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The powerful play goes on, and you may contribute a verse.

—Walt Whitman, “O Me! O Life!”, Leaves of Grass








PROLOGUE

Sometimes the clues that should have been warnings are lost in a blur, only to be seen in hindsight. Caught in the need to move ahead, most people rush, like speeding trains, past the truths and half-truths tucked into the terrain they thought they knew. And so it would be for a man and a woman one evening in 1948 at New York City’s Grand Central Palace, each soon to learn the timeless cost of missing clues.

It was September 19, the last day of the Golden Anniversary Exposition commemorating the 1898 consolidation of the city’s five boroughs, a celebration that had begun in late August with one of the most memorable opening ceremonies in New York history. After a black-tie dinner at the Waldorf-Astoria Hotel, a torchlight procession of invited guests walked east to Lexington Avenue where for ten blocks, from Forty-Second Street north, all electric signs were turned off and street lamps dimmed to the level of gaslights fifty years before. Led by their hosts, New York mayor William O’Dwyer and David E. Lilienthal, the head of the US Atomic Energy Commission, the men and women, at least a hundred, stopped at the Forty-Seventh Street entrance to the Grand Central Palace where they joined thousands of opening-night guests along with fifty thousand or more spectators crowding the sidewalks of Lexington Avenue. Then, all at once it seemed, everyone looked up. At the top of the Empire State Building were two planetarium-projector-size telescopes aimed at Alioth, the brightest star in the Big Dipper.

What happened next was a new atomic-age ribbon-cutting. At exactly 8:30 p.m., the light streaming from Alioth activated photoelectric cells in the eyepiece of each telescope. This energy pulse moved through telegraph wires to the fourth floor of the Grand Central Palace where it excited a uranium atom, causing a switch to flip and current to be sent to ignite a mass of magnesium woven into a block-long strip of ribbon on Lexington Avenue. The flaming magnesium cut through the ribbon, making loud crackling sounds, as bright lights returned to the area and the mayor announced the official start of the anniversary celebration: “It is highly appropriate that we open this Golden Anniversary Exposition with energy from the uranium atom. One of the biggest features here is ‘Man and the Atom,’ the most complete exhibit on atomic energy ever assembled.”

To be sure, the multifaceted exhibit on the fourth floor of the Palace was extraordinary, especially in the way that it explained the erudite topic of the atomic bomb in layman’s language, demonstrating how atom smashers and nuclear fission worked and even linking the most fear-laden weapon in human history to the cause of peace. Throughout the month of the Golden Anniversary, the exit polls revealed that the most popular exhibit was the one that took the narrative of the atomic bomb from fear to fascination. “ ‘Man and Atom’: Best Show in New York” one September newspaper headline read.

Such rave reviews may have inspired the man and the woman meeting for a date at the Grand Central Palace to visit the exhibition before it shut down on the nineteenth. Or their interest may have been instigated by the current relevance of atomic energy issues, such as the hot debates over international control of nuclear power or by the ever-mounting allegations of Soviet espionage during the war at the labs where the first US atomic bombs were developed. Nearly every day in the month of September there had been news about the suspected wartime spies. On the Saturday when the man, whose name was George Koval, invited Jean Finkelstein to the exhibit, the New York Times lead story centered on a soon-to-be-released report that would unveil “a shocking chapter in Communist espionage in the atomic field,” exposing previously unknown individuals allegedly tied to a spy ring partly based in New York City.

But Koval told his date that his reason for wanting to visit the Palace exhibits was to meet old friends there, former colleagues from the war years when he worked at the atomic energy plants in Oak Ridge, Tennessee. He was certain they would come to see “Man and the Atom”—and see it with him. Out of respect for the man she believed she might marry, Jean agreed to his suggestion. And, having read reviews of the exhibits, such as the scale model of the Oak Ridge gaseous diffusion lab and the animated panels demonstrating how plutonium, a highly radioactive element, was produced, Jean was eager to go. Oak Ridge. Plutonium. Radioactivity. These were things her boyfriend knew a lot about, but she did not. And she wanted to know everything about this man: his interests, his past, and whatever part of his scientific knowledge she could learn.

Jean had first met George Koval one night in March 1948 at a bowling alley near the campus of the City College of New York. She was a twenty-one-year-old part-time student at CCNY and he was a thirty-four-year-old member of the same honorary fraternity in which her brother Leonard was active, both men having been recent classmates in CCNY’s department of electrical engineering. That night the fraternity was competing for a bowling league title. And Leonard wanted his sister to meet his “interesting and rare friend,” an electrical engineer who could recite verses from Walt Whitman and Henry Wadsworth Longfellow.

Years later when asked about that evening, Jean said only, “It was serious from the start.” She would remember Koval as slender with broad shoulders, standing about six feet, appearing very masculine. He had short, straight brown hair, brown eyes, and very full lips, making his broad smile all the more attractive. A clean-cut guy, only two years out of the US Army, he typically wore a dark navy blazer and khaki trousers. And though he never seemed to be clothes conscious, he looked smart, urbane, more like a seasoned New York intellectual than a former soldier born and raised in Iowa, which he was. Still, it must have been his Midwest upbringing that caused traces of innocence to seep through his streetwise exterior. Or perhaps it was his curiosity about everyone and everything that surrounded him. Koval was like a cat, always watching and ready to act, with a playful mix of enthusiasm and caution.

When asked about Koval, Jean would say he was suave and spirited, but also cut from rugged rock. Few people knew his solemn side, which she believed may have been rooted in a distressed childhood. That also would have explained why he avoided detailed discussions about his past. However, he did tell her that he was born in Sioux City on Christmas day in 1913, that he was seventeen when he left home, and that shortly thereafter both of his parents had died. As an only child, that was the end of his family, he told her. She listened and had no reason to doubt his story. Besides, there was so much more to talk about, such as baseball, his ultra-passion. Koval could reel off the history and complete stats of every big-league pitcher in 1948. He was even renowned among friends for his skills as a shortstop.

During the months of planning her life around him, Jean was not on the hunt for evidence of anything negative. Why would she be? Occasionally she noticed that he went out of his way to validate his sincerity. He also had a tendency to suddenly be silent, as though a part of his machinery had abruptly shut down. He was always precise, never diverging from the norm and never saying more than he meant to. And he was very punctual.

But on September 19, he was late—and he seemed quite agitated about it. From the start of the evening, he was not the smooth, charming companion Jean had known thus far, and the longer they stayed at the Grand Central Palace the more troubled he seemed to be. Possibly to ease his anxiety, they were on the move constantly, visiting every exhibit, but always returning to “Man and the Atom,” likely to be certain they hadn’t missed the arrival of his friends. Nothing could distract him, not even the popular model of a 200,000-volt generator, used in atomic experiments, which had the capability of creating fierce electrical energies; it was on display in a compartment where viewers could enter and watch their hair stand on end.

Koval wasn’t interested. He seemed like an actor who had forgotten his lines. Anxious. Distant. Alone. The exposition shut down at midnight and the couple stayed until the last second. No friends, no former colleagues from Oak Ridge, no war buddies ever arrived. Then, taking the subway back to the borough of the Bronx, where each of them lived, they had what Jean would later describe as “a lovers’ quarrel, which had never happened before.” With time, the reason for the spat would fade, but not the memory of how he “seemed to be picking a fight.” When he walked her to the apartment where she lived with her parents, whether he said “good night” or “good-bye” was a detail she could never recall.

In the weeks ahead, Jean left him alone, as advised by her brother Leonard and guided by her own instincts. Such a standstill must have required remarkable discipline, especially considering the exchanges they could have been having about the two rousing battles consuming front-page news: one in sports and one in politics. In baseball, two underdog teams were headed to the 1948 World Series: the Boston Braves, which hadn’t won a pennant since 1914; and the Cleveland Indians, absent from the winner’s circle since 1920. It was the kind of contest that Koval, as a dedicated champion of the underdog, would closely follow. And in politics, there was a continuing blast of intriguing headlines about Soviet espionage in New York, including atom bomb spy networks. One headline read, “Spies in U.S. Are ‘On Run.’ ”

Still, Jean resisted a daily urge to hear his voice. And when she finally had to talk to him and made the call, the landlady answered, telling her that Koval wasn’t there and wouldn’t be back for a while, a long while—perhaps never again. He didn’t live there anymore, she said, and at that very moment he was on a ship heading to Europe. He had left “yesterday morning, with only a duffle bag.”

For Jean, it must have seemed like sudden thunder on a clear day. After calling her brother, who said he knew nothing about Koval’s leaving town, she contacted the man she believed to be Koval’s closest friend, Herbie Sandberg. He confirmed that Koval had departed from New York on October 6, with a plan to work as a manager at the construction site of an electric power plant in Poland. Sandberg didn’t know when his friend would return nor did he have a forwarding address to offer her. He did know that Koval left on a transatlantic liner called the SS America, from Pier 61, and he remembered that it had rained that day. But nothing more.

Though documents and interviews would someday expose parts of the truth about Koval’s escape from America, some questions would never be answered, like what he was thinking as he watched the New York skyline diminish and the ocean’s vast expanse draw near. Was he remembering the last time he had left America, in May 1932, with his parents and his two brothers on a ship leaving from Pier 54, bound eventually for the Soviet Union, or the details of his father’s stories about being a Russian immigrant and seeing America for the first time in 1910? Did he have the manner of a professional, lacking last-minute hesitations or sentimentality, as the ship passed by the great statue symbolizing the freedoms of the country that was his birthplace? And did he struggle to push back all thoughts of what and whom he was leaving behind?

By November, Koval would be living in the Soviet Union, in Moscow, with his wife of twelve years, Lyudmila Ivanova Koval, and he would soon reunite with his sixty-five-year-old father, Abram; his mother, Ethel, then fifty-eight; and Isaiah, one of his two brothers. What he told them about his past eight years in America on a “business trip” for Soviet military intelligence is unknown. But one certain fact is that George Koval left the US just in time. And, as anyone who knew him would likely say, his timing was always nearly perfect.






PART I THE LURE



If it were possible for any nation to fathom another people’s bitter experience through a book, how much easier its future fate would become and how many calamities and mistakes it could avoid. But it is very difficult. There always is this fallacious belief: “It would not be the same here; here such things are impossible.”

—Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, The Gulag Archipelago








CHAPTER ONE THE DREAM ON VIRGINIA STREET


The first Sioux City residents to greet Abram Koval must have been the newsboys peddling the latest editions of Iowa dailies in a high-pitched “buy-a-paper-mister” cry while pushing across a crowded train platform. It was early May in 1910 and Abram was coming from Galveston, Texas, where he had just entered America for the first time. A month before, at dawn, he had departed from the Russian village of his birth, leaving behind his parents and siblings, and his future wife who would one day be the mother of his children, among them their son George Abramovich Koval. In a nearby town, Abram had boarded a train with dozens of men, women, and children, pressed against windowless walls, shoulder to shoulder, back to back, for an eight-hour trip to Bremen, Germany. There he registered for the April 7 transatlantic trip to America on the SS Hannover and spent two nights in a dormitory, most distinctive for its walls blackened with swarms of flies and its rows of tightly connected cots crammed with people of both genders and all ages—mere practice for his upcoming five-thousand-mile journey to Galveston in steerage with nearly 1,600 closely lodged passengers.

On April 28, Abram walked down the gangplank of the S.S. Hannover at the port of Galveston, known as the Ellis Island of the West, where he was officially listed as “Abram Berks Kowal” on an immigration form noting his destination as “Sioux City, Missouri.” One week later, he deboarded the train at his new home in Sioux City, Iowa—on the Missouri River—where the sight of the newsboys and the hum of their high energy must have refueled his sense of purpose.

At the time of his journey, twenty-seven-year-old Abram Berko Koval was an experienced carpenter whose tireless work ethic and solid reputation had made him the very marrow of what was known as the Galveston Movement. This was a cause organized largely by prominent Jews in New York City, such as Jacob Schiff and Cyrus Sulzberger, who were trying to protect the rights of Jewish immigrants to enter America by diverting them to towns far west of New York City. Their goal was to prevent immigration restrictions that were under discussion because of prejudices rising out of the recent influx of Jewish immigrants to the US: one hundred thousand a year, beginning in 1905, and mostly crowding into the Lower East Side of Manhattan.

By the summer of 1906, their plan had begun. Galveston was chosen because it was in the West and it had a direct passenger shipping line, the North German Lloyd Shipping Company, from Bremen. Also, Galveston was a large terminus for railroad lines to and from every major city in the West and Midwest. By 1910, Schiff and his colleagues had placed nearly ten thousand Russian immigrants in sixty-six cities and eighteen states, all coming through Galveston, often after being recruited back home.

Working out of the Jewish Emigration Society, which was Schiff’s organization based in Kiev, the Russian recruiters were looking for young men, like Abram Koval, who would adjust well and contribute to communities across America: healthy, under the age of forty, and skilled as ironworkers, tailors, butchers, shoemakers, and carpenters. To attract them, the society offered vouchers to cover most of the costs of the journey, including the travel from hometowns to Bremen, plus the lodging for a night or two there, and the ship passage.

And for Abram, the decisive push to leave home may have been the visits of the society’s recruiters, who must have stirred his hopes for a better life as they presented an array of opportunities in America. His village of Telekhany, in Belarus on the outskirts of Pinsk, was located within the Pale of Settlement, a tier of provinces in European Russia and Russian-held Poland where nearly four million Jews lived. In the Pale, there were restrictions that stifled the lives of Jews, especially their economic progress, including the inability to purchase land, to own businesses, and to enter professions. Their education was limited by a 10 percent Jewish quota in the secular schools, diminishing their chances to earn degrees that could lead to financial security. And for the men, there was also the six-year requirement to serve in the Russian army, plus nine years in the reserves.

To leave or not to leave was a timeless question, echoing out of the pasts of all oppressed people. How to escape, where to go, and when. The answers would come to Abram as the recruiters of the Galveston Movement offered hope and the realities surrounding him generated fear. Leaving Russia in 1910 meant escaping the pervasive anti-Semitism of Czar Nicholas II’s Russia and the ongoing threat of violence against Jews. What most compelled Abram’s departure were likely the same brutalities that had driven the unprecedented influx of Russian Jews to New York beginning in 1905.

In October that year, the czar had signed a document to end a general strike that was paralyzing his vast Russian empire. Known as the October Manifesto, it would, if implemented, require the czar to surrender the basic rights of his supreme power and transform his autocracy into a constitutional monarchy with the freedoms of speech, assembly, and conscience. No longer could one man alone make the laws that governed the lives of his people. There would be a parliament out of his control and elected by all classes, including workers like Abram whose voice could then be heard, as the manifesto assured Jews the right to vote and to be elected.

The next day thousands upon thousands of Russians who viewed the manifesto as the first Russian constitution took to the streets in hundreds of towns and cities to celebrate the triumphant outcome of what would be known as the Russian Revolution of 1905. But in the Pale, the joy was exceptionally brief. For there, by midafternoon, the rejoicing masses were silenced by mobs of armed ruffians and local police, causing the storied day to be described in the Pale not as a victory for the masses but as a pogrom, a storm of human violence targeting the Jews of the Russian Empire.

In the weeks that followed, there were 694 pogroms in 660 Russian towns—the majority occurring within the Pale. At least 3,000 Jews were killed and 2,000 critically injured. Reports of the wounded reached levels of more than 15,000 men, women, and children. In most afflicted towns, Jewish homes were robbed and burned; shops and synagogues were looted; and witnesses reported murders of babies and rapes of women and girls.

Russian authorities denied any secret plans to punish Jews in the aftermath of the czar’s signing of the manifesto. Instead, they claimed that the pogroms were a mobilization of the Russian people in support of the czar and that the violence had erupted from the passion of his followers expressing what they did not want to lose: their czar and imperial Russia. But with time, the truth would surface: the massacres had to have been planned in advance by anti-Semitic, counterrevolutionary leaders. And it would one day be clear that false information created to set the blame on the Jews for the many failures of the czar’s regime was at the core of the pogroms—for example, the discovery of a printing press hidden at police headquarters in Saint Petersburg producing anti-Semitic pamphlets during October and November 1905.

This was an age-old scenario: Repress the unwanted and when they revolt, blame them, the victims, for the ensuing carnage while allowing counterrevolutionary thugs to kill them and be lauded for saving the empire. The unseen irony beneath the thick crust of denial in czarist Russia was that oppression was and always would be the fuel for awakening class consciousness, inciting revolts against oppressors and crushing empires. To be sure, with the mounting anti-Semitism, Jewish radicalism in Russia only grew stronger. By 1906 many Jews in Russia hoped for and worked toward the collapse of the Russian autocracy, some as part of revolutionary organizations dedicated to the overthrow of the czar and even trained in armed resistance to defend Jewish communities against mob violence. One major player in the upsurge of political activism was the General Jewish Labor Union, known as the Bund. Abram Koval had been a member since his late teens.

What drove the young to the Bund was its uplifting solidarity. Their discriminated ethnicity, their working-class roots, their impoverished conditions were no longer shameful. These were not weaknesses, but rather the traits that could empower them as they pledged to change the world by ending oppression. Through solidarity, they could develop an identity based in dignity and hope—not fear and disgrace. This was a generation that would plot to overthrow the czar, who was the symbol of Jewish oppression.

Another member of that fiery generation was Abram’s future wife, Ethel Shenitsky. Born in Telekhany, she was the daughter of a rabbi who did not want his daughter mingling in any rebel group promoting socialism—like the Bund. But to young Ethel, socialism had effectively replaced the religion her father had spent years teaching her. As her son George would one day write: “My mother was a socialist long before most people knew the meaning of the word.” This was disgraceful to Ethel’s father, whose anger was deep enough that on one occasion he grabbed his daughter’s thick brown hair and dragged her across a yard into the local synagogue. Neither time nor age would ease the tensions.

Ethel’s beliefs only grew stronger as Russian authorities tightened the rules for Jews. Year after year, there was more surveillance, bringing daily dangers to those who were active in what might be considered revolutionary activities. Curfew was at 8 p.m. No assembly was allowed. And there were growing numbers of arrests, mostly of so-called revolutionaries. Worse still, there were vile efforts to force Jews out of the empire. For example, there were accounts of families pulled from their beds in the middle of the night and, with scarcely any time to dress, driven to a central police station, then herded out of the city in groups by soldiers on horseback. By 1910, there had been reports of local authorities “even taking babies from their mothers, leaving the parents the choice of abandoning their homes or their children.” Such expulsions were later referred to as the “bloodless pogroms,” but their power in pushing Jews out of Russia was as painfully mighty as the bloodiest pogroms.

When and where Abram and Ethel first met isn’t known. But they were together by the time the recruiters from Kiev had reached out to Abram. And soon they had a plan. About ten months after Abram first arrived in Iowa, Ethel joined him. Then on June 3, 1911, they were married in Sioux City, a fast-growing trade center whose early-twentieth-century investors envisioned its potential as a second Chicago. For the Kovals, it was a smart start.

By 1911, one hundred passenger trains moved daily through Sioux City’s three railway stations. It housed the second-largest stockyard in the nation and three major meatpacking plants. It had a population of nearly fifty thousand. And for the city’s Jews, of whom there were three thousand, Sioux City had become a regional nucleus. In this town surrounded by the cornfields and tall grass of America’s Great Plains, there were four Orthodox synagogues; more than a hundred Jewish-owned businesses; hundreds of Jewish tradesmen supplying some of the city’s best carpenters, blacksmiths, tailors, bakers, masons, and electricians; and dozens of Jewish newsboys helping to support their immigrant families.

Until Ethel had arrived, Abram rented a small, sparsely furnished room at a boardinghouse about a half mile from what was known as the East Bottoms, where new immigrants, Jewish and non-Jewish, often lived in tenement-style apartment buildings. Then, after their marriage, the Kovals moved to a small house on Virginia Street, even farther from the ghetto-like settlements and four blocks from the off-white three-story wood-frame Victorian duplex they soon would share with one of Abram’s sisters and her husband, also recent émigrés. This was the house at 619 Virginia Street, which the Kovals would one day own. It was where they would raise their three boys: Isaiah, born on July 22, 1912; George, December 25, 1913; and Gabriel, January 25, 1919.

For a while, the Kovals would be among the best examples of what the Galveston Movement recruiters had envisioned. From the Pale of Settlement to the house on Virginia Street, they were living what many thought was the American Dream.






CHAPTER TWO “NOTHING BUT THE TRUTH”


George Koval grew up in a family who believed learning was the key to all dreams. His parents and aunts and uncles set the examples by reading, apprenticing, listening, and storytelling. Yiddish was often spoken at home, though both Ethel and Abram learned English and they instructed their sons to read English out loud, even to recite verses of poetry. They also encouraged the boys to attend plays and musicals, vaudeville shows and skits, as well as sporting events at Sioux City’s Jewish Community Center, which was walking distance from their house and adjacent to a ballpark.

George may have learned the rules of baseball in the alley behind Virginia Street or on the often muddy playing field near the Jewish center. Sioux City baseball fans still talked about the 1891 “world series” when the Sioux City Huskers beat the Chicago Colts in a tie-breaking game. There was also the time when his high school principal let students leave early to attend a 2:30 p.m. exhibition game at the Sioux City Stock Yards Ball Park that featured the “home run twins” of the New York Yankees, Babe Ruth and Lou Gehrig. At the end of the seventh inning, Ruth called the game and then, with Gehrig, motioned the young fans to the outfield where the kids caught fly balls with their heroes.

In a setting of baseball, newsboys, skits, and plays, George’s childhood appeared to be quite normal. But as he would later realize, as a Jew of Russian descent coming of age in America during the early decades of the twentieth century, there was a continuous reel of politics and prejudice running in the background of his life from the start.

He was three years old when the Russian revolutions of 1917 headlined the Sioux City newspapers. In March, there were the stories about the end of the imperial autocracy, the demise of Czar Nicholas II, and the bloody struggle to define a new Russia. “COMPLETE END TO THE REIGN OF ROMANOFF DYNASTY IN RUSSIA,” read the banner headline in the Sioux City Journal on March 17. Though he likely wouldn’t remember any details, he must have felt a jarring wave of high emotions in the Koval household, for the collapse of the empire meant the end of the Pale of Settlement. Then in early November—late October on the Russian calendar—in what would be known as the October Revolution, the radical socialist party, the Bolsheviks, seized power and began to usher in the world’s first attempt to create a Communist system, which, under the leadership of Vladimir Lenin, pledged to criminalize anti-Semitism and to allow Jews full participation in society.

In America, however, only a few months later, George’s parents appeared to be trapped once again in a tangle of distorted biases, for in the aftermath of the October Revolution, Russian Jews in America were quickly labeled as Bolsheviks—America’s new enemies. The allegation was that the Jews in Russia, as activists for workers’ rights and socialism, were the wicked plotters of the revolution and now must be conspiring to overthrow the American government. The alleged Jewish participation in the Bolshevik revolution, and the equating of Russian Jews with Bolsheviks, would spark a new generation of anti-Semitic hatred in America—targeting people like the Kovals, who were socialists and firm believers that capitalism could never eliminate poverty or oppression.

By the end of 1919, when George turned six, the post–World War I paranoia known as the Red Scare had begun to escalate. This new war was against Bolsheviks, socialists, Communists, trade unionists, and immigrants. And by the 1920s, hysteria, like a heavy fog, blocked any vision of the truth. America was off-balance and edgy, with the postrevolution suspicions taking hold and anti-Semitism as well as xenophobia invading America—not Bolshevism.

Part of the xenophobia took the form that Jacob Schiff and his colleagues in the Galveston Movement had fought so hard to prevent: immigration quotas that could significantly diminish Jewish entry into the US. In 1924, the restrictionists gained considerable ground with a law that radically reduced the arrival of people fleeing oppression from Eastern Europe and Russia. In Sioux City, it nearly halted the Jewish community’s growth. And worse still, the Ku Klux Klan was on the rise in the Great Plains states.

Soon, as many as five million Americans were drawn to the racist, anti-Catholic, and anti-Semitic dogma of the Klan. Clad in white robes and peaked hoods, Klan members flaunted their supposed superiority over “other” Americans. And in the heart of the new “Ku Klux Klan belt” was Iowa, where the Klan was warning residents of Des Moines and Sioux City to beware of the Jewish conspiracy trying to control America.

By the summer of 1924, when George was ten years old, Iowa could estimate about forty thousand Klan members statewide in more than a hundred “klaverns,” the Klan name for local branches. In Sioux City, where the number of new recruits was growing, fiery pine crosses could be spotted on the summits of hills where initiation ceremonies would take place shortly after dark. One Saturday that summer, Klansmen assembled on a highway at the east end of Sioux City for a giant parade of floats, banners, and masked participants, who moved through the main streets of town, as they would do multiple times in 1924.

So it was that George’s childhood introduced him to the ignorance and biases that would surround him for many years of his life. In the 1920s, American Jews were rejected for jobs at banks, public utilities, and at large local companies owned by non-Jews. Newspapers carried ads for jobs specifically stating “Christians Only Need Apply.” An array of clubs denied their entry. And there was what historians would describe as “the greatest barrage of anti-Semitism in American history”: a ninety-one-part series about “the Jewish menace” published in the Dearborn Independent, the personal weekly newspaper of industrialist Henry Ford.

During the nearly two-year run of the series, front-page stories exposed what the publication defined as “Jewish-inspired evil.” The most toxic of these alleged “exposés” were reprinted by Ford in a four-volume set of books called The International Jew, which sold an estimated ten million copies in America and millions more in Europe, South America, and the Middle East. Each 225-page volume cost twenty-five cents and was translated into sixteen languages, including Arabic. Ford called it his “chronicle of neglected truth.”

Quite the opposite: Ford had been swayed by a fabricated document called the Protocols of the Learned Elders of Zion, which had been used years before in Russia as propaganda to incite pogroms. Based largely on a mid-nineteenth-century French novel, it outlined a Jewish international plot to destroy all Aryan nations. In the tenth article of the Independent’s series, the Protocols book was introduced to readers.

To assure a vast readership for his paper, Ford had informed the company’s dealers that if they wanted to continue selling Ford cars and trucks, they had to distribute his Dearborn Independent in their showrooms. The newspaper, they were boldly told, was a Ford product, just like the vehicles. Because of this requirement, nationwide circulation of the publication soared. But some dealers refused to cooperate, among them the Barish brothers of Sioux City, Iowa.

The Barish brothers shut down their Ford showrooms and published a full-page ad in the Sioux City News announcing that they were sorry that Henry Ford viewed the paper as a Ford product. And if they were required to sell all Ford products in order to continue selling cars and trucks, then they would take their savings and launch a new enterprise. “We are Jewish and we are successful. And money is less important than loyalty, dignity and truth. Stop the lies and we’ll return. But until you do, we will find another way to make an honest living,” the brothers wrote.

By the late 1920s, Ford, as part of a settlement in a highly publicized lawsuit against the Dearborn Independent, issued a six-hundred-word retraction that was published in every major newspaper in the nation. By then the Klan had lost its credibility after the Grand Dragon of the Indiana Klan was charged with kidnapping, drugging, and raping a woman. But the lies perpetrated by Klansmen as well as the four-volume The International Jew lived on, sinking deeply into the American consciousness and affecting the lives of many Jews, including young George. The biases and uncertainties of his early years may have nurtured his special mix of charm and secrecy, teaching him caution. As his childhood friends would later say, he was popular and outgoing, but always intensely private about his personal life.

George attended Sioux City’s Central High, from 1926 to 1929. Early in his senior year, he was appointed to the National Honor Society where members were chosen by the faculty for their superior leadership and character. He was the secretary of the Chrestomathian Literary Society, which claimed its ideals to be “uprightness, loyalty and democracy.” And he was active in the theater, his most acclaimed role being in the senior class play, “Nothing But the Truth.” In it, George played a skeptical, effusive young man who didn’t believe it was possible for anyone to have the discipline or courage to tell the truth for a full day. “Honesty is not the safest policy,” his character warned.

On June 13, 1929, fifteen-year-old George became the youngest person ever to graduate from the “castle on the hill,” as Central High was known. He was an exemplary student. A local reporter wrote about him: “Interscholastic debater, Honor Society student and youngest member of the June graduating class are three honors held by George Koval, popular member of the June class at Central high school.… He played an important part in the interscholastic debate last fall, being judged one of the best speakers on the squad.… He is the son of Mr. and Mrs. Abe Koval.”

Under his name beneath his picture in the school yearbook were his list of club memberships and honors, and a quote: “A mighty man is he.” The line comes from the first stanza of Henry Wadsworth Longfellow’s “The Village Blacksmith.” In the poem, the blacksmith pounds the iron on the anvil, symbolizing a world in which people must shape their lives through their actions. The blacksmith is a metaphor for living a purposeful life, though there is also the fact that “koval” is the Ukrainian word for “blacksmith.”

A few months after graduation, George moved to Iowa City, where he enrolled at the University of Iowa in the College of Engineering. Then, barely two months into his first semester, share prices on the New York Stock Exchange plummeted for five days in a row, causing the crash that launched a twelve-year economic depression affecting all Western industrialized nations. Soon, George began giving lectures on street corners in Iowa City about how the Great Depression would not affect the Soviet Union, as it was not connected to the world economy. He told his audiences that, in fact, the USSR was entering a period of unstoppable industrial expansion and that the socialist world was taking off, while capitalism appeared to be collapsing. For the believers of Soviet promises, this was a positive time, he said.

The following year, George was elected as Iowa’s delegate to the Young Communist League (YCL) at the Iowa State Convention of the Communist Party. Held in Chicago in mid-August, the YCL convention was well attended. Detailed reports of the event were sent to two organizations: the Iowa Communist Party headquarters in Des Moines, and the office of the American Vigilant Intelligence Federation (AVI) in Chicago.

George likely knew little about the AVI, a private anti-Communist organization that compiled extensive reports on persons and groups considered subversive. Nor is it likely that he knew about the informer sent to observe the convention and take detailed notes. The AVI’s information was made available to businesses, for an annual fee; and to any government intelligence agency or congressional committee requesting it, for free. The AVI was part of a network of privately funded intelligence sources established during the First World War and active in the Red Scare that followed. During the 1920s its volunteer informers sent monthly reports to the US Justice Department’s Bureau of Investigation, forerunner of the FBI. Though this was unofficial intelligence activity, it had been acknowledged by the bureau’s director J. Edgar Hoover in a memo he wrote to the Justice Department in 1925: “When information concerning Communist activities in the United States is voluntarily furnished to field offices of the Bureau, by parties not connected therewith, the information is forwarded to this office.”

That was still true in 1930. But who might be spying for whom at the Chicago YCL convention, and where reports may have been filed, were matters of little concern to sixteen-year-old George Koval, an enthusiastic young Communist in America.






CHAPTER THREE THE ARREST


One morning in late July 1931, massive, dark clouds blocked the rising sun in Sioux City as millions of flying grasshoppers swarmed northwest Iowa, hitting buildings and houses like hailstones, denuding trees and devouring everything in sight, from harnesses on stall doors to garments on clotheslines to the outlying fields of corn and alfalfa. More than a million acres of crops were decimated in a region already in the grip of an escalating crisis: endless drought. Farm foreclosures. Gangs of bandits terrorizing the countryside. And an unemployment rate at 15.9 percent, up from 8.7 percent the year before. This was the hard year of 1931.

The cause of what experts claimed to be the most devastating hopper attack in the history of the continent was the extreme dryness and heat in America’s farm belt. The higher the temperature, the more grasshopper eggs were laid; the drier the days, the scarcer the fungus that would have killed the eggs. And the impact would add to the devastating new normal of the 1930s: more farm foreclosures. In Iowa more than a thousand farms were lost in 1931 alone because of unpaid taxes and mortgages, causing some farmers to take direct action, such as blocking foreclosures by intimidating potential buyers, or bringing the price of land and equipment down to a level where better-off neighbors and friends could buy and return them to the owners. Or joining radical rural groups. For Communists in America, all of this spelled opportunity.

As a decade of desperation began to unfold, the casualties of a capitalist system appeared to be spreading across a fragile America, stirring an ideology opposed to capitalism. One way for Communists to capture the momentum was to organize an unemployment movement on a national scale that would build organizations to take regional and local action on behalf of the unemployed—such as protests before city councils and state legislatures. What were called Unemployed Councils were set up to fight foreclosures and evictions. Members of these councils would organize marches to stand up for the homeless and, if necessary, to confront local and regional officials.

By the summer of 1931, Abram Koval’s work as a carpenter had fallen off significantly. George quit his Iowa City jobs peeling potatoes at a local restaurant and working as a custodian, and returned home for several months to bring in extra money for the family by doing handyman work. He also volunteered for Iowa’s Unemployed Council, which the Sioux City Journal described in a front-page article on September 4, 1931, as “a Communist group.” This characterization appeared in a story about the arrest of George Koval for allegedly inciting a “raid” at the office of the county’s overseer of the poor to demand food and lodging for two middle-age homeless women.

On the afternoon of September 3, George was arrested, accused of “threatening violence in the office of the Overseer,” and locked in a county jail cell for twenty-four hours. The arrest card filed in the Woodbury County Sheriff’s Office in Sioux City read: “Address 617 [sic] Virginia Street, sex male, race white, age 17, height 6', weight 175 pounds, brown hair, brown eyes, medium complexion, marital status single, occupation unemployed, nativity Sioux City, Iowa, criminal charge investigation, date of arrest September 3, 1931, committed by Sheriff Davenport, released September 4, 1931.”

Upon his release, he agreed to tell the Journal reporter his side of what had happened. And out of that came another front pager bearing the headline “Freed Youth Tells Story: Asserts He Threatened No One in Office of Poor Overseer.” George was quoted as saying that he and his group of fifty followers wanted only to obtain a stipend to support the women while they looked for work. “It was not until confronted by a mass delegation,” George told the reporter, “that [the overseer] gave any promises of help.”

For George, as well as his parents, the only country in the world in 1931 that was dedicated to ending poverty and oppression was the Soviet Union. To them, post-czarist Russia was the hope of mankind, the solution to problems of injustice and inequality. Fascism and anti-Semitism, while spreading elsewhere, were illegal in the Soviet system. And while few of the Kovals’ fellow Sioux City residents likely agreed with them, their beliefs grew stronger by the day, bolstered by the tragedies that surrounded them and also by the influence of IKOR (Idishe Kolonizatsye Organizatsye in Rusland), the Association for Jewish Colonization in Russia.

    This organization was formed in 1924, in part to enlighten Americans about the Soviet Union’s new commitment to relocate Jews to an area known as the Jewish Autonomous Region, also called Birobidzhan, in the Soviet Far East, near the border with China. Its purpose was to attract as many Jews as possible to this new land of Jewish unity and to fight the Zionist call for Jews to move to Palestine. In America, it sought to inform the Jewish masses of the meaning of Jewish colonization in the USSR, and to raise funds to send American machinery and tools to the colonization sites. It also recruited regional leaders throughout the US, one of whom was Abram Koval, who headed the Sioux City chapter beginning in 1925.

IKOR’s publications, in English and Yiddish, and its US conferences and representatives tried to disseminate hope-filled ideas in the bewildering tangle of America’s current woes. Articles lauded the Soviet government’s efforts to provide Jews with a Soviet homeland and discussed the ways Jewish colonization would carry out the Soviet Union’s “determined struggle against bloody Fascism.” In one IKOR pamphlet entitled “Why the Jewish Masses Must Rally to the Defense of the Soviet Union,” the author positioned capitalist America as a USSR enemy and stressed the importance of the victory of the workers and peasants bringing “the Jewish masses liberty, equality, and equal share in the Socialist construction, a new life of creative effort and untold promise.” Simply put: the revolution freed you, now return to Russia and live in that freedom.

In the spring of 1929, IKOR had sent a commission of scientists, sociologists, and marketing specialists, headed by the president of Utah’s Brigham Young University, to Birobidzhan to study its conditions and challenges. The commission’s report of approval, published in several publications in 1931 and 1932, described Birobidzhan as an empire in the making with enough natural resources for “great agricultural and industrial wealth. There seems to be no reason why this region should not develop into a well-populated area and its settlers into a prosperous people. The Commission states this with a confidence which comes as a result of earnest open-minded investigation.”

The total number of IKOR followers in Sioux City by 1932 is unknown but, by most accounts, all of them had been expelled from the Jewish Community Center, including the Kovals, despite being hardworking citizens of the town for more than twenty years. While many Jews in Sioux City were striving to project an image as true and loyal Americans, the Kovals chose to remain loyal to their socialist beliefs, which they saw as the only way to end the oppression of Jews. Their socialist principles set the Kovals apart from their Jewish brethren in Sioux City. They must have felt more protected by the credos of IKOR than by the Americanization of their local Jewish community. A friend who had been the president of Sioux City’s Jewish Community Center in the early 1930s later recalled, “Wasn’t easy to be for [IKOR], not at all, but the Kovals were and they said so, often.”

And so once again the question of whether or not to leave their home consumed Ethel and Abram, swayed by the crushing realities of the Great Depression and the growing perils of fascism in contrast with the promises of a better land in the USSR’s Jewish Autonomous Region. This time the couple had three sons whose futures they must place above their own: Isaiah, known as a gifted artist with plans to enroll at the University of Iowa; Gabriel, with a record of straight A’s at Woodrow Wilson Junior High; and George, once the star of Central High, now an outspoken Communist with an arrest record.

It is possible that the Kovals made their decision to leave a few weeks after George’s arrest when, according to county records filed on September 19, 1931, they sold a piece of property they owned in downtown Sioux City. Several months later, in 1932, there was another real estate transaction, this one for their house on Virginia Street: a warranty deed that transferred the ownership of the house to one of Abram’s sisters, Goldie Gurshtel, for one dollar. Then, on May 13, 1932, at the US District Court in Sioux City, Abram Koval applied for “an instant passport,” which he received the very next day. Passport #499861 was a family passport, which meant that it was officially filed under Abram’s name only. On the application, he wrote that he intended to depart from the United States on “approximately June 1, 1932” “for travel to England, Poland, and Russia for the purpose of employment.” The identifying witness on the form was Goldie Gurshtel, and the applicant was described as follows: “49 [years old]; 5 feet 9 inches tall; dark brown hair, graying; brown eyes; occupation, carpenter, 6191/2 Virginia Street, Sioux City, Iowa.”

Abram’s decision to leave Russia in 1910 had come partly from his trust and confidence that America would be a better, kinder, freer place to live than czarist Russia. Now he was leaving that place of dreams, though still a believer in a better world—a belief that now ironically motivated his departure.

The shortest route between America and Birobidzhan in the Soviet Far East was from the Pacific coast, and in 1932 shipping companies such as the Japanese NYK Line were offering special rates in IKOR publication ads for passengers leaving from San Francisco to “Travel to Biro-Bidjan, USSR.” Competing IKOR ads featured a North Atlantic course leaving from New York City, one on the “fast-service” Hamburg-America Line and another on the Cunard Line, which noted in its ad that it was endorsed by IKOR.

The Kovals, whose trip was arranged by Intourist, the official Soviet travel bureau, took the transatlantic run, leaving in the first week of June from New York’s Pier 54 on the RMS Majestic, then the largest ship in the world. After a stop in Southampton, England, they arrived in Hamburg, and on the sixteenth of June they boarded another ship heading to a port on the Baltic Coast. From there they had planned to visit Ethel and Abram’s hometown, Telekhany, but because Abram developed a severe rash, they were blocked from entering Poland, which was where Telekhany was now located. Their next stop would be Moscow, and by early July the Koval family would arrive at Birobidzhan, five thousand miles east of Moscow.

It had been twenty-two years since Abram Koval had stepped off the train from Galveston in Sioux City. And though he would never return to America, his son George would.






PART II THE DECEPTION



The people who bind themselves to systems are those who are unable to encompass the whole truth and try to catch it by the tail; a system is like the tail of truth, but truth is like a lizard; it leaves its tail in your fingers and runs away knowing full well that it will grow a new one in a twinkling.

—Ivan Turgenev, from an 1856 letter








CHAPTER FOUR “THE BUSINESS TRIP”


Nailebn, or “New Life,” was the title of IKOR’s official publication. Issued monthly out of New York, in English and Yiddish, it featured essays, poetry, fiction, satire, photos, and letters—all covering life in the Jewish Autonomous Region of the Soviet Far East. Each month one page was devoted to letters sent by Birobidzhan settlers to relatives and friends in America. In the June 1935 issue, the page featured only one, quite lengthy, missive introduced to readers as follows: “A letter from a young man who was born and raised in Sioux City, Iowa, and migrated with his parents to Biro Bidjan [sic] in 1932. He is at present in Moscow, where he was sent from Biro Bidjan to study.”

The letter was dated April 24, 1935, and began with an apology for not writing sooner. It then moved into high praise for Russia: “I want so much to give over to you what a wonderful country this is: what a great race are the ‘BOLSHEVIKS.’ ” And more: “Sometimes when I am reading or only sitting and thinking about the Soviet Union a great feeling of love and pride fills my heart for the country.… When one reads Lenin and sees how clearly he thought, how well he knew capitalism, how well he saw all the possible factors in the fights; how he knew when to act and what to do, how he led, fought against the slightest deviation, it seems impossible that a person could be so great.… And now the victory is won, Comrades. Now no one doubts. All who dominated before, cannot find words of praise now. There is still much, much to do, Comrades. But the hardest is behind us. WE are going ahead with tremendous strides.… Our mills, factories, mines, every day give more and more production. We’ve Won!!!”

This was George Koval at age twenty-one. His letter went on to describe his chemistry studies at the D. Mendeleev Institute of Chemical Technology in Moscow and his lodging at “Student City” in one of the eight six-story apartment buildings housing five thousand students, three to a room. At the school, he wrote, the popular slogan was that a Soviet engineer “must be the best engineer in the world,” and thus he studied day and night “almost without sleep.” Because his grades were “excellent,” the Soviet government was treating him well by paying for his education and even for a vacation in the Caucasus, in July after his last exam. Soon there would be the May Day celebrations in Moscow, he wrote: “If the weather will be good, one can be crazy from joy.”

If his new life was as upbeat as his letter, such a spirit had come at a big price after his first years in the Soviet Union in Birobidzhan. For the gulf between the Spartan reality of life in Birobidzhan in the 1930s and the idealistic visions of its dedicated pioneers, such as the Kovals, was as expansive as Russia itself. The first group of colonists, 654 in total, had settled in 1928 followed by increasing numbers, with the highest being 14,000 or so arrivals in 1932. There was hope that there would be as many as 25,000 newcomers in 1933. But because of the long, severe winters; the inadequate, unheated housing, best described as “barracks”; the shoddy roads; and the sparse food, more settlers left that year than arrived. Tired of the hardships, they returned to their capitalist countries. The theory of “work first and whether or not you are fed and clothed is not important” did not inspire the many thousands who departed. Some even began to believe early rumors about Birobidzhan. These were stories they had discounted, adamantly, as anti-Soviet propaganda: like the one about the Soviet government recruiting thousands of Jews to live along the Russian-Manchurian border to help protect the USSR from a Japanese invasion and strengthen its foothold in the Far East.
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