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PRAISE FOR THE BROTHER

“A fresh look at the atomic-bomb spies, Julius and Ethel Rosenberg, from the perspective of the man who stole the secrets and then gave up the Rosenbergs to the F.B.I.—David Greenglass. What makes the story especially poignant is that those whom Mr. Greenglass strapped into the electric chair were members of his own family—his sister and brother-in-law.”

—THE NEW YORK TIMES

“A gripping account of the most famous espionage case in U.S. history . . . [an] excellent book, written with flair and alive with the agony of age.”

—THE WALL STREET JOURNAL

“Could not have appeared at a timelier moment, if only to remind Americans that, in an excess of zeal, government agents and prosecutors can create a judicial process in which punishment exceeds the crime. . . . The Brother provides a fascinating narrative of growing up in East Side immigrant radical communities.”

—LOS ANGELES TIMES

“[Roberts’s] greatest investigatory contribution lies in finding Greenglass . . . and persuading him to talk.”

—CHICAGO TRIBUNE

“Without equal in the vast literature about the Rosenbergs. Its uniqueness lies not in the fact that The Brother is the most current and comprehensive book about the Rosenbergs, or because Mr. Roberts successfully traced and dogged David Greenglass after his prison release and interviewed him at length. It is because his book stands by itself as an extraordinary literary achievement. He has given us a magnificently readable, intellectually rich work.”

—NEW YORK LAW JOURNAL

“[A] terrific read . . . This story . . . will make your hair stand on end. Fourteen years in the making, this book reads like a spy novel, but every word is true.”

—LIZ SMITH

“Offers fresh perspectives on the trial of the century . . . Roberts tenaciously tracked [David Greenglass] down. His remarkably engrossing Brother proves it was worth the effort.”

—NEW YORK POST

“As told by . . . Sam Roberts, [the Rosenberg spy case] seems like a timeless Shakespearean tragedy. . . . Readers will receive no uplift from The Brother. What they will receive is a smart education about one of the most wrenching cases in American history.”

—ST. LOUIS POST-DISPATCH

“A fascinating book . . . a sordid tale, as much about a family’s conflicted loyalties as it is about espionage.”

—THE ATLANTA JOURNAL-CONSTITUTION
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For Marie


Thirty-three years after he was arrested for conspiring to steal atomic secrets, I began my search for David Greenglass. He had changed his name and vanished. Once I found him, it took me thirteen years to finally persuade him to speak fully for the first time about why he enlisted as a Russian spy and later delivered his sister, Ethel Rosenberg, and her husband, Julius, to their deaths in Sing Sing’s electric chair. Our more than fifty hours of uncensored conversations, fleshed out with other revelations about the investigation, trial, and execution of the Rosenbergs, form the backbone of The Brother.

David could not veto anything I wrote. He read it for the first time in this book. So did his wife and children, whom he never told about our collaboration.


Did you ever read Five A.M.? By that French writer, very famous French writer. In the fifties. He would wake at five in the morning, and that’s the whole book. Thinking is the thing that keeps him from going back to sleep. All at five o’clock in the morning.

I woke up. It was like clockwork. When I went to sleep I was like exhausted. I couldn’t think at all. At five o’clock in the morning it began to go through my head. And through the head is like a thread which holds together all the various thoughts and what is the outcome of the whole thing. And it goes on and on.

So you have to tell the truth. You can’t do anything else. There’s no other way to go. You make the best deal you know how. And it didn’t even occur to me, even in that, that anybody was dying.

—DAVID GREENGLASS



Chapter 1







The Brother of Death

“I didn’t cry. I didn’t really kill them.”







David Greenglass never cried for his sister. He didn’t cry when she was arrested, when she was convicted, or even when she was sentenced to the electric chair, so perhaps it wasn’t out of character that he didn’t cry on that hellish Friday in June 1953 when she died.

Of all the places David might have imagined himself at the age of thirty-one, having grown up on the Lower East Side of Manhattan and aspired to be an engineer, a maximum-security federal prison in the middle of Pennsylvania was just about the most improbable. Pointing fingers might have seemed tasteless on that of all days, but had David been groping for a scapegoat, his brother-in-law fit the bill.

“I was there because of Julius Rosenberg,” he later said.

Well before that day, David had armed himself with an arsenal of alibis. That was his nature. When cornered, he instinctively cast about for a place to lay the blame and, after a perfunctory search, invariably found it elsewhere: a temptress, like his older sister, who seduced him with candy-coated ideology that clouded his ordinarily sober judgment; someone else’s innocuous misstep that had tripped him up and sent him careering down a slippery slope; or a conspiracy by powerful people prejudiced against New Yorkers, communists, and Jews. A professional machinist fascinated by electricity, David insulated himself against the idea that the immutable laws governing causes and effects in physics also apply to the more ephemeral world of truth and consequences.

Which was why he so firmly believed that day that the events of the preceding ten years—events and their consequences that were to culminate that night in the first peacetime execution of American civilians for espionage—weren’t his fault. In a funny way, David was right. As his mother reminded him, if he hadn’t been color-blind, he would have been a Seabee, not an army draftee. Which meant he wouldn’t have been granted that transfer, itself inexplicable, the day before his battalion was to be shipped overseas, wouldn’t have been assigned to Los Alamos, and wouldn’t have been recruited as an atomic spy.

And what had it all been for? The approval of the brother-in-law he now reviled? Blind loyalty to the Soviet Union, whose postwar belligerence had transformed even the Germans into victims and was sending David’s own son diving under his elementary-school desk in futile air-raid drills? Still, no one could have imagined that David’s role in the events of the previous ten years would generate a familial tragedy of epic dimensions, upend global politics, and shatter a generation. And for all his explanations and excuses, virtually nobody—David included—ever imagined that the death penalty would be imposed or carried out.



It was said that Sacco and Vanzetti united the American left, and the Rosenbergs irreparably divided it. There was little division over David, though. Xenophobic newspaper editorialists hailed him as a brilliant physicist, a courageous catalyst whose wrenching confession exposed a villainous spy ring that was plundering America’s scientific secrets. His reputation for heroism, however, was short-lived. Closer examination soon revealed a pliant self-described patriot, neither brilliant nor courageous, who, floundering in quicksand of his own making, grasped at legal straws to save himself. After blurting out his incriminating confession within hours of his apprehension, he immediately threatened to repudiate it. He vowed to commit suicide if his wife, whom he alone had implicated, was prosecuted, too. His confession hadn’t been cathartic, an FBI profile later concluded, “because the crime had not weighed on his conscience.” Nor, apparently, did the death penalty later imposed on his sister, Ethel, and her husband, Julius. He finally joined in Ethel’s appeal for presidential clemency only after being prodded, and even then he revealed as much about himself as about his emotional bond with his sister and brother-in-law. “If these two die,” he wrote, “I shall live the rest of my life with a very dark shadow over my conscience.”

Even then, he lied. There was no shadow. Because there was no conscience. Had there been, he would have been forced to confront a terrible truth, one that he managed to never contemplate: Perhaps everyone was right, after all—that while a jury had found his sister guilty of acting on her personal political convictions, and while a federal judge had sentenced her to death and a professional executioner had actually pulled the switch at Sing Sing, David himself had generated the lethal jolt when, wearing a weird smile on the witness stand, he delivered three days of testimony that was as flawed as it was fatal.

When David’s public performance was finally over, he vanished from public view and lived out the rest of his life in pseudonymity. But the name David Greenglass survived, etched ineradicably in history’s pantheon of contemptible characters, and became a noxious cultural touchstone. Dissecting the Rosenberg case, Rebecca West wrote that “few modern events have been as ugly as this involvement of brother and sister in an unnatural relationship which is the hostile twin of incest.” In E. L. Doctorow’s thinly fictionalized Book of Daniel, David was transformed into the drooling, senile Selig Mindish, a retired dentist of whom it was said, “The treachery of that man will haunt him for as long as he lives.” And in the film Crimes and Misdemeanors, Woody Allen’s character protested to Mia Farrow’s that, despite all appearances, he still loves his oleaginous brother-in-law.

“I love him like a brother,” Allen said dryly. “David Greenglass.”



No one could say truthfully that David was indifferent to the fate of the Rosenbergs, but on the Friday of their deaths he feared more for his own life. He was worried that fellow inmates at the federal penitentiary in Lewisburg, Pennsylvania, would make good on their muttered threats to murder him. David was an inviting target. His confession defined him as a traitor. But his remorseless testimony also condemned him as something else: “A rat,” David said. Among Lewisburg’s brotherhood of thieves, there was no question which was more reviled.

He was also worried about possible retaliation against his wife. If more than a week elapsed without mail from home, David panicked. “You have no idea how terrifying this long silence is to me,” he wrote to his lawyer. “Maybe they killed her. Who knows?”



All that Friday, the drumbeat of radio bulletins drove the events of the previous ten years toward their crescendo and David to an elevated state of agitation. He was afraid, not tearful. He hadn’t cried all day. He would not cry himself to sleep. At dinner, prison guards slipped him a potent sedative. By early evening, as an amber shaft of fleeing daylight swept across the ceiling of his cell, David was dead to the world. Sleep used to come naturally to him, in part because he was blessed with an unshakable faith in his own rectitude. Fueled by a wellspring of self-justification, his complacency demanded the most compelling motivation to overcome it. In other words, he had always been unwilling to get out of bed without a very good reason.

David Greenglass was the spy who wouldn’t go out in the cold.

One reason he never graduated from the Young Communist League to full-fledged membership in the Communist Party was that it would have meant regularly rising before dawn on weekends to deliver The Daily Worker door-to-door in Lower East Side tenements. David even overslept on July 16, 1945, as many of his colleagues at the Los Alamos laboratory slipped away before sunup to witness the debut at Alamogordo of the atomic bomb—the bomb he was later charged with stealing for the Soviet Union. To immortalize the moment, Dr. J. Robert Oppenheimer, the laboratory director, reached into ancient Hindu scripture. He invoked the god Vishnu, who, to impress Prince Arjuna into unleashing a cruel but just war, delivered through the earthly figure of Krishna a litany of his most omnipotent incarnations. Oppenheimer quoted but one: “Now I am become Death, the destroyer of worlds.” To justify his sleep, David reached for a more mundane rationale. “You have to understand,” he shrugged, “I knew it went off.”

Sleep, Virgil wrote of one of the two sentries guarding the vestibule of hell, is the brother of death.



All that unbearably muggy Friday, everyone in Ossining, New York—the grim village on the Hudson River north of New York City that was home to Sing Sing prison and that had inspired the idiom up the river—was anxiously awaiting word from Washington about the execution.

The matter of the Rosenbergs, whom the federal government accused of (among other things) having emboldened Joseph Stalin to instigate the Korean War, had festered far too long. By filing appeal after appeal, their lawyer, Manny Bloch, had succeeded in prolonging their lives for fully two years beyond the date on which Judge Irving R. Kaufman had originally scheduled their executions. Now it was the day after the third execution date set by Kaufman, and the Rosenbergs were still alive. The government’s risky gamble—indicting Ethel, the mother of two young children, on flimsy evidence and sentencing her to death largely as leverage against Julius—had backfired. She hadn’t flinched, and now American embassies worldwide were besieged. Even the pope had appealed for clemency. But the backlash had produced its own unintended consequences: Washington, holding the Rosenbergs hostage, worried that mercy would be misconstrued as weakness.

Just that week, Judge Kaufman had warned the Justice Department that with the Supreme Court adjourning for its summer recess, further legal wrangling might delay the executions until at least October. And by then, who knew what other obstacles would intrude, what new evidence would be uncovered or manufactured, or what further propaganda victories America’s enemies at home and overseas would claim. The White House concurred. So, earlier that week, when Supreme Court Justice William O. Douglas had granted the Rosenbergs another reprieve, the government had already been galvanized to overturn it. Chief Justice Fred Vinson reconvened the Court in extraordinary session to hear arguments that the Espionage Act of 1917, under which the Rosenbergs had been convicted, had been superseded by the Atomic Energy Act of 1946 and that, therefore, the death sentences meted out by Judge Kaufman were invalid.

On Friday, precisely at noon, Vinson and the other eight justices emerged. Less than a minute elapsed before Douglas’s stay was vacated. The executions were immediately rescheduled for 11:00 P.M.



At Sing Sing, executions were always conducted at that hour, though customarily on Thursdays. Prison officials granted few exceptions. Once, a condemned man begged for a one-day delay so he would not be put to death on his son’s eleventh birthday. On another Thursday, Louis “Lepke” Buchalter, the notorious Brooklyn murderer, hinted he might confess and won a two-day respite until Saturday night. Sing Sing’s Jewish chaplain then pleaded unsuccessfully for still another postponement, insisting that because of the Sabbath he wouldn’t be able to leave his regular congregants in the Bronx until after sundown, which would give him insufficient time to comfort the condemned.

Now, appearing before Judge Kaufman on Friday afternoon, defense attorneys argued that executing the Rosenbergs at 11:00 P.M. that night, just after the start of the Jewish Sabbath—when Orthodox Jews refrain from unnecessary toil, even flicking on a light switch—would offend Jews everywhere. Everyone knew the Rosenbergs were Jewish; religion had been injected into the case from the start. It was, after all, no coincidence that the prosecutor was Jewish, that the trial judge was Jewish (he piously announced that he had prayed at his synagogue for guidance the night before he sentenced the Rosenbergs to death), and that the government had secretly enlisted the heads of major Jewish organizations to publicly rebut any charges of religious persecution. With the whole world watching, the government was not going to allow atomic espionage, which J. Edgar Hoover had proclaimed to be the crime of the century, to be marginalized as just another anti-Semitic vendetta.

Ordinarily, the sentencing judge decided in which week the death penalty would be imposed, but the day and hour were left to prison protocol. With so much at stake, though, Judge Kaufman telephoned the FBI at 3:05 P.M. to ask whether the hour of execution had been set yet. In fact, the executioner had already been summoned. And the warden had already instructed newsmen to report to the prison by 7:00 P.M. Revealingly, the judge suggested that they contact a rabbi to ascertain the exact hour of sundown. (According to Orthodox tradition, the Sabbath begins eighteen minutes before sunset Friday and ends the following evening.)

In court, Kaufman assured Bloch’s associates that he shared their religious sensitivity and had already personally conveyed his reservations to the Justice Department. At 3:30 P.M., the defense lawyers left the courthouse believing that they had bought the Rosenbergs one more day of life.

The lawyers were wrong.

The Rosenbergs were not going to the chair on the Jewish Sabbath. Instead, they were rescheduled to die at 8 P.M. that night—three hours earlier than the customary time and minutes before the Sabbath was to begin. “They were to be killed more quickly than planned,” the playwright Arthur Miller later said, “to avoid any shadow of bad taste.”



From Sing Sing, Rabbi Irving Koslowe, the Jewish chaplain, called Judge Kaufman to plead for an extension until after the Sabbath. Invoking Talmudic law to hasten death would be an even greater affront to world Jewry, the rabbi argued. The judge explained that he had already been deluged with telegrams demanding that the execution be rescheduled from 11:00 P.M. “He said he consulted B’nai B’rith, and they said it would be a shanda [shame] for Jews to be executed on the Sabbath, so he set the time,” Koslowe recalled. Kaufman added, “Rabbi, I want to get you home in time.” Koslowe, unmoved by the judge’s gesture, pressed. “I suggested Saturday night. I said, you prolong life a minute, the Sabbath is set aside. He said the president wanted them to be executed—that was his decision.” Finally, Kaufman signaled that the conversation was over.

“Rabbi,” the judge said, “you do your job. I’ll do mine.”



Except when they ate breakfast (oatmeal) and lunch (on Friday, fish), which this day was interrupted by the prison radio’s broadcast of the bulletin from the Supreme Court, Ethel and Julius spent hours in the death house separated only by a wire-mesh screen. Ordinarily, visitors were allowed until 7:00 P.M. on the day of execution, but today events were too convulsive. Even when the execution had been scheduled for Thursday night at 11:00, however, the Rosenbergs had decided to spend what would have been their last day together. It was their fourteenth wedding anniversary.

Julius’s brother and two sisters had paid their final visits earlier that week. So had Ethel’s other brother, Bernie, her psychiatrist, Saul Miller, and the Rosenbergs’ two sons, six-year-old Robby and ten-year-old Michael, who disturbed death-house decorum by wailing, “One more day to live. One more day to live.” The FBI pronounced it “a very pleasant visit,” presumably compared to the boys’ first, nearly two years earlier, when Michael, quaking with rage, vowed revenge against his Uncle David.



On Friday, Ethel wrote her last good-byes to the boys. She also wrote the lawyer Manny Bloch, asking him to deliver a special message to Dr. Miller, telling him how much he helped her mature and trumpeting her belated emotional emancipation from her mother: “I want him to know that I feel he shares my triumph—for I have no fear and no regrets—only that the release from the trap was not completely effected and the qualities I possessed could not expand to their fullest capacities.”

The condemned couple gathered the belongings that had personalized their six-by-eight-foot cells. Julius’s filled three cartons and included a 1953 calendar, a complete listing of visits with Ethel and other family members, his insect collection, and a facsimile of the Declaration of Independence reprinted in The New York Times on July 4, 1951 (in February, he had renewed his Times subscription, but, prudently, only for three months). Julius asked for extra cigarettes, but with the execution and all the attendant rituals advanced three hours, there was no time, nor much inclination, for a proper last meal.



All that was missing was the executioner.

If one judge in New York or Washington could delay the execution simply by signing a piece of paper, so could one man at Sing Sing just by not showing up. That man was Joseph P. Francel. He was somewhere upstate, mundanely working his day job as an electrician.

Sing Sing’s first executioner had dropped dead of a heart attack in the warden’s office. The second had become a recluse. The third had shot himself to death in his cellar. The fourth had barely managed to escape when his house was firebombed. Francel was the fifth. And, at the age of fifty-seven, he, too, was fed up with nosy reporters, neighborhood gossips, and anonymous threats—not to mention other occupational hazards, such as the stench of urine, singed hair, and burning flesh and the indelible image of a human body bolting upright like a rag doll against the leather restraining straps. The job wasn’t worth it. Not for the $150 a pop that New York State was still paying after all these years. As things turned out, this electrocution would be Joseph Francel’s last.

At 4:22 P.M. Friday, the FBI’s agent in Kingston, New York, reported that after searching for two hours, agents finally found Francel. It would take more than two hours to drive him the 105 miles from the Catskills hamlet of Cairo in a state-police radio car, but that would still leave well over an hour to test and prepare his instruments. In the fourteen years Francel had served as New York’s executioner, the machinery of death had never malfunctioned sufficiently to spare someone’s life. The legal system was another matter altogether.



In Washington, Manny Bloch tried to personally deliver a clemency request to President Eisenhower but was rebuffed at the White House gate. He left the plea, along with an incredibly obsequious letter to the president from Ethel. Overcoming what she characterized as her “innate shyness” and describing Eisenhower as “one whose name is one with glory,” she invoked the successful appeal for mercy by Mrs. William Oatis on behalf of her husband, who had been condemned to death as a spy in Czechoslovakia. While ex-Nazis who murdered guiltless victims in Europe are “graciously receiving the benefits” of American mercy, Ethel wrote, “the great democratic United States is proposing the savage destruction of a small unoffending Jewish family.” Her request was rejected unequivocally. “By immeasurably increasing the chances of atomic war,” Eisenhower explained, “the Rosenbergs may have condemned to death tens of millions of innocent people all over the world.”

A second platoon of lawyers was frantically pursuing a stay in New Haven, where the Court of Appeals for the Second Circuit was sitting. Two judges agreed to convene an appeals panel if the Rosenbergs’ lawyers could persuade one more judge to join them. Shortly before 6:00 P.M., the pay phone rang at a gas station on the Post Road, where one of the lawyers was waiting. Judge Charles Clark was calling from his country club. Sorry, he apologized, he would not be the third man.

In Washington, another lawyer, Fyke Farmer, seeking yet another stay, desperately searched for Justice Hugo Black. Farmer pounded on the door of Black’s home. Nobody answered.

In Dover Township, New Jersey, outside a white bungalow where the Rosenbergs’ young sons were staying with a chicken salesman and his wife, Michael Rosenberg played catch until dark, then joined the adults inside, who were glued to the radio. He didn’t tell the news to his brother, Robby, who, earlier in the day, was preoccupied with making a Father’s Day card while Michael was riveted to the Yankees-Tigers game. (It was interrupted by a news bulletin: President Eisenhower had denied clemency.) Michael announced to waiting reporters: “You can quote me. The judges of the future will look back upon this case with great shame.”

At 6:12, Julius’s brother, David, arrived unannounced at Sing Sing, only to be escorted out thirteen minutes later. His arrival and unceremonious departure seemed peculiar because earlier in the week federal agents had mysteriously alerted FBI headquarters in Washington to expect his call. But David Rosenberg never called.

At 7:15 P.M., in Judge Kaufman’s Lower Manhattan courtroom, still another lawyer, Daniel Marshall, meticulously challenged the Supreme Court’s ruling. He pleaded with Kaufman to call Sing Sing and delay the execution until the arguments were completed. When Marshall concluded, it was 7:45 P.M. With twenty-eight minutes remaining until the Sabbath, Kaufman spoke four words: “Your petition is denied.”

Near New York’s Union Square, thousands had gathered for a candlelight vigil. At 8:00 P.M., a premature announcement that the Rosenbergs were dead triggered such hysteria that the police pulled the plug on the lone sound truck and aborted the rally.



The death house at Sing Sing is an impregnable prison within a prison. It was built in 1922, the year that David Greenglass was born.

A small army of state-police officers mans roadblocks and patrols the perimeter. Reporters and technicians lugging newsreel cameras and primitive television equipment perspire heavily in the day’s last overheated breath.

Just before sunset, a young couple, Ted and Joan Hall, drive past the prison. They are on their way to a dinner party at the Westchester home of a colleague from the cancer hospital in Manhattan where Ted was hired as a research scientist after working at Los Alamos. A few months before, when it became clear to the Halls that the FBI suspected Ted was a Russian atomic spy but couldn’t prove it, he had approached his Soviet handler with a chivalrous offer: “Perhaps I should give myself up and say, ‘Don’t pin it all on the Rosenbergs because I was more responsible than they were.’ ” His offer was rebuffed. The last movement of Mahler’s Ninth Symphony is crackling from the car radio. The Halls silently drive on. “We were painfully aware that there, but for some inexplicable grace, went we,” Joan Hall remembered. “And Ted would have been forced to claim innocence just as they did.”



Inside Sing Sing, the warden instructs reporters and other official witnesses in death-chamber etiquette: talking, smoking, and unnecessary noise are not permitted. Above the door through which the condemned walk is a one-word command: Silence. The windowless chamber is painted white. It is brightly lit, but the sunset imposes a coppery glow through a skylight. Wooden pews face the electric chair, which is bolted to the concrete floor. It looks like an altar, flanked by an insulating rubber mat.

The chair was built to exacting specifications (“kiln dried red oak of first quality, free from knots, shakes and other imperfections, and to have a straight and uniform grain and to be of uniform color . . . to be finished smooth and clean, given two coats of the best grade furniture varnish”). Joseph Francel repeats a ritual he has performed a hundred times before. He tests the five leather straps to make sure that they are taut and secure. He submerges the electrodes for the head and leg in an enamel crock filled with five gallons of water. From an alcove, he sends the maximum 2,300 volts surging through the copper wire. This test is, by necessity, a short one. If the electrodes are left in the crock too long—more than a minute or two—the water will boil and permanently damage the amp meter.

The execution protocol is precise: an initial 2,000-volt shock for 3 seconds, dropping to 500 volts for 57 seconds, back to 2,000 volts, to 500 for another 57 seconds, and then to 2,000 for a final few seconds. Three jolts in all. The intermissions are to prevent the surge of electrical energy from cooking the flesh. As it is, body temperature reaches about 130 degrees, roughly the lukewarmness of rare roast beef. The temperature of the brain rises almost to the boiling point of water. Wisps of blue-gray smoke curl from the leather face mask. The mask is worn not as a convenience to the condemned but as a palliative for the witnesses. It prevents the eyes from popping out of the head.



The Rosenbergs will be the 567th and 568th prisoners put to death by electric chair in New York since 1890. Precisely a decade after Thomas Edison perfected the incandescent lightbulb, a state commission had proclaimed electricity “perhaps the most potent agent known for the destruction of human life.” Why a consensus developed for an electric chair—rather than, say, a table—is conjectural. One enduring hypothesis is that a chair is the preferred venue of dentists, and among the early champions of electrocution was a Buffalo dental surgeon, Dr. Alfred P. Southwick. In any event, the electric chair was the quintessential capitalist tool. Its popular acceptance signaled the technological and commercial triumph of George Westinghouse’s alternating-current supply system over Edison’s direct current. Surreptitiously, Edison powered the first electric chair with Westinghouse generators, hoping to demonstrate conclusively their lethality. Alternating current ultimately prevailed, but both Westinghouse and Edison survived. William Kemmler didn’t. After the Supreme Court ruled that electrocution was unusual but not cruel—that cruelty implies “something inhuman and barbarous, something more than the mere extinguishment of life”—Kemmler was electrocuted in 1890 for hacking his lover to death with an ax. Dr. Southwick pronounced the electric chair a success. “We live in a higher civilization from this day on,” he said.



At a secret prison command post, the FBI maintains open phone lines to J. Edgar Hoover’s office in Washington. Agents are armed with an elaborate protocol in case the Rosenbergs are finally persuaded to provide the “pertinent information” that would justify the bureau’s recommendation of a last-minute reprieve. (Several other suspected members of the Rosenberg spy ring had already been placed under surveillance to prevent them from fleeing if word leaked that Julius or Ethel were cooperating.) An interview room is reserved where, Warden Wilfred Denno helpfully advised the bureau, “electric lights and power sources are available.” Two stenographers are standing by. Specific questions had been drafted. They were unsurprising, except for one that was to be directed to Julius. It concerned the role of Ethel, whom Judge Kaufman had denounced as Julius’s “full-fledged partner” in atomic espionage and whom President Eisenhower had publicly anointed as the spy ring’s leader. The query was couched objectively. It wasn’t phrased to provide a pro forma affirmation but, apparently, to solicit a frank answer. Which makes the question so disturbingly cynical. With only minutes to spare before the execution, the government wanted to know: “Was your wife cognizant of your activities?”



At 7:30, the Rosenbergs are returned to their separate holding cells on death row. Julius is thirty-five years old. This is his 767th day in the death house. It is Ethel’s 801st. She is thirty-seven. There is no way to rehearse for this role, although this is not her first execution. In the 1930s, as an aspiring actress at the Clark House settlement around the corner from the Greenglasses’ Lower East Side tenement on Sheriff Street, Ethel was cast in The Valiant. She played the younger sister of a condemned man who, seeking to spare his family pain and humiliation, tries to conceal his identity as he faces execution.

“It takes moral courage for a man to shut himself away from his family and his friends like that,” the prison priest says.

“I’ve heard that repentance, Father, is the sick bed of the soul—and mine is very well and flourishing,” the condemned man says. “I read a book once that said a milligram of musk will give out perfume for seven thousand years, and a milligram of radium will give out light for seventy thousand. Why shouldn’t a soul—mine, for instance—live more than twenty-seven?” The condemned man assures the young girl that he is not her brother. Then, he stoically walks to his execution, delivering a giveaway line from Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar: “Cowards die many times before their deaths; the valiant never taste of death but once.”

In part because Rabbi Koslowe and prison officials have determined that Ethel is better prepared, Julius will taste death first.

“He was a little nervous,” the rabbi said. “She was composed, stolid. There is no question in my mind that they were both determined to die.”

Also, Julius’s holding cell is closest to the death chamber, which means he won’t have to pass Ethel’s. As the last person scheduled to speak to the Rosenbergs, Rabbi Koslowe is charged by Attorney General Herbert Brownell with delivering the final entreaties. “Brownell said to me that if they gave a name through me to him, or names, a stay of execution would be determined,” Koslowe later recalled.

Julius offers no names. He volunteers no other last words either.

The rabbi’s last words to Julius are familiar. Leading the short procession, he intones the Twenty-third Psalm.

The Lord is my shepherd,

I shall not want . . .

Julius is wearing dark brown pants, a white T-shirt, and regulation prison slippers. He strikes the official witnesses as naked without his glasses and mustache. Once he is inside the death chamber, a single electrode is strapped to his leg. Another is affixed to his head like a skullcap.

At 8:04, Francel throws the switch. After three jolts, he cuts the power at 8:06:45. Julius’s body is placed on a white metal cart and wheeled away.



Ethel’s body will offer more resistance. Rabbi Koslowe appeals to her one last time to save herself. For her children’s sake. “I came back and told her her husband was dead, did she have anything to say to me, a name to stay the execution,” the rabbi recalled. “She said, ‘No, I have no names to give. I’m innocent. I’m prepared to die.’ ” This time, the rabbi has chosen two more relevant biblical passages. Both are Psalms of David, the twenty-fifth (in which David repents his sins) and the thirty-first (in which David’s whereabouts are betrayed).

O my God, in Thee have I trusted,

let me not be ashamed;

Let not mine enemies triumph over me. . . .

They shall be ashamed that deal

treacherously without cause.

Ethel is wearing a dark green print dress and soft prison slippers like Julius’s. Her hair is closely cropped.

Remember not the sins of my youth,

nor my transgressions. . . .

Consider how many are mine enemies,

And the cruel hatred wherewith they hate me.

What strikes the witnesses most is Ethel’s composure. And her stature. Images in the newspapers and on the television screens make everyone look the same size, but Ethel is barely five feet tall.

For I have heard the whispering of many,

Terror on every side;

While they took counsel together against me,

They devised to take away my life. . . .

Let the wicked be ashamed, let them be put to silence

in the nether-world.

Let the lying lips be dumb,

Which speak arrogantly against the righteous,

With pride and contempt.

Just as she is about to be seated, she extends her right hand to the two prison matrons who have been assigned to her. The older one grasps it. Ethel gently kisses her on the cheek. Eyes moisten, not only from emotion but from the lingering scent of the ammonia that the guards used to mop up after Julius.

Thou hidest them in the covert of Thy

presence from the plottings of man;

Thou concealest them in a pavilion from the

strife of tongues.

Racing the setting sun, Francel flips the switch at 8:11:30. Three two-thousand-volt jolts. Ethel’s heart is still beating. Surprised, the prison doctors signal Francel. Two more massive jolts. The job is finished at 8:16.

The Sabbath began at 8:13.



Bob Considine of the International News Service is one of the pool reporters present. “They gave off different sounds, different grotesque mannerisms,” Considine somberly briefs his colleagues. “When he entered the execution chamber, Julius Rosenberg didn’t seem to have too much life left in him. She died a lot harder. And when she meets her maker, she’ll have a lot of explaining to do.”



Rabbi Koslowe received a police escort home to Mamaroneck to usher in the Sabbath. His son had turned eight that day. “He was sitting on the doorstep,” the rabbi recalled. “I embraced him. But I wasn’t prepared for a gay evening.” Nor was he prepared for the oversize emotional baggage that the Rosenbergs had left behind. “Ethel disliked her brother intensely,” Koslowe said. “She asked me to speak to their mother and tell her mother that her brother has ‘decreed that I die.’ ” Two questions were to long bedevil Rabbi Koslowe. One, posed earlier that week by Michael and Robby on their final visit to Sing Sing, stripped the Rosenberg case, for once, of all its legal arcana, evidentiary complexities, and cold-war polemics. “The boys asked me if their parents loved them,” Koslowe recalled. “I said yes. I’m a parent. I assume they did. But I was not prepared to answer that question.” The rabbi wondered why, if Julius and Ethel’s ambition was to raise their children in a better world, they would desert them. Perhaps the answer could be found in a Talmudic riddle he once posed to Ethel: If a man was washed overboard with his wife and child and could save only one, whom should he save? The wife, Ethel replied. “The wife is the tree, she will again bear fruit.”

The other question that was to haunt the rabbi was one that for him struck at the heart of the prosecution’s case. “I never understood why the judge had to equally involve them both,” Koslowe said later. “All the government had on her was a letter she typed.”



On the Lower East Side, Tessie Greenglass collapsed at the kitchen table on which David had been born. A doctor was called.

Ruth Greenglass, David’s wife and partner in espionage, lived around the corner, but she wasn’t home. She was being driven around Manhattan in an unmarked FBI car to shield her from prying reporters and protesters.

Julius’s mother, seventy-one-year-old Sophie Rosenberg, was sedated in her Upper Manhattan apartment and was not immediately told that her son and daughter-in-law were dead.

At 8:45 P.M., after receiving confirmation from Sing Sing, Judge Kaufman left the federal courthouse for Connecticut to celebrate his wedding anniversary. A congratulatory telegram from J. Edgar Hoover was waiting. So was a contingent of federal guards, who had shadowed the Kaufman family for months. Hoover had warned the supervisor of the New York office, “Should anything happen to Judge Kaufman, the FBI could never live it down.”

Julius’s last request wasn’t delivered until after he was dead. It almost wasn’t delivered at all. Julius had conveyed it to Rabbi Koslowe on Friday, but in the chaos Koslowe forgot it until early Saturday morning. Despite the Sabbath, he phoned Sing Sing with an urgent message: “Julius Rosenberg had made a request that only his family or attorney Emanuel Bloch be allowed to claim both bodies—and not Ethel Rosenberg’s family.”



The funeral was held Sunday, the first day of summer, at I. J. Morris on Church Avenue in Brownsville, Brooklyn. It was humid and hot, 93.7 degrees, a record for June 21, until freakish thunderstorms dumped hail on selected neighborhoods in the metropolitan area, sparing Yankee Stadium in the Bronx, where a doubleheader with Detroit was uninterrupted, but striking nearby beaches, where three people escaping the heat were electrocuted.

Ten thousand spectators turned out for the Rosenberg funeral, my older sister and I among them. We had marked my sixth birthday the day before, but the celebration, around a rickety bridge table in our driveway, seemed oddly eclipsed by hushed conversations among the adults. The whispered names spoke so loudly for themselves. I knew that the Rosenbergs had two sons, one my age; that their mother, like mine, was named Ethel; and that she, like my sister, had a baby brother. The brother had told something about his sister that got the whole family in so much trouble that the parents had been sent away to a prison with a funny name. They would never come back. What happened that unbearably muggy Friday evening would define the legacy of the protagonists, of their children and their grandchildren, and of an unrelated six-year-old boy who two days later bore silent witness as a cortege bearing history silently, but indelibly, rolled by.



The Rosenbergs were buried in Wellwood Cemetery on Long Island, to the apparent surprise of cemetery officials, who complained that the plot had been bought under false pretenses, supposedly on behalf of two sisters killed in an automobile accident.

Tessie Greenglass didn’t go. None of the Greenglasses did. “I don’t attend political rallies,” she told the FBI. Instead, Tessie instructed her son Bernie to write to his younger brother, David. She didn’t want David to fret. And she wanted him to know that she hoped if he had to do it all over again, he would testify just as truthfully as he had at the trial. Five days later, Bernie’s letter arrived at Lewisburg. He had written:

It’s been a long, long time since you heard directly from me, but at the present time I feel a few lines representing the views of the family, and mom in particular, will straighten out any doubts you may have.

To begin with we feel you did the proper thing, whereas Eth and Julie did not. They not only did a disservice to the country but from a more personal viewpoint they put their children in a most horrible situation.

Then too, they were willing to trade yours and your family’s lives for their stinking principals, but only succeeded in forfeiting their own, by insisting that they were absolutely blameless, the victims of our government’s frame-up—spearheaded by both you and Ruthie. Believe me Dave, I spent hours eating my heart out with Eth, but to no avail. According to her, Mom, Chuch, everyone connected with the case, and your counsel all lied—and when I questioned her concerning some of the points of contention, she countered with the stock phrase, “Were you there” or “its a dirty lie.” I got the impression that they wanted everything on their terms—and easygoing as I am, I did not relish the idea of being used, and that’s exactly what they were doing, even as they did with you and Ruthie. Don’t lose any sleep over them—for although I don’t think they deserved what they got, nevertheless they were the masters of their fate and could have saved themselves, to say nothing of the heartaches they could have spared all their families and friends through the last 21/2 years.

Despite Bernie’s unqualified endorsement of David’s behavior, David never slept quite so soundly again. Only a few days later, he wrote the federal director of prisons, requesting a transfer to Lewisburg’s inmate-run farm to restore his shattered nerves. And for years, he awoke with a shudder around 5:00 A.M. Thinking is the thing that keeps him from going back to sleep. . . . You have to tell the truth. You can’t do anything else. There’s no other way to go. You make the best deal you know how. And to hell with everyone who thinks that they would have behaved any differently.

But then he would think back to when he was a little boy growing up on Sheriff Street and his sister read him Booth Tarkington novels and tutored him in French, and her boyfriend, the engineer, gave him his used college texts and other books, too. He would think about Ruth Leah Printz, the little girl around the corner whom he wanted to marry, and about all those immigrant families that struggled to escape the ghosts of the ghetto.

Sometimes they did escape the ghetto but not the ghosts. Even when she was a little girl, Ruth Printz, who would become David Greenglass’s wife, was taunted unmercifully as a murderer. Even when he was a little boy, David Greenglass wanted to build a bomb.



Chapter 2







The House on Sheriff Street

“He said to me, ‘Will you ever be a mensch?’ ”







By the time David Greenglass left prison, Sheriff Street would be all but gone. Not just number 64, the five-story cold-water walk-up between Delancey and Rivington where he was born and raised, but four of the five blocks of Sheriff Street and everything that once flanked them, from Grand Street, where the Richard Hoe and Company printing-press factory towered over the tenements, to East Houston, abutting Hamilton Fish Park. Gone were the worn cobblestones, the fetid stalls where pushcart peddlers stabled their dusky horses, and the pungent Russian baths that used to stand just next door to number 64.

Even history would be obliterated. With all of the street signs removed, no one would ever ask how Sheriff Street got its name. They would never hear how Marinus Willett single-handedly prevented the Royal Irish Regiment from sailing away in 1775 with five cartloads of weapons—weapons that instead came to constitute the fledgling Continental Army’s first arsenal in New York—and how, as a hero of the revolution, he fleshed out his résumé as mayor and sheriff. Sheriff Street was superimposed on what had once been farmland owned by the Willett family and by their neighbors, the Delanceys, Tories whose property was confiscated after the British were routed.

In the twenty years that David lived on Sheriff Street, he never heard of Marinus Willett. Instead, the protagonists of local lore included the Onion King, who lived across the street above a speakeasy and was reputed to have become a multimillionaire after buying up land dirt-cheap from desperate farmers in California; Mr. Bokunin, who regularly dissected other people’s garbage as an urban-archaeology project; Mrs. Reisenfeld, who, without warning or apparent provocation, would laugh hysterically to herself; and Mrs. Freindel, whose chilling screams terrified passersby—especially her chief target, a little girl who lived around the corner.

All of them would be dead or gone by the time David was released from prison. Most of Sheriff Street itself was being bulldozed for a public-housing project. All that survived were the bittersweet memories of immigrant families who had struggled to fulfill Moses Rischin’s definition of the ideal ghetto: one from which they could escape within a generation.



Barnet Greenglass, known as Barney or by his Hebrew name, Baruch or Borach, was born in Minsk. He arrived in New York in 1903, escaping a stepfather whom he detested so intensely that he had previously fled home to live in the factory where he worked. In 1909, Barnet and his wife, Beckie, had a son, Samuel Louis Greenglass. When Sam was two years old, Beckie died of kidney failure at age thirty-five.

Ten months later, Barnet married Theresa Feit, a twenty-four-year-old Austrian immigrant who lived around the corner on Willett Street. Theresa, the daughter of Hersh Feit and Ethel Vruber, was born in Galicia of Austrian and German heritage. Samuel, the stepson she inherited, was an only child for three more years until the birth in 1915 of Esther Ethel Greenglass. Bernard Abraham Greenglass was born in 1917. Five years later, after suffering four miscarriages, Tessie gave birth to David, her third and last child.



David was born on an unseasonably chilly March 2, 1922, delivered by a midwife in the Greenglasses’ apartment on Sheriff Street. Barnet was in his mid-forties. Tessie was thirty-eight. She was elated. When recounting the story years later, she would remind David that he arrived just as she and her sister Regina, who was known as Tante Chucha, were baking challah for Sabbath dinner. “You interrupted me,” Tessie invariably complained, reliving the moment in mock irritation.

Beyond the Greenglass family, the day of David’s birth was largely forgettable. Congress was being warned again that shrinking the armed forces would endanger national security. Governor Harry L. Davis of Ohio vowed to abolish his state’s death penalty. In Omaha, a “society woman” was electrocuted when she accidentally knocked an electric heater off a wicker hamper and into her bathtub. Locally, a woman, obligingly young and attractive, was found not far from the Rockefeller estate in Westchester County, nearly beheaded and with a cross carved into her face; a broken stiletto was discovered nearby in the snow. Police seized a cache of opium on Oliver Street, just a block from the house where Governor Alfred E. Smith had been born. A twenty-year-old woman, Dora Lefkowitz, tried to adopt the newborn baby boy she had abandoned two days before in a hallway on 105th Street—a hallway she chose, she explained, because it looked as if “nice people” lived there. For the second time in a week, Joseph Yatkowitz escaped from the Ward’s Island insane asylum by paddling to Manhattan on a makeshift raft, only to be turned in by his father. The Unemployment Council convened what was billed as a mass rally; nine people showed up. And The New York Times was urging all Americans to contribute “every ounce of food and medicine or bit of clothing that they can spare” to President Warren G. Harding’s Committee for Russian Relief.



According to family mythology, David was named for his great-grandfather, a farmer immortalized for stubbornly surviving to the age of 102, despite having been kicked in the head years before by a horse. (“And so,” David said, “they figured the name is going to be good luck for me.”) Unlike his siblings, David was not given a middle name.

The family name is also loosely documented. Glass could refer to an ancestor’s profession—a glazier—or to anything transparent. The color green, according to genealogists, symbolized the tribe of Simon and was associated in Jewish mysticism with Raphael, the archangel who was a patron of the blind. During World War II, Bernie met a man in Vienna with the Germanic version of the name, Gruenglas. “He told me it means a man that made glass,” David said. “And the glass, because of the imperfections, was green.”

Decades later, the family name’s origins prompted further speculation when a letter, found at the Albuquerque airport and attached to a Time magazine story about David’s arrest, was forwarded to the FBI. Written in the margin was this cryptic comment: “The man’s name was Greenglass. Evidently that’s where you got this glass bottle.” Federal agents traced the letter to an oilman in El Paso, who explained that he and his sister, whose name was Ethel, were speculating about how spies identify one another. He recalled reading that each received half of a broken bottle and confirmed their bona fides when they met by fitting the two broken parts together. Thus, Ethel’s marginal notes about green glass.



The 1920 census counted about one thousand people living in each square block bordering Sheriff Street, an astronomical density, since most of them were crammed into low-rise tenements. Within the fifteen or so blocks bounded by Ridge, Rivington, Cannon, and Division streets, more than 16,500 people—constituting 3,500 families—occupied 363 dwellings. About 60 percent of them had been born abroad, the vast majority in Russia or Austria. Not even one in fifty residents was a child of American-born parents. Fully one fifth of the adults were illiterate. Barnet and Tessie each reported that their mother tongue was Yiddish. Tessie, according to the census form, also could not read or write English.I

The Lower East Side was a radical cauldron. In 1914, the district had elected a socialist to Congress. Tessie (who was reputed to have once chained herself to a gate as a young suffragette) was nominally a democratic socialist—no dictatorship, thank you, by the Kaiser or by a czar or of the proletariat—but her politics were unsophisticated, which explains in part how she later wound up contributing to a door-to-door canvasser for the Nazis. He said he was representing the National Socialist Party, and to Tessie Greenglass that sounded close enough.

No godless communism either, for them. Of course, the boys were bar mitzvahed, but religious strictures were rigorously enforced only when Tessie’s father was around. Then, Barnet, who usually derided religion as Kinderspiel—child’s play—was importuned to attend Sabbath services across the street, unless it was summer and they were vacationing in the country, in which case he had to walk with his father-in-law several miles to the nearest shul. Tessie bought kosher meat but also bacon when her children wanted it. “My mother was very modern,” David said. “Not when her father was alive, though.”

But even David’s grandfather, his Zayda, bent the rules. “I used to go to the bathroom with him,” David recalled. “He’d turn the light on on the Sabbath. And I said, ‘Bubbe says you’re not allowed to turn the lights on on Saturday.’ He said, ‘In the toilets, there’s no Saturdays.’ ” On Saturday afternoons, Zayda would fidget with his pipe, marking time until sundown to light up, and close one eye while David and his Uncle Shaya played chess. On shabbos, chess was indulged, but not pinochle. The distinction was Talmudic: Pinochle was played for money; it was gambling. Zayda had another rationale, which he kept to himself: He preferred to watch chess.

The Greenglasses lived on the ground floor of 64 Sheriff Street, behind Barnet’s cluttered machine shop, which adjoined the only private toilet in the building. In the apartment itself, furniture and appliances were apportioned functionally and improvisationally. Directly behind the shop, where Tessie also stored the week’s supply of clear, blue, and green glass seltzer bottles, was Barnet and Tessie’s narrow, windowless bedroom. Then, the kitchen, dominated by a sauna-size bathtub that squatted on cast-iron legs and came with a versatile enamel cover. Tessie’s kitchen boasted two stoves, one gas and one coal, but neither radiated sufficient heat. In winter, visitors sat with their feet in the oven to thaw out. The kitchen led to the dining room, formerly Sam’s bedroom, where a fake fireplace and a real icebox flanked a large round table. A window looked out onto slum backyards with wooden outhouses, a family friend remembered, as well as “a tree that was trying to grow without ever succeeding.” Tessie sometimes planted corn, which sprouted just high enough to be trampled by the Great Danes, German shepherds, or other oversize strays that Bernie regularly brought home.



In 1922, more than eighty people lived at 64 Sheriff Street, a traditional dumbbell-shaped tenement built in 1886. Many were couples with children who shared an apartment with assorted transient in-laws, siblings, nieces, nephews, and paying boarders. Even the furnace room was occupied—by Mike, an Irish-American First World War veteran, and Willy, a black man, both of whom, when they were feeling up to it, performed odd jobs for Barnet. Among the tenants in the 1920s were two tailors, Harry Zimmerman and Aaron Haber; Joseph Weiss, a peddler; Louis Marks, a garment presser; and Lustig Hersch, a truck driver. Two of Tessie’s brothers, Abraham and Samuel Feit, both butchers, also lived in the building. Abe owned a farm in upstate Spring Glen, near Ellenville, which the Greenglasses visited during the summer. After witnessing his uncle butcher a calf there, David vowed never to eat meat again. His self-imposed ban lasted one week.

Greenglass relatives arrived, usually unheralded, with storybook adventures that were burnished by inevitable repetition. A deserter from the Kaiser’s army introduced himself as Ben Babka, a cousin. Another cousin arrived from Germany in 1937 and superciliously announced that he was en route to Princeton to study theoretical physics with Einstein. Still another cousin, Julius Lewis, a muscular tailor, delighted the younger Greenglasses by recalling how he avoided German strafing in the First World War by hiding under a mule. He also left an impression by waking abruptly from vivid nightmares and thrusting his fist through the wall. Aunt Regina, a garment workers’ union organizer, arrived after the war and remained for nearly four decades. David taught her English, and, while she welcomed his constructive criticism, she bridled whenever Tessie corrected her speech or, for that matter, when anything else stoked the embers of slights from childhood. “They were still arguing about things from the sandbox,” David said.



David’s sandbox was his father’s machine shop. His favorite books weren’t ethereal fairy tales; they were technical manuals. He attended P.S. 4, but most of what he remembers was learned from thumbing through machinery catalogs with his father or half-brother Sam and, later, imagining the future via Buck Rogers or from fanciful diagrams in Popular Science. “Sammy used to take me on his lap, and he would take the technical magazines and say, ‘This is a capacitor, that’s a coil, that’s a transformer,’ ” David remembered. The place he most looked forward to visiting wasn’t the circus or the zoo but the annual electrical manufacturers’ trade show in midtown Manhattan.

David’s favorite gadgets were electric. Turn a switch and something lights up. Cause and effect. Action and reaction. Electricity powers lathes and turrets, which, in skilled hands, could fabricate shapeless hunks of metal into tools and dies with which to manufacture even more intricate machines. His love of electricity inspired the black-light episode. After reading about the potential of a light source that would emit only ultraviolet rays, he helped himself to the black enamel his father kept to spiff up old sewing machines and dabbed it on an ordinary incandescent bulb. The result: a black bulb but no light. Quite a commotion ensued when his mother’s cousin, Anna Babka, the mother of the young German army deserter, reached into a closet to turn on a light that somebody had mischievously painted black.

Anna Babka also bore the brunt of another experiment run amok. “I wanted to make a bomb,” David recalled. He scoured Tessie’s kitchen for bicarbonate of soda and vinegar. To make the bottled mixture even more volatile, he added an ample helping of sugar. Then, he capped it. Soon, kaboom! The bomb splattered crystallized sugar on Anna Babka’s brand-new sealskin coat. “It never occurred to me that anything that would happen would be so devastating,” he recalled dryly. “People got very upset with me.”

Other kids treasured toys or athletic gear. David cherished machinery. David was so awed by a gleaming Ford Tri-Motor airplane on display at Grand Central Terminal that he struck a deal with his Tante Chucha: If he behaved at Uncle Izzy’s wedding, she would take him for a ride on an airplane. He behaved; she delivered. At Glenn L. Curtiss Airport on Flushing Bay in Queens, they boarded a single-engine Bellanca for an unforgettable sightseeing tour of New York City. The plane had a special appeal for seven-year-old David: A Bellanca had been Charles Lindbergh’s first choice of plane to pilot solo across the Atlantic.

David remembers sitting on Barnet’s shoulders for Lindbergh’s triumphal parade up Broadway in 1927, as well as the moment of silence at school four years later after another of his idols, Thomas Edison, died. Lindbergh and Edison were men who did things, men who made things. David also revered Albert Einstein, who conjured up abstruse theories that enabled other men to do things and make things. So what if nobody else could articulate those theories? Relativity, shmelativity. David remembered the explanation that his parents read in the Forward, paraphrasing Einstein himself.

Two men are sitting in the park—of course, it was told in Yiddish—and one says to the other, “Who is this man Einstein?”

“He wrote about relativity.”

“Relativity? What is relativity?”

“Well, if you’re in a room with a woman kissing her, an hour is like a minute. But if you should sit on a hot stove, a second is like a year.”

“And from this he makes a living?”



“Are you comfortable?” Borscht Belt comics asked, and there was only one retort: “I make a living.”

Barnet Greenglass made a living repairing machinery, mostly sewing machines for the garment industry. The shop generated enough income so that a modest surplus was turned over to a broker, who invested most of it in Cities Service, the oil refiner. When the market crashed in 1929, the stock became virtually worthless but eventually rebounded some. During the Depression, more people could afford to repair machinery than could afford to replace it. “We were not that poor,” David said.

But Barnet’s entrepreneurial reach far exceeded his grasp. “My father would buy equipment because he liked it,” David said. Once Barnet paid eight hundred dollars for a sophisticated piece of machinery, certain he could resell it for four times as much. Except that the man he bought it from didn’t own it. Tessie, who supplemented the family’s income by collecting rents and arranging for repairs as superintendent of 64 Sheriff Street, was furious. “My father never signed checks ever again,” David said.



For the most part, Tessie, not Barnet, was David’s teacher. “My father taught me all kinds of stuff, but that was all mechanical,” David recalled. And even in mechanics it wasn’t Barnet whom David hoped to emulate but his mother’s brother, Izzy, who worked alongside his father:

My Uncle Izzy was somebody you’d want to be. He was a weight lifter, a skier, a machine gunner during the war in Germany. And he was a machinist and inventor. He wasn’t tall. He was handsome. As a matter of fact, he looked a lot like a handsome Schwarzenegger. He used to tell me, in order to be a good machinist you had to be very very—you have to have patience. You should not do things in a rush, you should be careful what you do: Measure three times, work once. Do not assume anything. If somebody says this part is good, you check it before you do any work.

Now, my father would take the same bushing and say, “Ah, ah, ah, push it on.” Izzy would say, “Borach, did you measure it?” And Borach would say, “No, I didn’t measure it, but look, it fit pretty good.” So Izzy says, “Don’t you think you should machine a new one and put it in?” And my father would say, “I’m the boss, I’m doing it my way.”

Before Izzy quit to become foreman of another machine shop, he fashioned a bow and arrow for David from an umbrella spoke. “I promptly pulled the thing and hit him in the eye with it,” David recalled. “He gave me a crack across the bottom and said, ‘I make you a toy, you shoot me with it?’ My father screamed like hell at me. And then he turned around and said, ‘Izzy, who makes a thing like this for an idiot child?’ ”

Tessie was also the disciplinarian: “My mother used to say, ‘You’ve got to be a little deaf, you’ve got to be a little blind. You have to let children do what they have to do. You have to hope that what you taught them, they’ll learn.’ ” Tessie’s coda was blunt, as David encapsulated it: “Honest, hard work and the ability to get a smack in the face and stand up again.” The coda had a corollary that David invoked when throwing his weight around didn’t work: “If you want people to be nice, say nice things.”

“She knew that even if I was going to get punished in some way . . . I would tell her the truth,” David said. “I would say a lie once in a while. . . . She would hit me with a broom. Not the stick, but the bristles. There was nobody really doing capital punishment, beating the hell out of me or anything. Nobody did that to any of us.”



The Greenglasses weren’t demonstrably affectionate. “I can’t even remember my mother kissing me,” David said. “Or my father. Never even hugged me.” Still, David was Tessie’s favorite. But her disproportionate doting fostered resentment among his brothers—“You also get beaten up for being the favorite,” David said—and provoked even Barnet, the gentle junior partner, into a rare show of defiance. Nobody remembers how it began, but it culminated in an argument over David’s hair. Tessie loved his long curls. Barnet, who was balding, didn’t. One Friday afternoon, when David was four or five, his father announced that he was taking him for a haircut. “Don’t you dare,” David distinctly remembers his mother saying. Barnet took the dare. He ordered the barber not only to shear David’s curls but to shave his head. “I came home, my mother begins to cry, and when I saw her crying, I began to cry,” David recalled. “And then my father felt very upset about the whole thing and he said, ‘God, I’m sorry.’ ” For a while, David wore a hat; the cover-up didn’t work. “People called me Knobby,” he said.

David was also Ethel’s favorite. She read boys’ novels to him with a theatrical flair. She also tutored him in French. “He was my baby brother,” she said later. “That is exactly how I treated him.”



David was endowed with curiosity and, when a project engaged him, with industriousness. He precociously apprenticed himself to Sam Freund, an electrician, who was a friend of his father. He claims to have rewired an entire fifty-six-apartment building when he was only fifteen. After classes at Haaren High School, he took a seven-dollar-a-month part-time clerical job with the National Youth Administration. The summer he was seventeen, he assembled clutches. He briefly worked Saturday nights as a waiter at his Uncle Harry’s ice-cream parlor in the Crown Heights section of Brooklyn, but he botched so many orders that he was reassigned behind the green marble counter as a soda jerk.

“You know your Davie and your Davie doesn’t do anything that he can get away with in the line of work,” he later confessed in a letter to Ruth. “When I was a teen-ager, I was supposed to meet my father and help him in the shop or someplace. What happened is, he would call my mother and say, ‘He never showed up.’ I went to the movies, I was talking to girls, whatever I did instead of coming and going where I was supposed to go. Then, because I didn’t show up, he said to me, ‘Will you ever be a mensch?’ ”



If there was a more impetuous child among the Greenglass boys, though, it was Bernie. “Bernie was somebody that would not take any guff,” David recalled. “My brother beat up everybody.” Bernie was invited along when Barnet, surrendering to Tessie’s hectoring, was dispatched to collect overdue bills and loans. David recalled overhearing his father boasting to Tessie about one episode: “When the guy said, ‘I don’t want to pay you, I can’t afford to pay you,’ Bernie grabbed him by the throat and pushed him over to a window. It was a high loft. He said, ‘Look, I’m going to throw you out the window if you don’t pay my father when he asks you to be paid.’ So the guy paid him.” Bernie’s exploits earned him the nickname “Loony,” which hinted at the bravado that got him wounded twice as a tank commander in the Second World War and won him five Bronze Stars.

David was the youngest Greenglass sibling, but after he was born another young boy joined the household. The boy’s sister used to be a part-time bookkeeper for Barnet; when their parents died and the nine children scattered, the youngest, Mendy, was invited to live with the Greenglasses.

Sam, the eldest brother, was a stepson, which, by his own reckoning, invariably set him apart. David was only ten when Sam married and moved away. He wasn’t missed. His irascible reputation within the family was already established. Years later, David urged his wife, Ruth, to apply for a job at a company where, he wrote, the boss was well-regarded “in spite of his having Sam as a name.”



Between 1922 and 1930, so many strivers graduated from the Lower East Side that, by one count, the area’s Jewish population plunged by two thirds. All the Greenglasses got were good-byes. Many who were left behind bitterly matched their lot against what might have been. Or, worse still, against what already was, but for someone else. Tessie and Barnet never did escape Sheriff Street.

Another family that stayed behind was the Printzes. David and Ruth Leah Printz were childhood sweethearts. David later said that she “married into communism.” It could also be said that she was born into it. Her birthday was, by most accounts, May Day, a birthday she shared with her father, Max, a Hungarian immigrant.II Her mother, Tillie Leiter, came from Austria. Ruth was the first of four children.

Ruth was born three blocks from Sheriff Street. Like David, she attended P.S. 4. As a young girl, she suffered from excruciating migraines and frequent nosebleeds. Even more intensely, she suffered from a memory that was to haunt her forever. She and a friend were playing catch. The ball rolled into the street. Her friend darted out between parked cars to retrieve it and was struck by a truck. “The mother used to curse Ruth all the time,” David recalled. “She blamed her. She said, ‘How come you survived and my daughter didn’t?’ ”



When they met, David was fourteen, and Ruth was twelve. She worshiped this engaging teenager who could banter about science and politics and seemed destined to invent something or discover something or do something someday. David didn’t have movie-star good looks, but he was cute, even cuddly, with hazel eyes, black hair that was on the curly side of wavy, and a mild-mannered good nature that proclaimed itself in his easy smile. David had dated other girls, but he was captivated by Ruth’s moxie, as well as by the way she ran her comb through her light brown hair more often than necessary. “She was the smartest, the most cogently thinking,” he recalled. She hung out at the Madison Settlement House, where she and several loyal girlfriends united—all for one and one for all—as a group they dubbed the AFO Club. At sixteen, she graduated from Seward Park High School, Ethel’s alma mater, where Ruth had been a member of Arista, the national honor society, and assistant treasurer of the student body’s general organization. In the Almanac, the Seward Park yearbook, the quotation under her name hailed her as “Elegant as simplicity.”III Ruth graduated with a gold-seal diploma and was poised for college when her family persuaded her to take vocational courses instead.

“Her mother insisted that she learn how to type,” David said.



I. David later insisted that while his father was not so conversant in English, his mother was so fluent that she headed the mothers’ club at a settlement house on Rivington Street. None of the scores of letters seized by the FBI years later was written by Tessie, though; several suggest that Ethel was writing on her mother’s behalf. “She can just about sign her name,” Ethel said.

II. Records of her birth date differ. Some say May 1, 1923, which would have been about two months before her parents got married. Most say April 30, 1924, or May 1, 1924.

III. Probably borrowed from a poem by William Cowper, which continued: “and warm/As ecstasy.”



Chapter 3







Ethel and Julius

“There’s a fanaticism that runs through the Greenglass family.”







As Tessie and Barnet’s oldest child and their only daughter, Ethel, born September 28, 1915, thrived in a world all her own. From Tessie’s perspective, Tessie’s sister Esther recalled, “Ethel was a snob, worrying over Italian arias and Russian peasants instead of her own family.” To David, she “was a very fanatical lady. There’s a fanaticism that runs through the Greenglass family. Fanatics can kill.” The 1931 yearbook at Seward Park High School waffled about one of her classmates, Samuel Joel (Zero) Mostel, imagining him “a future Rembrandt or perhaps a comedian?”I The yearbook was unequivocal about Ethel’s future—“Can she act? And how!”—and was eerily specific: In 1950, the yearbook predicted, she would be America’s leading actress.

Ethel’s face was angelic. She was diminutive if a bit dumpy and wore a back brace to correct a spinal curvature caused by scoliosis. Her increasingly challenging performances with the Alfred Corning Clark Neighborhood House troupe were generally acclaimed. She won the two-dollar second prize for singing at the Loews Delancey’s amateur night and competed on Major Bowes’ Amateur Hour on national radio. At nineteen, she became the youngest member admitted to Hugh Ross’s prestigious Schola Cantorum of New York and performed with the chorale at a concert directed by Arturo Toscanini himself at Carnegie Hall.

David attended more than a few of his sister’s performances (although he was more likely to be found at the Odeon, which was known as the Rodeo because it featured so many Westerns). He cannot recall his mother going to a single one. Tessie did nothing to nurture her daughter’s theatrical aspirations, which was why Ethel began skipping family dinners to sneak off to neighborhood cabarets, to perform or to socialize with other would-be bohemians, including an artist of whom she became enamored. “If Ethel had married that other guy,” David later lamented, “everything would have been all right.”

“Ethel was very secretive about her life,” David recalled. “But my mother was a very shrewd lady. . . . She didn’t get the whole story from her, and she knew she didn’t get the whole story. My mother must have had times when Ethel didn’t tell her the truth. See, my mother was a good interrogator and knew when I was lying to her and when I was telling the truth. She never said, ‘Are you lying?’ Neither did my father. They just knew.”



Ethel wanted to attend college but went to work instead to help support her parents and younger brothers. Shortly after graduation from Seward Park, she answered a newspaper ad for unskilled workers at a paper-box factory on Bleecker Street. So many applicants showed up that the police used fire hoses to disperse the crowd. Ethel wasn’t hired. She enrolled in a secretarial course and, after receiving a certificate attesting to her typing ability, found a clerical job in the garment center with the National New York Packing and Shipping Company.

During the Depression, getting a job was usually salvation. For Ethel, getting fired was an epiphany. A 1935 strike against National New York Packing by the Ladies Apparel Shipping Clerks Union was violent. It was personal. (The strike committee convened in her bedroom on Sheriff Street.) And it failed. Ethel was sacked. But she kept fighting. She appealed her dismissal to the newly created National Labor Relations Board, which, in one of its first opinions, ruled in 1936 that she had been fired in retaliation for her union participation and ordered her reinstated. While her case was pending, however, Ethel had indulged her two passions by performing at political events. She entertained on the picket line at Ohrbach’s department store, where organized labor was hoping to gain a foothold, and at sit-ins at the city’s Home Relief Bureau offices. Around Christmas 1936, when she was twenty-one and struck with stage fright, she sang “Ciribiribin,” the Italian love song, at a benefit for the International Seamen’s Union where a thoroughly smitten eighteen-year-old City College sophomore introduced himself as Julius Rosenberg.



Julius was born May 12, 1918, in East Harlem, the youngest child of Harry and Sophie Rosenberg, immigrants who fled the same Polish shtetl but met only in America. After Harry’s dry-cleaning store failed, he returned to tailoring and sample making. The family moved to the Lower East Side, eventually to the Lavanburg Homes, a modern development on Goerck Street where Sophie had a brother-in-law who was the superintendent. The Rosenbergs had four other children before Julius: David was born in 1909, followed by Lena in 1912 and the twins, Ethel and Ida, in 1914. David won a scholarship to Columbia and later became a pharmacist. Ida, who was said to have suffered brain damage at birth, was institutionalized when Julius was a teenager.

The natural affinity between the baby boy of the family and his mother was cemented by a disproportionate number of medical emergencies. When Julius was three, he nearly died of measles. Later, he was struck by a taxicab, and Sophie carried him the half mile to Gouverneur Hospital herself. When he was ten, she delivered him to the emergency room again, this time with a burst appendix.

At about the same time as this last crisis, Julius discovered his first consuming passion. He began attending the Downtown Talmud Torah on East Houston Street, and unlike most of his friends, he insisted on remaining enrolled in Hebrew school after his bar mitzvah. A friend recalled playing stickball near the Lavanburg Homes one Saturday. The ball bounced right past Julius, but he refused to retrieve it on the Sabbath. The ball rolled down the block until it plunged through a sewer grate.

Sometime after Julius enrolled at Seward Park High School, his political conscience was pricked by a Delancey Street proselytizer exhorting a crowd on behalf of Tom Mooney, the imprisoned West Coast labor radical. Julius was so impressed that the next day he donated fifty cents (from the $1.10 he had earned selling candies on Sundays at a penny apiece) to the Mooney campaign. Further, Mooney’s plight personified the difference between an abstract ethics lesson and a genuine moral crusade. Julius remembered that one of his religious-school teachers had invoked Isaiah to provide perspective on organized labor’s demonstrations in Union Square against Ohrbach’s department store: “Ohrbach is sitting in the temple now, but who wants his contributions? Let him pay his workers a living wage, then his contributions will be welcome.” But when Julius challenged the rabbis to join him on the picket lines against Ohrbach and on behalf of the campaigns to free Mooney and the Scottsboro Boys, black men facing the death penalty in Alabama where they were accused of raping two white women, the chasm between preaching and practicing became apparent. The rabbis rebuffed him.

After failing the entrance exam for Cooper Union, Julius enrolled at City College’s School of Technology, where a new passion, kindled on the streets and in the cellar social clubs of the Lower East Side, began to consume him.



As David, Ethel, and Bernie Greenglass got older, privacy was at a premium. The Greenglasses rented three additional rooms upstairs to accommodate their growing children. It was in his sister’s front bedroom, which had a window and a secondhand piano, that David, then fourteen years old, first met Ethel’s new boyfriend.

Julius arrived at the Greenglass household with impressive credentials. Even so, Sam Greenglass later revealed, Julius quickly found himself barred from 64 Sheriff Street because Tessie and Barnet disliked him intensely. Of all the things Julius could be accused of—and all the things he would be accused of—the one imperfection that bothered Barnet most seems inconsequential in retrospect: Julius apparently had lousy table manners. He spoke before he swallowed his food. Sometimes, he even appropriated Barnet’s regular chair, oblivious to one of the few prerogatives that his future father-in-law was afforded. Further, Julius and his friend Milty Manes were known to amuse themselves by lustily regaling the children with this vulgar ditty: “A belch is but a gust of air coming from the heart. If it should take a downward course, it would be called a fart.”

The Greenglasses’ objection to Julius was largely cosmetic; Ethel’s prospective in-laws raised a more pragmatic concern. The Rosenbergs wanted Julius to graduate from college before the couple got married so Ethel wouldn’t have to support him. And yet, if not for Ethel, Julius might not have graduated at all. Though she enrolled in weekly lectures on acting and politics, she spent much of her time helping Julius with his homework. She typed his papers on a typewriter she bought for thirty dollars from a fellow thespian who, she recalled, “wanted very badly to get rid of it”—the same Remington portable on which a dozen years later she was accused of striking the keys, “blow by blow, against her own country in the interests of the Soviets.” She also persuaded Julius to stay in school when he neglected his studies in order to fight fascism.

His inspiration for social protest was still largely an abstraction until one evening when Julius, working part-time as a soda jerk at the Hoffman Pharmacy in Harlem, witnessed injustice firsthand. A black man was struck by a bus. He was carried inside the store. While he waited nearly an hour for an ambulance, he bled to death.

At City College, which Julius attended with Joel Barr, Alfred Sarant, William Perl, Morton Sobell, and Max Elitcher—friends and potential recruits to espionage—Julius organized an affiliate of the Young Communist League, the Steinmetz Society, named for the German-born engineer whose outspoken socialism had been tolerated by General Electric (which manufactured, among its many other products, equipment for New York State’s electric chair) because of his redeeming scientific contributions. Julius and his friends staged a raid on the Bremen, which was docked in New York, and ripped the Nazi standard from the flagship of the North German Lloyd line.

Julius was a man with a mission. Whatever else attracted Julius to Ethel, he was, as her psychiatrist later described him, “the antithesis of her brothers.” Toward David, Julius was different, too. Whatever his motivation—buttering up the baby brother, cultivating a potential recruit, or, more likely, simply responding in kind to David’s eager attentions—Julius embraced David without rivalry or resentment. David played the tyro, as he later put it, to Julius’s professor. Julius gave David his used engineering texts and a slide rule, which David saved for years. (“I scratched out his name and put my name on,” he said.) “The transfer of technical information, that kind of latched me on to him,” David said, conjuring up a spy instead of a tutor.

Julius’s classmate Marcus Pogarsky escorted David to a May Day parade and interspersed technical tutoring with simple interpretations of economic theory. Julius also gave David books and pamphlets expounding communism, the theory of social engineering that Julius patiently and passionately explicated (though, David later claimed, Ethel “had the influence about getting me in the communist web more than Julius, because I was already in it before I met him”). At first, David kept the technical texts and discarded the political tracts, until Tessie upbraided him one day for disrespecting the printed word—regardless of what those words conveyed. At Julius’s suggestion, David read Thomas Paine’s Common Sense, which left a big impression. So did eyewitness accounts of people who had seen the future themselves, particularly people of some social standing, like the man whose family owned a prosthesis store on Delancey Street and who told David he had visited the Soviet Union and “what a wonderful thing it was.” A film also yielded a vivid image of the Soviet Union: “It was about the Russian Revolution, and I remember distinctly I was really shocked. This soldier is teaching this girl how to use a machine gun, and he grabs her breasts, and she hits him on the head. Believe me, it stuck in my mind.”



Julius and Ethel were true believers. David truly didn’t believe in much. At Haaren High School, the class struggle consisted of a single tumultuous boycott. David’s recollection is that the protest was inspired by the quality of food served in the school cafeteria and not by the specter of fascism. And when he and his classmates were threatened with suspension, they capitulated quickly. His first formal political affiliation was with the Workers’ Alliance, where he was lured largely by a handball league. He joined the neighborhood Young Communist League when he was sixteen, already indoctrinated by Ethel and Julius and receptive when a window dresser from the neighborhood issued this challenge: “If you believe in socialism, why don’t you do something about it?” There, David found instant gratification. Sitting a few seats away at the very first meeting of the YCL’s Club Malraux was a gorgeous redhead named Lillian, whom he had had a crush on in elementary school.

Communism’s architecture also appealed to David. An earthquake-proof philosophical foundation supported a political structure that depended on the application of mechanical principles to economics. (David wasn’t the first mechanic attracted to communism. Pierre Degeyter, a lathe operator, composed the haunting melody for the communist anthem, “The Internationale.”) In 1939, his incontrovertible faith in his adopted party’s durability survived its greatest test. For many Americans, the Soviets’ nonaggression pact with Nazi Germany seemed less like pragmatic resilience than unprincipled reversal. It necessitated leaps of faith that defied gravity. Only one month before the pact was announced, Earl Browder, the American communist leader, declared that “there is as much chance of Russo-German agreement as of Earl Browder being elected president of the Chamber of Commerce.” David, who was seventeen at the time, recalled his utter disbelief: “Let me tell you, that tried men’s souls. But when you want to believe, you want to believe.”

Once he hurdled that ideological chasm, any subsequent inconsistency was an inconsequential furrow.



Few recruits to any cause ever have the opportunity to test the true depth of their political commitment. When they do, the issues can be fundamental, such as war and peace, and the risks can be profound, such as losing a job or even a life. David measured his commitment to communism more prosaically: “It was not strong enough to go out and keep delivering papers on Sunday morning, that’s for sure. I still remember one hallway I went into. It was deadly still. A dim light. It was a tenement house. And I was giving out Daily Workers, putting them on the doorstep of apartments. And I said, ‘What the hell am I doing? This is ridiculous.’ ”

He attended YCL meetings only infrequently. He was delinquent in paying dues. He dropped out of the league altogether after a year or two. Although he believed that Marxism was the solution to most of the world’s problems, he balked at the rigorous discipline demanded by card-carrying communism. As a result, he never joined the Communist Party.

Nor did he suit up for the Red Army. When the Soviets invaded Finland in 1939, ostensibly to support a puppet communist regime, “I said to Ruthie, ‘I’m going to join,’ ” he recalled. “And she said, ‘Are you out of your mind? You’re out of your mind. You’re not going to go if I have to handcuff you.’ I was real gung-ho. I was serious as much as a seventeen-year-old can be, I guess. If Ruthie had not stopped me, I would have been in the Russian army fighting against the Nazis.”

In hindsight, though, he said, “Julius was a guy that really lived communism. To me it was like a peripheral thing. I mean, I got ideas and so on, but I’m not a doer of things that are theoretical and political. There I was saying, ‘Hands off Spain’ and hands off this and that. But that’s the last marching I ever did.”



Julius lived communism so completely (and believed in keeping hands off Spain so literally) that he failed Spanish. He graduated from City College with a B.S. in electrical engineering one semester late, in February 1939—the same year that, according to the FBI, he joined the Communist Party. He finished seventy-ninth in a class of eighty-five. That June, with Julius working part-time and attending an aeronautical engineering course, he and Ethel got married. Her brother Bernie was the best man. The couple’s first home was Ethel’s bedroom on Sheriff Street.

The following February, David graduated from Haaren High. His grades were fair. His conduct and character were described as good. (He had worked as a helper in the school’s science office.) At commencement, the 250 Haaren seniors entered the auditorium to Felix Mendelssohn’s “War March of the Priests.” They sang Pietro Mascagni’s “Still Is the Night,” which ends with the plea, “O may Thy love and gentle grace on sinful mortals fall.” In the Quill and Hammer, the yearbook editor, Leo von Gottfried, provided a frame of reference for his classmates’ ambivalence about being thrust into a world at war when things at home were far from perfect: “We have all heard people complain about conditions in this country at the present. Surely, they do not stop to think of all that we have to be thankful for. Our country is still a democracy, and liberty continues to rule. Anyone with talent and the will to win, no matter what social or economic level he comes from, can attain success. The people rule in our fair land. The people, yes!”

Next to David’s photograph, the very photograph that ten years later the FBI used to identify him (“All films reserved for future orders,” a yearbook advertisement from the school photographer announced), he listed his goal as a career in engineering science. Many of the quotations accompanying other students’ photographs appear to have been generic, but the yearbook editors seem to have taken special pains in David’s case. They chose just the right aphorism to suggest a well-intended windbag. Of Davie Greenglass, the Quill and Hammer wrote:

Although he has a lot to say,

We think he’s grand, anyway



I. Mostel, who adopted Zero as his stage name, debuted on Broadway eleven years later.



Chapter 4







Drafted

“He was just bragging.”







Early in May 1940, with Julius still taking courses and awaiting the results of a civil-service exam in engineering, Ethel was hired as a clerk in the U.S. Census Bureau at $1,440 a year. The Rosenbergs spent the summer of 1940 in Washington. Julius affected a mustache so as to look more mature; while there is no indication that his appearance impressed anyone, by the end of the summer he was notified that he had been hired as a $2,000 a year junior engineer for the Army Signal Corps, inspecting electrical equipment that defense contractors were manufacturing for the government. Better still, the job was in New York.

Within a few months, though, a government background check belatedly uncovered two references in FBI files to Ethel.

Before they moved to Washington, while the Rosenbergs were sharing an apartment briefly with Marcus and Stella Pogarsky in the Williamsburg section of Brooklyn, a neighbor, identified as a Miss S. Liggetts, advised the bureau that Ethel had signed a nominating petition for Peter V. Cacchione, the Communist Party candidate for city council.I (A photocopy of the petition was consequently turned over to the FBI by the New York City Police Department’s Red Squad.) The second entry in FBI files was dated May 25, 1940. An anonymous female tipster alerted the bureau that the Ethel Greenglass Rosenberg who had just received a job with the Census Bureau was “extremely communistic.” What made that call even more intriguing, fully a decade before Ethel’s brother David implicated her in a plot to steal the secrets of the atomic bomb, was that the informant, presumably to enhance her credibility, described herself as “a distant relative” of Ethel Rosenberg.

As a result, Julius’s dream job as an engineer and his draft deferment were jeopardized. Twice, he was summoned by the Signal Corps to a loyalty hearing. “Even if she did sign a petition,” Julius argued, “I don’t see how that would affect me. After all, she is a different person and has rights.” Acknowledging that “the relationship between a man and his wife is normally close,” Julius persuaded the presiding officer that Ethel’s decision to sign the petition must have been attributable to “carelessness on her part, or maybe she just lacked sales resistance.” He disclaimed any personal interest in politics, much less in the Communist Party. He kept his job.



For some Depression-era Jews, anti-Semitism, which exposed the cruel hypocrisy of America’s meritocracy, was what provoked them into radical causes. Even in New York, anti-Semitism was a fact of life. Julius had responded by taking a civil-service test and applying for a government job. David’s response was less straightforward. He employed a pseudonym.

First, David had applied to Brooklyn Polytechnic Institute to study mechanical engineering. He listed Julius and Julius’s best friend, Milton Manes, as references. He was admitted, but he goofed off so much—working part-time and socializing with Ruth—that he flunked all six technical courses and was asked to withdraw. David worked briefly at the machine shop where Uncle Izzy was the foreman but was laid off. When he was eighteen, he applied to the Federal Telephone Company under the name David Greene—a surname inspired by the debonair British actor Richard Greene, who later played Robin Hood. On his employment application, he explained away his withdrawal from Brooklyn Polytech by claiming that he couldn’t afford the tuition. He was hired as a toolmaker and machine-maintenance man in the Rectifier Division on the four-to-midnight shift.

Years later, after he was arrested, David was asked by a Jewish FBI agent whether anti-Semitism had driven him to communism: “And I started thinking. Well, I encountered anti-Semitism in school. I encountered Nazis in America. I got beaten up by people because I was Jewish and right on the Lower East Side. Three men, three Italian fascists, beat me up because I was in a parade against fascism. They didn’t know I was a communist. They just beat me up because I was Jewish.”

The job at Federal Telephone lasted just three months. David was told that he couldn’t take off Yom Kippur, the Jewish day of atonement, as a holiday. But he was fired apparently for helping to organize the shop for the United Electrical, Radio, and Machine Workers of America, a communist-dominated union, although the company’s pretext was that, instead of working, David spent hours in the men’s room reading the newspaper. After an arbitration hearing, he was offered a lesser job at another plant but rejected it and prevailed upon his union to find him work elsewhere. That’s how he was hired as a machinist at Peerless Laboratories on East Twenty-third Street and wound up in the army.



When the Rosenbergs returned from Washington, they lived briefly at Julius’s parents’ apartment before renting a furnished room near Tompkins Square Park. Ethel volunteered as a typist for the Federation of Architects, Engineers, Chemists, and Technicians, the union that Julius had joined in college, and for the East Side Defense Council. She also enrolled in dramatics and modern-dance classes at the Henry Street Settlement on a scholarship. Julius—who suffered from hay fever and boils and never felt comfortable being too far from his doctor, whom he periodically saw for injections—was traveling out of town for the Signal Corps more than he liked, but he was making a very respectable $3,600 a year. In the spring of 1942, he and Ethel found a three-room apartment for $45.75 a month, electricity included, at Knickerbocker Village, the thirteen-story, block-square complex located between the approaches to the Brooklyn and Manhattan bridges. From their eleventh-floor window, the Rosenbergs even had a river view. Knickerbocker Village was the first federally supported housing project. It boasted its own nursery school and playground, which recommended it as a fine place to raise a family. Ethel was nearly six months pregnant in November 1942, which is when David and Ruth got married.



It was Ruth’s idea. “I don’t believe I ever proposed marriage; it just was understood we were to be married,” David recalled. “She may have said, ‘Let’s get married.’ ” (As she reminded David later, “I can be very persistent as you know dear.”) Because David had not yet turned twenty-one, Tessie had to accompany the couple to the city clerk’s office to sign the marriage license. The ceremony and reception were held on November 29 at Hennington Hall on East Second Street. Several hundred guests attended, including Bernie, who was stationed in Kentucky at the time but had slipped away without leave.

Until the wedding, David regularly gave his sixty-dollar-a-week salary from Peerless to his mother. She returned eight dollars to him for his expenses.

Ruth’s parents were even poorer. Max Printz was making only twenty dollars a week as a fat trimmer in a slaughterhouse. Still, Ruth dreamed of college. To meet the entrance requirements, she enrolled in high-school courses in geometry, intermediate algebra, and chemistry and entered Brooklyn College in September 1942. But before the semester ended, she withdrew, citing, as David had, financial hardship. In Ruth’s case, though, it was true. The Printzes still depended on their eldest child. Ruth had no choice but to get a job.

David and Ruth moved to a tiny apartment at 266 Stanton Street, which they furnished, in part, with surplus goods from Tessie and Barnet’s empty nest around the corner on Sheriff Street.II When Ruth wanted to buy new furniture, David balked at the price. “Besides that,” he said, “I happen to like the comfort of our bed. Pardon me, I should say Ethel’s bed.”



David wasn’t happy at Peerless Labs. The work was tolerable, as were the hours. But the pay was not. He had started at fifty-three dollars for a sixty-hour week and some weeks made twice that. But now he was married. And he was restless. Bernie was already distinguishing himself overseas. Sam was working for the War Production Board in New Jersey. The Red Army’s glorious defense of Stalingrad was turning the tide on the eastern front. American troops had just invaded North Africa. “I was beginning to chafe at the bit,” David recalled.

He devised what seemed like a foolproof strategy for a raise. David had received an occupational deferment from military service a month before the wedding, so his boss at Peerless, which produced parts for aircraft and weapons, knew he couldn’t be drafted. But why not create some leverage by threatening to enlist? He decided to sign up for the Seabees, the navy’s construction division, where he figured that, at worst, he would begin with a machinist’s rating, get free engineering training, and probably never see combat. At his navy physical, he was handed a chart with different-colored dots forming a mosaic. He couldn’t distinguish one shape from the other. For the first time, he was diagnosed as suffering from dichromacy, a form of color blindness first described by John Dalton, the nineteenth-century English atomic scientist, and inherited recessively through the mother. David could barely recognize either green or red. The Seabees rejected him.

But by enlisting, he had jeopardized his deferment. His records were forwarded to the army (where the inability to decipher signal flags, for one thing, was less of an occupational hazard). On March 23, 1943, the army drafted him. The president of Peerless filed an appeal. David pleaded for a postponement until Passover ended at sundown on April 26. The draft board rejected both appeals. He was ordered to report to the Armed Forces Induction Center at the Grand Central Palace Hotel at 5:30 A.M. on April 5, 1943.



With acres of equipment requiring repair and modification, the army desperately needed machinists. A week after David was inducted and bused to Fort Dix for processing, he was transferred to the Army Ordnance Base at Aberdeen, Maryland, for basic training. At Aberdeen, he was given a copy of The Ordnance Soldiers Guide. It began with this inspirational message: “An American soldier can, if necessary, fight without food or shelter or medical care—but an army without weapons is lost.” On the manual’s first page, before the chapters on first aid or defense against booby traps, was a section entitled “Safeguarding Military Information.”

David spent much of the summer of 1943 in Aberdeen, writing Ruth passionate love letters almost daily and visiting as often as he could get even a one-day pass. New York’s Pennsylvania Station was an easy train ride and, for a soldier, a $4.50 round-trip commute. It was during one of those jaunts that David and Ruth joined Julius and Ethel at the movies. David doesn’t remember which film was playing—it might have been Mission to Moscow. But he distinctly recalls his private conversation with Julius as the girls were gabbing while in line outside the Capitol Theater in Times Square:

Julius says to me, “I tried to get into the Russian embassy.” He actually went up to the Russian embassy. Can you imagine, the FBI probably taking pictures of it. They’re taking pictures, and he goes knocking on their door, and he says, “Look, I want to be a spy for you.” I mean, basically that’s what he said. What chutzpah. What craziness. He was crazy. Fanatics are basically not rational. So he goes in, and they thought he was a plant, so they didn’t let him do that. But finally he told them his credentials. “Look, I got all these guys recruited into the Young Communist League. I’ve done this. I did that.” And he mentioned all their names and said they’re all engineers and they’re going to go out in the field and so on.III

David also remembers Julius saying that he told the Russians that his brother-in-law had just been assigned to the army’s Aberdeen Proving Ground, where new weapons were being designed, manufactured, and tested. He hadn’t volunteered David’s services, though. Nor did he ask David to provide information. Not this time. “He never said a word about that,” David recalled. “He was just bragging.”



I. Cacchione lost on a technicality in 1939 but won two years later as the first avowed communist to hold elective public office in New York State, an election that sped the local repeal of proportional representation.

II. The Stanton Street tenement happened to be owned by Frank Wilentz, whose brother prosecuted the Lindbergh kidnapping case.

III. Alexander Feklisov, a Soviet agent, offered a different version of Julius’s introduction into espionage. Whether or not Julius ever actually approached the consulate (and, indeed, the FBI regularly monitored it from a command post across the street at the Pierre Hotel), Feklisov said Julius “came to the attention” of Soviet intelligence in the spring of 1942 and was actually introduced to the KGB at a 1942 Labor Day rally—organized by the state Congress of Industrial Organizations on the Central Park mall—by an accountant named Bernard Schuster. A thirty-eight-year-old Warsaw-born New York University graduate, Schuster—code-named Echo—became Julius’s Communist Party contact and the party’s liaison with the Russian security services, as well as the party’s New York State treasurer. On that sunny Sunday afternoon, as Nazi troops surged toward Stalingrad, the crowd of thirty-five thousand heard from, among others, Mayor Fiorello La Guardia, the singer Paul Robeson, and a Russian woman guerrilla fighter. Two months later, Semen Semenov, who preceded Feklisov as Julius’s KGB contact, pronounced a judgment on Julius that was remarkably similar to the one Feklisov himself later issued on David. Julius, Semenov said, was “absolutely unripe in matters of working as an agent, our demands regarding the type of materials we acquire and elementary rules of konspiratsia.”



Chapter 5







Mail Call

“Although I’d love to have you in my arms I am content without so long as there is a vital battle to be fought with a cruel, ruthless foe. Victory shall be ours and the future is socialism’s.”







David and Ruth wrote to each other almost every day, mash notes shot through with pet words and innuendo. Many of them concerned sex. David’s second priority was food. Third on his agenda was politics, punctuated by his preachy, indomitable belief that wherever he was stationed—at Aberdeen, in California, in Mississippi, in Tennessee, and finally at Los Alamos—he could convert his fellow GIs to communism, and that together with their children he and Ruth would prosper in a utopian society free of squalor and injustice.

Most of Ruth’s letters were embossed with kisses, smudgy red ones where her freshly rouged lips had caressed the paper. David’s letters were peppered with platitudes about patriotism—some of them were even written on stationery imprinted with a miniature American flag. He boasted that not very many men in his company had managed to complete an uphill march with full field pack, “and I darling was among them exhausted but happy and confident in my superiority as a soldier of the great United States.”

The Greenglasses’ mistake wasn’t so much what they wrote. After all, their sophomoric musings on life, love, and Lenin were composed in the miasma of lonely moments apart. None appears to have triggered any investigation or even so much as a single censored word. The Greenglasses’ mistake, rather, was in saving these letters, which reveal sensibilities and confidences that they had never intended to share with anyone else. “You are the one person I tell my thoughts to that are of very real importance and that I would never tell anyone else,” David wrote.

David’s letters were affectionate but often lapsed into discussing pragmatic matters. “It really will be great seeing you in the flesh,” he wrote Ruth just before she was to arrive for a visit. Then, he reported: “I cleaned the mold off the salami. The climate up here is swell for cheeses and Ritz crackers.” And, casting aspersions against the Gulden name because it was Germanic, he instructed Ruth: “Send French’s mustard.” He described dinner with several soul mates, including a “very involved, abstract and theoretical” discussion with, among others, his bunk mate Hy Adler.

His earliest letters, written only a few months after he and Ruth had been married, made her blush. She started reading one in the relative privacy of her tenement’s hallway; soon her face was beet red. “Every atom of my being yearns and cries for you,” David wrote. He waxed romantic about biting her lips, her soft neck, her nipples—“It’s like some entangling web of some spider but darling I’d come into your parlor any day of the week.” Returning home on leave, David wrote, promised “hours of intimate love and unselfishness.” (Home, as he further defined it, also “is a place where I can get a meal that I want when I want it.”) In his mind’s eye, he pictured Ruth running, “your breasts moving under your blouse.” He asked whether she cut her fingernails—“at least I won’t be scarred up again”—and added: “About my toe nails they are waiting for you to clip.”

“Darling, I love you with all the goodness within me, and some of the badness,” David wrote. “I want you more than life itself.”

“I love you more than life itself,” Ruth wrote.

Love is supposed to be blind, though not color-blind. “I’m longing to see your brown eyes,” David wrote. To which Ruth replied, “They’re blue.”



Their love wasn’t just physical, although David did worry about Ruth’s weight. (“Are you reducing or are you still eating too much?” Still, he assured her: “You are definitely not buxom, you are just right.”) Their love was also metaphysical, a natural affirmation of their unswerving devotion not only to each other but to a shared ideology—an ideology that they later repudiated as passionately as they originally embraced it.

“Dearest, I love you because we have such similar ideals and beliefs,” David wrote. “These beliefs are the cement with which our physical and emotional affection is welded into what humanity calls love.” He elaborated:

Although we are materialists we base our materialism on humanity and humanity is love. It is the most powerful force in the world. It is causing us to win where we are outnumbered. The victory shall be ours. The freedom shall be greater because of our great feeling that only democratic and freedom-loving peoples can foster, Darling, and we who understand can bring understanding to others because we are in love and have our Marxist outlook.

David facilely reconciled his simultaneous advocacy of communism and preaching about patriotism, buoyantly optimistic that he would eventually enlighten the uninitiated. “I don’t believe that the American people are hopeless after all,” he said. “In the end it will be Europe and a large part of Asia that will turn Socialist and the American end of the world will of necessity follow in the same course. So, dear, we still look forward to a Socialist America and we shall have that world in our time.”

David reassured Ruth, though, that the bond between them wasn’t predicated on the proclamation of a socialist America: “Darling, I love you and no matter what happens in America politically.” Lest Ruth ever doubt the depth of his affection, he added: “I love you with all the love of Marx and the humanity of Lenin.”



David reminded Ruth not to divulge any details of his letters because loose lips could jeopardize the lives of Americans—including his brother, Bernie, who was now on the front lines in Europe with the First Army’s Thirteenth Tank Battalion. “We cannot allow the enemy to discover our secrets in ordnance or anything else,” David wrote. “So mum is the word.”

He asked Ruth to forward copies of In Fact, George Seldes’s progressive newsletter, for a fellow GI who “says he will help me propagandize the company,” but he added this cautionary note: “Cross your name and address out with black ink so that it is illegible.” He asked Ruth for a subscription to the New York Post, though he really wanted the Daily Worker. Getting the party paper delivered, he acknowledged, “would just about put me in the guard house.” Speaking of which, he wrote that “while on guard duty I met a comrade who has gotten into successive trouble after trouble. It seems that he stuck his neck out too much and he has been court-martialed and broken to a private and put in the guardhouse. He is very militant but he should have been more careful. The laugh is this: that the man assigned to guard him is another comrade! This one is more careful.”

David defined careful loosely. When debating with other GIs, he made no secret of his political leanings.

Darling, during lunch hour I had two discussions on political questions with some fellows. I used the utmost patience and care in the choice of words so that I could get my point across and still not be suspected of Communism. . . . I’ll raise that flag yet so don’t worry about the future. It’s ours.

A few months later, he was even less circumspect:

Of late I have been having the most wonderful discussions on our native-American fascists, and I have been convincing the fellows right along. I’ll have my company raise the Red flag yet.

He modestly conceded that the philosophical foundation underlying his proselytizing deserved some credit:

Boy I really got into a rip-roaring argument. Of course, when the dust of discussion settled I had convinced many of my listeners in at least the morale [sic] right of our cause. You see, dear, it is not because I am so wonderful, but because our philosophy is so logical and correct that no argument can stand against it. I am sure that if we educated people to our point of view we would have a socialist America pretty quickly.

But reconciling the party’s strategic and ideological gyrations periodically proved daunting. Ruth later explained that she and David consulted the Rosenbergs on party matters because they “had a greater understanding of communism” and “could settle any difficulties.” The difficulties came in all sizes. After reading Budd Schulberg’s What Makes Sammy Run?, David asked Ruth whether its publisher, Random House, was in fact “the Party press.” The biggest intellectual challenge posed by communism, though, besides the Soviet nonaggression pact with Hitler, was Earl Browder’s startling proposal to reconstitute the Communist Party in America as a vehicle for political education rather than for revolution.

Browder was an accommodationist who, inspired by the alliance of Roosevelt, Churchill, and Stalin at Teheran late in 1943, had concluded that America wouldn’t be ripe for socialist upheaval after the war—an unorthodoxy that confounded lockstep loyalists, as David and Ruth’s correspondence makes clear. After hearing Browder speak at Madison Square Garden, Ruth encapsulated his rationale this way: “When the war is over the people won’t be ready to accept socialism and all its reforms and to offer it to them may alienate it more than ever.” David expressed grave doubts to Ruth about revamping the party:

No matter what, I think it is a bad move. You see, dear, it is a symbol of strength and political understanding to me and to thousands of other former Y.C.L.’ers in the service. And its dissolution would seem to us as the taking away of support to our political beliefs. It would put us in the position of a thinking Socialist and not a doing one because of the lack of organization to carry out our program. . . . Find out from Ethel what she and Julie think about it. Ask her to get the literature.

David finally relented, bowing to the collective wisdom of clippings from The Daily Worker and In Fact and citations from the New York Post and from the books and Hollywood films—Song of Russia, for one, the movie starring Robert Taylor that The New York Times’s reviewer said demonstrated “a proper respect for the Russians’ fight in the war”—that were following the Democratic Party line by glorifying the Soviet war effort. By June 1944, just before David expected to be shipped overseas, he wrote Ruth:
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