip the Jewish working class. Clandestine “Bundist” labor organizations were springing up throughout Russia.

The Bund, which was both a labor federation and an underground political party, exerted extraordinary moral influence on the Jewish working class and on Jewish intellectuals. Its influence was especially pronounced in our city, Pinsk, where the Bund conducted propaganda among the workers, calling them to struggle for a just social order and a better future. The Bund had also pulled off an extraordinary feat: eliminating the well-known protsar provocateur Aaron Notski—a daring terrorist act, which put them under the glare of the elite and ruthless Cossack guards, who patrolled the streets on horseback with their deadly sabers.

Following the assassination of Notski, who’d been responsible for the torture and death of dozens of labor leaders, the Bund pulled off a second heroic act that resonated across the city: the freeing from jail of the Bundist activist Tepper, his wife, and several other revolutionaries. All of this made a tremendous impression on my idealistic young mind. I wanted to get closer to these noble revolutionaries, who roamed the streets at night, shoving printed proclamations under window shutters, calling on the “Workers Everywhere to Unite!” The enticing pamphlets were signed by “The Jewish Workers’ Bund of Lithuania, Poland, and Russia.”

I wanted to become better acquainted with these heroic fighters, to look at them, and understand their cause. I felt camaraderie with my sister and the other revolutionaries based on my own experience of having rebelled against the sadistic rabbis at my talmud toyre, but Sonya was completely secretive about her activities.

She would often disappear all evening long, and she would never tell us where she was going or where she had been. Her attitude was strange and incomprehensible to me. The more that Sonya hid her secrets from me and from our entire household, the more I became interested in discovering where she was going—even though I was aware of how dangerous it must have been.

Once—when everyone was fast asleep—I noticed Sonya and Minne, who had spent the night with us, dress quietly and leave the house. As soon as they left I awoke Max, and the two of us began to follow them.

We had to be very secretive in our surveillance, for the girls stopped at every corner, checking in each direction to make sure they were not being followed. We stealthily jumped over several fences, as they did, and finally arrived at an old barn at the edge of town. Sonya and Minne snuck up to an entrance on one side, where they rapped on the door using a special code—knock … pause … three quick taps.

My heart was beating like a drum as we watched from the shadows. A tall revolutionary, whose bearded face was covered in a red bandana, opened the door and admitted Sonya and Minne, who saluted him with raised fists. He had a revolver and checked outside before bolting the door shut.

Max and I exchanged nervous glances. We’d come this far—we simply had to see what was inside that barn. My courageous brother led the way, and we slithered up to the door. Max took a deep breath and tried the secret code.

After a moment, the door creaked open, and we were scrutinized by the armed guard who peered suspiciously at us over his bandana.

“How old are you?” he demanded.

“I’m eighteen,” lied Max without hesitation. “My brother is sixteen.” He had smoothly added three years to our ages, then boldly improvised: “We know how to build bombs.” My pulse raced in shock at what my brother had just said, but I tried to remain calm, as the guard looked me in the eyes. After what seemed like an eternity, he finally nodded and waved us through.
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