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AUTHOR’S PREFACE

I started to write this book nineteen years ago, immediately after retur-
ning to Freedom. The first version was a collection of notes, events, and
dates. Since then I have painfully rewritten the manuscript several times
until it reached its present state. There were many times I felt like throwing
my pen away in despair at my inability to convey on paper that which I felt
in my heart, soul, and mind. Sitting down to write was like climbing into a
dentist’s chair; I kept forcing myself to relive the agony of the past. A per-
sistant voice inside me kept repeating, “Get it out . . . get it all out of you.”

I did not intend this book to be just another account of Soviet prisons
and labor camps — instead, a journey through human experience . . . my
transformation from a communist, atheist child born in the revolutionary
movement — into a God-fearing Christian.

My first attempt to leave the Soviet Union resulted in two long, con-
tinuous journeys of prisons, transports, concentration labor camps, and
finally exile. It all started in 1938 when I was arrested by two NKVD agents
after I left the United States Embassy in Moscow. Not until 1960, twenty-
two years later, did I finally succeed in extricating myself from a captivity
into which I had unwittingly blundered.

This book covers the periods of my childhood and youth in Buffalo, New
York: my father’s involvement in the American revolutionary movement —
ultimately resulting in his deportation as an undesirable alien; my father’s
early days in Moscow; the events leading to the arrest of my father and
myself; my father’s death in Moscow after ten years in the labor camps;
and finally . . . my many years in that frozen hell called Kolyma.

Since 1932 millions of prisoners were sent to die in Kolyma, the vast
penal territory of the NKVD. To this day there are prisoners suffering
there. And still, the overwhelming majority of Americans have never heard
of Kolyma.

The events and names in this book are authentic, excepting for the
names of five persons. In all cases I have indicated in the passages that I
did not recall their names and gave them fictious first names for con-
venience’s sake.

I have identified a few others with initials for personal reasons — to
protect the innocent.

Finally, heartfelt acknowledgement is due my dear wife Joanne and
children Robert, Joseph, and Annette for the many days and evenings they
patiently bore without me — so I could write it all down . .. the way it
happened.
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Chapter 1 /| ARREST

I opened my briefcase and looked at the rumpled towel and underwear.
Well, I certainly would not be going to the bathhouse to-day. When I looked
at these people, about fifty in all, I could tell by their dress they were all
Russians. They could not be arresting them all. Besides, the arrest always
took place during the night. Surely they were merely checking us all out
and in a minute or two they would release us all and tell us to go home.
Perhaps I would even have time to call Lucy and go out dancing after all.

Late in the evening agents began reading out names from pink slips of
paper. In parties of three, those called left under escort. My turn came. I
was called with Ina and another man. Outside, I looked across the street. It
was already dark and the lights were shining in the Metropole Hotel. How
many times I had danced there! A black Ford, its door opened, stood near
the curb. We were hurriedly pushed into it. Besides the driver, there were
two ageilts in civilian clothes. Moscovites were going about their business
as usual.

Huddled in the back seat of the Sovietized Ford sedan, I attempted to
observe everything we passed, each building and person. Somewhere in my
mind, so muddled with mixed emotions, a voice was warning me, “This is
the last time you’ll be seeing these Moscow streets.”

I remember seeing a clock on a tall building. It was nine o’clock in the
evening. The Ford sped on cobble-stoned Kuznetsky Most. We passed the
studios of Vsyekokhudojhnik where I studied art in the evenings and
painted in oils on many a Rest Day. This was my favorite section of
Moscow. I had often shopped for art materials in the stores and studied the
paintings of Soviet artists on display in the shop windows. There was the
foreign book shop where I always bought the Moscow Daily News. The
Soviet citizens were trudging along, just like I did until then, oblivious of
black sedans hauling innocent victims to Lubyanka prison — only a few
blocks away from the 50th Militia precinct.

Ina groaned as we approached Dzherzinsky Square. I remembered Mar-
vin V. He had taken me to his girl-friend’s apartment two or three times
when I first arrived in Moscow. At the time I was vaguely impressed. Her
name was Sarah Berman, daughter of Matvei, the chief of the GULAG?,
They lived somewhere on this very square, on the seventh or eighth floor of
a luxurious apartment building.

The car stopped in a very narrow, dark street off of Dzherzinsky Square
in front of a gloomy building. Our escorts and the chauffeur quickly
alighted and bade us to do the same. We climbed a few stairs to the en-
trance and passed two NKVD soldiers armed with rifles and bayonets. Our
escort handed over three envelopes containing our dossiers to a uniformed
officer who signed receipts for us. The agents left, their task accomplished.

I did not realize it at the time, perhaps my two fellow-victims sensed
that we were now caught in the “meat-grinder.”

'‘GULAG — Acronym for Chief Administration of Corrective Labor Camps
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Chapter 2

LUBYANKA-TAGANKA

We were taken up several flights of stairs into a long corridor and
ordered to sit’"down and wait. Ina was called into another room. I never saw
her again in Moscow. A man was led down the corridor, hands behind his
back. An NKVD guard walked behind him. The man’s head and face was
covered by a short stubble of hair. His dejected mien and pallor made a
strange impression on me. I realized later that he was a prisoner being
taken to dopross (interrogation). However, to this day I cannot explain why
that prisoner was allowed to see us sitting in the corridor. It was against the
NKYVD procedures. Always, when a prisoner was led to interrogation, the
guard kept tapping a large key on his belt buckle as a warning to other
guards who might be escorting other prisoners to interrogation, thus
preventing encounters.

We heard occasional frightful screams upstairs. I could not imagine
what it was all about. A young man sitting next to me did not seem the
least surprised. Noticing my perplexity, he leaned over and whispered,
“They’re beating up some poor soul upstairs.” I looked at him with amaze-
ment, unable to believe that anyone could be physically tortured in Soviet
prisons.

My name was called and I was led into a small office. A young man
wearing military trousers and boots closed the door behind me. A gray
turtle-neck sweater was tucked into his pants. A gold-fringed emblem with
a serpent entwining a sword was sewn on the sleeve. My second interroga-
tion began.

The questions were the same as in the militia station, mostly
biographical. His matter-of-fact manner of asking them made me feel at
ease. He was very patient when I did not understand, using simpler
language. At times he smiled and joked.

I never knew my interrogator’s name. He never introduced himself to
me. I never thought of asking who he was, his rank or title. It did not seem
odd then. I realize it now, as I write these memoirs, how much easier it
would be if I could write, “Lieutenant Ivanov asked . ..”

His whole attitude changed when he came to the question, “Why did
you go to the American Embassy?”’ He leaned forward on the desk, both
fists under his chin, boring me with his eyes. I told him why.

“Did you tell the Americans you wanted to go to Spain?”’ I answered
that I did not.

He asked me why. I was incredulous! I started to rise from my chair, but
a quick gesture of his hand bade me to sit down. “Why? Surely you under-
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Chapter 2 /| LUBYANKA-TAGANKA

stand why I could not tell them. If I told them I wanted an American
passport to go to Spain and join the International Brigade, they would
never give it to me.”

My interrogator’s manner changed completely. His penetrating eyes
dropped only when he wrote down my answers to his questions. “What did
you tell them you wanted an American passport for?”’

“To return to the United States.”

“Did the Americans ask WHY you wanted to return?”’

I answered, “Yes, I told them I am homesick.”

His attitude seemed to be changing again. Slyly, with an unbelieving
smile, “Are you really homesick?”

“Of course I am.”

“Oh! Then you’re not satisfied with our system.”

“But I am, comrade! I'm an American communist. I feel it is wrong to
live here in the Soviet Union where the Revolution is already accomplished.
What would happen if all the foreign communists came here? How could
the Revolution take place in their own countries?”

My interrogator rose, pointed a finger at me, and roared, “Remember
what I am going to say, Sgovio! From now on, you are not to address me or
any other official of the NKVD as comrade!”

I sat dumbfounded, not knowing what to answer. I looked at my hands,
at my shoes, at the walls which seemed to be falling on me. I started several
times to ask why and he added, “You may address us, ‘Citizen.’ Do you un-
derstand? Citizen! As long as you are here under investigation I don’t want
to hear the word comrade from you.”

He asked me to sign the protocol, explaining it was a mere formality. I
tried to read the questions and answers as best I could. He insisted I take
my time, which I did. When satisfied the protocol was correct, I signed each
page.

He looked at his watch, offered me a cigarette, and became amiable. I
wondered what time it was. I asked him. He replied, “It’s pretty late, but
time is of no consequence to you now. Are you tired? You’ll get some rest
soon.”

He arose and asked me to follow him. When he put on his tunic, I notic-
ed there were two square service ranks on his lapel. I was led into the cor-
ridor and then into a larger office where a fat individual with black, horn
rimmed glasses sitting on a shaved head sat at a desk. He was about fifty
and resembled an ugly toad. He wore a full NKVD uniform; two rec-
tangular service ranks were attached on his stiff collar.

My escort placed the protocol on the desk. The older Chekist® read it.
He asked me a few questions, then whispered a few words to his subor-
dinate. I was led out of the room, through several corridors, upstairs,
downstairs, until I finally reached an open courtyard surrounded by very
high walls. Then, after passing through a small armored door and down a
flight of steep steps, we reached the infamous cellars of Lubyanka Prison.

I was handed over to a squad of young guards. In a small room, they
compelled me to undress. They inspected my body and clothing, laughing
and joking during the procedure. I had about fifteen rubles on my person.
One of the guards stuffed my money and all my pocket’s contents, excep-
ting for my cigarettes and matches, into a large envelope which he sealed.

‘CHEKIST — One of the CHEKA — original name of the Soviet secret police, later renamed
OGPU, then NKVD, then MVD, then MGB.
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Chapter 2 /| LUBYANKA-TAGANKA

They took away my belt and shoelaces, cut the metal buttons off my
trousers, and told me to get dressed. One of the guards led me out into a
dimly lit corridor. We walked on until he ordered me to stop in front of one
of the cells. )

He opened the heavy, iron-plated door with his huge key. I entered; the
massive door closed with a muffled clang behind me. This was my first
Soviet prison kamera (cell). It was completely bare, about two hundred
square feet. There were no windows. Three or four men were lying on their
overcoats, flung on the grey, concrete floor. There were only two objects in
the cell, an electric light bulb high in the center of the cell, and the parasha
(latrine bucket), standing next to the door.

I held my trousers with one hand, since I had neither a belt or buttons to
keep them up. They had even cut the metal clip off the fly. I stood there
wondering what to do. I did not want to lie down on the cement. The others
looked at me with interest. Wearing a navy blue beret on my head, I looked
like a foreigner. I was often taken for a Spaniard.

After listening to my story, one of the inmates remarked, “They’re even
beginning to pick them off the street.” I was advised to spread my overcoat
on the floor and lie down while there was plenty of space. I hesitated,
loathing to get my overcoat dirty. Surely this was all a mistake. Perhaps in
the morning they would set me free. We had no watches. In prison one loses
all sense of time. I felt it must have been about midnight. I wondered if my
mother and sister Grace already knew I was arrested. Lucy surely must
suspect it because I had not called her up.

Ifinally forced myself to neatly fold my overcoat, place it near one of the
inmates, and sit down on it. It was an American overcoat. My mother had
bought it in Buffalo after much shopping around. I remembered it had cost
fifteen dollars. I placed the black, silk scarf in my jacket pocket. It had
been given me by one of the Buffalo comrades just before we departed for
the Soviet Union. I looked at my brown sport oxfords. They were expensive
shoes, given to me by Eddie S., another Buffalonian. They never seemed to
wear out and I wondered where they were going to take me now.

Soon the door opened and another man was shoved in. This continued
all through the night. By morning the cell was packed. No one could lie
down fully stretched. We sat with our knees under our chins. I was the only
one without belongings. All T had was what I was wearing and change of un-
derwear. The other prisoners, who had all been arrested that night in their
homes, carried blankets, pillows and extra clothes.

For two days and three nights I did not sleep or rest, constantly being
transferred from cell to cell. Every few minutes the guards opened the door
and pushed fresh meat into the grinder. There was a constant commotion
as we were shuffled like cards in a poker game. I began to realize how
worthless human lives could become. We were no longer men. We became
things. Refined men, snatched away from their loved ones in the early
hours of the morning, feebly protested as they were hurled into cellars
already crammed full to capacity. Those on the bottom sat groaning,
twisting and pushing the bodies of those on top.

We knew it was morning when the guards handed out mugs of boiled
water which we spilled over each other as we passed them on. Some put the
two sugar cubes in their mouths, others in their pockets. We handled the
six-hundred grams of black bread — our daily portion. How few of us ate it
that first day and on the second and third! Oh, that heavy, sour rye bread
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