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Sixteen-year-old Richard Pipes escaped
from Nazi-occupied Warsaw with his fam-
ily in October 1939. Their flight took them
to the United States by way of Italy, and
Pipes went on to earn a college degree,
join the U.S. Air Corps, serve as professor
of Russian history at Harvard for nearly
forty vears, and become advisor to Presi-
dent Reagan on Soviet and Eastern Euro-
pean affairs. In this engrossing book, the
eminent historian remembers the events
of his own remarkable life as well as the
unfolding of some of the twentieth cen-
tury's most extraordinary political events.

Pipes shows us the inner workings of
Harvard University during its Golden Age,
discusses the nature of Soviet Commu-
nism during the Cold War vears, and
describes from an insider’s perspective the
conflicts within the Reagan administration
over American policies toward the USSR.
He offers fascinating portraits of such cul-
tural and political figures as Isaiah Berlin,
Ronald Reagan, and Alexander Haig, as
well as unique observations on his Polish
homeland, Jewish heritage, and the
process of assimilation into American cul-
ture. Perhaps most interesting of all, Pipes
depicts his evolution as a historian and his
understanding of how history is witnessed
and how it is recorded.




www.onpointradio.org
WBUR 90.9 fm






















Frontispiece: The author, aged seventy-eight. Used with permission of Bachrach Photography.

Copyright © 2003 by Richard Pipes.

All rights reserved.

This book may not be reproduced, in whole or in part, including illustrations, in any form
(beyond that copying permitted by Sections 107 and 108 of the U.S. Copyright Law and

except by reviewers for the public press), without written permission from the publishers.

Designed by James J. Johnson and set in Fairfield Medium type by Keystone Typesetting, Inc.
Printed in the United States of America by R. R. Donnelley & Sons Co., Inc.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Pipes, Richard.

Vixi : memoirs of a non-belonger / Richard Pipes.
p. cm.

Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN 0-300-10165-1 (alk. paper)

1. Pipes, Richard. 2. Historians—United States—Biography. 3. Sovietologists—United
States—Biography. 4. Soviet Union—Historiography. I. Title.

DK38.7.P5A3 2003

947.084'092—dc21

[B] 2003049705

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

The paper is this book meets the guidelines for permanence and durability of the Committee

on Production Guidelines for Book Longevity of the Council on Library Resources.

10 "9R8E TER6A S b 3t 2 8]









Contents

List of Illustrations ix
Preface xi

oNE  Poland, Italy, America 1

War 1 My Origins 14 Intellectual and Artistic Stirrings 21
Italy 33 College 41 The Army47 The Holocaust Strikes
Home 54

TWO Harvard 59

Graduate School 59 Expanding Intellectual Horizons: Isaiah
Berlin 63 Early Scholarship and Teaching 71  Face to Face
with Russia 83 Professorship 90 Struve 95 Edmund Wilson
and George Kennan 100 Western Civilization 104 Historical
“Revisionism” 107  Russia under the Old Regime 112
China 115 Amalrik and Shcharansky 120

THREE  Washington 125

Détente 125 Team B 132  Joining the NSC 144 The
Department of State and the Allies 142 Reagan 163 The
Polish Crisis 168 Honoring Soviet Dissidents 184
Lebanon 187 NSDD 75 188 The Final Months 202
Reflections on Government Service 208






Illustrations

Frontispiece: The author, aged 78.

FOLLOWING PAGE 32

Maternal grandfather, S. Haskelberg.

Maternal grandmother, B. Haskelberg.

Grandmother B. Pipes, with my cousin Julius, Cracow, 1922.
Mother and her family, c. 1916.

Father, Vienna, 1919.

Parents’ wedding picture, September 1922.

Me, eighteen months old.

On my fourth birthday, 1927.

With the Burgers, 1934.

Irene Roth, aged ten, Warsaw, 1934.

In school, dressed in military uniforms, 1938.

Hans Burger, Warsaw, 1939.

The author, Warsaw, June 1939.

Marszatkowska, Warsaw’s main street, c. October 1, 1939.
The passport photo on our bogus South American passport, October 1939.
Aboard the Nea Hellas in Lisbon, Portugal, July 1940.

FOLLOWING PAGE 124

Irene, 1946.

Our wedding: Hotel Delmonico, New York City, September 1, 1946.
Our parents, Watertown, 1949.

Working on the Formation of the Soviet Union, 1951.



x ILLUSTRATIONS

Irene in Celerina, Switzerland, 1957.

With the head of Central Asia’s Muslims, Tashkent, April 1957.

With Alexander Kerensky in Stanford, California, summer 1959.

Freshly baked professor in his Widener study, c. 1960.

Our sons, Steven and Daniel, Paris, 1962.

Parents: last picture together, Chesham, N.H., 1971.

With my graduate students Dan Orlovsky and Nina Tumarkin, 1971.

Skating at the Evening with Champions at Harvard, 1972.

With Leszek Kotakowski, Franco Venturi, and Isaiah Berlin, Oxford,
February 1974.

Isaiah Berlin.

Edmund Wilson.

With Andrei Amalrik, outside Moscow, July 1975.

China: with the 176th Division, spring 1978.

My portrait by People magazine, 1977.

FOLLOWING PAGE 230

Shaking hands with Ronald Reagan, July 1981.

Richard V. Allen, 1981.

At my desk in the Old Executive Office Building, 1982.

With the NSC staff, 1982.

Irene with President Reagan, January 1982.

Lunch for Soviet dissidents in the White House, May 1982.

Briefing Vice President George Bush, July 1983.

With Andrei Sakharov, Boston, 1988.

Family in Chesham, 1990.

The entrance to the old Central Committee headquarters, Moscow,
September 1991.

World Economic Forum, Davos, January 1992.

Receiving honorary doctorate in Cieszyn, May 1994,

Lecturing on Struve in his birthplace, the Ural city of Perm, February
2003.




Preface

Vixi in Latin means “I have lived.” I have chosen it as this book’s title
because any other that I could think of for my memoirs has already been
used by someone or other. It also has the advantage of brevity.

The subtitle “Memoirs of a Non-Belonger” also requires explanation.
In the British Virgin Islands, where my wife and I purchased a house in
1986, the law recognizes, besides residents and visitors, a third category,
that of “non-belongers” who, like residents, can own property yet, like
visitors, possess no residential rights. It struck me some time ago that
the term has some application to my life. I have, of course, “belonged” to
various institutions, notably Harvard, where I taught for nearly half a
century, and the U.S. government, which I served for three years in the
Air Corps and two years in the White House. But when I say that in some
important respects I feel to have been a lifelong “non-belonger” I mean
that I have always insisted on following my own thoughts and hence
shied from joining any party or clique. [ could never abide “group think.”
My views on the history of Russia estranged me from much of the pro-
fession, while my opinions of U.S.-Soviet relations alienated me from
the Sovietological community. The subtitle of my memoirs is meant to
emphasize this aspect of my personality and the life’s experiences result-
ing from it.

The life of an academic is not commonly of general interest since it is
rather repetitious where teaching is involved and esoteric where it con-
cerns scholarship. However, there are three aspects of my past that, it
seems to me, may be of wider interest. One is my experiences as a
sixteen-year-old Jewish boy in 1939 Poland invaded by the Germans and
my eventual escape with my parents to the United States. Another has to
do with the fact that I was fortunate to be at Harvard, as both student
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and professor, during its golden age, between the end of World War 11
and the outbreak of full-scale war in Vietnam, when it was the world’s
unchallenged premier university. And third, I was personally involved in
U.S.-Soviet relations at one of the high points of the Cold War in the
1970s and 1980s, especially during the two years (1981—-82) when I
served as President Reagan’s specialist in East European and Soviet
affairs.

There are various reasons for writing an autobiography, but for me
the most important is to get to know oneself. For if one has lived to a ripe
old age, as I have, one’s life is a long story whose earlier chapters are
clouded in darkness. Are we the same over these decades? Can we still
understand what we have once said and done, and why? To write an
autobiography is akin to doing an archaeological dig with the difference
that the digger is also the site.

We are immensely complex creatures who know each other and even
ourselves only approximately. In the words of the little-known but excel-
lent nineteenth-century English essayist Alexander Smith, “The globe
has been circumnavigated, but no man ever yet has; you may survey a
kingdom and note the result in maps, but all the savants in the world
could not produce a reliable map of the poorest human personality.” We
can get to know ourselves at all only by charting the course of our lives as
best as we can. I found it an exhilarating experience, and I hope that the
reader will develop some curiosity for a life that spanned eight decades
and two continents and that was, at times, close to the center of historic
events.

The writing of one’s biography is a unique experience. When in my
histories 1 am retelling the lives of others, I am always conscious that |
have the choice of presenting the facts and interpreting them in various
and different ways. But in recounting my own life, I felt that if I was to be
honest, I had no alternative but to present them as they were engraved
on my mind: there was a certain imperative driving the endeavor.

Having asked several persons close to me, beginning with my wife, to
read the manuscript, I made a strange discovery: the closer people are to
the author of memoirs, the more of a proprietary interest they develop in
them. If they care for you, then they presume a right to contribute to and
even touch up the portrait you paint of yourself because they feel that in
some ways they know you better than you know yourself. I greatly appre-
ciate these friendly readers’ comments which I have given the most
serious consideration, but ultimately my conscience was the arbiter of
what to say and how to say it.
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I have an additional reason for retracing my past in that I am, if not a
survivor of the Holocaust, then a fortunate escapee from it. It may sound
strange coming from a professional historian, but I have always had
trouble dealing with the past. Not the past of others but my own and that
of people close to me. I find it emotionally difficult to accept that the
people 1 knew and the events I have experienced or witnessed have
vanished as if they had never existed. I find it especially hard to cope with
the fact that I am probably the only custodian of the memory of many
people long dead: much of my family and nearly all my school friends
who perished without trace in the Holocaust. I am depressed by this
thought because it seems to make life meaningless, for which reason 1
feel an additional obligation to write these memoirs in order that their
memory not be entirely lost.
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Poland, Italy, America

War
On Thursday, August 24, 1939, the Polish-Jewish daily Nasz

Przeglgd (Our Review), which we read regularly, carried on the

front page the startling news that the two archenemies, Nazi
Germany and the Soviet Union, had signed a nonaggression treaty. The
previous month, I had had my sixteenth birthday and had recently re-
turned from a three-week course at a military preparatory camp (the
Polish equivalent of ROTC) required of gymnasium students in their
penultimate year. In the normal course of events I would have gone back
to school in a few days for the final year of my studies. But it was not
to be.

Father concluded that the news spelled war and decided that we
would move from our apartment because the house in which we lived,
being located next to Warsaw’s central railroad terminal, was a likely
target of aerial bombardment. We moved to Konstancin, a resort town
south of Warsaw, where we rented a large room in a villa and awaited
further developments. The authorities ordered the city to maintain a
blackout. I recall in the evening a discussion by candlelight between
father and one of my uncles about whether there would be war: uncle
was of the opinion that all depended on Mussolini, which proved quite
wrong since in fact Hitler's war machine, with Stalin’s blessing, was
already deployed north, west, and southwest of Poland, poised to attack.

The city government instructed residents living in the suburbs to dig
trenches as protection from bombs. I tackled the task with great energy
until the lady who owned the villa demanded I stop because I was dam-
aging her flower beds.
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At 6:30 in the morning on Friday, September 1, | was awakened by a
sequence of booming sounds coming from a distance. My first thought
was that [ was hearing thunder. I dressed and ran out, but the weather
was clear. High above I saw a formation of silvery planes heading for
Warsaw: a solitary biplane—it looked as if it were constructed of wood—
rose steeply to meet them. The sounds I heard were not thunder but
bombs being dropped at the Warsaw airport, which quickly smashed
what small air force the Poles had managed to assemble.

Despite the great disparity in military forces, the position of Poland
was not entirely hopeless. For one, Poland had guarantees from both
England and France that should Germany attack, they would declare
war on her. The French furthermore promised the Poles that they would
promptly counterattack on the Western Front so as to pin down German
forces. Second, the Poles counted on Soviety neutrality which would
enable their forces to regroup and make a stand in the eastern half of the
country where the Wehrmacht would not be able to outflank them. They
did not realize that the French would not keep their word and that the
Russians had a secret clause in their nonaggression treaty with Berlin
which awarded them the eastern half of Poland.

Before the morning was much advanced, we learned from the radio
that Poland and Germany were at war and that enemy troops had
crossed the frontier at multiple points.

My attitude toward the war was a blend of hope and fatalism. As a
Pole and a Jew I despised the Nazis and expected that with the help of
the Allies we would win. This fatalism stemmed from the belief, com-
mon to youths and those adults who never quite grow up, that whatever
happens is bound to happen. In practice, it meant that one lived from
day to day and hoped for the best. The attitude of fatalism was sum-
marized in my favorite saying of Seneca’s: Ducunt volentem fata, nolen-
tem trahunt—“The fates guide the willing and drag the unwilling.”

In the evening of this first day of what became World War 11, father
sat me down on a bench in the park that surrounded the villa and told
me that if anything were to happen to him and mother, I should make
my way to Stockholm and there contact a Mr. Ollson at the Skanska
Banken, where he had an account. As | was to learn many years later, the
money, in the form of a check, had been smuggled out, concealed in a
typewriter, in 1937 by a close friend: it was initially deposited in London
and then transferred to Stockholm. It was the first time ever that father
addressed me as an adult. The money—a modest $ 3,348—was to save
our lives.
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The war, of course, came as no surprise: we had long anticipated it
and contemplated leaving Poland. Following the Allies’ capitulation at
Munich in October 1938 I thought a general European war inevitable.
But there were immense difficulties with obtaining visas. My parents
applied for tourist visas to visit New York's World Fair, which the Ameri-
can consulate agreed to issue them provided they left me behind. It was
arranged, therefore, through an uncle of mine who lived in Palestine and
had good connections with the British mandate authorities, that I would
join him, which is what I preferred in any event. I subsequently learned
that had Hitler attacked Poland six days later, we would have been gone
because my parents had received on August 28 tourist visas to the
United States, while I had the necessary papers for Palestine.*

The day after war broke out I volunteered to help direct the traffic in
Konstancin. My instructions were to wave cars off the road at the sound
of the air alarm sirens. I did this dutifully for several days but then
realized the futility of it since the cars, some loaded with officers in
uniform and their families, ignored my signals as they sped south and
east to get out of the country.

European civilians in the late 1930s had been repeatedly warned of
the dangers of chemical warfare from the air. I happened to own a gas
mask which I had brought from the ROTC camp, but it had no filter,
which rendered it useless. A Jewish girl [ had met in Konstancin told me
that she had such a filter and offered to give it to me if  came to her villa.
I turned up in the evening and knocked on the door of the darkened
frame house. When it opened I saw a roomful of young people dancing
sensuously to phonograph music. The girl had no idea what I wanted
and, dismissing me, returned to her partner.

The war was barely six days old when we heard stunning rumors that
the Germans were drawing near: I recorded this in the diary I began to
keep. In fact (although this was not known to us at the time), the Polish
government already on September 4—5 had carried out a partial evacua-
tion of its personnel from Warsaw: the following night (September 6-7)
the commander in chief of the Polish armed forces, General Rydz-
Smigly, secretly abandoned the capital. Father secured a car and we
headed back to Warsaw. En route we were stopped by a picket, but after
father showed his documents, including papers proving him a War
World I veteran of the Polish Legions, we were allowed to proceed. In

*Years later mother told me that the Swedish consul in Warsaw, whom my parents knew

socially, had offered them visas to Sweden, but when he learned that my mother’s legal first
name was “Sarah” informed her that unfortunately he was unable to honor the offer.
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the city the situation was very tense. The Germans were dropping leaf-
lets from the air urging surrender. I tried to pick one up but a passerby
warned me that they were “poisoned.” The radio kept our spirits up with
appeals from the city president, Stefan Starzynski (subsequently in-
terned and four years later executed in Dachau), and round-the-clock
broadcasts of Chopin’s “Military” Polonaise (no. 3). Into the city strag-
gled on foot, on horse, and by cart the remnants of the defeated Polish
army—some wounded, all ragged and despondent.

On September 8, the Germans began the assault on Warsaw but they
ran into stiff resistance. I saw long lines of civilian men, presumably
reservists, responding to a government appeal, carrying small bags,
marching out of the city eastward where they were to be inducted into
the armed services. My parents discussed leaving Warsaw: we had a car
at our disposal, and father wanted us to flee to Lublin, some one hun-
dred miles southeast of Warsaw because the government was evacuating
to that city. The idea came from the Polish foreign minister, Joseph
Beck, whom father knew and who urged him to follow the government.
Mother firmly refused, convinced that the proposal was inspired by the
belief that father had money; as soon as it ran out, we would be aban-
doned. I heard a furious shouting argument in the bedroom on this
subject. Fortunately, mother prevailed.

By mid-September, Warsaw was encircled and we were trapped. We
left our lodgings for the second time, moving in with friends who lived in
a solid apartment house away from city center. Parents settled with them
while I was put up in a small room on the top floor, the residence of a
Jewish scholar. He had a sizeable library, and I borrowed a history of
Byzantium, part of Wilhelm Oncken’s multivolume World History se-
ries, which he asked me please to return in the same shape in which I
had found it. I also had some books of my own. As bombs were raining
on the city, mother time and again came up to ask me to take refuge in
the cellar, but I refused until the bombardment got too fierce. After
Warsaw had surrendered, I found that a huge artillery shell had ripped
through the ceiling of my room and crashed through the wall a foot over
my bed, settling without exploding on the landing.*

*Years later I learned that Pliny the Younger behaved in a similar manner during the terrible
earthquake that destroyed Pompeii. In a letter to Tacitus, he described how, staying at nearby
Misenum, he felt violent tremors. His mother urged him to leave, but he—whether “from
courage or folly”—asked that a volume of Livy be brought to him and “went on reading as if [he]
had nothing else to do.” He left only after his house was in danger of tottering. He was
seventeen at the time. The Letters of the Younger Pliny (Hammondsworth, 1969), 170-71.
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Beginning with the night of September 22, after the diplomatic corps
had been evacuated, Warsaw was subjected to round-the-clock bom-
bardment: by day Stuka bombers circled over the defenseless city, diving
with a screeching noise and dropping explosives on civilian targets; at
night we came under artillery fire. The bombardment was indiscrimi-
nate, except on September 23, the day of Yom Kippur, when the German
fliers amused themselves by concentrating on Warsaw’s Jewish quarter.

Among my papers, I have found a diary written eight months after
these events, and I can do no better than to quote from it:

Around the 23rd the radio [transmitter] fell silent, having been destroyed
by bombs. The next day we had no water (gas had been lacking for some
time). We slept fully dressed with all our things on hand, ready to run. I
slept alone on the sixth floor reading Nietzsche's Will to Power and the
poetry of [Leopold] Staff or writing notes for my essay on Giotto. Artillery
reverberated throughout the 24th, day and night, and on the 25th in the
morning we were awakened by the sound of bombs. There were no longer
any antiaircraft defenses or [Polish] planes, only here and there a ma-
chine gun resounded. There began day-long bombardment by 450 planes,
which exceeded anything seen in the annals of history. Bomb after bomb
fell on the defenseless city like a rainstorm. Houses collapsed, burying
thousands of people or else spreading fire along the streets. Mobs of
nearly crazed people, carrying children and bundles, ran along the streets
that were covered with rubble. German pilots, the worst beasts in the
world, deliberately flew low to rake [the streets] with machine-gun fire. By
evening, Warsaw was in flames resembling Dante’s Inferno. From one end
of the city to the other all one could see were the glows of fire reddening
the sky. Then German artillery went to work, blanketing the city with a
hail of shells. . . . Qur [temporary] home miraculously escaped being hit
and bore the traces of “only” two artillery shells.

But we were not to be spared anything. Around 1 A.Mm. we were awak-
ened by a loud explosion—a shell had struck the floor below, killing a
woman. We jumped up and ran down the darkened stairwell crowded with
people. Screams, desperate calls, and moans mingled with the harsh
echoes of detonating shells. Our house began to burn. We fled to the
courtyard, I with a briefcase containing my most precious writings and
books, carrying in my arms our trembling dog. The instant I crossed the
courtyard, a shrapnel exploded nearby, but it caused no harm. We took
refuge in the cellar, but at 5 A.m. we had to abandon it because it was no
longer safe—one of the stairwells was on fire.

We ran into town. On Sienkiewicz Street we found refuge in an im-
mense but very dirty and crowded basement. Artillery was pounding with-
out letup. At 7 in the evening this building began to burn. We ran out into
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the street again, this time on Marszatkowska Street, where we settled
down on a narrow stairwell. . . . The second night came around. Artillery
kept on pounding—the entire city stood in flames. I shall never forget the
sight that met our eyes on the cornerof Marszatkowska and Zielna: horses
freely roaming on the streets or else sprawled dead on the pavement, lit up
by the glow of houses burning like boxes; people running from house to
house in search of secure shelter. During the night the artillery fire sub-
sided somewhat, and so, resting my head on the knees of a waitress, I fell
asleep. I was hungry: we barely saved our dog by giving it sugar and some
miraculously obtained water.

Suddenly the door opened and four badly wounded soldiers were
brought in. They were bandaged by the light of candles, without water and
medicines. Women began to faint and lose their reason; children cried. 1
too was near collapse. Finally I calmed down and listened indifferently
to arguments whether, for example, to put out the candles or not, etc.
Crowds of people stormed our door trying to enter. Artillery fire weakened
appreciably. It became quieter. . . . Warsaw, and Poland along with it, has
lived through its last day.

I may add something that I did not record in my diary, namely, that as we
were running along the burning streets, mother ran alongside holding a
pillow over my head to protect me from falling debris.

In the cellars, the wildest rumors circulated. I noted them in my
pocket diary: the Poles were repulsing German attacks and recapturing
cities; the French had broken through the Siegfried Line; and the British
had landed in East Prussia. One of the irregular news sheets that ap-
peared during these days under the chipper title Dziesi dobry! (Good
Day!) announced in its headlines: “Siegfried Line broken. French enter
the Rhineland. Polish bombers raid Berlin,” all of which was pure fic-
tion. Finally the truth dawned: on September 17 the Soviet army had
crossed into Poland and occupied her eastern provinces. In my diary I
noted under Sunday, September 24: “Warsaw defends itself. The Soviets
have occupied Borystaw, Drohobycz, Wilno, Grodno. On the Western
Front—silence. Poland is lost. For how long?”

On the twenty-sixth, the Polish authorities and the German military
opened negotiations. Warsaw capitulated the next day. The terms agreed
upon provided for forty-two hours of armistice. At 2 p.m. of the twenty-
seventh the guns fell silent and the planes disappeared from the sky:
between them, they had destroyed one in eight of the city’s buildings. An
eerie silence ensued. On September 30, the Germans entered the city. |
happened to run into their vanguard unit, a convertible military car
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which stopped at the corner of Marszatkowska and Aleje Jerozolimskie,
the heart of Warsaw. A young officer sitting next to the chauffeur got up
and photographed the crowd that had surrounded the car: I glared at
him with hatred.

During the two-day armistice we returned to our apartment, which
except for some broken windows had escaped damage. The houses on
both sides of ours and across the street, however, lay in ruins. Coco, our
vear-old cocker spaniel, who had accompanied us on our wanderings,
went mad with joy, running wildly around the dining room and jumping
on and off the sofa. She must have thought that our tribulations were
over.

There exists a great deal of misinformation about the Polish cam-
paign of 1939: the Poles are ridiculed for trying to stop German tanks
with cavalry and depicted as collapsing after offering token resistance.
In fact, they fought very bravely and effectively. Declassified German
archives reveal that they inflicted heavy casualties on the Wehrmacht in
the four weeks of war: 91,000 dead and 63,000 seriously wounded.!
These were the heaviest losses it would suffer until the battles of Sta-
lingrad and the siege of Leningrad two years later—two years during
which the Germans conquered virtually all Europe.

We had something to eat and drink because just before the outbreak
of the war mother had bought a large bag of rice which she stored under
her bed: this would be our staple food for the next month. It was served
in a variety of ways, even spiced up with marmalade. We had also filled
the bathtub with water.

On October 1, German units began to roll into the city. They drove in
trucks, and I noticed with surprise that their soldiers were not the blond
supermen of Nazi propaganda: many were short and swarthy and quite
unheroic in appearance. The occupying power soon restored the util-
ities. Bakeries opened. Polish stores sold, or rather gave away their goods
for next to nothing: I bought what I could, including sardine cans and
chocolate bars. The behavior of the occupying troops during the first
month of occupation was quite correct. | witnessed no acts of violence.
One image that sticks in my mind is that of a German soldier on a
motorcycle with a bearded Jew in the sidecar directing him through the
Warsaw streets. On another occasion, I saw two young Jewish women
flirting with an embarrassed German guard at the entrance to a building,
tickling his nose with flowers. The only overtly anti-Semitic incident I
observed was a truckload of Germans barreling down a street in the
Jewish quarter, the soldiers roaring with laughter as the Jews, some of
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them elderly, scattered to avoid being run down. Soon posters appeared
on the walls issued by the German commander. One listed Poles who
had been executed for various “crimes,” such as uttering in the presence
of a German the word psiakrew, literally “dog’s blood,” a rough equiv-
alent of the English “damn.” There was also a picture plastered all over
town depicting a wounded Polish soldier, his arm in a sling, angrily
pointing to the ruins of Warsaw and shouting to Chamberlain: “This is
your work!” We studied these posters in silence.

Father was once stopped on the street by a German who walked up to
him, put an arm on his shoulder, and asked “Pole?” Father responded
angrily in flawless German: “No! Get your hands off me.” The flus-
tered soldier thinking he had annoyed a fellow-German apologized and
walked away.

On October 6, Hitler came to survey in triumph the conquered capi-
tal of Poland. I watched him from our window on the fourth floor: there
were German soldiers with guns posted every few feet along the route on
Marszatkowska, the city’s main thoroughfare, and below our house. He
rode in an open Mercedes, standing up in the familiar pose, giving the
Nazi salute. I thought how easy it would be to assassinate him.

The Poles initially bore the foreign occupation with sullen fatalism.
After all, their country had been independent for only 21 years, follow-
ing 120 years of foreign rule. Their patriotism centered more on the
nation with its culture and on their religion than on statehood. They had
no doubt that they would outlast this occupation as well and see Poland
reborn once again.

For the Jews the situation was, of course, very different. The majority
of Polish Jews—Orthodox and living in compact settlements—probably
knew little of Nazi attitudes toward them. The Jews of Eastern Europe
were the most pro-German group of the population (apart from those
among them who sympathized with communism and the Russians).*
They remembered the years during World War I (1915—18) when the
Germans, having conquered Poland from the Russians, brought law and
order: my mother’s family had nothing but good recollections of that
period. I believe that the majority of Jews were not terribly frightened by
what had happened in September 1939 and counted on resuming more

*Which, unfortunately, many did. Jews, who for centuries had been isolated by the Chris-
tians among whom they lived, were very realistic, indeed hard-bitten, about their private affairs
but remarkably naive about politics from which traditionally they had been excluded. Some of
the assimilated among them tended to believe in socialism as their Orthodox brethren believed
in the coming of the Messiah.
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or less normal lives. Israel Zangwill in his Chidren of the Ghetto rightly
says that “the Jew has rarely been embittered by persecution. He knows
that he is in the Goluth, in exile, and that the days of the Messiah are not
yet, and he looks upon the persecutor merely as the stupid instrument of
an all-wise Providence.”

The assimilated Jews were more worried: they knew of the Nurem-
berg laws and Kristallnacht. But even they believed they would manage
somehow under German rule: after all, the Germans would need physi-
cians, tailors, and bakers. Jews had learned over two millennia how to
survive in hostile environments. They achieved this not with appeals to
honor and sympathy or claims to human rights but by making them-
selves useful to the powers that be: by lending money to kings and
aristocrats, by marketing their commodities, by collecting their rents
and taxes. True, once in a while they were robbed of their belongings and
expelled, but by and large they had managed. They thought this time
they would do likewise. They were deeply mistaken. For the people they
had to deal with now were motivated not by economic self-interest but
by an insane racial hatred—a hatred that could not be appeased.

I came to understand this attitude better half a century later as I
observed the naiveté of many Israelis in dealing with the Palestinians.
Having beaten back three Arab invasions intended to destroy Israel and
massacre or at least expel its Jewish population, the Israelis settled into a
comfortable existence, inclined to make almost any concession to the
Arabs in order to enjoy peace and prosperity. A good part of the Israeli
population simply ignored the unmistakable evidence of the unappeas-
able, destructive passions of their Palestinian neighbors, convinced that
they could be bought off with concessions. Because they did not hate,
they found it difficult to believe they could be hated.

Life in occupied Poland returned with surprising rapidity to normal:
it is amazing how quickly the everyday overwhelms the “historic.” This
experience left me with the abiding conviction that the population at
large plays only a marginal role in history, or at any rate in political and
military history, which is the preserve of small elites: people do not make
history—they make a living. I found this insight confirmed in Arnold
Bennett’s introduction to his Old Wives’ Tale, where he recalls interview-
ing an aged railroad employee and his wife about Paris during the Prus-
sian siege of 1870-71. The “most useful thing which I gained from
them,” Bennett writes, “was the perception, startling at first, that ordi-
nary people went on living very ordinary lives in Paris during the siege.”

If I may revert to my recollections of these days as I recorded them in
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May 1940, this is what I wrote of the time we spent under German
occupation:

There began the saddest month in my life so far, which was to have such a
fine end: October 1939. It is difficult for me to describe what I did during
this time and how I spent my time. The apartment was beastly cold; I slept
under the comforter almost fully clothed. It was dangerous to go out
because the Germans nabbed people for work. I could read and study only
at daytime because in the evening there was no electric light and candles
had to be used sparingly. We ate day after day rice, macaroni, and various
soups—Ilater cabbage and bread were added. I rose from bed around 10
and with great revulsion but equal hunger ate breakfast, following which I
went to visit [my friends] Olek or Wanda, or else stayed home. . . . [ was in
despair when I thought of my predicament—how all my ambitions, plans
and dreams lay shattered.

I do not know precisely why father found intolerable the prospect of
mere survival under German occupation, to which most Jews resigned
themselves. It probably was pride: he was a dignified man who found
unbearable the thought of being treated like a pariah. He shared none of
the prevailing illusions and anticipated correctly what lay ahead. In
a letter he wrote a month later, before overt persecution began, he
warned, “Polish Jews face a fate worse than German Jews.”

Sometime during the first half of October we began to hold family
consultations in the kitchen, which we had all to ourselves, our maid,
Andzia, having vanished at the outbreak of the war. The possibility had
arisen of leaving Poland for the West on forged papers as citizens of a
Latin American country. Father knew the honorary consul of that coun-
try, whom I shall call Mr. X, who had in his possession a single blank
passport although no consular stamp: the latter had been taken by the
consul general when he left Warsaw with the diplomatic corps. Mr. X
offered to place this passport at our disposal. But we faced the question:
dare we uproot ourselves and go into the unknown? Although we were
not rich, money was never discussed in our household (in general,
money was not a topic of conversation in Jewish middle-class families),
and I had no inkling that it was necessary for survival. While father
pondered aloud the pros and cons of such a venture, I saw only the pros.
I wanted to enroll at a university and knowing that this was unthinkable
in German-occupied Poland, urged that we leave. As for money, we
would somehow manage: after all, father did have a bank account in
Stockholm to tide us over.

According to mother, the decision to leave was made after the Ger-
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mans posted billboards announcing that bread ration cards would be
issued to residents who registered with them. Father concluded that this
was their way of determining who was Jewish.

My arguments and my (unwarranted) self-confidence undoubtedly
helped sway father: in retrospect, I am still amazed at the sheer audacity
of his decision. Mother located a Jewish engraver who in less than an
hour forged the missing consular seal. Father then began negotiations
with the German Command for permission to leave. The Gestapo had
moved into Warsaw on October 15, but he dealt exclusively with the
military. He told me that while negotiating our departure at German
headquarters he ran into Mayor Starzyriski who, suspecting him to be a
German agent or collaborator, gave him an angry look, but there was no
opportunity to explain.

While this was happening, I visited my friends, all of whom, for-
tunately, had survived the siege. Entering the courtyard of the apartment
house of a school friend who passionately loved music, I heard the
sounds of Beethoven'’s Eroica. The mother of another schoolmate was so
frightened that she refused to open the door to me. My best friend, Olek
Dyzenhaus, was in fine shape. As we walked on Marszatkowska, we
noticed a queue for bread: we took our place in it, talking and laughing.
A man behind us, shaking his head, murmured, “Ah, youth, youth!” We
thought this queer, but I now understand his reaction.

Finally all the papers were ready, including a transit visa to Italy. We
were to depart at 5:49 A.M. on Friday, October 27, on the first train to
leave Warsaw since the Germans had occupied the city. It was a military
train carrying troops on home leave. Our destination was Breslau (to-
day’s Wroclaw).

Father had made arrangements with a Pole of German origin—they
were known as Volksdeutsche—to move into our apartment, presumably
to protect it until we returned. The man signed a detailed inventory of
the apartment’s possessions. | gathered some of my treasures, mostly
books on music and art history and photographs. I bade good-bye to the
rest of my small library, consisting mostly of volumes on philosophy and
art history. Its centerpiece was Meyer’s multivolume Konversationslexi-
con, an encyclopedia published in the late nineteenth century from
which I learned most of what I knew of art history. The Russian censor
had blacked out with India ink all passages deemed offensive; the covers
had been carefully torn off to serve—so my uncle had informed me—as
fuel during the freezing winters of World War 1. I trembled uncontrolla-
bly throughout the night.

R T -



12 POLAND, ITALY, AMERICA

It was still dark when I went to the railroad terminal to fetch two
porters: we traveled first class with a lot of baggage, as befitted foreigners
of some standing. The terminal was crowded with uniformed Germans.
For safety’s sake, father persuaded Consul X to accompany us as far as
Breslau from where we were to proceed by way of Munich to Rome. One
of mother’s brothers, Max, who came to the station to bid us good-bye,
held Coco, whom we felt we had no choice but to leave behind. She
whined and tugged at the leash. As the train gathered steam, she tore
loose and jumped up the steps straight into my arms. I would not let go
of her. Inside, she slunk under the seat and stayed there for the entire
journey, as if aware that she was not meant to be on the train and not
wanting to cause trouble. She remained with us until her death some ten
years later.

In our compartment sat a German physician in uniform, a sergeant,
and a stout lady with a swastika pinned to her suit. The doctor engaged
me in conversation: when he learned that I was from Latin America he
told me that Spanish oranges were superior to American ones (or was it
the other way around?), that the Radio City Rockettes were outstanding,
and that his son had asked him to bring back a Polish gardener, adding
with a chuckle that he would not allow him into the house because Poles
“stank.” The sergeant took a side of lard out of his satchel, cut off a thick
slice, and chewed on it in silence. Mother, who sat next to me, kicked me
gently from time to time to warn me not to say anything that could get us
into trouble. When she tried to go to the lavatory, a German soldier
standing in the corridor, apparently properly race-conscious, barred her
way, saying she was fortunate to be on the train.

With Poland conquered by Germany, there were no borders separat-
ing the two countries and we arrived in Breslau without trouble. To
deflect suspicion from us, father had chosen one of the best hotels in the
city, Vier Jahreszeiten, close to the railroad terminal. After unpacking
and washing up, I went into town and bought a couple of books: the
city’s neatness and prosperity astonished me. In the evening we visited
the elegant hotel restaurant on the second floor, which was filled with
uniformed officers and well-dressed ladies. We ordered roast duck. The
waiter politely inquired whether we had meat coupons. We did not: he
advised us how we could obtain them the next day.

I revisited this hotel sixty years later when it was renamed Polonia. It
now provided third-rate accommodations. But the dining room on the
second floor was still there, though a quarter as large as it loomed in my
memory.
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We spent a second night in Breslau before departing for Munich on
Sunday, October 29. Father had no German money to purchase a ticket
to Munich and from there to Rome. He circled the Breslau terminal
looking for an officer with an honest face. It was another risky operation.
He settled on someone and asked him—under what pretext I do not
know—whether he would be so good as to exchange Polish zlotys in his
possession for Deutsche marks, which German military returning from
Poland were entitled to do. The officer obliged.

We traveled to Munich by way of Dresden and arrived there in the
afternoon. We had a wait of several hours before boarding the night train
to Rome. I was determined to use that time to visit the great Munich
museum, the old Pinakotek. I ignored my parents’ objections, promising
to avoid trouble. I walked from the railroad terminal to the Karolinen-
platz where, at that time, stood a mausoleum to Nazi thugs who had
fallen in some brawls for the Fiihrer: guards stood at attention and
the whole square was bedecked with swastika flags. The distance to the
Pinakotek was no more than one kilometer, and I soon reached the
eastern side entrance. At the top of the stairs stood a uniformed Nazi.

“Is this the entrance to the Pinakotek?” I asked.

“The Pinakotek is closed. Don’t you know there’s a war on?”

I returned to the terminal. Later mother said that she had discreetly
followed me just in case. I retraced this route in 1951 and felt enormous
satisfaction that the Nazi was no longer there but I was.

In the evening we arrived at Innsbruck which, since the Anschluss,
served as a border with Italy. A Gestapo official entered our compart-
ment—we were now its sole occupants—to collect our passport: we had
one for the three of us. He soon reappeared saying that regrettably we
could not proceed into Italy because we lacked the Gestapo’s permit to
leave Germany.

“What must we do?” father asked.

“You should proceed to Berlin where your embassy will procure for
you the necessary documents.” With these words he saluted and re-
turned the passport.

We removed our luggage from the train and piled it on the platform.
Father disappeared somewhere. Mother and I stood helplessly while all
around us young Germans and Austrians with skis over their shoulders
chattered gaily. Suddenly father returned. He told us to load the luggage
back onto the train. We did so in great haste for the train was about to
leave. We had barely placed our bags in the compartment which we had
vacated when the Gestapo official reappeared.
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“I asked you to leave the train,” he said sternly. But he was a little man
and did not sound very frightening.

Father, whose German was native (he had spent his youth in Vienna),
did his best to butcher it in both grammar and pronunciation so as to
play the role of a Spanish-speaking South American. (In fact, none of us
spoke a word of Spanish.) He explained that he had seen the Innsbruck
station master and told him of our need to return to our native country
as soon as possible. The stationmaster, probably an easygoing Austrian
who had no authority in the matter, heard him out and said something
like “von mir aus,” which roughly translates as “as far as I am con-
cerned,” or, perhaps, more colloquially, “das ist mir Schnuppe”—"“much
do I care.”

The Gestapo man requested the passport and left. The train by this
time was slowly wending its way to the Italian border at Brennero, some
twenty-five miles away. Through the window loomed the massive Alps. It
was the most critical moment of our lives for if taken off the train at
Brennero and compelled to travel to Berlin, we would surely perish since
“our” embassy there would at once determine that the passport we car-
ried was invalid and possibly turn us over to the Germans.

I do not recall how long we had to wait for the decision. It was
probably minutes but time stretched unbearably. Before we reached the
border, the Gestapo man was back. He said:

“You can proceed on one condition.”

“What condition?” father asked.

“That you not come back to Germany.” -

“Aber NEIN?"—"But No!"—father responded, almost shouting, as if
the very notion of ever again setting foot in Germany filled him with
horror.

The German handed us the passport and withdrew. Mother burst
into tears; father offered me a cigarette, the first ever.

Early in the morning we reached Bolzano, where, during a brief stop,
we bought fresh sandwiches. The sun shone brightly. Shortly before
noon on Monday, October 30, we arrived in Rome.

We were saved.

My Origins

At this point I shall turn back the clock and tell who I was and from
whence I came.
I was born on July 11, 1923, into an assimilated Jewish family in the

. |
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small town of Cieszyn (Teschen), in Polish Silesia, on the Czech border,
fifty kilometers from what would become the Auschwitz extermination
camp. My father, Mark, born in Lwéw (Lemberg, Lviv) in 1893, spent
his youth in Vienna. His ancestors, whose name was originally spelled
“Piepes,” were since the early nineteenth century prominent in the
reform-minded Jewish citizenry of his native city. In the 1840s, one of
our forebears by the name of Bernard, who served as secretary of the
Jewish community, took the initiative of bringing to Lwéw a reform rabbi
to head the “Progressive Temple,” whose membership consisted mostly
of professional men. Even though by modern standards “progressive”
Judaism at that time was quite conservative, the Orthodox Jews felt such
outrage that one of them murdered the new rabbi and one of his daugh-
ters by sneaking into his kitchen and pouring poison into their food.

In 1914, father enrolled in the Polish Legions, which Joseph Pitsud-
ski was organizing under German-Austrian auspices to fight for the inde-
pendence of Poland. He remained on active service until 1918, fighting
under the assumed name of “Marian Olszewski” against the Russians in
Galicia. What he experienced I do not know because like most men who
had seen war at close quarters, he did not like to talk about it. During
this time he made friends with some of the officers who subsequently
would run the Polish republic, friendships which stood him in good
stead during the interwar period and our escape from Poland.

My mother, Sarah Sophia Haskelberg, known to family and friends as
“Zosia,” was the ninth of eleven children of a well-to-do Hasidic Warsaw
businessman. Mother recalled him as a jolly person, a bon vivant who
liked to eat, drink, and sing loudly in a bad voice. He had extensive
dealings with the Russian government, selling uniforms and weapons to
its army; he acquired considerable real estate in Warsaw and its suburbs.
Several of her brothers were sent before the war to Belgium to attend
either technical institutes or boarding schools. The family spent the
summers at a resort town near Warsaw where grandfather owned a villa:
the family moved there around Passover, before school ended, and re-
mained there until after school had started in September. In Warsaw,
they lived in an apartment house owned by grandfather: as late as 1939,
it had a toilet but no bathroom and one had to wash in the kitchen sink.

When the Russians evacuated Warsaw in summer 1915, they com-
pelled mother’s father to come with them, very likely to prevent him
from betraying to the Germans what he knew of the Russian military. He
spent the next three years in Russia, one of them under Communist rule.
Through connections with the Germans, it was arranged in 1918 that he
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would return home and his place be taken by two of his sons, Henry and
Herman. Both married Russian women and spent the rest of their lives
in the Soviet Union. Herman perished in Stalin’s purges: he was arrested
in November 1937 and promptly executed.

We accepted Christmas Eve, 1902, as the date of mother’s birth, but
it was by no means certain because Jewish families under Russian rule
commonly “traded” the birthdays of their sons and daughters to enable
the boys to evade military service. (In fact, her brother Leon, who emi-
grated to Palestine in the 1920s, gave his date of birth as December 28,
1902). My maternal grandfather died of cancer the year I was born.
Mother’s mother, whom I recall well, spoke almost no Polish, so we had
minimal communication. She perished in the Holocaust at the age of
seventy-three, being deported and gassed at the Nazi death camp of
Treblinka. From time to time, after school, I used to drop into her apart-
ment, where I was always generously fed, but I do not recall her ever
visiting us.

My parents met in 1920 when father was living in Warsaw. Mother
told me that she first learned of him from a friend who complained that
Marek Pipes paid no attention to her when he visited her father on
business. Mother said she was confident she could get him to invite her
on a date. She called him at his office and pretended to have seen him at
a restaurant which she had heard he frequented. Intrigued, he bit the
bait, asked her out, and thus began the romance which two years later
ended in marriage. The wedding took place in September 1922, follow-
ing which my parents moved to Cieszyn where, two years earlier, father
with three partners—one of them his future brother-in-law—had opened
a chocolate factory called “Dea.” It exists to this day under the name
“Olza” and produces a popular wafer bar called “Marco Polo.” The city
was (and remains) divided by a river: the eastern part was Polish, the
western half belonged to Czechoslovakia. Jews had been living there
since at least the beginning of the sixteenth century.

We spent only four years in Cieszyn, and I have few recollections
of my hometown. I was born in a two-story house, which still stands.
When, seventy years later, the mayor of Cieszyn bestowed on me the
city’s honorary citizenship, I mentioned during the ceremony three
childhood incidents that stuck in my memory. I remembered mother
giving me a sandwich of rye bread covered with a thick layer of butter
and radishes. As [ was eating it in front of the house, the radishes slid off.
Thus I learned about loss. Next door lived a boy my age who had a
rocking horse covered with a glossy hide. I badly wanted one like it. Thus
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I became acquainted with envy. And finally, my parents told me that |
had once invited several of my friends to a grocery store and gave each an
orange. Asked by the proprietor who would pay, I replied, “parents. ”
Thus, I concluded, I learned what communism was, namely, that some-
one else pays.

I visited Cieszyn several times after we had moved away: once during
the winter vacations of 1937—38 and then again in February 1939, after
the Polish government had forced the Czechs, abandoned by their allies
at Munich, to surrender their half of Cieszyn. Walking its deserted
streets, I felt sick with shame for my country.

The population used Polish, German, and Czech interchangeably. At
home, my parents spoke alternatively Polish and German. With me they
spoke exclusively in German; they also engaged German-speaking nan-
nies. But the children I played with spoke Polish and so I picked up the
language. As a result, at the age of three or four I was bilingual.

It must be difficult for an American to visualize the cultural crosscur-
rents that met in the geographic heart of Europe,* for although the
United States has many ethnic groups, the English language and heri-
tage have always dominated its culture. Where I was born, cultures met
on an equal footing. This environment gave one a keen sense for foreign
ways of thinking.

In 1928, having sold Dea, father moved our small family briefly to
Cracow where his sister lived with her husband and two sons, as well as
father’s parents. His father, Clemens (or Kaleb), born in 1843 during the
age of Metternich, I recall as a dignified tall gentleman who let me kiss
his bearded face but never uttered a word to me. He died in 1935. In
Cracow, father founded with his brother-in-law and another partner
another chocolate factory, a branch of the Viennese firm of Pischinger &
Co., which specialized in manufacturing chocolate wafers. (It operates
today under the name Wawel.) We lived in Cracow less than a year.
Entrusting the management of the factory to his brother-in-law and his
partner, father moved us to Warsaw with the intention of opening retail
outlets there. But soon the depression struck. Father disengaged from
Pischinger and went into the import business, purchasing fruits, mainly
from Spain and Portugal, with hard currency funds allocated to him by
friends in the government. The profits, supplemented by mother’s in-
come from her family’s real estate sufficed for a modest existence. |

*Lines drawn from Nordcape to Sicily and from Moscow to the eastern coast of Spain
intersect in the vicinity of Cieszyn.
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might add that father was really not suited for business. Although he had
good ideas, he lacked the perseverance to see them through, quickly
growing bored with day-to-day management. My parents led an easy life:
later, when things got harder, father recalled nostalgically how the main
problem mother had faced each morning was in which café to spend the
day. He had the reputation of being one of the best dressed men in
Warsaw. He always had a maid who cooked, cleaned, and stoked the
tiled furnaces early in the morning. She slept in the kitchen and her
wages came to five or six dollars a month plus room and board.

On moving to Warsaw, we first settled in one room in a pension run by
a lady from Vienna. There we met a Viennese couple, Oscar and Emmy
Burger, who were destined to become our closest lifelong friends. Oscar
Burger was the representative for Poland of the Austrian car manufac-
turer Steyr-Daimler-Puch, which produced compact, low-priced cars
that anticipated the Volkswagen. They had a son, Hans, a year younger
than me. Soon we leased separate apartments in the same house in an-
other part of town, but when we had to vacate our apartment we moved in
with them and for the next five years we shared the same living quarters.
Our parents were inseparable and Hans became my surrogate brother.

Tolstoy wrote to a friend that “children are always—and the younger
they are, the more so—in a state which physicians call the first state of
hypnosis.” I remember my childhood that way. I lived in a world of my
own, disrupted by occasional contacts with the “real” world. Until ado-
lescence, everything 1 experienced other than my own thoughts and
feelings seemed to lie outside of me and to be not quite real. It was as if |
lived in a hypnotic trance, occasionally waking up from it and then
promptly reverting to it.

When I was eight or nine, mother taught me a brief praver in Ger-
man. I later learned that its author was a poetess of the romantic era,
Luise Hensel:

Miide bin ich, geh’ zur Ruh,
Schliesse beide Auglein zu;
Vater, lass die Augen dein
Uber meinem Bette sein.*

Neither then nor since have I experienced any doubts about God’s exis-
tence or benevolent guidance. Nor did 1 ever feel the need to prove
either. Indeed, God's existence is all that I was absolutely certain of for

*Roughly: “I am tired and lay down to rest, shutting my eyes. Father, let your eyes hover over
ghly Y g my €) ) }
my bed.”
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His presence was everywhere; all else seemed and still seems to me
conditional and problematic.

Perhaps this explains why I led a happy childhood. On the family
photographs we managed to save from the war, I usually appear smil-
ing—at any rate, until afflicted by adolescence. The external world was
there to be sporadically enjoyed, but when it turned threatening, I could
always withdraw into my inner world. That sense outlasted childhood
and in some measure accompanied me throughout life. Even the events
of World War I1, which could have cost me my life, seemed outside of me
and hence not really relevant. I was quite confident of a happy ending.

All the same, I had one problem with religion. If, I reflected as a boy
of thirteen or fourteen, all that existed emanated from an eternal God,
then everything—every creature no matter how small, every event no
matter how insignificant—should have an eternal existence. And yet
things constantly perished without trace. Peering into a microscope in
biology class, I wondered whether God really could account for every
amoeba that ever lived. Looking at old photographs, I asked myself
whether God remembered this person in a crowd or that horse pulling a
cart, all long dead. I never resolved this problem in my mind. My love for
history in some ways derived from this quandary. By dealing with events
that were past and seemingly dead, in a sense I brought them back to life
and so cheated time.

The reputation of interwar Poland as a “fascist” and anti-Semitic
country is such that one may wonder how a Jewish youth could have
lived there in any state other than one of desperate misery. The term
“fascism” has been subjected to such verbal manipulation by the Soviet
communists since the 1920s as to have lost all meaning. Italian Fas-
cism—“fascism” in the original and precise meaning of the word—was
the outgrowth of an extreme radical socialist movement, headed before
1914 by Benito Mussolini. With the outbreak of World War I, Mussolini,
impressed by the patriotic frenzy that had seized Europe and the ease
with which national loyalties overwhelmed class loyalties, grafted na-
tionalism onto socialism, proclaiming that the class struggle in the mod-
ern world pitted not the citizens of one and the same country against
each other, as taught by the socialists, but countries and nations, some
of which were rich and exploitative while others were poor and ex-
ploited. Gradually, Mussolini abolished rival parties, introduced com-
prehensive censorship, and forced business enterprises to collaborate
with trade unions under overall state supervision. This was a mild ver-
sion of what had taken place in the Soviet Union.
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Nothing of the kind occurred in prewar Poland. Until 1926, Poland
tried to follow the democratic path but the difficulties proved insur-
mountable as communists and socialists battled nationalists, and the
rights of the minorities, which made up one-third of the population,
were violated. In May 1926, Pilsudski, who during the preceding years
had stayed out of politics, staged a coup d’état. But it was limited in
scope. Political parties, including the Communist Party, continued to
function in the open, press freedom was respected, and the courts re-
tained their independence. Although the military played a prominent
role in government and Pilsudski was able to overrule the legislature, his
dictatorship was benign and nonviolent. Until his death in 1935, Poland
was a traditional authoritarian government which bore little resem-
blance to Fascist Italy and none to Nazi Germany.

The general perception of Polish anti-Semitism also requires a cer-
tain correction. Unquestionably, for Poles the defining criterion of Po-
lishness was adherence to the Catholic Church: thus Orthodox Ukrai-
nians or Jews were not regarded as truly Poles no matter how Polish they
might have been in their culture and loyalty. This was the result of 120
years of foreign occupation during which the Catholic Church had held
the nation together. The population at large was imbued with a hostility
toward Jews, instilled in it over centuries by the Catholic Church. It was
not racial anti-Semitism but it was only slightly less painful since it
could be averted only by renouncing one’s religion and one’s people, and
even then, in Polish eyes, one never quite got rid of one’s Jewishness. But
there was no overt discrimination against Jews (except in government
and the military) and there were no pogroms. The majority of Orthodox
Jews lived, of their own choice, in compact communities because such a
lifestyle facilitated the observance of their religion. Assimilated Jews,
such as we were, lived outside these communities in an in-between
world, but I must say that I felt more in common with educated Poles
than with Orthodox Jews who treated the likes of us as apostates.

For all these reasons, a Polish-Jewish middle-class child could be
quite happy in pre-1935 Poland. To be sure, there were ugly incidents.
In the early 1930s we lived in a residential compound where we were the
only overt Jews. This led to occasional name-calling. Once a Jewish
youth from a converted family called me a “Jew.” I shouted back, “You
are a Jew yourself!” whereupon he struck me on the head with a pen-
knife, drawing some blood. His parents apologized profusely. But I can-
not say that my childhood years were much disturbed by such rare
incidents. We led normal lives: skating and skiing in the winter, driving
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out of town for picnics and swimming in the big “Legia” pool in the
summer, going to the movies.

I was not in any way an outstanding child. I showed no early talents in
any direction. I did not read much. I was, however, regarded as a very
attractive boy: my olive complexion and raven-black hair which my
mother insisted on keeping in bangs, attracted much admiration, and 1
was often thought to be a Persian or Indian. One of the more traumatic
side effects of adolescence was that this admiration quite suddenly
ceased.

Surprisingly for someone who would become a professional writer, as
a youth I experienced great difficulty putting my thoughts down on
paper. I spoke, however, with great facility. As a teenager I entertained
my classmates with improvised stories in which they figured as heroes,
a talent that many years later enabled me to keep both my children
and grandchildren in suspense night after night with bedtime tales.
But composing the routine school exercises was for me sheer agony. |
learned to write decently only later on, when subjects sprung from my
own mind and expressed my own feelings.

Intellectual and Artistic Stirrings

The year 1935 was a watershed in my young life. Three events oc-
curred that year: Marshal Pitsudski died; the Nazis passed the Nurem-
berg laws which deprived German Jews of citizenship and, indeed, hu-
man status; and [ experienced the turmoils of puberty.

Although a military dictator in the last decade of his life, Pilsudski had
a socialist background: in 1887 he had been arrested and exiled to Sibe-
ria for joining a conspiracy to assassinate Tsar Alexander 111, the same
conspiracy that cost Lenin's elder brother his life. One abiding legacy of
socialism was an aversion to all forms of ethnic and religious bigotry,
which socialists regarded as a diversion from the class struggle. As long
as he was at the helm, Poland did not tolerate overt anti-Semitism. But
almost immediately after his death, power passed to generals and colo-
nels who had served under him in the Legions. The worldwide trend was
toward authoritarian rule and the creation of single political blocs.
Poland could hardly escape the fate of a Europe mired in depression. The
situation of Jews deteriorated rapidly, the more so that the Nazis fanned
abroad the flames of anti-Semitism. Talk was heard of “solving” the
Jewish question (although the only thing that needed “solving” was anti-
Semitic paranoia). Jewish enterprises were boycotted; some non-Jewish
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stores displayed prominently signs proclaiming them “Christian”; Poles
were urged to “buy from your own kind.” In my school, where previously
Catholics and Jews had led separate but amicable lives, students de-
bated the “Jewish question,” by which was meant the allegedly harmful
influence of Jews on Poland’s economy and culture. The term zaZydzenie
or “Judaization” of Poland gained currency. Jewish university students
suffered physical assaults, and in 1937, the minister of education, bow-
ing to the demands of the fascist National-Democrats, ordered them to
sit on separate benches on the left side of the lecture rooms. All this
created an intolerable atmosphere.

Soon after Pilsudski’s death, pogroms began. In March 1936, in the
small town of Przytyk near Radom, Jews were robbed by local peasants
and two of them killed; other incidents of violence followed. Although I
was only twelve at the time, 1 experienced a sense of burning outrage
when the authorities condemned to prison Przytyk Jews who had de-
fended themselves while acquitting their murderers and robbers.

All this was occurring against the background of state-sponsored
anti-Semitism in Germany, which helped legitimize and encourage this
hate-filled ideology throughout the rest of Europe. Father would rush
home to listen on the radio to Hitler’s latest ravings. Although my Ger-
man was almost native, I could understand next to nothing of these
hysterical screams punctuated by the inhuman braying of the audience.
It was not so much frightening as bewildering.

My Jewishness, which until then I treated as a fact, now became a
problem. We were trapped. I sympathized with Zionism. Yet the British
mandatory power, anxious to pacify the Palestinian Arabs who in 1936
has perpetrated massive violence against Jewish settlers, severely re-
stricted immigration to Palestine. We talked of my being sent to board-
ing school in England or even Cuba but nothing came of it, partly for
reasons of inertia, partly for lack of money.

For all our pride in Jewishness and our commitment to it, like most
assimilated Polish Jews—estimated at 5 to 10 percent of Poland’s Jewish
population, or between 150,000 and 300,000 individuals—we did not
observe Jewish rituals. Once in a rare while father would take me to the
synagogue, where I would watch, without being able to follow, the con-
gregation’s prayers. 1t struck me how much more informal synagogues
were than churches: Catholics seemed to behave in their house of
prayer like guests, whereas Jews acted as if they were at home. Worried
that the lovely Christmas holidays which the Burgers staged would con-
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fuse me about my religion, mother once or twice made me light Hanuk-
kah candles, but it was a colorless affair compared to Christmas with
its shimmering evergreen tree, mounds of presents, and the singing of
“Holy Night.”

Mother worried needlessly about my religious proclivities. Sometime
in my thirteenth year I realized that I was not being prepared for my Bar
Mitzvah. I told parents that I wished to have one, and they hired an
elderly Jew to tutor me. The poor man taught me things that in his eyes I
should have learned when I was six, with a resignation that conveyed he
thought it futile work. I was fourteen when Bar Mitzvah'ed in the neigh-
borhood synagogue of my mother’s family. Compared to the sumptuous
Bar Mitzvahs I would later attend in the United States, it was a very
modest affair. I was called to read the day’s passage in the Torah, follow-
ing which we repaired with other members of the congregation to aroom
where mother had laid out cakes and wine. That was all. My only present
was a tefillin, the phylecteries worn on the forehead during prayers, a
gift from grandmother.

Then, as well as subsequently, I felt awkward praying in public. Thus,
although as an adult I would attend services during High Holidays,
observe the fast on Yom Kippur, and refrain from eating bread during the
eight days of Passover, I never felt at home at any commual observances.
Like Harry Wolfson, the eminent Jewish scholar at Harvard, I was a
“nonobservant Orthodox Jew.” I found and still find the Jewish faith
exceptional because it combines idealism with realism. Granted that the
Christian ideal of poverty and sacrifice may be theoretically nobler, it
never was nor could be practiced except by extraordinary individuals.
Rather than urge Jews to give up their wealth, our religion advises them
to acquire possessions so as not to be a burden on the community and
then practice charity. This strikes me as far more realistic an ethical
doctrine than that preached by Jesus.

My commitment to the Jewish faith and Jewish nation rests on sev-
eral grounds. One, Judaism is totally devoid of pagan accretions; it is an
uncompromisingly spiritual religion. Second, I have always admired the
mood of resigned idealism that pervades Jewish culture: the preserva-
tion of moral ideals in a world that is harsh, especially to Jews, and the
sense of humor that makes life under these conditions more bearable.
Like Orthodox Jews, I have always viewed every human action in ethical
terms, both in my daily life and in my work as a historian. Sittlicher
Ernst—moral earnestness—was and remains for me a luminous ideal.
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And finally, I feel boundless admiration for the ability of my ancestors to
survive in a hostile world for two thousand years and still remain true to
their faith.

In the poisonous atmosphere that came to prevail following Pitsud-
ski's death, father had to take on a Catholic partner, a colleague from the
Legions, who, as far as I could tell, served merely as a front man. In
1936, father opened an office in Gdynia, Poland’s main seaport. We
visited him during this and the following summer but otherwise we had
no contact: I do not recall father calling or writing to me even once
during the two years of his absence.

The deterioration in the political and social atmosphere after 1935 co-
incided with my crossing the border from childhood to adolescence, with
all the accompanying physical and psychic turmoil. Things began to
happen to me of which I knew nothing but which transformed me, as it
were, into a different human being. Initially it found expression not in in-
terestin girls but in a profound intellectual and aesthetic metamorphosis.

It began with music. Once while spending the night with mother’s
younger sister Regina, 1 fiddled with the radio set, a so-called super-
heterodyne model which was supposed to pick up stations throughout
Europe but in fact produced mostly wheezing noises. Suddenly I heard
riveting music. It was the last movement of Beethoven’s Seventh Sym-
phony; judging by the fast tempo with which it was performed it was
probably a Toscanini recording. I had never heard anything like it. It was
not simply “beautiful”; rather, it spoke to me in a language which I felt I
had known long ago but forgotten, a language articulated not in words
but sounds. It penetrated my innermost being. That night I tossed inces-
santly as the music, running through my head, would not let me sleep.

I was determined to relearn that language. I began to frequent con-
certs at the Philharmonic, usually on Sunday mornings, where I heard
outstanding soloists like the pianists Joseph Hoffman and Wilhelm
Backhaus. I started piano lessons. In November 1938, I enrolled for pri-
vate tutoring in harmony with a musician who bore the fitting name of
Joachim Mendelson. A dwarf, he treated me very kindly and made me
feel that I was destined to be a composer. When the war broke out, 1 was
preparing to start counterpoint. I also took piano lessons with Poland’s
leading accompanist, whose name I believe was Rosenberg. He habi-
tually wore a jaundiced expression which my playing did nothing to
mellow. Father encouraged my musical interests and took me to the
opera and my first concert, although when I began to admire Wagner's
orchestral music he merely shook his head in incomprehension. He
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altogether had difficulty understanding my evolution past childhood,
and by the time I entered adolescence he gave up trying to fathom me.

Young people can be quite realistic about themselves, if anything,
tending toward excessive self-deprecation. I realized quickly enough
that despite my love of music, my talents, whether for piano playing
or composition, were mediocre at best. I observed with chagrin how
effortlessly some of my contemporaries learned to play the piano and
how much better they were at it. I concluded with regret that while 1
could understand the mysterious language of music, I would never learn
to speak it. Although I continued with my lessons to the outbreak of the
war, [ knew by then that I was not destined to be a musician and gave up
the effort altogether after leaving Poland.

But I found a substitute in art: not in drawing, sculpting, or painting,
but in art history. One afternoon sometime in the winter of 1937-38 (1
was fourteen then), while I was at the Warsaw Public Library, I was
turning the leaves of an illustrated German history of medieval art,
when, passing over the delicate but conventional paintings of the Byzan-
tine era my eyes fell on Giotto’s Descent from the Cross from the Arena
Chapel in Padua. This early fourteenth-century fresco, one of a series in
the life of Jesus which inaugurated European painting, affected me as
much as Beethoven’s Seventh Symphony. The grief of the bystanders,
amplified by the crying of the little angels dispersed in the sky, was so
convincing that I virtually could hear the sounds of lamentation. It was
an overwhelming aesthetic experience, what Kenneth Clark would have
called “a moment of vision,” that aroused my passion for art. I began to
study assiduously histories of every branch of the visual arts—painting,
architecture, sculpture—taking copious notes. I translated from the
German half of a history of music by O. Keller. During the summer of
1938, which I spent on a private estate in western Poland, I rose early
every morning, sat myself down at a table in the ancient park, and read
through several pages of manuals on the history of European art. I had
no guidance in the matter and my studies concentrated on the names of
the artists of the various schools, their dates and principal works, with-
out any historical or aesthetic background. My interest in the subject
continued as my musical ambitions waned, and when I went to college
in 1940 I thought of devoting my life to it. This passion explains why I
insisted—quite foolishly—on visiting the Munich Pinakotek as we were
fleeing Poland.

After Beethoven and Giotto came Nietzsche. I discovered the Ger-
man philosopher quite by chance one day in the early fall of 1938 when
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the book I wanted from the lending library was checked out and I bor-
rowed instead Henri Lichtenberger’s biography of a man whose name
had a familiar ring but of whom I knew nothing. When I came home and
opened it, I was transfixed for I read my own vague though intense
feelings rendered into words. “Nietzsche’s philosophy is strictly individ-
ualistic,” I read. “What does your conscience tell you?” he asks. “You
must be what you are.” He continues:

Man, then, must above all know thoroughly himself, his body, his in-
stincts, his faculties; then he must draw up his rules of life to suit his
personality, gauge his striving in accord with his hereditary or acquired
aptitudes . . . there are no general and universal rules for finding one-
self. .. everyone should create his own truth and morals for himself; what
is good or bad, useful or harmful for one man is not necessarily so for
another.

These words acted like a narcotic on an adolescent groping for identity:
while everyone else was telling me to conform, Nietzsche urged me to
rebel. Today his advice strikes me as irresponsible and inflammatory
prattle. Nietzsche’s morality for “free spirits”"—"Nothing is true, every-
thing is permitted”—appalls me.? It may have sounded like a clever bon
mot in Victorian Europe, but in the twentieth century it provided a
rationale for mass murders. My disenchantment with such ideas is a
result of the experiences of World War 11 and the Holocaust. In my diary
in August 1945 I wrote:

I have always had a tendency to be attracted by subjects and ideas which 1
thought to be the least common. When I was younger and more naive, this
inclination made me an avid follower of Nietzsche’s philosophy: his at-
tacks on the common concepts of “good,” “sympathy,” “happiness,” ap-
pealed to me because I thought [the latter concepts] prevalent and vulgar.
Since then I have learned that they are among the rarest encountered in
the world. I was misled by books that praised them into thinking that they
are widely accepted—they were, moreover, so logical and self-evident!
Now I know they are most difficult to find.*

Still, Nietzsche was the first intellectual influence on me, and the notion
that I was entitled to be myself—to think as I chose if not always to act as
I chose—has remained with me ever since.

*But I had experienced my first doubts about Nietzsche much earlier when my friend, Olek,
translated Thus Spake Zarathustra into Yiddish—Azoy sugt Zaratustra—which instantly punc-
tured it. Yiddish deflates all pomposity.
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I scoured the secondhand book stores on Holy Cross Street where |
would buy for pennies the works of Schopenhauer, Kant, and other
philosophers in the original German or in Polish translation. I had no
philosophical preparation so I only dimly understood what I read: but
something remained and the passion to know burned undiminished.
Father was not very happy with my philosophical interests. On one occa-
sion when he saw me reading Kant’s Prolegomena he said that I was
“burdening” my mind and should study more practical things.

As far back as I can remember, I felt that the reality we perceive with
our senses is merely a veneer behind which lies concealed ultimate
reality. As a small boy playing with my cousins on their street in Cracow |
was attracted by the sound of running water coming from below a sewer
grate: it was a most ordinary sewer outlet and the most ordinary waste-
water, but the sound from an invisible source reinforced in me the belief
that we move in a world of shadows. (Needless to say, I had not even
heard of Plato then.) I had the same experience at a country fair where,
equipped with a fishing rod, I was to pick up a present hidden behind a
screen: what else lay behind that wall, I wondered. On another occasion
it struck me that the ideas we have of objects do not render them as they
really are but serve as mere “symbols” for reality that enable us to deal
with it without ever understanding it. This sense has remained with me
throughout my life: my studies were always driven by the compulsion to
seek out the “real” behind the apparent.

Although I did not become a musician or even an art historian, my
early passion for music and painting had a lasting effect on me in that in
all my scholarly work I would consciously strive to satisfy aesthetic
canons. Many years later | read with approval the words of Trevelyan:
“Truth is the criterion of historical study; but its impelling motive is
poetic.” The difficulty in being a historian lies in the fact that it calls for
two incompatible qualities: those of a poet and those of a laboratory
technician—the first lets one soar, the other constrains. I have tried to
present everything I write in an aesthetically satisfying way, as concerns
both language and structure, while being meticulous about the evi-
dence. This compensates in some measure for my disappointment at
not being a creative artist. But it means more than that. It means also
that I view scholarship as an aesthetic experience and hence a highly
personal one: I simply cannot conceive collaborating with someone on
an article or book. I was always more interested in wisdom than knowl-
edge. Everything that I wrote reflected, as is the case with a work of art,
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my private vision. Hence I never participated in any collective scholarly
endeavors and never felt obligated to accommodate my own work to the
consensus.

This attitude made me from an early age controversial. Many years
later, I was asked by a graduate student at Harvard why my writings
constantly provoked controversy, and I did not know how to reply until 1
found the answer in a letter of Samuel Butler: “I never write on any
subject unless I believe the opinion of those who have the ear of the
public to be mistaken, and this involves, as a necessary consequence,
that every book [ write runs counter to the men who are in possession of
the field; hence I am always in hot water . . . "

My early passion for art had another beneficial and lasting effect in
that it immunized me against every kind of ideology. All ideologies con-
tain a kernel of truth to which their creators attribute universal validity.
During the occasional discussions I had had as a teenager with Marxists,
[ could do little to counter their arguments, for I was utterly ignorant of
the Marxist canon. But I knew with absolute certainty that no formula
could explain everything. Some people yearn to have the world neatly
ordered, to have everything “fall into place”—they are the raw material
for Marxism and other totalitarian doctrines. Others delight in what
Tolstoy called “the infinite, eternally inexhaustible manifestations” of
life, a delight that is ultimately rooted in aesthetics. I belong to the latter
category.

I was extremely shy with girls. On the way to school, I would often
pass and admire an exquisite dark-haired, dark-eyed beauty my age: I
would look at her, she at me, but we never exchanged a word. Once when
I was in the public library leafing through books on the shelf, she walked
up and placed herself nearby: it was an invitation, but I did not dare to
approach her. Later on, in Rome, [ found out who she was from a young
man who had befriended her in Warsaw. She undoubtedly perished in
the Holocaust.

In July 1938, on my fifteenth birthday, I began to keep an occasional
diary. It miraculously survived. Before leaving Warsaw, [ made a bundle
of my most precious papers for which we had no room for in our luggage.
A Mrs. Lola De Spuches, a lady of Polish-Jewish origin but Italian cit-
izenship (of whom more below), traveled frequently to Warsaw during
the war to visit her family, and on one such trip Olek, who had kept it,
gave her the packet. By the time she returned to Rome we were gone,
and so she saved it throughout the war and handed it to me in the
summer of 1948 on my first return trip to Europe.




POLAND, ITALY, AMERICA 29

My diary of the prewar year makes for quite depressing reading. Al-
lowing that perhaps I confided to it mainly in unhappy moments, there
runs through it a constant strain of rage. It was in part directed at my
surroundings: Polish nationalism, anti-Semitism, and the looming war.
But external causes were not the only source of my anger. I discovered
then, as I have confirmed many times since, that unless I engage in
meaningful intellectual work I easily fall into depression. At fifteen I had
no meaningful intellectual work to pursue: I dabbled in music and art
history, on my own and without guidance, unclear what would come of
my efforts. Hence those frequent moments of despondency that would
vanish permanently as soon as I discovered my scholarly vocation.

School in the three or four years preceding the war was sheer agony.
From the time we came to Warsaw, | attended a private gymnasium
named after its founder, Michael Kreczmar, located in the center of
town, half of whose students were Catholics and half Jews. In 1935 or
so, the atmosphere, which until then had been quite agreeable, changed
noticeably for the worse. The director, a kindly classicist, was pushed
aside by a new breed of nationalistic teachers who took over, headed by
an instructor of Polish literature, one Tadeusz Radoniski, who became
deputy director of the school and my nemesis. There were no overt
manifestations of anti-Semitism but it was an ever-present undercur-
rent. The stress of the curriculum was on national subjects—Polish his-
tory, Polish literature, Polish geography—in which my interest was quite
limited and which interfered with my passion for music, art, and philos-
ophy. The Jews who constituted 10 percent of Poland’s population and
allegedly dominated the Polish economy and culture were treated as if
they did not exist for they were never mentioned: it is astonishing how
little they impinged on Polish consciousness. Poland, past and present,
was at the core of the curriculum. The world was in deep depression, to
the east of us Stalin was murdering millions, to the west Hitler was
getting ready to murder millions more, yet we were studying the intri-
cacies of the ablativus absolutus and made to trace the course of Africa’s
Limpopo River.

Little wonder that I did no homework and misbehaved in class, for
which I was either temporarily expelled from the classroom or, when my
behavior became especially egregious, sent home for the day or more. |
would read Nietzsche under the desk, oblivious of what went on around
me. Mathematics was my weakest subject: I understood nothing of it
and passed from year to year to the higher grade only thanks to the
intercession of my mother and the fact that I was a paying student.
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(Many if not most of the Catholic students, I believe, were on scholar-
ships.) Except for ancient history and world geography, my record was a
dismal accumulation of the lowest passing grades. Even in “conduct” |
earned only a “good.” Yet I do not recall a single occasion when a teacher
took me aside and talked to me to learn the causes of my misbehavior
and poor grades and to appeal to my self-respect: the only didactic tool
used was punishment and humiliation. In retrospect, I believe that my
poor performance in school was a blessing because by not doing the re-
quired homework I gained time to learn more valuable things than those
taught as well as to test my abilities and discover what I was good at.

When treated like a human being I could do very good work. In the
spring of 1937 our history teacher, Marian Malowist, asked me to read
during the summer a German translation of Prescott's Conquest of Peru,
which at the time was not available in Polish. I was to report on it in the
fall. I wrote the requested report but when I returned to school, Matow-
ist, the only Jew on the faculty, was gone: he had left because he could no
longer stand Radoniski’s anti-Semitic chicaneries. I filed my report away
and it reached me after the war together with my diary and other papers.
Malowist, although crippled by polio, miraculously survived the Holo-
caust and was appointed a professor of economic history at the Univer-
sity of Warsaw. He visited Harvard in 1975 and I finally had the oppor-
tunity to hand him, with a delay of nearly forty years, my report on
Prescott. I thought this set some sort of a record. He wrote me from
Poland that it brought tears to his eyes to think that a fourteen-year-old
youth before the war could write a historical essay beyond the capacity
of most postwar university students.

In June 1938 I graduated from gymnasium and was to enroll in the
same school’s two-year Lyceum. The graduation was witnessed by an in-
spector from the ministry of education. The teacher would call each of us
to her desk and ask a question or two meant to display our maturity.
When my turn came, she asked me where I was born. “Cieszyn,” I re-
plied. “What is special about Cieszyn?” “The city is divided in two, one
part belonging to the Czechoslovakia, the other to Poland.” “And to
whom should both parts belong?” she pressed. “To Czechoslovakia,” I re-
sponded without hesitation. “Why?” she asked, startled, “Wasn't there
a plebiscite there which showed that the majority of the population
wanted to be Polish?” “True” I responded, “but the plebiscite was rigged.”
“Thank you, you may sit down.” Now, in fact, I knew nothing about the
plebiscite; I was just being contrary because I did not want to say what
was expected of me and wanted to express my disapproval of Polish
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nationalism. Sixty years later I learned that there never was a plebiscite
in Cieszyn and that, in fairness, the city should have been alloted to the
Poles because they constituted the majority of the population. Father
was horrified when I told him what had transpired, and either he or
mother went to the teacher to patch things up: I think they excused me
on the grounds that I had heard such heretical views on a foreign radio
broadcast.

Hardly any of my schoolmates shared my artistic and intellectual
interests so I was in large measure alone. I had two friends, however, one
of whom, Alexander (Olek) Dyzenhaus, remained loyal to me for the rest
of his life (he survived the war in Poland and died in South Africa). The
other, Peter Blaufuks, was something of a brilliant neurotic. He, unfor-
tunately, perished.

I also acquired a female friend. We met in the winter of 1938—39 in the
resort town of Krynica. Wanda Elelman was two years older than I and had
already graduated from gymnasium. Judging by my diary I was passion-
ately in love with her, butin retrospect I think this was not the case: once I
had left Poland, I regret to say, I gave her little thought. But we spent
many happy hours together, especially in the spring of 1939, in cafés and
walking under the blooming chestnut trees along the Lazienki Park.

[ War was approaching. Mother and Emmy Burger took lessons in
glove and hat making meant to prepare them for future contingencies. |
attended English lessons at a Methodist evening school. It was my first
contact with Americans and they made on me a strange impression.
Before each class we assembled in a large hall to sing the latest hits, such
as “I love you, yes I do, I lo-o-ove you,” led by a toothy woman at the
piano and a man whose hair was parted in the middle and slicked down
with pomade. We did not normally associate popular love songs with
learning. I acquired enough English, however, to be able to converse,
which would stand me in good stead later on.

In June 1939 I lost John Burger who, with his family, emigrated to the
United States. His mother, Emmy, was half Jewish, which made him
quarter-Jewish; under the Nuremberg laws, both were non-Aryans. And
since they had to exchange their citizenship when Germany annexed
Austria in 1938, they thought it prudent to leave. I envied them greatly.

One of the banes of my existence in the last year of school before the
war was military training, popularly known as “PW,” which stood for
“Military Preparation,” a kind of ROTC, which required us to come to
school every Monday dressed in a crumpled pea green uniform and go
through some drills. Between the penultimate and final year of lyceum,
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the year before we were to graduate, we had to attend a three-week
course of military training with students from other schools. Toward the
end of June 1939 I left with my schoolmates for a camp in Kozienice, a
wooded area some one-hundred kilometers southwest of Warsaw. It was
an excruciating experience. We lived in crude barracks, sleeping on cots
covered with straw mattresses. We had enough to eat but the food was
primitive—thus our breakfast consisted of plain rye bread and a choice
of black coffee or tea. But the worst was the pervasive anti-Semitism
carried to the camp by students from the other Warsaw schools. The
Jewish pupils were insulted and harassed, but being greatly outnum-
bered, they took it in stride. The only thing I enjoyed was standing guard
duty in the woods, for though it meant a sleepless night, it was quiet and
private.

I soon got into trouble. One day I was caught smoking in the ranks.
Radoniski, who served in the camp as a reserve officer, reprimanded me
and ordered some kind of mild punishment. Next I was assigned a small
team that was to stand in the open field and stare at the sky to report on
overflights of foreign planes. It was an absurd assignment since there
were no foreign planes in the sky and we would not have been able to
identify them even if there were. I went to a nearby store to buy ciga-
rettes. A sergeant who was there with some colleagues invited me to
share some vodka with them. I had never drunk vodka before but flat-
tered to be treated as an adult, I accepted the invitation. We were caught
and once again I had to report to Radoniski for disciplinary action. Were I
allowed to defend myself, I would have placed the blame on the sergeant
who was in charge of us. But by then I was so disgusted with the whole
affair that, subconsciously, I wanted out. Not long after, we were assem-
bled in a field for some activity or other. A bearded Jew drove by in a
horse-drawn cart. The soldiers jeered; to make matters still more dis-
gusting, he joined them, laughing at himself. My stomach churned.
Shortly afterwards, three days before the camp was to have closed, I was
caught smoking in the barracks. Radonski with ill-concealed glee in-
formed me that I was expelled. I never saw him again: less than a year
later, as a prisoner of war, he would be murdered by the Soviet security
police.

I returned home. When they learned what had happened, my parents
were dismayed. Through his connections, father quickly arranged for
me to attend a second tour of camp training, for failure to complete the
summer training would have barred me from finishing school. The sec-
ond camp was much more pleasant than the first because the provincial
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schools that took part in it were not saturated with the kind of Jude-
ophobia so prevalent in Warsaw. I completed it without trouble and
returned to Warsaw at the beginning of August, shortly before the out-
break of war.

Italy

We arrived in Rome the morning of Monday, October 30. Depositing
our luggage at the terminal, we walked into town: crossing Piazza Esedra
with its splendid fountain, we turned left into Via Nazionale. It was a
lovely fall day. Father said that although he had acquaintances in many
European capitals, unfortunately he knew no one in Rome. Minutes
after he had uttered these words someone shouted “Pipes!” We turned
around. The shout came from an Italian businessman by the name of
Roberto de Spuches who had lived in Warsaw before the war. It was a
most fortuitous encounter for, as it turned out, de Spuches was the only
Italian who knew father. It is difficult to believe that his appearance at
this particular instance in this particular spot in Rome, a city of more
than one million inhabitants, was mere coincidence. De Spuches helped
to set us up at a modest pensione near the railroad terminal. We were
penniless: I had to sell some postage stamps for thirty lire (approximately
one U.S. dollar) to pay for our dinner that evening. The following day
father wired to Stockholm for money and we breathed easier.

Although Poland had ceased to exist and Italy, as an ally of Germany,
acknowledged that fact, the Polish embassy in Rome was allowed to
function until June 1940 when Italy herself entered the war. This was a
great boon for us because father knew the ambassador, cavalry general
Bolestaw Wieniawa Dlugoszowski, once an officer in the Legions, a loyal
follower of Pitsudski, and in the interwar years a notorious Warsaw
playboy. As 1 later learned from father’s letters, it was Wieniawa’s pres-
ence in Rome that had made him choose Italy as our destination. The
general, with whom father spent many hours in conversation at the
embassy on via Beccaria, proved immensely helpful, issuing us Polish
passports for future travel, smoothing relations with the Italian authori-
ties, and introducing father to the U.S. consul in Rome and even some
Roman socialites of whose aristrocratic titles father was immensely
proud.

As foreigners, we were required to register with the police shortly
after arriving. I accompanied father and Mr. de Spuches to the Ques-
tura, the police headquarters located on Piazza del Collegio Romano, a
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dreary square near Mussolini’s palace. A dour Fascist policeman, leafing
through our Latin American passport, remarked on father’s given name,
Mark:

“Marco e un nome ebreo” (Mark is a Jewish name), he declared.

“How?” father protested, “What about Saint Mark?”

To this he had no answer. Of course, the policeman could have re-
plied that St. Mark was a Jerusalem Jew, but he lacked the wit. He
excused himself to consult with a colleague. Father took advantage of
the interval to phone the Polish embassy. The matter was satisfacto-
rily resolved, and we received permission to reside in Rome for three
months, which was later extended.

Father believed the war would soon spread to the rest of Europe, and
so he wanted us to leave for overseas as soon as possible. His first choice
was Canada because we (mistakenly) thought Canada to be more “Euro-
pean” and hence easier to adjust to than the United States, which we
knew, mainly from movies, as a country of frenetic activity and impet-
uous extremes. But Canada did not welcome immigrants unless they
disposed of a considerable quantity of ready cash. The United States
since the 1920s issued immigration visas in accord with country quotas,
which discriminated against East Europeans. In December 1939, Con-
sul X came to Rome carrying our Polish identity papers which we had
had to leave behind. With them in hand and an affidavit from the Bur-
gers, we applied for American visas and settled in for a wait. As it hap-
pened, the six months that followed were the period of Sitzkrieg or
“phony war” during which the Allies and the Germans faced each other
immobile on the Western Front. There was warfare on the high seas and
the Germans occupied Denmark and Norway while the Russians fought
the Finns; but in Italy it was easy to grow complacent. Its Fascist govern-
ment hardly resembled that of Nazi Germany or the Soviet Union. The
[talians are not prone to fanaticism and much of what passed for “totali-
tarianism” (a word Mussolini proudly applied to his regime) was an
opera buffa which no one, the Fascists included, took seriously. Father
pursued various business deals, of which I knew nothing but which
apparently brought in enough money to enable us to live modestly on
about $100 a month without drawing on our capital, now transferred to
the safety of a New York bank.

After one month, we moved out of the pensione to a room on via
Rasella 131, apartment 3, in the center of town—the street where in
March 1944 Italian partisans would attack a detachment of German
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military police; in retaliation the Germans rounded up at random 335
civilians and massacred them in the Ardeantine Caves. It was a pretty
miserable existence in near-slum conditions in an unheated building. In
a January 1940 letter to the Burgers, father thus described our landlady:

I could not write this letter at all if I did not have next to my feet an electric
“sun.” I tremble with fear what would happen if the landlady found out
about this. My American bank account would not suffice to pay her com-
pensation. . . . If I could box the Neapolitan witch’s ear I would do so with
the greatest pleasure. Her personality is not too bad, but she screams
when she speaks; in the morning she is especially coarse; she has a tooth-
less mug, drags, like a witch, one leg, and when she holds in one hand a
broom and in the other a chamber pot, I quickly reach for my overcoat and
run out into the cold Roman air. The apartment is the only thing that
makes our life here difficult. We must save and for that reason live fairly
modestly.

Fortunately, in March we were able to move to comfortable quarters on
via Piemonte.

With the help of the Polish ambassador, father procured passports
and transit visas for our family in Poland and even for my friend Olek.
These were sent with various messengers to Warsaw.

Olek and I corresponded regularly, at least once and sometimes twice
a week, sometimes in Polish but usually in German to expedite the
censorship process. Reading his letters, all of which I saved, one would
not know that anything unusual was happening in Poland. My friend
mostly complained of boredom which he tried to assuage by studying
Greek and Italian, reading Proust and Pirandello, and visiting friends. I
gathered from his letters that my sudden, miraculous disappearance
from German-occupied Poland made me appear in the eyes of my
friends as something of a phantom: some came to doubt whether I had
ever existed. In early April, Olek received through the Hungarian tourist
agency Ibusz all the necessary papers to leave for Italy. He—or rather his
mother—worked feverishly to secure the necessary German permits. It
was a race against time because we made it no secret that as soon as we
received our U.S. visas we would leave Italy. The German permit came,
but by then the Italians had stopped issuing entry visas and the Germans
had closed the Hungarian travel bureau which was processing his trip.
And so Olek stayed in Warsaw to experience all the horrors of the
Holocaust.



36 POLAND, ITALY, AMERICA

Despite our urgent pleas and frequent letters to our family back and
forth, nothing came of father's efforts. For one reason or another, no one
came: most perished, and the few who survived lived but a short time
after the war, worn out physically'and emotionally.

Father was especially anxious about his sister Rose, her two sons, and
his widowed mother. When the war broke out, Rose’s husband, Israel
Pfeffer, left Cracow for eastern Poland but was persuaded by his partner
to return home to watch over their common business, the Pischinger
chocolate factory. His wife and two sons settled in a small town in Ga-
licia. When the Russians occupied eastern Poland, Pfeffer found him-
self cut off from them, although he was able, every now and then, to
send them some of the money he earned helping the Germans operate
the Pischinger factory. Father desperately wanted to bring them to Italy.
He pleaded with his brother-in-law to move them to the German zone
from where they could travel abroad. In January 1940, father met in
Rome a certain Mr. Stueckgold who told him he had a son in Lwéw
familiar with the ways of crossing the border between the Soviet zone
and German-occupied Poland. Father telegraphically arranged for his
sister to contact this young man, whom I happened to have known
because as children we attended the same school. Had father consulted
me in the matter | would have warned him against relying on Stueckgold
because even as a child he was notoriously dishonest. The crook asked
my aunt to turn over to him her jewels to pay for the crossing. The naive
woman did so.

At the end of February, a telegram arrived from Lwéw: it is testimony
of the closeness between the Soviet Union and Fascist Italy that Soviet
censorship permitted such communication. Having read it, mother
asked me immediately to deliver it to father who was lunching at his
favorite Hungarian restaurant near the Trevi Fountain. It read (in Ger-
man): “Stueckgold disappeared with money. Has postponed trip for
three weeks. Am helpless and without means. Cable Lwéw what next.”
Father turned white as he read the cable and soon fell ill for several
weeks. It was a death sentence for his sister, mother, and nephews. His
mother died a natural death in May of the following year, but the Ger-
mans killed Rose and the two boys sometime in 1943. Until then they
lived in concealment in a small town near Lwow; [ suppose some Pole or
Ukrainian betrayed them. Pfeffer stayed on in his position and even
managed to provide father with chocolate recipes after we had come to
America, but then, having done his job for the new German owners, he
was deported to Auschwitz and never heard from again.
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My father’s correspondence from that period, which mother saved, is
filled with letters from Poland, Romania, Lithuania, and the Soviet
Union begging for help. They were written in a naive code, such as
“Arnold longs to see Dick,” which was meant to fool the censors. Father
worked desperately hard to help, but little came of these efforts—why, I
do not know. At a time when American citizens can travel to most coun-
tries of the world whenever they choose, it is difficult to imagine what
the term “visa” meant for us, Jewish refugees during the war: it spelled
life. Superhuman efforts were expended to secure entry permits to
Cuba, Brazil, or Shanghai—or at the very least “transit visas” leading
nowhere but providing temporary refuge.

I was neither consulted nor in any way involved in these tragic mat-
ters, and for me Italy was sheer paradise. There was no school or PW, no
Radonski, no ablativus absolutus, no Limpopo! I spent my days leisurely
visiting Rome’s museums, frequenting concerts and the opera, going to
the movies. I paid for these cheap pleasures by collecting at the Polish
embassy postage stamps from all over the world and selling them to a
German refugee philatelic dealer. I noticed that as they paid for their
tickets, some moviegoers would utter a formula—“Dopolavoro”—which
admitted them at half price, one lira instead of the standard two. Igno-
rant what the word meant but eager to save, I would casually say “Dopo-
lavoro” as I put down the money for a movie ticket. Only later did I learn
that Dopolavoro (“After Work”) was a Fascist labor organization. It is
testimony to the laxity of Mussolini’s dictatorship that no one ever ques-
tioned my claim to membership.

Rome was virtually empty of foreign tourists. The Sistine Chapel,
which nowadays is so crowded that one can barely see the frescoes, had
perhaps a couple of visitors at any one time. I visited every museum and
gallery, some more than once, taking ample notes. I spent hours in the
German art library on the top of the Spanish Steps where I collected
materials for the projected book on Giotto. Through my parents I met and
befriended a young Polish Jewish woman who had come to Rome from
Shanghai in the hope of bringing out her daughter from Poland. We spent
much time visiting museums together. She was my only companion, and I
was sorry to lose her when she suffered a nervous breakdown.

I had conflicts with father over my future. He worried that in the
turbulent world in which we lived I would be lost without a solid profes-
sion or business. In the diary of this time, under the date December 21,
1939, 1 find the following entry: “I reject father's insistence that it is
inconceivable I should become a scholar and that, in time, 1 will have to
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replace him in some “chocolate factory” in Canada. “Es kommt ausser
Frage” (Out of the question), “kommt nicht in Betracht” (Not to be
considered) is what he tells me. . . . But [ know that I decide about
myself, that [ will do what | want.”

Although today I retain nothing but pleasant memories of my seven
months in Italy, judging by the diary I kept sporadically, I was far from
happy, suffering from loneliness, homesickness, missing my friends, and
worried about the future.

I learned that the University of Florence offered special courses on
[talian art and culture for foreigners and persuaded my parents to let me
attend. It was the first time I was to be entirely on my own. In mid-
March, mother accompanied me to Florence and found me a room in
the apartment of a Jewish lady on via dei Benci, close to the Santa Croce
church with its magnificent Giotto frescoes. I had picked up enough
Italian by then to understand the lectures. 1 did not make any close
acquaintances, but when pressed 1 did tell some of the students that 1
was from Latin America. During a lecture dealing with the influence of
Italian literature abroad, one of the students rose to tell the professor
that he had a Latin American student in the audience. “Splendid,” the
professor addressed me when I was introduced to him after class, “You
must visit me and tell me all about the literature of your country.”

After this incident I stopped attending lectures. Henceforth I spent
all my time alone, wandering among Florentine churches and museums
and the hillsides surrounding the city. It was springtime and all was in
bloom. I lived very modestly. My main midday meal consisted day after
day of the same pasta sprinkled with slivers of different meats, a glass of
wine, and an orange for desert, for which I paid 7 lire (25 U.S. cents),
and which left me agreeably tipsy. My breakfast and dinner cost 5 lire per
day and my rent was 120 lire a month. It gives some idea of the inflation
which the world has experienced in the past sixty years that the 700 lire
which enabled me to live for a whole month would not buy one cup of
espresso today. I kept up with the war news by reading the Osservatore
Romano, the official Vatican daily which was reasonably objective.

In my apartment lived a refugee family from Germany, a dentist with
his wife and daughter. I never told them who I really was but they
undoubtedly guessed. Nearly sixty years later I chanced on a directory of
Jewish dentists from Berlin. I looked up my acquaintances and was
relieved to learn that they had managed to make their way to Somalia
and from there to Palestine.

The Italian government was under steady pressure from its German

S
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ally to implement its anti-Jewish laws, which had largely been ignored.
In April 1940 the authorities began to enforce an ordnance that forbade
Jews to rent properties. I had to move out and took a room in a small
pensione at Lungarno delle Grazie 10. The two other tenants there were
a French girl, a student, and an Italian reserve officer. We took our meals
together. [ recall on one occasion the officer saying that if his govern-
ment were to order him to fight the French, he would lay down his arms
and surrender. I was dumbfounded: in Poland, not to speak of Nazi
Germany or Soviet Russia, such a statement, if reported, would have
caused the officer to be arrested and executed. Here nothing happened.

Despite the relative calm that continued to prevail in Europe, father
was determined to get us out as soon as possible. At the end of April he
asked me to accompany him, as the family’s semi-English speaker, to
Naples to persuade the American consulate to issue us visas. Our re-
quest was rejected: we were told that our turn would come in June. “T am
sorry,” the American consular official said as we parted: it was the first
time I heard this expression.

Events in Europe were coming to a head. On May 10, I rushed home
to tell the French girl that the Germans had invaded Belgium and Hol-
land. She packed up and immediately left for home. Two days later I
received a cable from parents asking me to return to Rome. It seems they
had been notified by the U.S. consulate in Naples that our immigration
visas would be ready on June 1. I returned on May 13 and spent the
remainder of the month on via Piemonte. The German armies were
advancing once again at extraordinary speed. The Dutch capitulated on
May 14, the Belgians on May 26; by the beginning of June, the Germans
had penetrated deep inside France and the Allies were in general retreat.
There was widespread expectation that Mussolini would soon join Hitler
and declare war.

On June 3 mother departed for Naples to pick up our American visas.
Some time earlier, father had gotten us Spanish transit visas. In the
mounting war fever, transportation to Spain was very difficult to obtain,
but father had somehow managed to secure two tickets on a small hydro-
plane for Las Palmas in the Spanish Balearic Islands. It was decided that
he and [, being of military age and hence liable to be detained in case of
war, would leave by air and mother would follow by ship.

On June 5 father and | left for Spain. It was in the nick of time, for, as
we later learned, on that very day British and French nationals were
forbidden to leave Italy in order to serve as hostages; there was no as-
surance we would be let go. We went to the airport by taxi, carrying both
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the Latin American and Polish passports (the latter of which bore both
the Spanish and American visas, while the former had only the Spanish
one) because we were uncertain whether the Italians had us registered
as Latin Americans. Father asked me to sneak behind the clerk sitting at
the departure gate and unobtrusively glance at his passenger list to see
whether our citizenship was listed next to our names. When I gave a
negative signal, friends who had accompanied us took from mother the
bag of oranges where the false passport was concealed. After the war we
were told by friends that a few days later, the Italian police came to via
Piemonte to arrest us.

The plane took off and we soon landed in Las Palmas. As we stepped
off the plane, father lifted his hat and shouted “Viva Italia!” The Italian
pilot, apparently taking him for a Spaniard, responded “Viva Espaiia!”
That night we took a boat to Barcelona. It was filled with recently re-
leased Republican prisoners of war, one of whom I engaged in conversa-
tion. We arrived in Barcelona on June 6.

Mother, in the meantime, made her way to Genoa with Coco and the
baggage and boarded on June 6 a ship called Franca Fassio bound for
Barcelona. Before sailing, she saved a Polish-Jewish acquaintance from
being taken off the boat as a young man of military age by pretending to
be his fiancée. The Italian officials wanted to know who could confirm
their relationship. Mother referred them to the Polish ambassador in
Rome. They actually telephoned him. Wieniawa caught on at once and
expressed surprise that my mother and the young man were not already
married, whereupon they let him go. Mother’s ship docked the following
night (June 7). Judging by the fond farewells, she befriended half the
passengers aboard.

We spent two and a half weeks in Spain. Little remains in my memory
of this period, except learning that France had capitulated and listening
to a speech by Churchill, delivered in atrocious French, offering France
union with Great Britain. We left Spain on June 24 for Portugal where
we hoped to find a boat to take us to the United States. By the time we
reached Lisbon, streams of refugees were pouring in from France, all
with the same purpose in mind: to get to America. With U.S. passenger
ships giving priority to U.S. citizens, it was most difficult to find a vessel
to take us across the Atlantic. Finally we obtained berths on a small
Greek ship, the Nea Hellas. It had come from New York and was en route
to Athens when Italy entered the war and the Mediterranean turned into
a war zone. So it was going back without a full complement of pas-
sengers. We boarded on July 2 and departed the next morning. We trav-
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eled third class, a sort of steerage: the food was barely edible (one dish is
listed on the menu I had saved as “Chou ndolma Horientale”) and the
wine (retsina) undrinkable. Aboard were quite a few Greeks who had
been expelled from the United States and were not at all unhappy to be
returning. The most notable passenger was Maurice Maeterlinck, the
celebrated author and dramatist of the late ninetéenth century, now
forgotten and unread. In good weather, he lounged on the first class
deck, sporting a hair net. [ obtained his autograph. Although there was a
certain danger of a German submarine stopping and searching us, the
trip passed uneventfully.

On July 11, 1940, we docked at Hoboken, New Jersey. It was my
seventeenth birthday.

College

Our notions of the United States were so skewed that when, at the
time of our disembarkation, father spotted on the dock a man leisurely

leaning against a lamppost, he said with relief that perhaps the country
was not as frenetic as he had thought. Ossi Burger picked us up at
Hoboken and after a day in New York City we took a train to Troy, New

York, near where the Burgers had a farm.
In a way I knew what to expect of New York, and what impressed me
; most was not the size of the buildings or the traffic, which I was familiar
with from American films, but the fact that accompanied by a young
man, the son of a friend of the Burgers, I could enter the lobby of the
Waldorf Astoria or visit a music shop and in a private booth listen to any
classical record I chose. At Grand Central, as we were leaving for Troy, I
went up to the newsstand to get some literature on higher education.
“College,” I said. “Information about college.” The vendor looked puz-
zled but after a moment’s thought sold me a copy of College Life, which

was a forerunner of Playboy.

We spent the rest of the summer on the farm. In the hayloft where
John and I slept, I chanced on a copy of the 1914—15 Who's Who in
America. In the back were more than one hundred pages of advertise-
ments for prep schools and colleges. It gave me what I needed: the
names and addresses of institutions of higher learning. I purchased one
hundred penny postcards and with the help of a friend typed identical
requests to as many colleges telling them that I was a war refugee eager
. to enroll but my financial means were very limited and I required both a
scholarship and assurance of gainful employment. I did not know the

l.
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difference between Harvard and a small rural college. Most of the in-
stitutions did not respond: several responded negatively. But four of-
fered me what I wanted: Butler College in Indianapolis, the University
of Tennessee, Erskine College in South Carolina, and Muskingum Col-
lege in Ohio. I had no criteria for distinguishing among them: what
swayed me in favor of Muskingum was a map on its full-page advertise-
ment in Who's Who which contrived to make its seat in New Concord,
Ohio, look like the geographic center of the United States.

Father was not happy about my leaving for college because he wanted
me to help him out in his new business. I now understand him better
than I did then, when any further delay in getting a higher education
seemed to me perverse and unreasonable. I had grand if unfocused
ambitions: I did not know at all what I wanted to do, but I knew with
absolute certainty that it was not making money. I felt that God had
saved me from the hell of German-ruled Poland for some higher pur-
pose, for an existence beyond mere survival and self-gratification. This
feeling has never left me. Had father taken me aside and explained that
while he understood and approved of my desire to study, in our present
economic situation my help was indispensable, at any rate, for a while, |
might possibly have vielded for a vear or so. But in our culture fathers
did not treat teenage sons as adults.

On September 7, 1940, I left by bus for Ohio. I arrived in New
Concord the following day, a Sunday morning. The campus was deserted
because virtually all the denizens of the college as well as the village were
in church. I checked in at the local hostelry and took a stroll. The
buildings, all of red brick, some dating to the mid-nineteenth century,
were situated on knolls in a hilly landscape. They made an agreeable
impression although the rustic college in no way resembled the univer-
sities of Warsaw or Florence. My one shock came when I saw engraved
over the entrance of a classroom building a passage from the book of
Exodus where God addressed Moses: “Put off thy shoes from off thy
feet, for the place whereon thou standest is holy ground.” It occurred to
me that perhaps | had inadvertently landed in a theological seminary.
But later in the afternoon, the vice president of the college picked me up
and drove me around the campus, and all seemed well.

As it turned out, I had made an excellent choice. Muskingum was not
Harvard and did not pretend to be, but it was a far more suitable place
for me and this for two reasons. The college was small—it had some 700
undergraduates and a faculty of proportionate size—which meant that I
was not lost in a crowd. [ was a curiosity because apart from a Polish
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girl who had enrolled before the war I was the only European on the
campus. In no time I got to know most of the students by first name and
they to know me. Second, I was very poor: my entire wardrobe consisted
of two suits and four shirts, which would make me cut a miserable figure
at a grander university. [ was soon taken in tow by the students, faculty,
and administrators and spent a happy two and a half years there.

For a European, coming to central Ohio in 1940 was to step back into
the nineteenth century: the outlook of the people and their values pre-
dated World War 1. There was a reassuring stability about the place such
as I had not previously experienced. How remote Europe was for the
people there may be gathered from a remark made by one bright and
pretty girl whom I dated. She said she was especially glad to have met me
because although she knew that Europe existed, in her heart she had
never quite believed it. Apart from the president and several professors,
no one had ever been to Europe. (By contrast, when I revisited Mus-
kingum in 1988 to receive an honorary doctorate, most of the faculty
and many of the undergraduates had been to the Continent, some more
than once). People listened to my stories of the war sympathetically but
with skepticism. For one, they were overwhelmingly Republican and
Republicans at that time favored isolationism. But beyond their politics,
they trusted in human goodness and could not be persuaded that the
Germans were as evil as | depicted them. On one occasion I was re-
minded how (allegedly) false the stories of German atrocities in World
War I Belgium had turned out to be. Word got around that I read Nietz-
sche for I was not averse to flaunting this fact for the shock effect it
produced. One day, the vice president of the college saw me walking on
the campus and offered me a ride. When we reached my destination, he
delivered himself of a brief lecture. He told me that despite my experi-
ences I should not lose faith in mankind, that people were basically good
and life fair. He ended by saying “So you see, you should not read Nietz-
sche.” In fact, I had stopped reading him.

During my five semesters at Muskingum 1 was able to observe the
many differences between America and Europe.

One notable difference was that young Americans were planning
their lives with the kind of confidence that a European of my generation
found quixotic: they seemed to live in the future whereas we lived from
day to day. Leafing through Fortune magazine, [ was struck by an adver-
tisement of the Maryland Casualty Company that read: “Unforeseen
events . . . need not change and shape the course of man'’s affairs.”
Really? I thought to myself: then why did events carry me from Warsaw
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to New Concord, Ohio, thoroughly changing the course of my affairs?
The tacit assumption behind these reassuring words was that money
could avert undesirable changes in one’s life: but money was not enough,
as experience had taught me. Young Americans seemed set on their life’s
course while we swam with the tide, convinced that the alternative
meant drowning,.

Then there were vast differences in the relations between the sexes
which, in a way, also resulted from the prevailing sense of security. These
relations were regulated by strict rituals as to what was and was not
permitted and invariably pointed toward engagement and marriage. By
the third date girls would inquire more or less directly about my inten-
tions. My reaction was one of panic: at eighteen or nineteen, marriage
was the last thing on my mind. As a rule, if given an unsatisfactory
answer, they would break off relations. Relations with girls in Poland
were more comradely, and marriage did not enter into the picture until
one was much older. One reason I later came to marry my future wife,
who had the same background as me, was that she never hinted at
marriage until we had known each other for some two years: we were
friends long before we became lovers. Altogether, I found American
women of all ages much less secure in their femininity than women in
Europe, they were extremely eager to please men whereas European
women expected men to please them. The absurdities of “feminism”
which burgeoned in the 1960s merely emphasized these insecurities: for
to treat all men as would-be rapists is to concede that one has no clue
how to deal with them.

In the spring of my sophomore year I fell in love. The girl, a year or
two older than me, was a pianist. But with her, too, the familiar hap-
pened: one evening she asked me what I thought of marriage. When |
replied that I had not given the matter any thought, I saw a tear running
down her cheek. That summer, her letters became scarcer and colder,
and by the time I returned for my junior year, we had stopped seeing
each other.

American life at the time was pervaded by a great deal of moralizing.
What was proper, what could and could not be done, what one should
think about important matters was prescribed and regulated. For all the
freedom of speech, of which Americans were justly proud, there was a
great deal of pressure to conform to accepted standards, and from this
point of view, Americans enjoyed less personal freedom than Europeans.
What later came to be known as “political correctness” was embedded in
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American popular culture even then. I did not resent the vice president
of my college urging me to abandon Nietzsche because I knew he meant
well: but I could not imagine that any European educator would ever
dream of exerting such pressure. With such pressure came a genuine
concern for people, a sense that what happened to others mattered—
something I had not known in Europe where the prevailing philosophy
taught one to take care of oneself. This changed profoundly in the
1960s, as did relations between the sexes. I think I prefer the older
American culture, before it became so self-indulgent. But then Nietz-
sche had predicted that puritanism would end in nihilism.

I had another surprise in terms of human relations. Where I came
from, strangers, if they were not rude or hostile to you for some specific
reason, such as ethnic or religious prejudice, treated you correctly but
coldly. Friendliness was reserved for friends. In the United States the
code of proper behavior called for friendliness toward all. A few hours
after I had arrived in New Concord, an upperclassman offered to help
me get settled. He showed me the campus, took me to the small frame
house where I was to spend my freshman year, and answered the many
questions I had about the college and college life. I was thrilled to have
made a friend so quickly. Yet when I ran into him a few days later, he was
cool and distant, and we never again had close contact. I now under-
stand that he had been asked by the college authorities to assist me, a
foreign boy, in the strange environment, and he did so graciously but
without having any special feelings for me. But I misread the signals and
felt hurt. Later [ learned that being “nice” to all and sundry was regarded
as a virtue because it made life more agreeable: [ concluded in time that,
indeed, a meaningless smile was preferable to a meaningful snarl. But 1
also had to conclude that displaying superficial kindness to all and sun-
dry inhibited closer human relations, that the kind of intimacy we had
had with one or two friends was virtually unattainable in a country
where the model, among men at any rate, was being “pals” or “buddies,”
words which have no equivalent in Polish.

My “majors” were history and speech. Muskingum was known for its
debating team: I joined and participated in a number of debates on
current issues, which taught me to argue in public. I also joined the
swimming team as a breast-stroke swimmer even though I was not
strong enough to do the butterfly stroke. My grades were adequate, on
the B level: I earned them with a minimum of exertion. The main thing
acquired at college was a command of English. By the end of the first
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semester | wrote quite decent essays: my mistakes occurred mainly in
tenses of verbs, a deficiency I have not been fully able to overcome to
this day.

The atmosphere at Muskingum was more social than intellectual.
Young people came to college to acquire a profession, to find a spouse,
and to pass four agreeable years before facing the task of making a living
and raising a family. I was occasionally embarrassed by my bookishness
and unworldly ideals. One semester I enrolled in a course on the history
of European art taught by the curator of a nearby museum. As he flashed
on the screen slides of paintings and invited us to identify the artist, |
would call out almost every one: “Velasquez,” “Vermeer,” “Tiepolo,” and
so on. After one class the college beauty, on whom I had a mild crush,
asked me with a sweet smile “Dick, do you really know all these artists?” |
don’t know what answer she expected but I responded, “Of course not,
these are just lucky guesses.”

I read Thomas Mann'’s Tonio Kriger and discovered an affinity with
its protagonist and his sense of isolation from friends caused by his
artistic temperament. In November 1940 I wrote Mann a letter (unfor-
tunately, I kept no copy) asking what he had in mind writing this novella.
He replied in a friendly and substantive manner. His response, dated
Princeton, New Jersey, December 2, 1940, read in part:

When I wrote the story I did not visualize Tonio as a person standing
below his two friends, but in the main as being superior to them. He stood
aloof from his friends’ simple and normal life, certainly, but he was half
envious of that very life in reality. However, though this envy was tinged
with regret that he was a stranger to their way of living, he was profoundly
conscious of the profundity and promise of his own life as an artist.

[ found these remarks encouraging.

[ earned my living by working, at first mowing grass and rolling tennis
courts, later by getting a job in the library inscribing shelf marks on the
spines of books with an electric stylus, at the then-minimum wage of 35
cents an hour. But these earnings did not suffice. Father sent me off with
$300, a sizeable sum considering that he was about to launch his busi-
ness and needed every cent of his small capital; he let me understand
that I could expect no more. Muskingum gave me a stipend of $200. But
as the second semester approached, I was in a desperate situation for |
had to come up with another $200. Someone advised me to contact the
International Student Service in New York. I wrote them a letter de-
scribing my predicament, and by return mail received a check for $100!
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It was manna from heaven that enabled me to continue my studies. It
descended again the following autumn, when I received $210 from the
same source. Both summers I took on full-time jobs, in 1941 selling
cigarettes and candies in a drug store in Elmira, New York, where my
parents had opened a small chocolate factory (“Mark’s Candy Kitchen™).
I worked fifty hours a week for $17.50 plus occasional commissions. The
following summer I drove a Kraft Company truck delivering cheese to
grocery stores. It was a pleasanter job because I was on my own and could
spend two nights a week on the road. During the school year I supple-
mented my income by lecturing about my wartime experiences in Poland
to nearby churches, Rotary clubs, and so on, for which the typical hono-
rarium was $5.00.

Judging by my letters to parents, I was absolutely overwhelmed by the
warmth and the atmosphere of fun which I encountered at Muskingum.
“It is so swell here that you can't imagine,” I wrote my parents shortly
after settling down.

The Army

In the evening of June 21, 1941—I was spending the summer at
home in Elmira—the radio interrupted its program with the news of the
German invasion of the Soviet Union. A vear later, after Pearl Harbor, I
was asked at Muskingum to contribute a regular weekly column of polit-
ical and military analyses to the college paper. They were my first pub-
lications and on rereading them, I find that they stand up rather well.

I followed the Russian campaign with keen interest. I doubted that
the Russians would win, and the initial months of the war on the Eastern
Front confirmed my worst fears. Although I was to devote my life to the
study and teaching of Russian affairs, at the time I had little interest in
Russia and hardly any knowledge of her. While I had lived in Poland,
Russia was separated from us by an impenetrable wall. I was aware that
two of mother’s brothers had married Russian women and settled in
Leningrad. They communicated from time to time with grandmother,
but 1 knew nothing of their lives. In the late 1930s | heard muffled
sounds of appalling events taking place in the Soviet Union, but I had no
idea what these were and | was not terribly interested in finding out. |
did learn with disbelief, however, that the Russians marked their Polish
border with a wide strip of ploughed and mined land guarded by police-
men with dogs.

Following Pearl Harbor and Hitler's inane declaration of war on
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America, the United States found itself an ally of the Soviet Union.
Interest in the USSR grew immensely. In fall 1942 it dawned on me that
given the closeness between the Polish and Russian languages, [ could
easily learn Russian. I bought a Russian grammar and dictionary and
began to study on my own. I think that what I had vaguely in mind was
that upon being inducted into military service, as seemed inevitable, I
could put the knowledge of Russian to good use.

In the fall of 1942, at the beginning of the first semester of my junior
year, | tried to enlist, for with the world in turmoil I was growing restless
in college. But I was told that as a foreign citizen I could not volunteer: |
had to await a draft call. This came in January, and the following month I
was inducted, in Columbus, Ohio, in the Army Air Corps.

The first thing that struck me about the American military was the
quality of the food: for breakfast we had a choice of grapefruit or orange
juice, scrambled or fried eggs, toast or muffins! Later that year, at an-
other camp, at Thanksgiving, the desert option included baked Alaska.
After a brief stint in Columbus, I boarded a train with hundreds of other
recruits for an unknown destination. The train chugged along day and
night and finally came to a halt in an open field of what turned out to
be northern Florida. There the Air Corps had constructed a huge Tent
City, where I spent several weeks before being moved to the elegant
Vinoy Hotel in St. Petersburg to undergo basic training. I was promptly
granted U.S. citizenship. The training was easy and allowed me free time
on the beach.

While others in my company were being shipped to various spe-
cialized schools, I was kept back, apparently because the military needed
time to carry out security checks on me.

One day in May, I saw an announcement of the Army’s Specialized
Training Program (ASTP) which placed soldiers in colleges and univer-
sities for instruction in both foreign languages and engineering. Borrow-
ing a daytime pass from a colleague, I went to the ASTP office in St.
Petersburg to fill out the application forms. On the way back, for some
inexplicable reason, since I did not frequent bars, I stopped for a beer.
Out of the corner of my eye I saw two MPs enter the establishment.
They asked for my pass, which I duly produced, but I had not memorized
the serial number, so I was taken back to my hotel under guard. The
sergeant there sentenced me to one week of nighttime “kitchen police”
or KP. That night I reported to the mammoth hotel kitchen and was told
to scrub the ovens with steel wool. In conversation with the cook I
learned that he was Polish. When he found out that I, too, came from
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Poland, he told me to forget the punishment. For the next week I spent
my mornings holed up in the bathroom, reading: in this uncomfortable
position I went through the major novels of Sinclair Lewis which I had
borrowed from the local USO library.

Finally in July I received orders to ship out to the Citadel, a military
school in Charleston, South Carolina, which served as a distribution
center for ASTP personnel. I was assigned to learn Russian. Given the
choice of several universities, I picked Cornell in Ithaca, New York,
because of its proximity to Elmira, my parents’ new home. I arrived at
Cornell in September 1943 and spent there the next nine months.

We had an unusually distinguished group of teachers, most of them
Russian émigrés, including Marc Vishniak who had served in 1918 as
secretary to the Constituent Assembly and subsequently as editor of a
leading Russian magazine in Paris. The physicist Dmitrii Gavronsky
introduced me to Max Weber. ASTP pioneered the “total immersion”
method of teaching foreign languages. Our instructors spoke to us only
in Russian: the very first phrase we learned was Gde ubornaia?—“Where’s
the toilet?” This principle was enforced in the classroom, but I cannot say
that in our living quarters, a converted fraternity house, we spoke Rus-
sian as we were supposed to do. Most students learned nothing but a few
words and phrases. The language teaching staff was intensely anticom-
munist but kept its feelings under control. The teaching of history and
politics, however, was entrusted to communists: the first was Vladimir
Kazakevich, who after the war would emigrate to the USSR; the second,
Joshua Kunitz. Neither made a secret of their sympathies. The students
in the Russian program, some sixty in all, were mildly friendly to the
Soviet Union, some for ideological reasons, most out of loyalty to an ally
who was crushing the Wehrmacht. But even they could not swallow the
propaganda which Kazakevich and Kunitz dished out to us: both were
virtually booed out of the classroom.

I mastered the rudiments of the Russian language in three months—
it was the first time in my life that I really worked conscientiously in
school—and devoted the remaining time to other matters. A colleague
taught me how to develop and print photographs, and I spent many
hours in the darkroom. In the music room I listened to classical records.
I spent much time in the library reading and translating Rainer Maria
Rilke, my latest discovery and passion. And I dated.

The director of the Russian ASTP at Cornell was Charles Malamuth, a
professional translator: it was he who had rendered into English Trotsky's
biography of Stalin. One evening, Malamuth brought to our lodgings a

I
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portable phonograph and played for those of us who were of Polish
background—we roomed together—a recording of a pleasant female
voice reading passages from the national epic, Pan Tadeusz of Adam
Mickiewicz. Who was the reader 'we asked. He told us there were two
Polish girls at Cornell and gave us their names. My best friend at the time
was Casimir Krol, a tall Pole, somewhat older than I, a great lady’s man
though otherwise of a melancholy disposition. He called one of the girls
for a date and chose for himself the taller of the two, who happened to be
Irene Roth, my future wife. [ arranged for a date with the other girl, the
one who had made the record. The four of us went to the movies and to a
milk bar. Neither girl made a great impression on me. Nor did we make a
great impression on them: Irene wrote in her diary that evening that if
forced to choose between us, she preferred her own date.

But before long Irene and I began to drift toward each other. We had
remarkably similar backgrounds: our mothers came from Warsaw, our
fathers from Galicia, and the two families vaguely knew each other. We
had both learned German before Polish. We had lived in Warsaw several
streets apart and recalled birthday parties we had attended as children.
She and her family had fled Poland in the first week of the war by making
their way to Lithuania and then to Sweden from where, with the help of
her father’s elder brother in the United States, in January 1940 they
migrated to Canada. Soon afterwards, they moved to New York City. At
Cornell she was studying architecture. Our first date was to a Rudolf
Serkin recital, throughout which she scribbled notes on the program
and passed them on to me, a concert habit she retained for many years.
We listened to classical records and printed photographs. One day I took
her to Elmira to meet my parents. Both took an instant liking to her.

At the beginning of June 1944 we had our formal ASTP “graduation”
where I delivered, in Russian, the valedictory address. We expected to be
sent to Officer Candidate School to receive commissions. But it turned
out otherwise. On June 6, Allied troops had landed in France, and the
armed forces needed replacements. We learned that instead of going to
Officer Candidate School as promised, we would be posted to various
infantry divisions for basic training. I was assigned to the 310th Infantry
Regiment of the 78th or “Lightning” Division stationed at Camp Pickett,
Virginia, a vast military reservation near Richmond. It was a sad day
when we departed.

The American army, | believe, committed great mistakes in its per-
sonnel policy by treating men in uniform as interchangeable entities,
like parts of a machine. Men fight not for their country but for their
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comrades, in units as small as a platoon with its twenty-five or so sol-
diers. The esprit de corps is an essential ingredient of every success-
ful military force. All the enlisted men in the 78th Division had been
shipped to Britain three months earlier as replacements to units readied
for the invasion of France, while the officers and noncoms remained in
place. The division I joined had been, as it were, eviscerated: we were so
many individual bodies replacing coordinated teams. It bode ill.

We underwent arduous basic training for the next eight weeks, quite
different from what I had experienced in the Air Corps in Florida. The
summer temperature in Virginia often exceeds 90 degrees Fahrenheit.
We had to drill and march in this heat in full gear: I was assigned to carry
a Browning Automatic Rifle, a portable machine gun weighing nearly
twenty pounds. During nightly bivouacs we were attacked by chiggers,
beastly little insects that dug into the skin and caused intense irritation:
they had to be removed by the application of a lighted cigarette to their
posteriors, the heat of which caused them to crawl out backwards. The
troops in our company were a mixed lot—not the best, for the best had
been shipped off to Europe.

[ felt very bitter, considering that five years after my unhappy experi-
ences in the Polish ROTC camp I was back lugging a gun. In my diary
complained that [ was “an imprisoned animal who works like a mule,
obeys like a dog, and lives like a pig.” I thought I could contribute more
to the war effort by making use of my linguistic skills, especially German
and Italian, the languages of the enemy, and contacted the head of
divisional intelligence, an elegant colonel who in civilian life had been
connected with Harvard Law School. He expressed an interest in having
me join the G-2 staff. But when I returned a few days later to ask about
my transfer, he told me he had learned I was soon to be shipped out.

Indeed, a few days later, while I was attending a meeting which in-
structed company representatives how to pack weapons for overseas
transport—it was the end of August 1944—I was called out and told that
I was being transferred to the Air Corps base in Kearns Field, Utah. My
division proceeded to Europe without me. It played a minor role in the
Battle of the Bulge.

In Utah, the Cornell students met with Russian-trained students
from two other universities, and in October we proceeded to Camp
Ritchie in Maryland. The camp was a country club converted into an
intelligence school. Every two months fresh groups would arrive for an
intensive course in intelligence training, following which graduates re-
ceived commissions and left for the front. Our destiny was somewhat
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different. We were kept as a group for a special mission the nature of
which I learned only after the war.

Since the summit conference at Teheran in November 1943, the
American and Soviet military had been discussing the construction of
joint air bases on Soviet territory. Washington’s main concern was to
secure facilities against Japan, but the European command also had an
interest in utilizing Soviet airfields against German targets in Eastern
Europe which lay beyond the reach of bombers based in the United
Kingdom and Italy. The idea emerged of “shuttle bombing”: U.S. bomb-
ers would fly over Eastern Europe, drop their bombs on industrial facili-
ties and oil fields, land on Soviet territory, refuel and rearm, and on their
way back to the home base repeat their missions. The Russians gave
reluctant consent to this proposal, and in spring 1944, just as we were
completing our course at Cornell, placed three air bases in the Ukraine
at the disposal of the U.S. Air Corps: the principal one was at Poltava,
with two smaller ones at Mirgorod and Piriatin. The project received the
code name Frantic. On June 2, 1944, U.S. bombers flew their first
mission over German territory from these bases. The Germans, sur-
prised by this air assault from the east, on June 22 launched a concerted
attack with 200 planes on the Poltava base, which left it a virtual ruin: 43
B-17 bombers were either demolished or damaged beyond repair. Nev-
ertheless, the U.S. raids resumed in July: in all, more than two thousand
sorties were flown from Soviet bases. The effect was small and friction
with the Russians was constant. At the end of the summer, the Russians
ordered the closing of the three Ukrainian air bases. The final evacua-
tion of the so-called Eastern Command, however, did not take place
until June 1945.6

Our Russian group was to have been sent to the Ukrainian shuttle
bases as interpreters, but as the enterprise wound down, the mission
evaporated. And so on completing the Ritchie course we were dis-
patched to Scott Field in Illinois, ostensibly to train as radio operators
but in fact to be held in reserve for future contingencies requiring Rus-
sian speakers. It was a boring life: mastering the Morse code and the
intricacies of radio mechanics was not something | enjoyed.

My stay there did have one important intellectual by-product: it was
then that I decided to become a full-fledged historian. I had always been
attracted to history, in part because the past excited my imagination, in
part because it is so boundless in scope. But it was only then that I chose
it as a profession.

Scott Field was located near St. Louis, Missouri, where I spent most
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of my weekend passes at concerts, in the public library, or exploring used
bookstores. One day I chanced on a copy of Frangois Guizot's History of
Civilization in Europe, translated by William Hazlitt, son of the well-
known essayist. The book—a series of lectures that Guizot had delivered
at the Sorbonne in 1828—was unlike any history I had ever read. An
inquiring mind can develop an interest in virtually everything that has
ever happened because nothing is ever crystal clear: there are always
questions about motivations and effects, and, indeed, about the course
of the events themselves. Thus one can become engrossed in the history
of grain prices in medieval Hungary, in the life and works of Pope Inno-
cent III, or in the politics of the principality of Zerbst-Anstalt simply be-
cause they present intellectual challenges. But such topics lack broader
' significance: they are exercises in problem solving, much like chess play-
ing. The same applies to standard general histories of countries and
epochs. They tell what happened and possibly why, but they do not
indicate the reason such knowledge matters one way or another.

With the kind of history that Guizot wrote, and that I have ever since
taken as a model, a link is established between the past and ourselves. It
| is philosophical history, knowledge of which teaches us about us—where
. we come from and why we think as we do. From the opening page,
Guizot defines his philosophical approach to history:

| For some time past, there has been much talk of the necessity of limiting

, history to the narration of facts: nothing can be more just; but we must

| always bear in mind that there are far more facts to narrate and that the
facts themselves are far more various in their nature, than people are at

, first disposed to believe. . . . The very portion of history which we are
accustomed to call its philosophy, the relation of events to each other, the
connection which unites them, their causes and their effects—these are
all facts, these are all history, just as much as the narratives of battles,
and of other material and visible events. . . . Civilization is one of those
facts. ... T will at once add, that this history is the greatest of all, that it
includes all.

| The fourteen lectures which follow these introductory remarks offer a

majestic sweep of eras and countries, of institutions and religions, all

| presented in an urbane and elegant literary manner. The book won me

| over completely. It showed me that all the things that [ was interested

in—notably philosophy and art—could be accommodated under the spa-
cious roof of the discipline of history.

The rest of my military career was anticlimactic. From Scott Field we

.
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returned to Cornell for a summer refresher course, then back to Ritchie,
where I was assigned to work as nighttime switchboard operator. In late
1945 we were sent to California, preparatory to being assigned to Korea
as interpreters. But now that Japan had surrendered, the war was over,
and we wanted home. Our unit bore the mysterious letters FAH. It
occurred to me that these probably stood for the initials of the officer in
the War Department in charge of us. I consulted the directory of regular
army officers and, indeed, found a Colonel Frank A. Hartmann whose
name matched these initials. We took the chance of telephoning him at
the Pentagon and informing him that we had served three and more
years and hence deserved to be discharged. A few days later orders came
to ship us back East. I could not wait to return to civilian life and resume
my studies. I was discharged in March 1946 at Fort Meade, Maryland.

The Holocaust Strikes Home

Spring 1945, which witnessed the capitulation of Germany, also
brought personal tragedy to us and all Jews. As the Red Army advanced
into Poland and from there into Germany, the newspapers began to
publish accounts and photographs of liberated concentration and “ex-
termination” camps: human beings resembling skeletons, piles of shoes
and eyeglasses taken from the murdered victims, and crematoria where
the gassed bodies were reduced to ashes. We were totally unprepared for
this systematic and wholesale murder: it seemed impossible not only
because of its barbarism but also because of its irrationality since the
Germans could well have used the Jews to assist their war effort. Allied
governments had known what was happening to Jews in occupied Eu-
rope but preferred to keep silent for fear of helping Hitler’s propaganda
machine, which claimed that the war was run by and waged on behalf of
“world Jewry.” I have in my possession a pamphlet issued by the Polish
government in exile, based in London, dated December 10, 1942, under
the title The Mass Extermination of Jews in German Occupied Poland,
and addressed to the governments of the members of the United Na-
tions. It reported accurately and in detail on the hundreds of thousands
of Jews being deported and equal numbers being starved to death or
killed. The information was ignored. To their eternal shame, America’s
Jewish community leaders also preferred to maintain silence about the
genocide of their kin.

At the end of April 1945, I received a letter from Olek who had
survived the war, hiding on the “Aryan” side, first in Warsaw, then in
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L6dz. Soon after, mother sent me a clipping from a Polish-Jewish news-
paper that described, in Wanda’s own words, how she had jumped out of
a cattle train transporting her to the Treblinka gas chambers and ended
up as a Polish forced laborer in Germany. These were miracles. But for
the rest of our family, miracles were few. Two of mother’s brothers man-
aged to survive. As soon as postal communications were restored, they
sent us letters that brought the Holocaust, as it came to be known,

‘ home. Neither of these uncles was well educated and neither had ac-

' complished much before the war, having lived mainly off the rents
brought in by grandmother’s properties. This makes their letters the

} more poignant. Mother’s youngest brother, Sigismund, who before the
war had devoted his life to chasing women, wrote as follows:

[ wander like a madman, with only one thought in mind, that they will
return. | await with a pounding heart our beloved Arnold who together
with our beloved mother, Max, Esther, and [their daughter] Niusia were
yanked out the ghetto by the Fascist thugs on September 9, 1942, and
loaded into a giant transport. The German bandits said at first that this
was only for resettlement, but as we learned this was ordinary murder
because on arrival people were either burned alive or gassed. Millions of

people, the entire ghetto, have been murdered in this manner and even a
more cruel one.

i And Max wrote:

Sigismund and I were almost eyewitnesses of the deportation to Treblinka
of Dr. Max [Gabrielew], [his wife] Esther and [daughter] Jasia. . . . Arnold
whom we all loved so much and for whom we shall never cease to grieve,
stood, as always, with a smile on his lips in the “death row” together with
our dearest Mother—aged, worn out by life. And this 73-year-old woman
stood bravely. . . . Alas, there was no possibility of saving them. No human
power or wisdom could do anything even to ease [their lot]. There was no
way of handing them poison.

There is little I can say about the Holocaust that has not been said
already. This is even more the case because I have deliberately shied
away from reading about or viewing films and photographs of it. My
reason was that every incident of this carnage that I have read about and
every picture of it that I have seen has etched itself permanently in my
mind and lingers there as a morbid reminder of the monstrous crime. I
have been troubled by my attitude but have stuck to it for the sake of my

' sanity and positive attitude to life.
The Holocaust did not shake my religious feelings. Both intellec-
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tually and emotionally I accepted the words of God as recorded in the
Book of Job, chapter 38 and following that we humans are utterly inca-
pable of understanding His purposes.* Many Jews—my father among
them—lost their religious beliefs because of the Holocaust. Mine, if
anything, were strengthened. The mass murder (including those that
occurred simultaneously in the Soviet Union) demonstrated what hap-
pens when people renounce faith in God, deny that human beings were
created in His image, and reduce them to soulless and therefore expend-
able material objects.

The main effect of the Holocaust on my psyche was to make me
delight in every day of life that has been granted to me, for I was saved
from certain death. I felt and feel to this day that I have been spared not
to waste my life on self-indulgence or self-aggrandizement but to spread
a moral message by showing, using examples from history, how evil ideas
lead to evil consequences. Since scholars have written enough on the
Holocaust, I thought it my mission to demonstrate this truth using the
example of communism. Furthermore, I felt and feel that to defy Hitler,
I have a duty to lead a full and happy life, to be content with whatever life
brings, to be cheerful and not morose: sadness and complaints seem to
me forms of blasphemy, as are lying and indifference to cruelty. These
attitudes, affecting my personal and professional life, are the result of
my youthful experiences, and it is natural that people who have had the
good fortune to escape them look at life and their vocation more dis-
passionately. On the debit side, I admit to having little patience with
the psychological problems of free people, especially if they involve a
“search for identity” or some other form of self-seeking. They strike me
as terribly trivial. I agree with the Germany essayist Johannes Gross that
mankind can be divided into two categories: “those who have problems,
and those who have conversation. It is an important element of self-
preservation to leave the bearers of problems to themselves.””

I should add two comments on this inexhaustible subject. First, peo-
ple who have not lived under a totalitarian regime cannot conceive what
a powerful hold it has on people and how it can drive even the most
normal among them to commit monstrous crimes by instilling in them
intense, focused hatred: Orwell accurately described this phenomenon
in 1984. While in the grip of this emotion, ordinary human reactions are

*In so doing, I was unknowingly following the advice of Talmudic sages who who dis-
couraged speculation about matters beyond human comprehension: “Seek not out the things
that are too hard for thee, and into things that are hidden from thee inquire thou not.”
A. Cohen, Everyman's Talmud (New York, 1949), 27.
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suppressed; as soon as the regime falls, the spell is broken. This evidence
has persuaded me that one should never subordinate politics to ideol-
ogy: for even if an ideology is morally sound, realizing it usually requires
resorting to violence because society at large may not share it.

Second, a few words about the Germans. Traditionally, the German
nation was not regarded as bloodthirsty: it was a nation of scientists,
poets, and musicians. And yet they proved singularly adept at mass
murder. In May 1982, I visited, on his invitation, the mayor of Frankfurt,
Walter Wallman, whom I had first met in Washington. We had a private
dinner in his home, conversing on a variety of subjects, sometimes in
English, sometimes in German. At one point he asked me: “Do you think
that Nazism could have occurred anywhere else than Germany?” After a
moment of thought I replied that I did not think so. He buried his face in
his hands with the words “Mein Gott!” I instantly regretted having in-
flicted pain on this decent man, but I felt no other answer was possible.

The quality that has always struck me about the Germans was that
although without peer in handling inanimate things and animals, they
lack competence in dealing with human beings whom they tend to treat
as mere objects.” It is significant that in the letters German soldiers
wrote home from conquered Poland in 1939 and subsequently pub-

lished, the stress was on the “dirtiness” of the Poles and Jews: their
. culture held no interest for them, only their hygiene.t They were as
upset by a dirty person or household as they would be by a dirty piece of
equipment. They also have little sense of humor. (Of German humor,
Mark Twain said that “it is no laughing matter.”){ They lack, therefore,
the kind of tolerance for human foibles that makes humor possible: they
are mechanics—probably the best in the world—whereas humans are
living organisms who require infinite understanding and forbearance;
unlike machines, they are messy and unpredictable. Hence, when or-

*Some readers may object to my generalizations about nations, whether German here or
Russian later. If so, they ought to bear in mind that I am referring not to genetic but to cultural
characteristics. These allude to upbringing and have nothing in common with “race.” Thus, I
have learned from observation that German Jews raised in the same culture resembled more
their Aryan compatriots than they did say, Polish Jews. Second, to say that members of a given
nation are prone to behave in a certain way, of course, does not mean that all of them do so: it is
a descriptive statement grosso modo and, by and large, one which is more likely to be true than
false.

tThe Polish novelist Andrzej Szczypiorski explains this mentality as follows: “Jews are lice,
and lice have to be exterminated. Such opinions appeal to the German imagination, because
the Germans are clean, they like hygiene and order.” Noc, Dziesi i Noc (Warsaw, 1995), 242.

{But help is on its way. At the end of 2001, the English press reported that the Austrian
alpine resort of Mieming had opened special courses for Germans to teach humor: they in-
clude “laughter lessons.” The Week, December 22, 2001, page 7, citing the Sunday Telegraph.

]
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dered to murder for a cause, they murder, feeling no more pity for their
victims than for a discarded object.

I recall reading about one German SS officer who had served at
Treblinka saying that when trainloads of Jews arrived to be gassed, he
regarded them as nothing more than “cargo.” Such people, under a spell,
can mow down innocent and defenseless people with a machine gun as
unemotionally as a construction worker crushes a pavement with his
pneumatic drill. This dehumanization of human beings, combined with
a high sense of Pflicht or “duty,” made the Holocaust possible in Ger-
many as it would not have been anywhere else. The Russians murdered
even more people than the Germans, and they murdered their own, but
they did it without the mechanical precision, the rational calculation of
the Germans who “harvested” human hair and gold fillings. Nor were
they proud of their murders. I have never seen a photograph of a Soviet
atrocity. Although they were forbidden to do so, the Germans took
countless photographs of theirs.

Once in Munich I visited Charles Malamuth, my onetime Russian
teacher at Cornell. He was renting an apartment that apparently had
been requisitioned from a German. On the coffee table lay an album the
previous owners had left behind, the kind of album where normal people
paste pictures of babies and family outings. In this one, made up of
snapshots probably sent home by the head of the family or a son serving
the Fiihrer on the Eastern Front, neatly affixed, were pictures of a very
different kind. The first that met my eyes showed a German soldier
dragging an elderly Jewish woman by her hair to the place of execution.
On another page were three photographs: one showed a group of women
with babies in their arms standing under a tree; the next, the same group
stripped naked; the third, their corpses sprawled in a bloody heap.




TWO

Harvard

Graduate School

s a youth, I had an absurdly exalted notion of the university.

My model was the University of Berlin in the first half of the

nineteenth century when its faculty numbered such luminaries
as the philosophers Hegel, Fichte, and Schopenhauer, the historians von
Ranke, Niebuhr, and Mommsen, the theologian Schleiermacher. I imag-
ined a fellowship of men, old and young, wholly dedicated to the pursuit
of knowledge, selflessly sharing their learning and wisdom: a “School of
Athens” as depicted by Raphael. Envy and careerism had no place in this
imaginary environment.

Needless to say, I soon learned reality to be very different. The univer-
sity turned out to be a microcosm of society at large and the quest for
knowledge by its faculty was closely tied to personal advancement and
the craving for fame. With everyone pursuing his own research interests,
I found very little collegiate spirit: professors rarely read each other’s
books, even those in their own field. If they shared their interests with
anyone it was usually with scholars in the same field at other institu-
tions. In the 1980s [ was invited to join a Harvard dinner society called
“the Shop Club.” Founded at the turn of the century, it met once a
month and, following a dinner, heard a colleague report on his work. The
trouble was that the club attracted mostly the aged and retired. After a
full meal, they usually dozed off.

To state this is to voice a certain disappointment but not regret at my
life as an academic. Although the university fell far short of my exalted
idea of it, it nevertheless proved a highly congenial place: the combina-
tion of research and teaching in an atmosphere of unrestrained freedom
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as well as security suited me ideally, and I consider myself extremely
fortunate to have spent my adult life at one of the world’s leading centers
of learning.

While I was on active service, Irene and I kept in constant contact—
not only by mail but also in person, for I had frequent weekend passes
which I spent in New York City or in Elmira. The summer of 1945 [ was
back at Cornell for a refresher course in Russian. We grew ever closer.
When my discharge seemed imminent, we discussed our future and in
January 1946 decided to marry. We arrived at this conclusion naturally,
inevitably: in my diary I wrote that no decision was really required. This
rather surprised me for, remembering Rabelais and the agonizing delib-
erations of his protagonist Panurge on the advantages and drawbacks of
marriage, | expected greater vacillation. Our parents had mixed feelings
about the news: mine thought me too young for marriage, hers would
have preferred a businessman for a son-in-law. But neither couple ob-
jected, and the Roths gave us a splendid wedding at the Delmonico
Hotel in New York City, following which we left for a honeymoon in New
England and Canada.

I do not believe my marriage, which is now in its sixth decade, is of
interest to anyone but us, and I shall not dwell on it. We were fully
committed to each other from the onset and determined to succeed: my
mother said that we suited each other as the lid fits the kettle. Although
not an academic, Irene adapted herself well to the rarified intellectual
atmosphere in which she found herself and created for me a wonderful
environment. We complemented each other perfectly: to paraphrase
Voltaire, she assumed command of the earth, I of the clouds, and be-
tween us, kept our little universe in good order. Her charm, beauty, and
joie de vivre have never faded for me. My marriage was for me a contin-
uous source of joy and strength. In a book which I dedicated to her after
we had celebrated our golden wedding anniversary 1 thanked her for
“having created for me ideal conditions to pursue scholarship.” Some
feminists were outraged by this homage, interpreting it to mean that she
sacrificed her own life to cook and do laundry for me. Apparently they
were unaware that “conditions” in this context involve not only physical
comforts but also, and above all, spiritual ones.

In late 1945, while I was still in uniform, time came to apply to
graduate school. Earlier that year, Cornell had generously granted me a
B.A. degree based on the work I had done both there and at Muskingum,
which spared me having to go back to college. I had a vague notion of
combining Russian affairs with general cultural history. This left me
with three choices—Columbia, Yale, and Harvard—the major centers of
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Russian studies in the United States at the time. I applied to each,
although 1 preferred Harvard from the beginning. All three accepted
me. Money, this time, presented no problem because the government,
through the so-called G.I. Bill, paid veterans’ tuition plus a modest
stipend, which our parents liberally supplemented. Neither then nor
afterwards did we ever face financial problems.

Columbia I eliminated quickly, in part because I did not want to live
in New York, in part because the leading Russian historian there, Geroid
Tanquary Robinson, judging by a brief interview he had granted me,
seemed a cranky pedant. It transpired that he had his Ph.D. candidates
write dissertations on preassigned topics, all of which had to do with
conceptions of the revolution: thus, “Bukharin and the Revolution,”
“Zinoviev and the Revolution,” and so on. The enterprise had about as
much value for the understanding of Russia, past and present, as would
requiring Ph.D. candidates in American history to write on “Fillmore
and the Constitution” or “Harding and the Constitution.”

In favor of Yale was the fact that George Vernadsky, who held the
Russian history chair there, was probably the leading specialist on the
subject in the country, the author of numerous books, some of them
published before the revolution. I visited Yale but did not have the oppor-
tunity of meeting him. What struck me in New Haven, however, was the
abundance of tailor establishments.

In Cambridge, by contrast, I found few tailors but no end of book-
stores. This helped sway me definitely in favor in Harvard, especially
since Michael Karpovich, the professor of Russian history there, turned
out to be a friendly and supportive person. Karpovich published very
little because he had an ill wife who required constant care and also
because he was something of an unofficial head of the Russian commu-
nity on the East Coast and editor of the leading émigré “thick journal,”
the quarterly Novyi Zhurnal. Unlike the other Russians on Harvard’s fac-
ulty, most of them prickly and vain, he was even-tempered and modest.

Irene and I cut our honeymoon short and came to Boston in mid-
September. We rented a comfortable two-room apartment in the Back
Bay; we also had a new car, a wedding present from Irene’s uncle. We
thus lived considerably better than the other graduate students. The
disadvantage of this arrangement was that I did not have the opportunity
of getting to know better the other doctoral candidates in history, most of
whom were single and lived in dormitories.

The Saturday before the opening of the fall term, the History Depart-
ment traditionally held a meeting where its entire faculty made itself
available to new and returning graduate students. Apparently 1 had so
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worded the statement of purpose on my application that the department
decided my main field was intellectual and cultural history. For this
reason it assigned me to Crane Brinton, one of the stars of our depart-
ment and the author of numerous books, including The Anatomy of
Revolution. Brinton asked me about my interests. As I recorded in my
diary: “When I showed him my tentative schedule, composed mostly of
courses in philosophy and law, he shouted at me: ‘You've got to get more
history—political history—as “Prime Minister John Jones fell because
etc.”’ I inserted a course in English history, to some extent against my
will.”

Brinton promptly brought me down to earth, as I would incoming
students in the years to come. “You have to prepare four fields for your
General Examinations in two years. Some if not most of them must be in
national fields. Have you any preferences as far as national histories are
concerned?” | replied: “I suppose Russia would be my first choice.”
“Well, in that case you ought to have Professor Karpovich as your ad-
visor. He is sitting over there.” I went over to Karpovich and signed up
with him. In this casual manner was decided my professional career.

At this point it may be appropriate to clarify how I feel about the
country that was to preoccupy me professionally for my entire academic
life. This is of some importance because Russian nationalists have re-
peatedly accused me of “Russophobia.” I draw a sharp distinction be-
tween Russian governments and the Russian people, and further be-
tween educated Russians and the population at large. I have immense
admiration and sympathy for Russian intellectuals (even as I criticize
their politics). When I read the prose of Turgeneyv, Tolstoy, or Chekhoy,
the poetry of Pasternak and Akhmatova, when I listen to the songs of an
Okudzhava or Vysotsky, when I observe the heroism of a Sakharov, I am
at home. Indeed, I almost feel Russian. But things appear to me in a very
different light when I study Russian politics, the focus of my interests as
an historian, or meet with Russians who hold a public post. Russians are
an intensely personal people who have never succeeded in translating
their warm human feelings into the impersonal relations required for
the effective functioning of social and political institutions. Hence they
require a “strong hand” to regulate their public lives: vertical controls to
substitute for the missing horizontal bonds, so well developed in West-
ern societies. I dislike this feature of Russian life and I dislike the people
who implement it. I further have no sympathy for Russian nationalism
and the anti-Westernism which provide a convenient bond between au-
thority and the uneducated masses. (Incidentally, my attitude toward
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the United States is neatly reversed: I have the highest respect for its
public life but much less for its culture.) All of this has nothing to do
with Russophobia. I would hardly have devoted my life to studying a
people I disliked.

Expanding Intellectual Horizons: Isaiah Berlin

Harvard is the oldest American university and the most prestigious.
Ever since Charles Eliot took charge as president in 1869 and, adopting
European institutions as a model, transformed it from a provincial semi-
nary into a blend of the English college and the German research univer-
sity, Harvard has been the foremost center of higher learning in the
United States. It achieved this status by drawing on the support, moral
and financial, of the Boston elite who had greater cultural ambitions
than those of any other American city. Judging by the opinion of the
academic profession, Harvard retains this status to this day. It reached
the pinnacle of its excellence and fame in the two decades that followed
World War 11. During this period Harvard was perceived and perceived
itself as without peer not only in North America but in the world at large.
Suffice it to say that after I had received tenure in the Department of
History, one of its senior members told me in all seriousness: “You have
no idea how close it was: on knife’s edge—on the one side Harvard, on
the other utter darkness.”

Harvard enjoyed its unique status by virtue of several factors. There
was, of course, its faculty, which included a number of refugees from
Nazi-occupied Europe and, for the first time outside of New York City,
some Jewish scholars previously all but barred from America's leading
universities. It was the richest institution of higher learning in the world,
which meant that its facilities, especially its remarkable library, were
without peer. Last but not least, it had a lofty sense of its own worth that
easily passed into arrogance—it used to be joked that “you can always tell
a Harvard man, but you can't tell him much.” If it did not become
disagreeably conceited, it was because Harvard deemed its superiority
so obvious, so predestined, so universally acknowledged that it felt no
need to flaunt it.

Into this splendid vessel, virtually emptied during the war, poured in
1946 and 1947 thousands of recently demobilized students. Most had
been on active service for several years; they were starved for knowledge
as probably no generation before or since. They thronged to classes;
they devoured books. I do not recall any discussions among graduate
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students during these years of jobs, a subject of increasing concern to
those who would follow them.

When I read my diaries from the years 1938—46, | sense a disturbing
undertone of frustration and self-pity at being prevented by the war from
realizing any of my aspirations and having no one with whom to share
thoughts and interests. All this vanished the instant I arrived in Cam-
bridge. I found no end of young people who shared the same preoccupa-
tions and were as well if not better informed than me. The air was
permeated with respect for intellectual achievement. I had never experi-
enced anything like it. And it is symptomatic that soon after enrolling at
Harvard, I stopped keeping a regular diary.

Harvard at the time was still in the grip of Anglophilia. Oxford, and to
a lesser extent Cambridge, provided the model of both academic and
social life. Much of the instruction was conducted through tutorials
rather than lecture courses.” The Harvard house system modeled itself
on the Oxbridge colleges and copied their “high tables.” Many English
scholars and writers visited Harvard in the 1940s and 1950s, reinforcing
the English influence. Pedantry was frowned upon. One did not discuss
one’s work, and salary talk was taboo: the pretense among the faculty
was that they were gentlemen of independent means who happened to
have chosen scholarship as a vocation. It was a bit silly but it could be
interpreted as homage paid to learning.

Harvard was greater than the sum of its parts. Much of the faculty
consisted of tired professors, bored with their subjects and their stu-
dents, some of them appointed because of their social connections. But
the tone was set by the stars who enjoyed an international reputation. In
history, there was the colonial specialist Samuel Eliot Morison; in Euro-
pean diplomatic history, William Langer (for a while on leave in Wash-
ington to set up the research division of what became the Central Intel-
ligence Agency); Crane Brinton; Gaetano Salvemini, a political refugee
from Mussolini’s Italy; the Schlesingers, father and son. History was
probably the most popular university department at the time, with the
largest number of undergraduate “concentrators,” and its morale was
correspondingly high. The atmosphere was clubbish in that virtually all
the permanent members of the department had Harvard Ph.D.’s and
had been each other’s teachers and/or pupils.

In the first year I took the required number of lecture courses and two

*In time, the tutorial system shrunk and increasingly knowledge was imparted by lecture
courses. The Harvard catalogue of the Faculty of Arts and Sciences for the last prewar year
(1938-39) numbered 183 pages; its successor for 2002-3, 910.
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seminars, the first with Karpovich, the second with Brinton. Karpovich’s
seminar, which was devoted to the reign of Alexander I, enrolled some of
the future leaders in the field: Marc Raeff, who would hold the Russian
history chair at Columbia; Leopold Haimson, who would teach at Chi-
cago and Columbia; Nicholas Riasanovsky, later of the University of
California at Berkeley; Donald Treadgold of the University of Wash-
ington. My paper dealt with “Russian Thinkers and Europe, 1820—
1840.” In Brinton’s seminar I wrote on the Russian military colonies
under Alexander I: it would be my first scholarly publication when it
appeared in the Journal of Modern History in 1950.

Irene wanted a business, and so my father gave us $400 to buy a small
dry-cleaning establishment located near our apartment house. We ran it
for a few months, Irene ironing and me delivering. But when the mid-
term grades arrived and proved to be not too brilliant, we sold the shop.
The next term my grades were solid As.

Because of widespread fear of an imminent war with the Soviet
Union, I decided to take my master’s degree so as to have at least some
concrete result of my studies in case I was unable to complete the
doctoral program. This merely required me to make a degree applica-
tion. At commencement in June 1947 the speaker was General George
Marshall. I paid close attention to his address and was disappointed to
find in it nothing but commonplaces. So apparently did everyone else,
including the heads of European governments, until the Department of
State alerted them to the programmatic passages that invited the Euro-
peans to present the United States with a coordinated plan of postwar
economic reconstruction. These remarks gave birth to the Marshall
Plan, and thus the 1947 commencement address may be classed as one
of the most important public speeches of the century. It certainly did not
appear so at the time of delivery.

No war broke out and my second year was devoted to “reading
courses,” essentially independent study under nominal professorial su-
pervision for the four “fields” to be presented at the General Examina-
tion, which we were expected to take at the year’s end. I chose to be
examined in the medieval history of Poland and Bohemia, the Renais-
sance and Reformation, modern England, and modern Russia. I passed
the two-hour ordeal at the end of May reasonably well and began, in
summer 1948, to cast about for a dissertation subject.

But before I plunged into my dissertation we took a trip to Europe.
We thought that given the tension between the United States and the
Soviet Union this could well be our last glimpse of the old continent
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before it was reduced to rubble. We crossed the Atlantic in a miserable
converted Dutch troop ship, the Kota Inten, manned by Indonesians.
The food was poor; we slept in separate dormitories; the ship perma-
nently listed to one side. But after a ten-day voyage we arrived safely in
Rotterdam. From there we proceeded to Paris where I met my uncle
Max, a survivor of the Holocaust, the very same who had accompanied
us to the train in Warsaw on that memorable October morning in 1939.
He owed his survival to his Polish common-law wife who risked her own
life to hide him in her apartment. I also met with Olek, who was his old
self, at least outwardly. We traveled on a shoestring but the dollar was all
powerful—in Paris, a room with kitchen and bath near the Gare St.
Lazare cost us one dollar per day. Our wants were modest and we had a
marvelous time. From there were traveled to Switzerland and Italy. In
Brussels, on the return trip, I briefly met with Wanda who was married
to a Belgian baker she had met in a German labor camp.

When we returned in September 1948 we settled in New York City,
largely because Irene wanted to be close to her parents. A few days later
we drove up to Cambridge so I could register in graduate school for the
coming vear. It turned out, however, that I had confused the registration
dates and arrived late. The dean chided me for this and told me to wait
until the end of the registration period to file my papers. During those
two or three days of idleness, which I spent largely in Widener, the main
university library, I ran into Charles Taylor, the department’s principal
medievalist. [t was one of those fortuitous events that change the course
of one’s life. Taylor offered me an appointment as a teaching fellow in
History 1, a survey of Western civilization, obligatory for concentrators
but also attended by many other undergraduates. Lectures for History 1,
one of Harvard’s giant course offerings, were given twice a week in the
New Lecture Hall on Kirkland Street, in the fall term by Taylor, in the
spring by Karpovich. On Fridays, the students were broken up into sec-
tions of some twenty each under the supervision of a graduate student
who answered questions and administered tests on the week’s work.

It was my first teaching experience, and I enjoyed it greatly, even
though it required feverish preparation and occasional improvisation. |
recall a student once asking me out of the blue why the medieval French
king Philip II was given “Augustus” as his middle name. Today I would
say that I did not know, but being too young then to admit ignorance, 1
took a stab and responded that it was because he had been born in
August. As soon as the class was over I rushed to the library to find the
answer and was much relieved to learn that Philip II, indeed, saw the
light of day on August 21, 1165.
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I chose as my dissertation topic Bolshevik nationality theory. This was
the time when Russian chauvinism, actively promoted by Stalin, was at
its apogee: Russia was depicted as having been throughout her history
the leading country in the world, always the victim of aggression, never
the aggressor, as well as the source of humankind’s greatest intellectual
and scientific achievements. One Soviet publication of the time con-
ceded to the Americans only two inventions: the waffle iron and the
electric chair.* It struck me as puzzling that a regime officially com-
mitted to Marxism, an ideology that condemned nationalism as a bour-
geois ploy to deflect workers from the class struggle, would espouse rabid
nationalism. I wanted to find out why this had happened. To this end |
began to study the theories of nationalism espoused by the founders of
social democracy and their disciples, especially in Austria-Hungary and
Russia. I worked very intensely because I wanted to finish my doctoral
requirements in two years. This was difficult since I had to combine work
on the dissertation with teaching. My load was lightened the next, and
final, year in graduate school when the newly founded Russian Research
Center offered me a one-semester fellowship that freed me from teach-
ing. My thesis was ready at the beginning of 1950. I had worked so hard
on it that after handing in the bound manuscript to the departmental
secretary, | was rushed to the hospital with excruciatingly painful colic.

Half a year earlier Irene had given birth to our first child, Daniel. The
experience, even if vicarious, of bringing a living being into this world
was unlike any I had ever known: while she was in labor I felt as if I were
being reborn. In honor of this event, on that day I stopped smoking and
have not touched a cigarette since.

While I was working on my dissertation in February or March 1949, 1
made the acquaintance of Isaiah Berlin who was considerably to influ-
ence my intellectual development. Marc Raeff invited me to his Bow
Street apartment to meet with Berlin who, as a visiting professor from
Oxford, was teaching a course on Russian intellectual history. I had no
idea who Berlin was but agreed to come. Assembled were six or eight
graduate students. Berlin arrived, dressed, as was his custom, in a three-
piece black suit. He sat himself in a chair across from us and in his deep
voice asked: “Very well, what shall we talk about?” Paralyzed, we sat in
silence. He quickly sized up the situation and posed the question, “What

*A wit, mocking this line of argument, claimed that Ivan Pososhkov, a minor Russian
publicist in the reign of Peter I, was a greater cconomist than Adam Smith who lived half a
century later. “Why? you may ask. Because of the use he made of the theory of marginal utility.”
“But neither economist knew anything about marginal utility?!” “True, but Pososhkov didn't
know about it earlier.”
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was the difference between the generation of Russian intellectuals of
the 1840s and that of the 1860s?” Since we continued to sit mum, he
answered his own query: “The earlier generation loved art and music,
the latter despised both.” And ‘then he launched into a monologue
which, delivered in a rapid, partly British, partly Russian accent, was not
always easy to follow.

Thus began a friendship that lasted for nearly half a century, until his
death in 1997. I met with Berlin many times in New York, Rome, and
London; I stayed at his Oxford home. He was always available. He was
an extraordinarily versatile intellectual with wide knowledge of philoso-
phy, art, music and the ability to converse with people of all ages and all
walks of life. I always thought one could drop him into any era and
country of the modern age—Moscow of the 1840s, Paris of the 1860s,
London of the 1890s or 1920s—and he would find himself perfectly at
home.

Years later, he called me at home one evening to say he was passing
through Cambridge. It happened that we were giving a party, and so |
invited him to come over. I soon saw a taxi cab pull up in front of our
house. But time passed and there was no sign of Berlin. Thinking that
perhaps he had forgotten his wallet, I went out to meet him. It turned
out that he was deep in conversation with the taxi driver. “What a man!”
the driver exclaimed.

He was a wonderful conversationalist because he instantly grasped
what one was saying and responded in a way that kept the conversation
going and expanding. He had that rare quality which Trollope attributed
to one of his characters, that of taking up the other persons’ subject,
whatever it was, and making it his own. He was thus an excellent lis-
tener; but when the conversation lagged, he took over. He was always
witty and in good humor, at least in company. If, as Max Beerbohm wrote
in his essay on Ibsen, “great men may be divided into two classes: the
loveable and the unlovable,” Isaiah emphatically belonged to the cate-
gory of loveable.

He was very witty. Two examples of his wit must suffice. While we
were spending the year in London on leave in the early 1970s he called
to invite us to a performance of Faust. I told him that, unfortunately, we
could not come because we had accepted an invitation that evening
from a man who happened to enjoy the reputation of being a leading
host in England. “Ah, yes, café society,” Berlin mumbled, and then cor-
rected himself “No, Nescafé society.” On another occasion the name of
a well-known literary historian and critic came up. “A common type on
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the Continent,” he remarked, “rather rare in England.” Adding, after a
pause: “A genuine charlatan.”

It is hard to find any major ideas that he contributed: for the contrast
between “hedgehogs” and “foxes” he borrowed from a minor Greek
writer, and the distinction between two kinds of liberty strikes me as
muddled. People were his passion rather than ideas: his greatest gift was
biography. He could portray individuals with remarkable deftness. He
went about it like a sculptor working in clay, adding a trait here, modify-
ing one there, rounding it out until the personality stood out in all its
complexity. And this he could do not only with people he knew person-
ally but also those known to him secondhand, from reading, as he dem-
onstrated in what is probably his single most outstanding book, Russian
Thinkers, in which he drew splendid portraits of the intelligentsia in the
1830s and 1840s.

Yet, for all my admiration and friendship, in the end Berlin somewhat
disappointed me. He seemed emotionally detached from events of our
time, so full of tragedy. I used to think that this was because he did not
want to alienate liberals and socialists who dominated his milieu, but
years later I was surprised to learn from his biography that he had dis-
played the same detachment in the early 1930s toward nascent Nazism.
Although he said more than once that our century was the worst in
human history, he was loath to commit himself politically. I know that he
despised the Soviet regime, yet he avoided criticizing it in public, per-
haps because anticommunism was considered vulgar in the circles he
frequented: this despite the fact that communism bore a great, perhaps
principal blame for the miseries inflicted on the twentieth century. In
1971, when the Democratic Party nominated George McGovern for the
presidency, I found myself in a quandary because 1 was a registered
Democrat and had always voted Democratic, yet I felt I could not in
good conscience cast a ballot for a man so unsuited for the post of chief
executive. Even so, I hesitated to support Richard Nixon, his Republican
opponent. “What would you do in my position, Isaiah?” I asked. He
thought for a moment and responded, “I would vote for Nixon but tell no
one.” He adopted the incorrect view that [talian Fascism was a conserva-
tive doctrine, ignoring its radical roots, because that, too, was the fash-
ion. He never commented on my histories of the Russian Revolution,
either in public or in private, although he had encouraged me to write
them, [ suppose because they were too uncompromisingly hostile to the
intellectual left in Russia and Western Europe. And yet he had no illu-
sions on the subject.
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I was struck to read in his recollections of Boris Pasternak that at
their meeting in the mid-1940s the Russian poet criticized him to his
face for lack of empathy for Russians and their misery. As Berlin recalls
it—and it is greatly to his credit that he would do so publicly:

Pasternak reproached me . . . not, indeed, for seeking to impose my politi-
cal or any other opinions on him—but for something that to him seemed
almost as bad. Here we both were, in Russia, and wherever one looked,
everything was disgusting, appalling, an abominable pigsty, yet I seemed
positively exhilarated by it: “You wander about,” he said, “and look at
everything with bemused eyes”—I was no better (he declared) than other
foreign visitors who saw nothing, and suffered from absurd delusions,
maddening to the poor miserable natives.!

I felt the same moral detachment in him, and it ultimately somewhat
estranged me from this man whom in all other respects I liked and
looked up to. His biographer says that one reason Berlin so admired
Alexander Herzen was that Herzen presented him with a “moral chal-
lenge”: “someone who showed the courage and political commitment
that Isaiah himself knew he lacked.”? I always thought him a very happy
man, yet from his biography I learned that he was tormented by self-
doubts of various kinds: as a Jew in a Gentile and often anti-Semitic
English society, as an intellectual unable to produce a major book, as a
man who had difficulty dealing with women. Although in the last years
of his long life we were no longer as close as before, I owe him a great
debt in that he extended my intellectual horizons, encouraging me to
study subjects and to express opinions on subjects outside my academic
specialty. This conformed to my natural inclination, but it was not in
tune with the American academic culture.

In his old age, and even more so posthumously, he had the misfortune
of becoming a media “celebrity,” that is, a person known not for what he
has accomplished but simply for being known. There were numerous
anecdotes about him and his bon mots: his nighttime encounter with
Anna Akhmatova in Leningrad in 1945 became the subject of articles
and even a book which touted their meeting as the greatest literary event
of the twentieth century! I am quite certain he would not have welcomed
such superficial fame. The encomia lavished on him after his death as
the foremost thinker of our time were grossly exaggerated, for as he
himself realized he was not a thinker of the caliber of a Frederick Hayek,
or a Karl Popper, or a number of others who come to mind. His was not.
so much a creative talent as a reflective one.
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Early Scholarship and Teaching

Prior to completing my doctorate, I had never given any thought to
jobs. But in June 1950 I had to face the fact that I was an unemployed
doctor of philosophy. There were virtually no openings at universities
because their administrators had decided that after the wave of war
veterans had passed through, enrollments would shrink substantially,
and hence there was no need to increase faculties. (College enrollments
in 1950, compared to 1940, had more than doubled thanks in large
measure to the G.I. Bill.) Many fledgling historians found themselves in
the same situation as me. The best our department could do was to
recommend us for instructorships at MIT to help give budding engi-
neers some patina of a liberal education. I did not find this offer attrac-
tive and turned it down. Two years later an offer of an assistant pro-
fessorship came from Indiana University, and I turned that down as well.

Fortunately, I obtained an instructorship with the History and Litera-
ture Committee—an interdepartmental body made up of members of
various departments in the humanities—that offered no lecture courses
but taught entirely by means of tutorial. I would spend the next six years
tutoring bright undergraduates specializing in Russian culture, but oc-
casionally also those of other countries. It was an all-honors field of
concentration, restricted in enrollment, and something of an elite field.
The morale among the small tutorial staff—there were a dozen of us—
and the students (eighty-five admitted annually) was superb. We met
with sophomores and juniors, either in small groups or individually, and
also directed the writing of honors theses. In addition, we supervised
general discussions on such subjects as the Bible, the ancient Greek
historians, and Shakespeare. The vears [ spent doing this provided me
with a further education because I had to offer instruction in some
subjects in which I was no better informed than my tutees and hence I
had to do rapid preparation. I also received financial help from the
Russian Research Center to transform my dissertation into a book.

In June 1950 we packed our car and departed for California so I
could spend the summer doing research at the Hoover Institution. I had
served since 1948 as a second lieutenant in the Army Reserves, with a
specialty in military intelligence and interrogation of prisoners of war.
This commission entailed attending weekly evening sessions at a Boston
army base to hear and give lectures on sundry subjects: I was once asked
to speak on the construction of open-air latrines. Most of the junior
officers were, like myself, students, and we were treated with disdain by
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the professional non-coms who staffed the base. Before leaving for Cal-
ifornia, as required, I gave the military my summer address but re-
quested that my dossier not be forwarded because I expected to return to
Cambridge in the fall.

As we were passing Cleveland we heard on the radio news of the
North Korean invasion of South Korea. When we reached Stanford, |
fully expected to be recalled to active duty, but weeks passed and no such
call came. When we returned to the East in September, I learned that
my unit had been activated and shipped to Korea. I was not included
because, as it turned out, contrary to my instructions, my papers had
been forwarded to the West Coast. This bureaucratic fluke spared me at
least two years of military service in the Far East.

While working on my dissertation I made a stunning discovery: I
discovered that Russia had been, both before the revolution, and since, a
multinational empire. This fact may seems so obvious today as to require
no comment: by now a whole academic industry has grown up devoted
to the study of the nationalities of what had been the Soviet Union. This
was not the case in the early 1950s. Both Russians and Americans
tended to think of the USSR as a vast melting pot, much like the United
States, made up of numerous ethnic groups that voluntarily discarded
their ethnic identity in favor of a new, “Soviet” nationality. The few
native-born Americans who could claim expertise on the Soviet Union
had been trained by Russians and identified completely with Russia and
her culture. Suffice it to say that George Kennan, a well-informed and
clear-headed expert, wrote at the time that the Ukraine was econom-
ically as fully integrated into the Soviet Union as Pennsylvania was inte-
grated into the United States: “The future should see a minimum dis-
ruption of these economic ties, and that in itself would normally warrant
a close political connection,” he wrote in 1951.3 This kind of economic
determinism unconsciously echoed Lenin’s writings on the subject be-
fore 1917, where he argued that economic interests overrode national-
ism and would prevent the disintegration of the tsarist empire. In its
updated version, this premise held that the Soviet empire was certain to
survive even though all other empires had either dissolved or were in the
process of dissolution.

It did not take me long to realize how faulty were such analogies
between the United States and the Soviet Union. With the exception of
native Indians and African slaves, the United States was inhabited ex-
clusively by immigrants who had of their own free will severed links with
their homelands and come to America to acquire a new national identity,
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that of Americans. Scattered across the continent, they lacked historical
roots in the regions where they settled. In Russia the situation was
entirely different. Russia was not a multinational state but an empire.
That empire was built by conquests made possible by Russia’s superior
political and military organization. The great majority of the conquered
nations continued to live on their historic lands and to speak their native
languages. Although the non-Russian elites had to master Russian for
purposes of self-advancement, they did not, for that reason, become
Russians, any more than the people of India, communicating in English,
turned into Englishmen. Even the Soviet government came to acknowl-
edge this reality by granting the minorities, which constituted one-half
of the country’s population, nominal statehood and limited cultural
autonomy.

My plan, suggested by Karpovich, was to expand my thesis by tracing
first the disintegration of the tsarist empire in 1917—18 and then the
construction, on its ruins, of a new, Soviet empire. The scope of the book
and even its title were fixed in my mind as early as 1950, although
judging by the notes I made at the time, I had quite unrealistically
expected to complete it in one year. In fact, it took three years. The
subject presented considerable difficulties because each region and
each ethnic group had its own peculiar history conditioned by a past that
in most cases reached back centuries. My general sense was that con-
flicts which in the regions inhabited predominantly by Russians ac-
quired during the revolution and civil war a social character, in the
borderlands of the empire found expression in ethnic strife. The Bolshe-
viks succeeded in reconquering the separated borderlands partly by vir-
tue of greater military might and partly through the support of the Rus-
sian minorities there.

The reconquest of the empire was bought at a heavy price, however.
Lenin, in his pre-1917 writings, stressed the desirability of the minor-
ities assimilating so that ethnic differences would not interfere with the
construction of socialism: those that did not wish to become Russian
were free to separate and create their own sovereign states. There was to
be no third alternative. But his calculation proved wrong: Lenin had
thought that economic ties to Russia would inhibit separatism, but the
desire to escape the Communist regime and the civil war which followed
its establishment transcended economic self-interest, prompting nearly
all the minorities to seek independence. Thus Moscow found itself com-
pelled to grant them the kind of political and cultural concessions

that had been anathema to Lenin. These gave nationalism a certain
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legitimacy. After completing my studies of the subject, I was left with no
doubt that should central authority in Russia weaken again, as had
happened in 1917, the empire would fall apart. This prediction was
vigorously contested by nearly all Russian specialists.

At the end of May 1951, with financial assistance from the Center of
International Affairs at MIT, Irene and I left Daniel with our parents and
went on a four-month trip to Europe and the Middle East. My purpose
was to interview the surviving members of national governments of what
had been the Russian empire during the period 1917-21. I located quite
a few of them in London, Paris, Munich, and Istanbul, and they helped
me appreciably to understand the complex situations of that era. In Paris
I established contact with the Georgian émigré community. Two years
later, I spent another summer in Europe, this time in Munich, interview-
ing refugees from Soviet Central Asia, nearly all of them ex-German
prisoners of war. The information they furnished on life in their regions
in the 1930s reinforced my conviction that nationalism was well and
alive in the borderlands of the USSR and that no mass assimilation was
taking place.

The results of my researches came out in 1954—the year that saw the
birth of our second son, Steven—in a book called The Formation of the
Soviet Union: Nationalism and Communism, 1917—1924, under the im-
print of Harvard University Press. It was the first survey of the subject. I
was especially pleased by the comments of Karpovich who, having read
the manuscript and made some minor criticism, closed it saying, “Well,
you have done it.” For though a kind man, he was not lavish with praise.
The reviews were uniformly favorable. 1 received a personal letter from
Kennan in which he wrote that he was “full of gratitude and admiration,”
singling out for praise the chapter on the Ukraine as “the first really
coherent and dispassionate treatment of the subject.” I also received a
complimentary letter from E. H. Carr, although his (unsigned) review in
the Times Literary Supplement complained of “over-simplification.” It
was the only book of mine that found grudging favor in the eyes of the
Soviet authoritics—presumably because, unlike my later works, it did
not assail their central concern, Lenin and the legitimacy of the regime
he had founded. In 1964, following the publication of some archival
materials on Stalin and his disagreements with Lenin, I brought out a
revised version of the book. It has been in print ever since, and in 1997
Harvard published a new paperback edition.

The book had a welcome side effect in that it gave me an opportunity
to offer my first lecture course. This was arranged by a newcomer to
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Harvard’s History Department, Robert (“Bobby”) Lee Wolff. A Byzanti-
nist, Wolff had come to Harvard from the University of Wisconsin. He
took great interest in Russian history and in me personally. He was a
remarkable man in many ways, a person with extraordinary knowledge in
a wide range of subjects, including the Victorian novel on which he later
published a standard bibliography. Appointed director of the Soviet
Union Program, an area studies program leading to the master’s degree,
he invited me to give in the spring term of 1953—54, under the auspices
of the program, a course on the Soviet nationalities. (In 1955-56 the
course was shifted to the History Department.)

I well recall the first day I came to Boylston Hall to offer the opening
lecture in what was to be my own course. I quickly surveyed the class-
room: there were seven students present. I was dismayed when after I
had introduced myself and announced the subject of the course, two of
them got up and walked out, apparently having come to the wrong class-
room. | offered the course until 1960 to much larger audiences.

In March 1951, I wrote Wolff a letter suggesting that I be given an
opportunity to offer a course on the Russian Revolution, but he never
responded. When I ran into him some time later he told me it was an “ill-
advised” letter, though he never explained why. My proposal evidently
was interpreted as a direct challenge to Martin Malia, an instructor in
the department, who was scheduled to offer a course on the history of
the Soviet Union the following year.

Many laymen regard historical research with certain condescension,
believing that everything about the past is already known and that histo-
rians merely retell the same story from various idiosyncratic viewpoints.
Thus, writing history is a dull and uncreative occupation, though if vividly
done, it is of some value as entertainment. That is, unless new source
materials come to light. When people learned in the 1980s that I was
working on a history of the Russian Revolution, they typically would ask
whether I had located some fresh sources. In reality, “fresh sources” add
less to knowledge than is generally believed. The art of the historian
consists of selecting, according to his own criteria, some evidence from
the boundless store of available facts and then weaving them in a con-
vincing and, if possible, aesthetically satisfying narrative. Beyond this, he
seeks to arrive at some synthetic judgments about the story he tells. The
task is difficult but for that reason, if well done, immensely satisfying. It is
hard to convey the thrill that comes upon the historian when he feels he
has succeeded in making the inchoate clear and the meaningless mean-
ingful. For me, it has always been an experience akin to the artistic.
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Having finished The Formation, 1 faced the question of what to do
next. | first considered continuing my study of the Soviet nationalities,
carrying the narrative into the late 1920s or early 1930s. But I was held
back by the realization that do this properly I had to learn a number of
difficult and, for me, not very useful foreign languages, beginning with
those belonging to the Turkic group. I began halfheartedly to study
Ottoman Turkish with the help of a Linguaphone set of records given me
by a young woman who found no use for them after she had broken off
with her Turkish fiancé. All went well until I ran into vowel harmony, a
peculiarity of the Uralo-Altaic group of languages, which requires that
the vowels of each word belong to the same group, which makes it
difficult to locate them in the dictionary. I gave up. I continued to write,
from time to time, in newspapers and magazines on the “nationality
question” in the USSR, as well as to advise the government on the
subject, but with the one exception mentioned below, I did no more
research on it.

Instead, I turned to a topic more central to Russian history, namely,
its political culture. Struck by the many similarities between pre- and
post-revolutionary Russia, I wished to look beyond the radical slogans of
Soviet propaganda to ascertain the elements of continuity in the coun-
try’s political life. It seemed clear that for all its revolutionary posturing,
the Soviet Union was “revolutionary” only as far as foreign countries
were concerned; in its domestic politics, it was a rigidly conservative
regime that had more in common with the absolutism of a Nicholas 1
than with the utopian fantasies of nineteenth-century radicals. Why
should this be the case? Why would a government that had seized power
in the name of the most radical ideals ever conceived turn so quickly into
a bastion of reaction, exploiting radical slogans exclusively for purposes
of external expansion? As I jotted down in a notebook in 1956—57:

The conservative movement in Russia is much more indigenous, national,
than either liberalism or socialism. While both liberalism and socialism
had native roots, their intellectual content was largely imported from the
West whereas conservatism was local both in inception and development.
What it lacked in intellectual originality it made up in intimate contact
with Russian life. It throws, therefore, a better light on the driving forces
of Russian history than any other political movement of the prerevolu-
tionary era.

This perception ran contrary to the consensus which saw Russia as a
radical country and the Soviet regime as the embodiment of Marx’s
socialism.
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In line with this premise, I resolved to write a history of Russian
conservative thought. [ began with a monograph on an outstanding con-
servative, Nicholas Karamzin, Russia’s earliest professional historian,
whose History of the Russian State, published in 1816-29, was the first
account of that country’s past to attract a wide readership. On the eve of
the Napoleonic invasion, he had written an essay, “A Memoir on Ancient
and Modern Russia,” meant exclusively for the eyes of Alexander I and
his sister, in which he courageously challenged the tsar’s domestic and
foreign policies, especially his vague plans to dilute the country’s auto-
cratic form of government. In this essay Karamzin argued on the basis of
historical evidence that absolutism was Russia’s “Palladium” or protec-
tive shield: its momentary disappearance or even dilution invariably
brought ruin.

Karamzin attracted me for several reasons: he was highly educated;
he wrote excellent, although somewhat antiquated Russian; and he was
a liberal-conservative rather than a dyed-in-the-wool reactionary. His
“Memoir,” a work of some one-hundred pages, had never been trans-
lated or even issued in a scholarly edition in Russian.

In 1955, I published two articles. One, based on the interviews with
Central Asian refugees conducted two years earlier in Germany, offered
evidence that religious and ethnic loyalties remained very strong in So-
viet Muslim regions. The other dealt with Max Weber’s views of Russia.
This essay originated in the informal discussions we had in the Russian
Research Center about the proper methodology to use in studying alien
cultures. The dominant methodology at the center was sociological. The
center’s founder, the anthropologist Clyde Kluckhohn, a student of Na-
vajo Indians, laid no claim to being a Russian expert. He established the
center in order to replicate the accomplishment of a fellow anthropolo-
gist, Ruth Benedict, who during World War 1I had provided astute in-
sights into the Japanese psyche. The whole purpose of the center was to
get away from politics as well as history and to approach the Soviet
Union as a “system”—a system which, regardless of one’s feelings about
it, had proven its viability by surviving forty years of social turmoil and
war. Assisting Kluckhohn were such sociologists as Alex Inkeles and
Barrington Moore, who knew Russian. But they, too, shied away from
history. In general, historians were not welcome at the center in these
early years, and I received a fellowship there only because of Karpovich's
support.

I was very skeptical of an abstract sociological approach to a coun-
try with the history of five or six centuries of statehood, and more-
over a history very different from the Western. It seemed to me that to
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understand why it was behaving as it did one had to delve deeply into its
past, especially its social and political institutions. To prove my point, |
analyzed Max Weber's two monographs on Russia, both brought out in
the wake of the 1905 revolution, along with his occasional subsequent
pieces. I shared the widespread admiration for the German sociologist,
but in reading his essays on contemporary Russia it became apparent to
me that the man had been hopelessly blinded about the meaning and
implications of developments there by his theory that under modern
conditions professional bureaucracies were so entrenched in power that
revolutions had become impossible. He interpreted the February 1917
events in Russia not as a genuine revolution but as the overthrow of an
incompetent monarch. The Bolshevik coup appeared to him as a “pure

military dictatorship” of corporals, a “swindle” without a future. My
article, which appeared in the April 1955 issue of World Politics under |
the title “Max Weber and Russia,” greatly annoyed the Harvard sociolo- '
gist Talcott Parsons, the leading Weberian in the United States. He later |
told me he had intended to write a rebuttal, but he never did so; nor did
he tell me what he found objectionable in my article. [ suspect it was lese
majesté.

Now I must say something about the Harvard system of appointing
professors in general, and the situation in the History Department in the
1950s in particular. During the depression, Harvard's President James
Conant introduced a system of appointments based on what was popu-
larly known as the “up-or-out” principle. In order to prevent the perma-
nent faculty from being surrounded (and serviced) by hordes of under-
paid and overworked junior faculty who had no future at Harvard, he
instituted a rigid system of promotion. At the lowest rung of “the ladder”
was the assistant professor who received a five-year contract and was
presumed to be qualified for tenure provided he proved himself and
there was a vacancy in his field. By December of his fourth year, he came
up for review in the department, which either reccommended promotion
to associate professor, a rank carrying tenure, or else declined to do so,
in which case the candidate had a year and a half to look for a position
elsewhere. Because departments occasionally required “off-the-ladder”
teachers, the titles of instructor and lecturer were instituted: these were
strictly term appointments.

After [ had received my doctorate in 1950, I was appointed an in-
structor, a position renewable annually for up to three years. I tutored
undergraduates enrolled in History and Literature until 1954 as an in-
structor. That year I was made lecturer for one year. My prospects for
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gaining tenure at Harvard, therefore, were very slim, since as a rule
tenure was granted to assistant professors who were “on the ladder.” The
future appeared even bleaker for me inasmuch as in 1954 the depart-
ment conferred the assistant professorship in Russian history on Martin
Malia, a Yale graduate and also a pupil of Karpovich’s, who had served
the preceding three years as instructor and was allowed, exceptionally
for a person of this rank, to offer a graduate seminar. During the next
four years, Malia taught every course offered on Russian history, alter-
nating with Karpovich and Wolff; he also taught the history of the Soviet
Union. Strange as it may seem, this situation did not trouble me in the
least: [ was so confident of myself that I paid no attention to departmen-
tal politics. 1 was too busy doing research, writing, and teaching to
bother with such practical matters. I felt certain that something would
turn up—if not at Harvard then elsewhere—that would enable me to
carry on my scholarly work.

Relations between senior and junior faculty at Harvard in those years
were cold and distant. Professors, in whose power it lay to bestow the
supreme gift of a tenured professorship, wanted to avoid any taint of
favoritism and for this reason refrained from social contacts with us.
With one exception, I do not recall ever being invited to the home of a
senior member of my department: the exception was Oscar Handlin,
who with his wife, Mary, used to invite young scholars to their house on
Agassiz Street. Generally, we were observed from a distance, closely and
attentively but impersonally, like fish in an aquarium.

In September 1954, I received a call from Wolff. He told me that
Malia, who had been scheduled to give the course on imperial Russia in
the spring term, was unable to do so because he had decided to spend
the time in Paris. Would I take his place? 1 accepted the offer with
enthusiasm. In a frenzy of excitement I prepared during the next couple
of months about half of the lectures covering the history of Russia from
1801 to 1917. 1 was bursting with facts and ideas accumulated over the
past decade. On the first day of classes, Thursday, February 3, 1955, at
11 a.Mm., I entered Harvard Hall 201. The room, which has 140 seats,
was packed. My head swam. To my surprise and delight, the first lecture
and the subsequent ones met with a spirited response from an audience
ranging from freshman to graduate students. I realized quickly that the
attention span of undergraduates did not exceed ten to twelve minutes
and hence interrupted the lecture at such intervals with stories and
anecdotes that had some, even remote, bearing on the subject. Students
then were very ready to laugh and they responded. I taught various
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lecture courses during the following forty years, but I never quite recap-
tured the exhilaration of this first experience.

During that term, while visiting Karpovich, [ met Alexander Keren-
sky, the war minister and prime minister of Russia’s Provisional Govern-
ment in 1917. linvited him to give a lecture in my course on the Russian
prerevolutionary parliament, in which he had served as deputy. My stu-
dents were stunned to see him in the flesh. Kerensky began slowly and
clearly, then worked himself into a frenzy which made him almost in-
comprehensible. 1 subsequently met him many times and found him
invariably cordial. Discussing the revolutionary era with him, however,
was quite useless because he had published three autobiographies and
never deviated from them. During the Khrushchev era he displayed a
sympathetic interest in the reforms, for he was, first and foremost, a
Russian patriot and carried no grudge against the nation that had re-
jected him. He once told me his recipe for longevity: no freshly baked
bread, three martinis before dinner, followed by a long walk afterwards,
and a fourth component, possibly the most important, which I have
unfortunately forgotten.

In 1955 more good news arrived, namely, an invitation from the
University of California at Berkeley to come for one term as visiting
assistant professor. Berkeley at this time was driven by an ambition to
become the Harvard of the West, an ambition that would be frustrated
by the radical delirium of the 1960s which had its beginning there. Its
Russian historian, Robert Kerner, Czech by origin, wrote mostly on
Bohemia and Central Europe: his principal contribution to Russian his-
tory, The Urge to the Sea (1942), gave a unilinear explanation of the
course of Russia’s history in terms of her (alleged) quest for warm sea
ports. This interpretation was not widely shared, and the younger faculty
looked eagerly to his imminent retirement. As his potential successors,
Berkeley chose three of Karpovich’s pupils: Malia, Nicholas Riasanovsky
(then teaching at Iowa), and myself.

The summer of 1955 I spent with my wife in Rome attending the
Tenth International Congress of the Historical Sciences. I delivered a
paper on nineteenth-century Russian apologists of absolutism, the early
fruit of my studies of Russian conservative thought. Here we met, for the
first time, a Soviet delegation which had been sent to reestablish contact
with the West. They trooped into the room where I was to lecture like
soldiers, all dressed in ill-fitting suits, apparently made for the purpose,
the sleeves of which were a good six inches too long. I had conversations
with some of them, notably the economic historian A. L. Sidorov, head
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of the Institute of History of the Soviet Academy of Sciences. He and the
others were most eager to rejoin the international scholarly community,
which they had been forced to cut all relations with in the 1930s.

At the end of January 1956 we arrived in Berkeley. I was warmly
welcomed by the Harvardians on the history faculty who seemed to form
a party. | paid a courtesy visit to Kerner, who told me in all seriousness
that as Archibald Cary Coolidge, the principal professor of modern his-
tory at Harvard, lay dying in 1928, he was asked whom he would like to
see as his successor. “Kerner” he whispered with his last breath, but
those around him thought they heard him say “Langer,” and so it hap-
pened that Langer and not he became the Coolidge Professor of History
at Harvard. I did my best to convey to Kerner that I believed this story.

Berkeley was most agreeable, although being a state university, it
granted its faculty less freedom than Harvard: thus the number of
weekly lectures in each course was prescribed, and I was expected to
keep the door to my office open at all times. Still, I was happy to be there
and, though homesick for Cambridge, would have gladly accepted an
appointment at Berkeley had Harvard not come through.

When I returned to Cambridge for the summer to teach a course in
nineteenth-century Russian history in the summer school and to assist
Denis Brogan in his course on modern Britain, the fate of the Russian
chairs at Harvard and Berkeley was still up in the air.

To get away from the heated competitive atmosphere I decided to
spend a year in Europe. I had applied for and received a Guggenheim
grant and on September 13, 1956, sailed with my family for Paris on the
French liner Flandre. Karpovich advised me against going abroad for he
thought I should be in place and available when the appointments were
made, but I took the chance. I carried the distinct impression that Karpo-
vich wanted me to get the Berkeley post rather than his own chair. The
reason was not personal or even academic but political. Karpovich made
it his mission in life to fight the notion, then widespread in the United
States, that communism was native to Russia, that it reflected that ccun-
try’s culture, and that Russians were altogether “different”—he had
nothing but scorn for the notion of a Russian “soul.” Coming from
Poland, a country which had bordered Russia for a thousand years and
lived under its occupation for over a century, I unconsciously shared
Polish attitudes toward Russia. | must have absorbed them from the air
because, as I have said earlier, while in Poland I had had no interest in our
eastern neighbor. My scholarly research confirmed me in some of these
attitudes, and in my principal survey of Russia’s political institutions and
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culture, Russia under the Old Regime, published in 1974, I stressed their
distinctiveness and continuities.

Karpovich never tried to sway me, but I believe he found more conge-
nial Malia's approach, which held that Russia was a European country,
all of whose “peculiarities” could be found replicated in the West. As
Malia wrote many years later in Russia under Western Eyes (1999), the
notion that Russia was fundamentally different from Europe reflected
Europe’s own problems rather than Russian reality. The idiosyncracy of
the Communist regime, in Malia’s view, was due solely to the influence
of Marxist ideology, a Western import—although why Marxism should
have found so congenial a home in Russia whereas in Western Europe it
was always a marginal phenomenon he never, as far as | know, explained.
For the subject of his doctoral dissertation, Malia had chosen Alexander
Herzen, a fervent Westerner (though with some lapses). It was pub-
lished in 1961.

The view that Russia was a European country could be reasonably

argued only by concentrating on her “high” culture—literature, art,
science—which indeed was European, and ignoring political and social
institutions along with “low” culture, which were not. This is the reason
why Russians like Karpovich and those students of his who shared his |
viewpoint focused on intellectual history, moreover intellectual history
of socialist and liberal currents, paying little heed to conservative move-
ments which far more accurately reflected Russian reality.

Shortly after we had landed in France, two important international
events took place: the anticommunist uprising in Hungary and the Mid-
dle East war during which England, France, and Israel attempted to |
seize control of the Suez Canal. Paris was very agitated. But what I recall |
best is that due to gas rationing introduced immediately after the open- |
ing of hostilities against Egypt, French highways, normally so busy, were
eerily deserted. As foreigners with access to special coupons, we had the
roads almost to ourselves.

To be in one’s thirties, to have enough money for moderate comforts
and pleasures, and to be in Paris—what bliss! We found an apartment in
Auteuil, the southern half of the Sixteenth Arrondisement. I spent my
days in libraries working on Karamzin; Daniel went to a nearby school;
and Irene and three-year-old Steven simply enjoyed what the city had to
offer. Most of our acquaintances were Americans, but I did strike up
friendships with two Europeans. The first was Boris Souvarine, one of
the founders of the French Communist Party and the author of a bril-
liant Stalin biography, published in 1935, which the left-leaning French
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intelligentsia dismissed as unworthy of attention. A small, wispy man of
exemplary intellectual integrity, Souvarine had broken with the commu-
nists in the late 1920s and since then turned into one of their most
implacable foes. He was virtually isolated in a Paris where the intelli-
gentsia was either communist or procommunist. I greatly valued his
judgment: his friendship and approval also meant much to me.

| On the recommendation of Irakly Tsereteli, the Georgian Menshevik
who in 1917 had chaired the All-Russian Soviet in Petrograd and now
lived in New York City, I contacted Noe Tsintsadze, one of the leaders of
the Georgian exile community, through whom I became acquainted with

other Georgians. This relationship was to bear fruit many years later.
Our stay in Paris was marred by the fact that my academic future
remained clouded. Neither Berkeley nor Harvard were as yet ready to
. make their Russian history appointments. Friends on the Berkeley fac-
ulty advised me that the department was leaning toward Malia. I was left
in limbo to the last moment.

Face to Face with Russia

The great event for me of our year in Paris was a trip to the Soviet
Union. It is difficult today to conceive to what extent the Soviet Union
was, at the time, a closed world for foreigners. We could more readily
picture life in medieval Europe than in contemporary Russia, all infor-
mation about which emanated from official channels whose overseers
released nothing but positive news. Foreign diplomats and journalists
were subjected to round-the-clock surveillance and restricted to a few
major cities. Any one of them who failed to cooperate, was declared
persona non grata and expelled. Curiosity about the Soviet Union,
therefore, was immense. My hostility to communism immunized me
against fantasies about the USSR: I thought it self-evident that a coun-
try that went to such lengths to shield its citizens from contacts with
foreigners and prevented them from leaving could not be a happy land.
However, I had no concrete image of what it was like and approached it
in some measure with an open mind.

After 1956, when Khrushchev delivered his attack on Stalin for
crimes against fellow communists, the Soviet government made vigorous
attempts to extricate itself from the isolation into which the dead dictator
had driven it. One of them was to revive tourism which had been well
developed in the interwar years. This was not the free-wheeling tourism
familiar to Westerners, but controlled travel managed by Intourist, an
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organization closely affiliated with the KGB. Itineraries had to be ap-
proved by Intourist and throughout their stay in the USSR foreign trav-
elers were under constant KGB surveillance, which in the case of
Russian-speakers was particularly intense. One could walk freely in the
cities listed on one’s itinerary and, in theory, converse with the natives,
but the latter were so well trained that they avoided all contacts with
foreigners; if one managed to have a meaningful conversation with a
Russian, one immediately suspected him of being on the police payroll.

Early in 1957 I learned that an American organization based at Indi-
ana University, the Inter-University Committee on Travel Grants, of-
fered scholars financial assistance to visit the USSR. Such help was
essential because, in order to pay for the police escorts, one had to travel
“de luxe” which cost, in addition to air travel, $30 a day, a sum equivalent
to $300 today and well beyvond my means. I worked out with a Paris
travel agency a thirty-day itinerary that would take me from Russia to the
Ukraine and Georgia, followed by Central Asia. The Congress for Cul-
tural Freedom invited me to visit India at the end of my trip. to deliver
lectures on my Soviet journey.™

I flew to Helsinki on March 31 and from there proceeded by train to
Leningrad. The train made a lengthy stop at Viborg, once Finnish. now
Soviet. I took a walk through the town and was appalled by what I saw.
The war had been over for twelve vears and most European cities which
had suffered destruction had been rebuilt. Viborg, as far as I could tell,
the scene of fighting in the Soviet-Finnish wars, had not been destroved.
but it was in a state of advanced decay: the buildings were crumbling.
the sidewalks and roads full of potholes, there was not a single object to
please the eve. Even worse was the appearance of the people who looked
as if they had emerged from caves: some carried pails with water.

I arrived in Leningrad late in the evening. Two black limousines
awaited me. I was driven to the Astoria, the city’s premier hotel built
before the revolution and located next to St. Isaac’s Cathedral. As we
were crossing the square, | heard a woman screaming in the darkness.
When we drove up the well-lit hotel entrance, doormen rushed to my
cars to remove the luggage. At that moment a woman emerged into the
light: “My purse has been stolen!” she cried. “Beat it,” one of the door-
men hissed, “Don't you see there is a foreigner in the car?” It was a
foretaste of things to come.

*When it learned that the purpose of my visit was to speak at local branches of the congress.,
the Indian Embassy in Paris refused me an entry visa, apparently because it was aware—as 1
was not—that the congress was financed by the CIA. The Indian Embassy in Moscow, however.
issued me a visa without difficulty.
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The next morning | was asked to report to the Intourist office in the
hotel. I was advised that I would be escorted on my journeys during the
next thirty days by one of their female employees. | immediately objected,
sayving that I spoke Russian and needed no escort. Such were the rules,
was told, but I stood my ground. with redoubled determination after
being introduced to the proposed chaperon, a heavily made-up woman in
her thirties with the repulsive expression of a professional KGB agent,
made still uglier by a feeble attempt at an ingratiating smile. I finally won
the argument and for the rest of the trip was escorted by local police
personnel, some of them quite pleasant young men and women.

Leningrad was depressing. The crowds looked just as poor and mo-
rose as in Viborg, but here the backdrop of what had been a splendid
imperial capital heightened the appearance of shabbiness. I spent two
days walking the streets, some of the time with tears in my eyes. As |
wrote Karpovich soon after my return to Paris: “Evervthing made the
impression of waiting for something. as if it had known life and would
know it again, but did not know it now.” I did not quite realize what
depressed me so much until I read. years later. the recollections of
Princess Zinaida Shakhovskaia, who had visited Russia at the same time.
She wrote that looking closely at the crowds on Moscow streets “it was
hopeless trving to find one single face which clearly belonged to a born
city dweller. It was an immense kolkhoz."* Worse than that: the Soviet
regime had “liquidated.” i.e.. murdered in one way or another, the most
intelligent and enterprising peasants. so that what one saw were cultur-
ally and even physically the most backward elements of Russia’s rural
population who had been evicted or fled from their villages. They looked
like barbarian invaders who had conquered and taken over what had
once been a flourishing center of civilization.

I knew that around the corner from my hotel. on Gogol Street (pre-
viously and now again Malaia Morskaia), lived my mother’s brother
Henry and his family. On the second evening. having reconnoitered the
area, | slipped out of the hotel and made my way there. No one seemed
to be following. The concierge told me the apartment number: [ walked
up to the top floor. From my travel diary:

I rang the bell and the loud barking of a dog answered. The door opened
and a woman whom I instantly recognized as my aunt (from the photo-
graphs | had seen). holding on to a large barking German shepherd asked
me whom [ wanted. I said the name and she asked me in. I walked into the
living room. At a table sat a man in his shirtsleeves eating from a dish of
soup. I stood silently for a minute while they tried to hush the dog. I then
asked them once more for their name and when they confirmed it. I told
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them my name. My aunt gasped and threw herself into my arms; my
uncle, as if some great and unexpected force had struck him, rose dazed
from the table. We embraced, and kissed, and cried.

After a while we calmed down. [ was received with a mixture of joy
and trepidation. I assured them that no one was following me. Soon the
front doorbell rang. It was a friend of my cousin Nora. “What is going
on?” she asked, “The stairwell is crawling with people running up and
down.” So much for my skill in eluding the police. We saw a great deal of
each other during the few days I spent in Leningrad, always aware that
wherever we went police agents followed us. Victor, Nora’s brother, once
pointed them out to me in the streetcar: an elderly babushka with a
shopping bag seemingly absorbed in her own thoughts, or a well-dressed
young man who looked like a student. I was very depressed by this
surveillance. But as we were taking leave of each other one evening,
Victor said with a smile: “Don’t worry. You take care of your problems,
and we will take care of this.” Unfortunately, he did not live to see this
wish fulfilled, dying of cancer before communism’s collapse.

Next came Moscow where [ was put up at the most prestigious hotel
as well, the National, across from the Red Square. Moscow seemed less
depressing whether because I was getting accustomed to the sights of
the Soviet Russia or because, being the capital, it was maintained in
better shape. I was contacted by Sidorov, whom I had met two years
earlier in Rome, and through him made the acquaintance of several
historians. I gave a lecture at the Institute of History on American schol-
arship on Russia. My mentor at the institute was one M. M. Shtrange, a
specialist on French history: I later learned that during World War II he
had been a high-level Soviet agent in Nazi-occupied Paris. He was very
friendly: not from any personal or intellectual sympathy but because he
apparently was charged with recruiting me for the “organs.”

I spent much time in secondhand bookstores buying for pennies
pre-1917 historical monographs that were entirely unavailable in the
West. It was forbidden to export pre-1917 books, but Shtrange secured
for me a permit to mail them. These books formed the nucleus of my
library on Russian history.

From Moscow [ proceeded to Kiev. That city had been thoroughly
destroyed during the war and offered little of interest. Odessa, my next
stop, was even less interesting: it was a low point in my trip when on a
rainy day my young, unshaven cicerone showed me a deserted beach on
the Black Sea. I spent most of my stay there holed up in the hotel room,
reading.
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I next traveled by train to Sochi and from there to Thilisi. The am-
bience in the capital of Georgia was quite different from anything I
had encountered on the Soviet trip: Mediterranean rather than Slavic,
happy-go-lucky. In the center of the city I could see holes in buildings,
testimony of the shooting during riots that had erupted a year before my
arrival when Georgians had taken to the streets to protest Khrushchev's
attack on Stalin. I gave a talk to some members of the local Institute of
History and could not but help admire how much freer in their thinking
they were than their Moscow counterparts. Thus began my infatuation
with Georgia that was to lead, forty years later, to my being granted
honorary citizenship.

From Thilisi I returned to Moscow from where I was scheduled to fly
to Central Asia. Another meeting was arranged at the Institute of His-
tory. When I concluded my remarks, Shtrange, with an unctuous smile,
invited me to share my impressions of the Soviet Union. I sensed a trap
and responded, noncommittally, that I had had too many unsorted im-
pressions from my voyage to form an opinion. “But you must have some
impressions,” he insisted. I still refused to comment. This exchange
marked the end of the KGB’s efforts to enlist me. On my next trip,
neither Sidorov, nor Shtrange, nor any other member of the institute
found the time to see me: I had become an enemy: Henceforth, the
“organs” concentrated on compromising me.

During my brief second stay in Moscow, I attended a reception at the
American Embassy. The ambassador, Charles (*Chip”) Bohlen, asked
me where [ was going next. I told him that I was scheduled to fly the
following morning to Tashkent, the capital of Uzbekistan. “Are you
sure?” he asked: it seemed that all flights to Tashkent had been canceled.
Upon my return to the hotel, the Intourist office informed me that this,
indeed, was the case. The reason, of course, unknown to us at the time,
was that secret preparations were being made north of the Caspian, on
the flight route Moscow-Tashkent, for the launching of the Sputnik: in
fact, it was subsequently revealed that the original plans had called for it
to be sent aloft at the beginning of May, the very time I was to fly over the
region, but the launch had failed.’

I insisted that I had to go to Central Asia because of my speaking
engagements in India. The authorities relented and offered me a special
flight by small plane that took a circuitous route to Tashkent by way of
Sverdlovsk (today, once again, Ekaterinburg). The plane had only one
other passenger, a young radical chic art dealer from Paris. He gushed
over the wonders of the Soviet Union and the marvelous people he had
met. | finally could stand his rhapsodies no longer and assured him that
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all his personal encounters were either with police informants or indi-
viduals required to report to the police, and that he was constantly under
surveillance. This thought had never occurred to him. He seemed trou-
bled. Finally, during dinner which we ate at the Sverdlovsk airport, his
face lit up: “I know why you are so sure I was being followed. It was you
who followed me!”

Tashkent was not terribly interesting—unfortunately both Bukhara
and Samarkand were closed to foreigners. I was struck how the Muslim
quarters of the old city were separated from the modern Russian ones. |
went to a performance by a traveling troupe of Jewish actors. The whole
show was so anti-Semitic in spirit that I left in disgust during the inter-

mission. I meant to go back to the hotel but got lost in the maze of the
Muslim quarter. I felt no anxiety, confident that my invisible KGB chap-
eron would help me out. However, there was no KGB chaperon: it seems !
the police assumed that once a visitor procured tickets to the theater, he ‘
would remain there to the end. This impression was confirmed to me
subsequently.

In Alma-Ata, the capital of Kazakhstan, my last stop, I witnessed a
May 1 parade, complete with portraits of Stalin carried by expressionless
Kazakhs. The Tian-shan Mountains surrounding the city were most im- |
pressive. My young escort—I believe he had been a Leningrad stu-
dent exiled to Central Asia for dissidence—pointed out proudly Russian
achievements in the region. I asked: “What would happen if the Kazakhs
would say to you, as the Algerians did to the French—Thank you very |
much, and now please leave’»” “Pust’ pobrobuiut” (Just let them try), he
replied.

From Alma-Ata I flew to Kabul in a nonpressurized Soviet plane, full
of Russian “experts” en route to Afghanistan to provide friendly help.
Once there, I was surprised by the extent to which the Afghans allowed
the Soviet Union to intervene in their internal affairs, permitting them
to construct a highway from Termez in Uzbekistan to Kabul, a road
which could serve only one purpose, namely, to transport Soviet troops
into the heart of Afghanistan. The head of the American mission, whom
I met at the airport and who offered me the hospitality of his residence,
said that our principal aid project was constructing a bakery.

After a brief stay in India, which dazzled me with its colors and
enervated me with its heat, I returned to Paris. Word got around of my
return, and [ received many invitations to talk about the trip and to show
the slides and films which I had brought back. One person who took a
keen interest in my impressions of the USSR was Walter Stoessel, then a
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staff member of NATO, later U.S. ambassador to Moscow. He arranged
for me to meet several high level NATO officials. I described to them the
dismal impression the Soviet Union had made on me and expressed
doubts that a country so poor and so backward presented a serious
threat to us. They eyed me with ill-concealed skepticism.

What most troubled me about visits to the Soviet Union, then and
later, was not the poverty and drabness but the pervasive lying. I do not
mean the brazen lies pouring out of the official propaganda machine: no
one I met paid much attention to them. Rather, it was that all human
relations there, except in the intimate circle of friends and family, rested
on make-believe: everyone was lying, everyone knew you knew they were
lying, and yet one had to pretend otherwise. Nothing had changed since
the 1930s when André Gide paid his famous visit to the USSR: “truth,”
he wrote on his return, was “spoken with hatred and falsehood with
love.”¢ This created the suffocating ambience that made it such joy to
leave the country.

A memorable incident illustrating this feature of Soviet life occurred
on one of my subsequent trips. I entered a streetcar in Leningrad and to
buy a ticket took out the loose change from my pocket: mixed with Soviet
coins was a Kennedy half dollar. The woman selling tickets, sitting by the
entrance, spotted it instantly and asked, “Are you an American?” When I
confirmed, she insisted on yielding me her seat. As the streetcar lum-
bered on its way she pointed out to me various landmarks and, loudly
extolling the beauties of her city, urged me, as a Russian-speaker, to
resettle there with my family. The streetcar stopped: passengers poured
in and out. Taking advantage of the temporary commotion, the woman,
her facial expression suddenly transformed from falsely amiable to gen-
uinely anxious, bent down and asked me in an urgent whisper: “We live
like dogs, don’t we? Tell me, please.” It was a shattering experience, a
momentary falling off the mask that Soviet citizens habitually wore.

Yet when I returned to Cambridge and told of this oppressive sensa-
tion, one of the senior professors, echoing Pontius Pilate, responded:
“Dick, how do we know what is a lie and what the truth?” This deliberate
eschewal of the human and the moral in dealing with the Soviet Union
characterized the entire profession of “Sovietology” and accounted in
good measure for its dismal failure to foresee that country’s fate.

The more I learned about communism, whether from personal expe-
rience or reading, the more I came to despise it. My mounting hatred of
it can best be explained in words which Chekhov used in a letter to a
friend when he wrote: “I detest lies and coercion in all their forms. . . .
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My holiest of holies is the human body, health, intelligence, talent,
inspiration, love and the most absolute freedom, freedom from coercion
and lies, no matter how expressed.”” 1 suppose not everyone has the
same low level of tolerance for coercion and lies which lay at the heart of
communist regimes: those who did not were prone to view my hostility
as an obsession.

The summer of 1957 we spent in the Engadine Valley in Switzerland,
at Sils-Maria, a stone’s throw from the house where Nietzsche had spent
much time in his declining years. Signs posted all over the village an-
nounced “Nietzsche House for Sale.” I used the summer to write up my
trip to Soviet Russia. I never finished it.

Professorship

We returned to Boston in September 1957 without my having any
commitment from the university: my appointment as lecturer in History
and Literature and research fellow of the Russian Research Center for
one academic year came through only in October. Nevertheless, matters
in the department were coming to a head. Karpovich was but one year
away from his seventieth birthday, an age at which, by rules of the time,
he had to retire. (He would die of cancer in November 1959.) Moreover,
Malia was in the fourth year of his assistant professorship, at a point
when he either had to be given tenure or let go. I was not privy to the
departmental discussions in the fall of 1957. But on December 3, I was
called in to the office of the chairman, Myron Gilmore, and told that the
department, “after long and careful scrutiny,” had voted the previous
evening to recommend me for an associate professorship in Russian
history, a rank which carried tenure. According to my diary of that time,
“The news nearly lifted me out of my seat.”

The offer was formally extended to me in April 1958 by the dean of
the Faculty of Arts and Sciences, McGeorge Bundy, who was barely
three years my senior in age. | accepted it without hesitation: I asked no
questions and posed no conditions. My salary for the year 1958—-59 was
to be $8,000.

In Anna Karenina, Tolstoy describes the restlessness of Vronsky after
he had won Anna and taken her away from her husband. He attributes it
to Vronsky having committed the “eternal error of those who imagine
happiness to lie in the satisfaction of a desire.”® This may be true in some
general way, but it certainly did not apply to me: I had imagined happi-
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ness to be the opportunity for the rest of my life to engage, undisturbed,
in scholarship. When it was granted to me, I gained lasting happiness.

The rewards of a full professorship at a major university are not
widely known. They are unique. First there is tenure which assures the
holder of a secure job until compulsory retirement, then set at seventy;
today, compulsory retirement has been abolished on the grounds that it
constitutes “age discrimination” and a professor can teach for as long as
he wishes, even into senility. Second, the working load—at any rate, at
major research institutions—is light. At Harvard we were expected to
teach two courses per term, but this was never spelled out formally, and
many professors taught less. Third, the academic year is short: at Har-
vard we had two terms of twelve weeks each, which meant a twenty-four-
week calendar year with some five hours of lecturing a week. Fourth, we
were entitled to take a year’s leave without pay every fourth year and a
semester with full pay every seventh year. For someone like myself who
took full advantage of this provision, the result was that I gave formal
course offerings for some 120 hours annually over every three-year pe-
riod and then went on leave. Finally, our teaching burden was eased by
the provision that for lecture courses that enrolled more than thirty
undergraduates, as most of mine did, the department engaged teaching
fellows to grade the examination papers.

Of course, our responsibilities were not limited to lecturing: we
taught graduate students and we sat on university and departmental
committees. Still, all in all, the combination of security and frequent
vacations along with leaves of absence gave one an enviable opportunity
to carry on research and engage in such other activities as one found of
interest. A tenured professor was entrusted with his field on the assump-
tion that he knew best how to take care of it: he taught, therefore, what
he wanted when he wanted.

Scholarship is lonely work in which one communes mainly with
oneself: Montaigne must have been thinking of intellectuals like himself
when he wrote “Nous avons une dme contournable en soi méme; elle se
peut faire compagnie” (We have a soul that winds around itself; it can
keep itself company). It does not suit every temperament, and I learned
in time to discourage graduate students who gave signs of chafing under
its regimen from pursuing an academic career.

Academic life is not all sweetness and light. Scholars are psycho-
logically less secure than most people: by and large, once they pass
the threshold of middle age they strike me as becoming restless. A
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businessman knows he is successful when he makes money; a politician,
when he wins elections; an athlete, when he is first in sporting contests; a
popular writer, when he produces best-sellers. But a scholar has no such
fixed criteria by which to judge success, and as a consequence he lives in
a state of permanent uncertainty which grows more oppressive with age
as ambitious younger scholars elbow themselves to the fore and dismiss
his work as outdated. His principal criterion of success is approval
of peers. This means that he must cultivate them, which makes for con-
formity and “group think.” Scholars are expected to cite one another
approvingly, attend conferences, edit and contribute to collective sym-
posia. Professional associations are designed to promote these objec-
tives. Those who do not play by the rules or significantly depart from the

consensus risk ostracism. A classic example of such ostracism is the
treatment meted out to one of the outstanding economists and social :
theorists of the past century, Frederick von Hayek, whose uncompromis- ’
ing condemnation of economic planning and socialism caused him to be
banished from the profession. He lived long enough to see his views
prevail and his reputation vindicated by a Nobel Prize, but not everyone
in this situation is as fortunate. Such behavior, observed also in animal
communities, strengthens group cohesion and enhances the sense of
security of its individual members, but it inhibits creativity.

What particularly disenchanted me about many academics was [the
way they treated] a professorship not as a sacred trust but as a sinecure,
much like the run-of-the-mill Protestant ministers in eighteenth- or
nineteenth-century England who did not even pretend to believe. The
typical academic, having completed and published his doctoral disserta-
tion, will establish himself as an authority on the subject of his disserta-
tion and for the remainder of his life write and teach on the same or
closely related topics. The profession welcomes this kind of “expertise”
and resents anyone who attempts to take a broader view of the field
because by so doing, he encroaches on its members’ turf. Nonmono-
graphic, general histories are dismissed as “popular” and allegedly rid-
dled with errors—doubly so if they do not give adequate credit to the
hordes who labor in the fields. In “A Boring Story,” Chekhov diagnosed
this kind of sterility as due to the absence of the “main element of
creativity: the sense of personal freedom . . . without the freedom, the

courage to write as one pleases . . . there is no creativity.”*

*The protagonist of Chekhov's story, an elderly professor of medicine, observes his assistant
and reflects: “During his whole life he will fill several hundred prescriptions of extraordinary
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Such are the dark sides of the scholarly profession, but they need not
trouble those who choose to strike their own path.

My appointment was greeted with warm congratulations from well-
wishers and howls of envy from the others (the latter sounds reached me
secondhand). Those who had aspired to the chair but failed to get it,
never forgave me. As I was to learn at the time, envy is in some ways the
worst of the seven deadly sins: whereas the other six harm the sinner,
this one harms its object, who can fend it off only at his own expense.
Balzac has well characterized envy as that “ignoble accumulation of dis-
appointed hopes, frustrated talents, failures and wounded pretensions.”

During the next thirty-eight years, interrupted only by periodic leaves
of absence and two years’ service in Washington, I taught at Harvard a
variety of Russian history courses: medieval Russia, imperial Russia,
Russian intellectual history, history of Russian institutions, core courses
on the Russian civilization and the Russian Revolution, graduate semi-
nars, and freshmen seminars. With my colleagues Walter (Jack) Bate
and David Perkins, I once participated in a course on Coleridge in the
English Department. Enrollments in my Russian history courses fluctu-
ated with the political situation: when the press devoted much space to
the Soviet Union they rose, when domestic problems came to predomi-
nate, they declined. (I was told that enrollments in courses of the Japa-
nese language tracked the Nikkei Index of the Tokyo Stock Exchange.)

Undergraduate students admitted to Harvard were generally very
bright in the sense that they were quick learners. Their knowledge,
however, was appallingly slight. When in 1985 I offered my first fresh-
man seminar on Russian intellectual history,  had 127 applicants for 12
places, and so I administered quick personal tests. I did not expect that
the students would know anything about Russia, but I did think that a
someone interested in intellectual history would be familiar with the
classics of world literature. I was sadly disappointed: apart from Crime
and Punishment which, I believe, they read as a thriller and Madame
Bovary (for those who studied advanced high school French), they knew
nothing: Dickens, Tolstoy, George Eliot, Chekhov, Cervantes were to
them names, if that. I was dismayed how culturally deraciné America's
young were, how they lacked any cultural background to fall back on
when they faced life’s inevitable problems. The situation was so bad that

purity, he will write many dry, very decent papers, make a dozen conscientious translations, but
he will not invent gunpowder. Gunpowder requires fantasy, inventiveness, the ability to imag-
ine, and Peter Ignatevich had none of this. In short, he was not a master in science but a toiler.”
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when a prospective student revealed familiarity with any major writer or
thinker of the past, I admitted him or her on the spot.

I also supervised the work of many graduate students: by the time I
retired | had turned out more than seventy Ph.D.’s. Some, possibly most,
of my graduate students espoused political views that were to the left of
mine, but | never pressured them to conform. I also gave them a great
deal of latitude in the choice of dissertation subjects. My personal rela-
tions with them varied: some, after receiving their doctorates and as-
suming their own professorships, dropped out of sight entirely; others
maintained desultory contacts, usually when requiring letters of recom-
mendation; a few became lifelong friends. By and large, it is my impres-
sion that American graduate students treat their professors not as intel-
lectual and spiritual mentors but as individuals who, at a certain stage in
their life, happen to assist in the advancement of their careers—essen-
tially not differently from the way they regard their high school teachers.
Russians to whom I described this attitude found it incomprehensible.

[ sat on various departmental and university committees, but I was not
good at this sort of thing. In 1968 I began a five-year term as director of
the Russian Research Center: in this capacity, too, I did not distinguish
myself, though I did raise some funds from the Ford Foundation.

In 1964, when I had more than a dozen graduate students, I dis-
cussed with them how to put their talents to some general use, a use
benefitting them and the profession at large. The idea occurred to me to
found a periodical devoted to reviews of books on Russian history pub-
lished in the Soviet Union which were usually ignored in Western pub-
lications. The students liked the suggestion and thus came into being
Kritika, a journal published three times a year, edited and written en-
tirely by graduate students under my overall supervision. We had more
than five hundred subscribers and became self-supporting. The journal
came out until 1984, when it had to be discontinued because by then the
graduate student body in Russian history at Harvard had dwindled to a
mere two or three. [ believe that Kritika was a unique publication in the
country, one that enabled predoctoral candidates to do professional
work and acquire a bibliography.

One of teaching's great rewards is contact with the young, which
helps one stay young. It also improves one’s scholarship. Whenever I was
writing a book on a broad subject, such as The Russian Revolution, 1 first
offered it as a lecture course. Confronting an uninformed but bright and
eager audience, | was forced sharply to focus my presentation: there was
an instant reaction to any vagueness or confusion. On two occasions
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critical comments by students made me aware of major flaws in my
argument and persuaded me to reorganize a book in progress.

Struve

After completing Karamzin's Memoir on Ancient and Modern Russia
in November 1957, I cast about for another major Russian conservative
thinker. In the summer of 1958, having read Simeon Frank’s recollec-
tions of him, I chose Peter Struve, one of the most outstanding as well as
controversial figures in Russian intellectual and political life between
the 1890s and the 1930s.

Struve was born in 1870 into a family of assimilated Germans. His
grandfather Wilhelm had fled to Russia to escape the Napoleonic draft:
he became a leading astronomer of his age, the founder of the Pulkovo
Observatory near St. Petersburg, and among his offspring were three
generations of prominent astronomers. Peter’s father, a high official in
the Russian civil service, having gotten into trouble with his superiors,
moved his family to Stuttgart for several years: as a result, the preco-
cious youth was as much at home in Germany as in his native Russia.
Throughout his life, Struve espoused ideas that in Russia did not readily
mix: he was a socialist in his youth who accorded liberty precedence over
equality, then a liberal who thought freedom would be brought to Russia
not by the bourgeoisie but the working class. An ardent Russian patriot,
he saw his country’s greatness inextricably bound up with Western cul-
ture. In the 1890s, first as a university student and then as a publicist, he
popularized in Russia the doctrines of Marx. When in 1898 Russian
Marxists attempted to form a Social Democratic Party, they entrusted
him with the drafting of the party’s founding manifesto. He was a celeb-
rity before attaining the age of thirty.

Then troubles began. In the late 1890s, Struve, whom Maxim Gorky
called “the St. John the Baptist of all our Renaissances,” fell under the
influence of the German Revisionists who found flawed Marx’s predic-
tions of the inevitable and progressive impoverishment of the working
class. In brilliant essays Struve pointed out the inconsistencies of Marx’s
social theory, concluding that socialism could come about only as the
result of evolution, not revolution, that is, the gradual improvement in
the condition of workers and the gains in political power that would
result from it. The Revisionist argument, in retrospect, appears utterly
persuasive, and it certainly has been borne out by events. But in the
heated atmosphere of Russian radical intellectual life, such ideas were
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heresy: the revolutionary faction, more interested in gaining power
through revolution than in improving the condition of the working class,
closed ranks and expelled Struve from the party, something that did not
happen to Eduard Bernstein, his Western counterpart.

Struve next joined the nascent liberal movement, assuming the edi-
torship of its principal organ, Liberation (Osvobozhdenie), which he
published abroad. After the revolution of 1905, disenchanted with the
unwillingness of Russian intellectuals to work within the new constitu-
tional order and their continued commitment to revolution, he aban-
doned politics altogether and devoted himself to economics and journal-
ism. In 1917 he was elected to the Academy of Sciences. He was one of
the few liberals who did not welcome the February revolution, fearing it
would unleash primeval anarchy. He emigrated to the West in 1919 and
died in 1944 in Nazi-occupied Paris. '

I was attracted to Struve not only by his prophetic analyses of Marx- |
ism and communism, so sound despite the resistance they encountered.
In the 1920s, for instance, when the introduction of the New Economic

Policy persuaded many Russians and foreigners that Soviet Russia had
entered the Thermidorean phase of her revolution, he predicted that
communism could tolerate no political or economic freedom and hence
that the system was unreformable: any reform would lead to collapse—a
prediction fulfilled seventy years later. I found even more appealing his
uncompromising intellectual integrity and civil courage: the readiness
to follow his thoughts to their logical conclusion no matter how unpopu-
lar they might prove to be. In my biography I wrote that he possessed to
an unusual degree the quality of virtue the ancient Greeks called aréte |
and defined as complete self-fulfillment. This quality, combined with
immense erudition and remarkably sound judgment, turned me into an
ardent admirer. ‘
When 1 first conceived the idea of writing Struve’s biography, I
thought it would take me two years. But I had no inkling of how vast and
scattered was the body of his writings or how difficult it would be to
assemble. As it turned out, I spent, on and off, ten years—extended over
a period twice that duration—on what turned out to be a two-volume
biography. The first volume appeared on the centenary of Struve’s birth
in 1970, the second in 1980. To the extent that I expected this effort to
result in a general reappraisal of Struve’s achievement and place in
Russian history, I was disappointed. The Russians, of course, ignored my
book: to them, he was, in Lenin’s words, nothing better than a “rene-
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gade.”® Western scholars of Russian history, by this time in the grip of

their own kind of “revisionism,” which in all essentials followed the

Soviet interpretation and was committed to the view that all that mat-

tered was “history from below,” i.e., the class struggle, paid virtually no

attention to the biography of a “failure.” Even so, I never regretted the

\ many years | spent on this extraordinary man, partly because of the

privilege of familiarizing myself with such a noble personality, and partly

because of what I have learned from him about communism and Com-

| munist Russia. He influenced me profoundly in many ways. Later, when

I turned my attention to the issue of private property and its bearing on

- political liberty, whether this happened consciously or not I cannot tell, I
found my ideas on the subject surprisingly close to his.

In the academic year 196162 I took leave, and we set off once again

- for Paris. Our second stay there was even more pleasant than the first

because we knew more people and felt more at home. De Gaulle was

president and he spared nothing to beautify the capital city, having its

. buildings cleansed of decades of grime. Apart from occasional terrorist
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