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"One of the most important lessons still to be learned from a study of the Cold War period

concerns the ambiguities and dilemmas associated with our quasi-governmental efforts
to break through the Soviet monopoly of propaganda and information. Gene Sosin, in
Sparks of Liberty, has provided a useful resource for future studies of this problem. It is

a prideful personal account of the achievements of Radio Liberty, but

Sosin deals forthrightly with the problems of the clandestine initial
support provided by U.S. intelligence agencies, as well as the
efforts to define a proper voice for these broadcasts out of the
variegated and sometimes ccnflicting passions of émigré
script-writers, and the quest'on of whether Radio Liberty has

a role to play under present circumstances.” — marsHaLL D.

SHULMAN, ADLAI E. STEVENSON PROFESSOR EMERITUS OF

INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS, COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY

“Gene Sosin has produced an animated and readable history of Radio Liberty. He enlivens
the story with many deftly written thumbnail sketches of staff members and contributors,
providing a virtual wao’s who of American intellectual life and the Soviet dissident and
émigré intelligentsia. It is fortunate for the historical record that Sosin has written this
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DURING THE COLD WAR,
one of America’s most
powerful weapons struck

a major blow against

tyranny every day over

the airwaves. Radio

Liberty became a critical source of information for

listeners within the Soviet Union, broadcasting in
Russian and more than a dozen other languages, and
covering all aspects of Soviet life.

Sparks of Liberty provides an insider’s look
at the origins, development, and operation of
Radio Liberty. Gene Sosin, a key executive with
the station for thirty-three years, combines vivid
eyewitness reports with documents from his per-
sonal archives to offer the first complete account
of Radio Liberty, tracing its evolution from Stalin’s
death to the demise of the USSR to its current
role in the post-Soviet world.

Sosin describes Radio Liberty's early efforts
to cope with KGB terrorism and Soviet jamming,
to minimize interference from the CIA, and to
survive pressure from J. William Fulbright, chair-
man of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee,
who considered Radio Liberty a deterrent to
détente. The insider’s perspective sheds important
light on world affairs as Sosin tells how, over the
years, Radio Liberty took the advice of experts
on Soviet politics to adapt the content and tone
of its messages to changing times.

The book is rich in anecdotes that bring
home the realities of the Cold War. Sosin tells how
famous Western political figures, educators, and
writers broadcast messages about workers' rights,
artistic freedom, and unfettered scholarly inquiry—
and also how, beginning in the late 1960s, Radio
Liberty beamed the writings of Soviet dissidents

back into the country. During these tumultuous

years, Sosin and his associates saturated the
airwaves with the words of Sakharov, Solzhenitsyn,
and others, while many dissidents who had
emigrated from the Soviet Union joined Radio
Liberty to help strengthen its credibility among
listeners. Radio Liberty ultimately became the
most popular station from the West, its influence
culminating with the crucial support of Gorbachev
and Yeltsin during the attempted coup against
them in August 1991,

As Radio Liberty entered the post-Soviet
era, it became a model for the Russian media. It is
now a voice for democratic education in the post-
Soviet nations—broadcasting from Prague, with
local bureaus in several major cities of the former
Soviet Union. Capturing the work and legacy of
this enterprise with authority and exhilaration,
Sparks of Liberty is a testament to an enterprise
that saw its message realized and continues to

broadcast a message of hope.

GENE SOSIN, former director of program planning

for Radio Free Europe / Radio Liberty, is also a

contributing author to Dissent in the Soviet
Union (Johns Hopkins, 1975) and other books

on Russia.
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Everyone has the right to freedom of opinion
and expression; this right includes freedom
to hold opinions without interference and to
seek, receive and impart information and ideas
through any media and regardless of frontiers.

—Acrticle 19 of the UN Universal Declaration of
Human Rights, 1948

INTRODUCTION

It would be difficult to overestimate the
significance of your contribution to the
destruction of the totalitarian regime in the
former Soviet Union. No less important are
the efforts which you are making today to
inform radio listeners in Russia about events
in our country and overseas.

—Message from Boris N. Yeltsin, President of
the Russian Federation, to Radio Liberty on its
fortieth anniversary, March 1993

This book is the story of how Radio Liberty
(RL), an American radio station, engaged
in a protracted conflict with the Soviet
superpower, pierced the Kremlin’s seem-
ingly invulnerable propaganda machine,
and helped win the Cold War. Since March
1953, the Radio has been broadcasting con-
tinuously to the Soviet Union and its suc-
cessor states. (The name was changed
from Radio Liberation to Radio Liberty in
1959.) Radio Liberty played a major role in
the erosion of the Communist Party’s con-
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trol of information and thereby helped to accelerate the ultimate demise
of the Soviet regime. From a weak voice in 1953, the Radio became the
most powerful medium of communications to penetrate the Iron Cur-
tain, influencing millions of Russians, Ukrainians, and other ethnic groups
in the major populated areas of the Soviet Union. To this day, Radio Lib-
erty contributes to the democratic education of the newly independent
nations.

Ijoined the staff a few months before it went on the air, and for thirty-
three years I took an active part in the development of programming and
policy as director of the New York radio division, senior adviser to the
director of Radio Liberty (at times acting director) in Munich headquar-
ters, and director of broadcast planning for Radio Free Europe /Radio Lib-
erty (RFE/RL) in New York after the merger of the two stations in the
1970s.

Many of the documents I quote, some of which were confidential,
have not been previously published. Most are from my personal files, and
some are the only extant sources for an account of the history of Radio
Liberty. They include broadcast tapes and scripts, policy papers, and high-
lights of RL-sponsored conferences attended by American and West Euro-
pean educators and journalists specializing in Soviet affairs. Excerpts are
quoted from broadcasts by leading Americans and Europeans in the polit-
ical, scientific, cultural, and academic world, whose broad spectrum of
ideas challenged the rigid Marxist-Leninist doctrine of the Kremlin.

Radio Liberty faced many crises during its history. The KGB actively
interfered with the work of the Radio in an effort to terrorize and dis-
courage its employees, including in all probability the murder of two mem-
bers of the Munich staff during the 1950s. Over the years, the Radio was
infiltrated with “plants” in the person of alleged defectors, who later
returned to the Soviet Union and branded the Radio as a haven for Nazi col-
laborators and CIA agents. There was some truth to those accusations,
because early recruits from among the émigrés in Western Europe included
former Soviet citizens who had fought on the German side. It is also a fact
that the CIA secretly funded Radio Liberty during its first eighteen years.
The greatest threat to the Radio came in 1971, when its cover was blown and
the raison d’étre of RL itself was questioned by the powerful chairman of
the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, J. William Fulbright.

The Radio staff’s unique mixture of Soviet émigrés from different eth-
nic origins, all with their own political agenda, often resulted in the explo-
sion of tensions within the Radio among Russians and non-Russian national
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minorities. These prejudices and conflicts crept into the broadcasts them-
selves, including anti-Semitic sentiments from some of the Russian and
Ukrainian émigrés.

Many problems arose in adjusting American-directed policy and pro-
gramming in response to the shifting phases of Soviet post-Stalinist history
during four turbulent decades: from Khrushchev’s thaw to Brezhnev’s
freeze-détente-stagnation; Gorbachev’s glasnost and perestroika, which ended
with the dissolution of the Soviet Union; and the advent of Yeltsin’s inchoate
democratic Russia and the emergence of independent nations of the for-
mer empire. What was perhaps Radio Liberty’s finest hour came in August
1991 at the time of the attempted putsch against Gorbachev and Yeltsin.
Correspondents of the Radio, standing side by side with the democratic
leaders inside the “White House” parliament building in Moscow, reported
to the outside world and, more important, to the vast audience inside the
Soviet Union. As Andrei Sakharov’s widow, Elena Bonner, put it, “You boys
were on the barricades with us.”!

Actually, Radio Liberty (then Radio Liberation) took its place on the
barricades on March 1, 1953, the first day of its broadcasts. By a strange his-
torical coincidence, Stalin suffered a stroke that night and died on March
5. Few of us on the original staff dreamed that we would see many of our
goals realized: the end of censorship, full exposure of Stalin’s crimes against
the people, assertion of ethnic identity and self-determination on the part
of the national minorities, and the resurgence of religion. Most important
were the development of genuine public opinion that was influenced by
ideas and information from the West and by the struggle for human rights
on the part of a small band of courageous dissidents inside the Soviet
Union; and, finally, the repudiation of the Soviet regime, of the Commu-
nist Party, and of Lenin himself.

It was little short of a miracle that a group of Americans, mostly inex-
perienced in the art of international communications, managed to com-
bine their talents and energy with a similarly untrained group of embittered
victims of Soviet tyranny bent on revenge against the power that had
wronged them and their families. During years of dramatic changes within
and outside the Soviet Union, this improbable alliance built a permanent
bridge that linked the outside world with millions of listeners who grew to
depend on the Radio’s broadcasts as the voice of their secret thoughts, frus-
trations, and hopes. Soviet leaders from Gorbachev and Yeltsin on down,
including a KGB general, have acknowledged the impact of the Radio. Of
particular significance were the endorsements of Andrei Sakharov, Alek-
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sandr Solzhenitsyn, and other prominent opponents of the dictatorship.
They risked their freedom and sometimes their lives to reach public opin-
ion abroad and, primarily via Radio Liberty, to deliver to their own people
samizdat (“self-published,” uncensored documents) articulating their de-
mands for civil and human rights that the regime denied its citizens.

As the world enters the twenty-first century, Russia and its “near
abroad” neighbors face an unstable period of social and economic prob-
lems. Radio Liberty’s mission as a medium of democratic education is still
relevant in helping to exorcise the specter of xenophobic nationalism and
oppressive one-party control that stalks the former Soviet Union and threat-
ens the hard-won independence of a long-suffering people.

My Road to Radio Liberty

Radio Liberty did not yet exist when I entered the field of Russian studies
soon after the end of World War II. Soviet-American relations were already
prominent in the international arena, offering career opportunities for spe-
cialists in Soviet affairs.

In 1947, I enrolled at the Russian Institute at my alma mater, Colum-
bia University, under the G.I. Bill, which offered free education to World
War Il veterans. The two-year graduate master’s program required taking
courses in five disciplines and majoring in one: economics, history, law and
government, political science, and language/literature. As an undergrad-
uate, | had majored in French language and literature. The Navy taught
me Japanese at the University of Colorado and sent me to Washington,
D.C., where I served in the cryptanalysis section of communications intel-
ligence. In my spare time, I tried my hand at Russian and was intrigued, so
it was natural for me to major in language/literature at Columbia Univer-
sity’s Russian Institute.

In 1949, after completing the two-year program, I received the Russian
Institute certificate and at the same time received a master’s degree in Russ-
ian language and literature from the Department of Slavic Languages, where
I continued to work toward a Ph.D., and passed the orals in 1950. The chair-
man of the department was Ernest J. Simmons, a noted specialist on nine-
teenth-century Russian authors and on twentieth-century Soviet literature.
It was in his course on Dostoyevsky that I met Gloria Donen, another for-
mer G.I. in graduate studies. I pursued both her and further language train-
ing at the Middlebury Russian Summer School in 1948 and 1949.
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We were married in June 1950, and two months later moved to Munich,
Germany, as members of the Columbia Bureau of Applied Social Research
(BASR) team working with the Harvard Project on the Soviet Social Sys-
tem. The Project was sponsored by the U.S. Air Force and conducted under
a contract with Harvard University’s Russian Research Center. The pur-
pose of the Project was to assess the social and psychological strengths and
weaknesses of the Soviet system from interviews with refugees, in view of
the impossibility of obtaining such information inside the Soviet Union.

Most of the hundreds of émigrés questioned were former Soviet citi-
zens who were living in camps in West Germany. Brought to Germany as
prisoner laborers by the retreating Nazi armies, these “displaced persons”
had remained in the West after the end of World War II. Graduate students
of the Harvard Russian Research Center formed the nucleus of the Amer-
ican team of interviewers. When the BASR’s work ended, Gloria and I
worked directly for Harvard. The rich experience of a year abroad meet-
ing Soviet “displaced persons” provided firsthand insights into the reality
of life under Stalin and invaluable training in the living Russian language.2

Under the genial direction of Raymond Bauer, a specialist on Soviet
psychology, our staff included many future experts on the Soviet Union in
the academic world.? We were given the simulated rank of captain by our
military sponsors, with many of the perquisites of American officers in
occupied Germany. Two other important nonmilitary American activities
began during our service in Munich: On July 4, 1950, Radio Free Europe
(REE) initiated its broadcasts to the satellite nations of Eastern Europe that
had fallen under the control of the Kremlin after World War II; and the
Institute for the Study of the USSR was established, staffed by displaced
persons and defectors from the Soviet army and later joined to the parent
organization of RL. After the Radio began broadcasting in 1953, the Insti-
tute assisted it by providing research material and organizing academic con-
ferences in Munich that attracted American and Western European experts.
The Institute also helped the Radio recruit staff writers, editors, announc-
ers, technicians, and researchers.

The Harvard Project interviewees were not only Russians, Ukrainians,
and Belorussians, but also representatives of non-Slavic national minori-
ties of the Soviet Union. In the spring of 1951, I traveled with Frederick
Wyle, a spokesman for the Project, to Ulm, the city near the source of the
Danube River where Albert Einstein was born. We met with leaders of the
Idel-Ural (Volga) Tatar refugee community in their ramshackle barracks
in Neu-Ulm on the outskirts of the city. Sitting on their cots in makeshift
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rooms separated by blankets, we two Americans communicated with these
proud descendants of the ancient Asiatic conquerors of the Slavs in the lin-
gua franca, Russian. Two years later, some of them began broadcasting
over RL from Munich to their compatriots inside the Soviet Union in their
native Tatar tongue, along with other émigrés from Soviet Central Asia
and the Caucasus.

The Project terminated in June, and we returned to New York in the
summer of 1951. I began to look for a job that would utilize my academic
skills while I continued work on my Ph.D. dissertation. In 1952, I applied to
the New York headquarters of the recently formed American Committee
for the Liberation of the Peoples of Russia Inc., soon renamed the Amer-
ican Committee for Liberation from Bolshevism (abbreviated Amcomlib),
which was organizing a new radio station, then called “Liberation,” based
in Munich, like Radio Free Europe, but with the Soviet Union as its target.

A small unit was set up in New York staffed by Russian émigré writers
who prepared scripts to supplement the Radio’s program schedule once it
went on the air. Boris Shub, the American head of the unit, was impressed
with my qualifications in the Soviet field, especially the experience in
Europe with former Soviet citizens and my fluency in Russian, and hired
me as his assistant. [ embarked on a fascinating career with an international
radio that ignited the closed Soviet society with sparks of liberty.
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Stalin was swimming alone at his dacha
outside Moscow when he started to drown.
A peasant who happened to be passing by
jumped in and pulled him out of the river. In
gratitude, Stalin offered to grant the rescuer
anything he wished.

“Comrade Stalin,” the peasant pleaded,
“please don't tell anyone | saved you!”

RADIO LIBERTY'S
CONCEPTION AND BIRTH

Visionary American statesmen under Pres-
ident Harry Truman in the State and De-
fense Departments in the late 1940s realized
the potential value of an American-spon-
sored radio station in the ideological strug-
gle against communism. By harnessing the
talents of refugees from Eastern Europe
and the Soviet Union, they could reach their
compatriots beyond the “Iron Curtain,”! a
curtain that the Cold War had frozen into
an impenetrable sheet of ice.

George E Kennan, America’s outstand-
ing expert on Russia who had served in the
1930s in the U.S. Embassy in Moscow (and
became ambassador in 1952), was the policy-
planning adviser to the secretary of state
after the war. The containment of the Stal-
inist regime was first proposed by Kennan
in his seminal article “The Sources of Soviet
Conduct,” published in the July 1947 issue
of Foreign Affairs under the pseudonym “X.”
Thanks to his initiative, and with the coop-
eration of other influential citizens in the
government and private life, two radio sta-



tions were soon created: Radio Free Europe (RFE), which began in 1950 to
communicate with listeners in the Soviet-dominated countries of Eastern
Europe, and Radio Liberation (RL; later renamed Radio Liberty, also RL),
which began broadcasting to the Soviet Union in 1953. Both Radios received
their funds via the CIA from congressional appropriations, and both were
located in Munich, but they were distinct from each other and operated
separately until their merger in the mid-1970s.

The funds for Radio Liberation were disbursed to Amcomlib, which
was formally incorporated on January 18, 1951, in the state of Delaware as
the “American Committee for Freedom for the Peoples of the USSR, Inc.”
In May 1951, it was changed to the “American Committee for the Liberation
of the Peoples of Russia,” to placate Russian exile leaders who opposed
the recognition of the Soviet Union implicit in the title. In March 1953, it was
again renamed the “American Committee for Liberation from Bolshevism,”
reflecting the common cause for which the multinational émigré groups
were fighting. In 1956, “from Bolshevism” was dropped; the abbreviation
‘Amcomlib” was used throughout this period until 1964, when the Amer-
ican Committee for Liberation became the “Radio Liberty Committee.”
The station had been renamed Radio Liberty in 1959.

The facade of a private company was supposed to establish greater
credibility for the Radio as an independent voice rather than as an official
arm of the U.S. communications network that included Voice of America.
Thus, when Soviet diplomats confronted their American counterparts at
international conferences with the accusation that the émigré radio was
“interfering in the internal affairs of the Soviet people,” they were simply
informed that it was a private station not subject to government control.
To preserve the fiction, a board of trustees had been appointed that
included several distinguished Americans, three of them famous journal-
ists who had reported from Soviet Russia: William Henry Chamberlin,
Isaac Don Levine, and Eugene Lyons.?

Eugene Lyons, for many years a senior editor of Reader’s Digest, was the
first president of Amcomlib. He had returned from the Soviet Union in
the 1930s completely disillusioned with the socialist experiment he had once
greeted with enthusiasm. After a brief tenure, he resigned, but joined the
board of trustees. Admiral Alan G. Kirk, a former ambassador to the Soviet
Union, became president in February 1952. Because of ill health Kirk soon
left, but not before he had supervised the hiring of émigrés in Munich and
New York to form the nucleus of the Radio’s staff. He was followed later
in 1952 by Vice-Admiral Leslie C. Stevens, who had served in Moscow as
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naval attaché. Stevens was president at the birth of the Radio and remained
for another eighteen months, when he was succeeded by Howland Sargeant
in October 1954.

Our New York office, located above a bank at 6 East Forty-fifth Street
in Manhattan, hardly resembled a radio station. It was more like a city desk
at a small newspaper, since we had no studios in those days. Only when I
visited RL headquarters in Munich in 1954 did I begin to feel part of an
active radio network. My new boss, Boris Shub, manager of the New York
Program Section (NYPS), was the American-born son of a well-known
writer and publicist, David Natanovich Shub. The elder Shub had known
Lenin, Trotsky, Bukharin, Plekhanov, Zasulich, Axelrod, and other pre-
revolutionary Marxist leaders of the Russian Social Democratic Labor Party,
which split in 1903 into two factions: the radical Bolshevik majority and the
moderate Menshevik minority. He considered himself a “European social
democrat” rather than a Menshevik, although he was close to leaders like
Plekhanov. Boris used to boast to his friends that he made his first political
decision in 1916 at the age of four: when his father introduced him to Trot-
sky, Boris refused to shake his hand, saying, “He looks like the devil.” How-
ever, he enjoyed the piggyback ride Bukharin gave him. Both Bukharin and
Trotsky were living in New York before the 1917 revolution, and the elder
Shub’s house served as a meeting place for assorted rebels and foes of czarist
tyranny.’?

In his youth, Boris met anti-Soviet political leaders such as Alexander
Kerensky, prime minister of the Russian provisional government of 1917,
and grew up determined to help the Russian people get rid of the dicta-
torship, which he believed was a threat to peace in the world as well as an
oppressive burden on its subjects. By the time he was forty years old, in
1952, he had gained a reputation in Western political circles as a skillful pro-
pagandist. He was the political adviser in Berlin to RIAS (the acronym for
“Radio in the American Sector”), the U.S. government’s German-language
station broadcasting to East Germany. In addition, he had collaborated on
a book with Walter Krivitsky, a high-level defector from Stalin’s secret police.
Most important, he had written a provocative book called The Choice, pub-
lished in 1950, in which he argued that if Americans “restore our wartime
alliance with the Russian people” by communicating our ideas and ideals,
together we might achieve the goal of liberating them from the Kremlin’s
yoke.4

Initially, in 1952, my title was Research Coordinator of the New York
Program Section, but I soon became Shub’s de facto deputy. I was respon-
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sible for helping the Russian writers by establishing a reference library of
appropriate books and periodicals. In those days, the Soviet press refused
our request for subscriptions, so I would go to the nearby office of Fred-
erick Praeger, a publisher who approved of our fledgling organization, to
pick up the Moscow newspapers he obtained for us. Our mission in the
NYPS was to prepare scripts in Russian for transmission to Munich, where
Radio Liberation was building studios and hiring personnel in anticipation
of launching broadcasts to the Soviet Union. His close ties with émigré
intellectuals enabled Shub to recruit a talented corps of Russian staff mem-
bers and freelancers in 1952. A few of them had taken an active part in the
prerevolutionary struggle against czarism, including his father, who was
best known for his unauthorized biography of Lenin (whom he disliked),
published in several languages but banned in the Soviet Union. Later, in
the 1970s, another of David Shub’s books (in Russian), Russian Political
Leaders, found its way to Soviet dissidents in Moscow and other cities,
smuggled into the USSR along with other forbidden works published in
the West. Among former Mensheviks the most prominent was Yuri P.
Denicke, who had been active in early postrevolutionary politics in the
ancient city of Kazan on the Volga and had more recently worked in a
research section of the United States Information Agency (USIA) in Wash-
ington.’ He was deeply respected by his fellow writers.

Roman B. Goul, the chief editor, was a non-Marxist who was also an
editor of Novy Zhurnal (The New Review), a respected émigré tolsty zhur-
nal (thick magazine), as Russians call such periodicals on political and cul-
tural themes.6 Two of the writers were former Red Army officers who had
defected at the end of World War II: Mikhail M. Koriakov, a captain and
former journalist from Siberia, who defected in Paris; and Vladimir 1.
(Volodya) Yurasoy, a Soviet lieutenant colonel who escaped from occupied
Berlin to West Germany and who had been one of our interviewees at the
Harvard Project in Munich.”

Among regular freelancers was Father Alexander Schmemann, a Rus-
sian priest and dean of the St. Vladimir Orthodox Academy in Westchester
County, New York. Together with Boris Shub, Schmemann conceived a
weekly “Sunday Talk” aimed not only at secret believers but also at people
who were dissatisfied with the Marxist-Leninist atheistic Weltanschauung
and were seeking spiritual inspiration to fill the void in their lives. He
avoided strident sermonizing or a formal liturgical service; instead, he
calmly discussed ethical and religious issues for Soviet believers and recep-
tive nonbelievers. Father Schmemann’s weekly fifteen-minute talks con-
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tinued for more than thirty years and attracted a wide audience of admir-
ers, especially members of the Russian intelligentsia that included Alek-
sandr Solzhenitsyn before the writer’s forced exile in 1974. Solzhenitsyn told
Western reporters in an interview in Moscow in the early 1970s that the
talks were for him “the temple in which I worship.” Schmemann spoke in
a quiet, reassuring baritone, as though talking to an individual friend.# Occa-
sionally he would come to the studio with his young son, Serge, who went
on to Harvard and a career in journalism as a Pulitzer Prize-winning for-
eign correspondent of the New York Times and its Moscow bureau chief. It
, came to pass that this son of the Russian people’s favorite radio priest, who
long challenged Soviet official atheism with eternal Christian values,
reported the demise of the Soviet Union in 1991.

In my relations with my émigré colleagues, I tried to speak Russian
most of the workday, absorbing their insights about Soviet reality and
empathizing with their implacable hostility to the regime. My eagerness to
think and feel like a Russian went to such an extreme that once, on the
Monday after the Russian Orthodox Easter, when Koriakov came to work
and greeted everyone with three kisses on their cheeks and a solemn “Khris-
tos voskres!” (Christ is risen!), I joined in, despite my Jewish heritage.

Under Shub’s inspired direction, our NYPS produced a backlog of
“timeless” feature scripts that would accompany the daily newscasts, giv-
ing the audience information about subjects forbidden by Soviet-censored
sources. Several series were created that remained on the air for years:
“Missing Pages” restored the writings of Russian authors repressed by
Stalin—for example, Babel, Olesha, and Zamyatin; “How They Were Cured
of Communism” quoted from the confessions of disenchanted former
Communists in the West, such as Arthur Koestler; “For Your Freedom and
Ours” cited passages from Alexander Herzen and other prerevolutionary
Russian democrats, whose opposition to the czarist autocracy was relevant
as a critique of the Soviet stifling of freedom; “Speaking Precisely” exposed
the Orwellian clichés of Soviet Newspeak; “Our People Abroad” refuted
propaganda about the miserable fate of Russian émigrés by offering them
our microphone to describe their successful adjustment to life in America
and to express their nostalgia and love for their motherland.

Shub and Volodya Yurasov also created a series called “Colonel Panin.”
It consisted of short messages ostensibly from a former lieutenant colonel
in the Soviet army, addressed both to civilians and to Soviet troops in East-
ern Europe, in which Yurasov/Panin excoriated the dictatorship and invari-
ably concluded by declaring that the only solution for Russia’s ills was a
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“government of freely elected representatives of the people.” The mes-
sages effectively combined Shub’s sharp political analyses with Yurasov’s
own life experience; as a Soviet citizen he had been an inmate of the gulag
before he managed to escape, conceal his identity, and serve as an officer
during World War II. Boris would pace the floor, exploding with ideas and
phrases that Yurasov put into colloquial Russian. The two of them made
an odd couple: Shub was short and frenetic, and Volodya was tall and solidly
built, resembling somewhat the German boxer Max Schmeling. Although
they respected each other, their collaboration was often stormy; I once wit-
nessed them punctuating their writing session by wrestling on the office
floor like schoolboys. I thought they were fighting—until they got up, burst
out laughing, and resumed their script-writing.

Within a short time Boris shared with me his approach to editing the
scripts, based largely on political rather than stylistic criteria, which he usu-
ally left to Editor Goul. Shub’s goal was to shape the future broadcasts into
effective weapons of psychological warfare. When I was put in charge of
the NYPS a couple of years later, I tried to apply his subtleties and nuances.
Ultimately, by 1960, the section expanded into a division with its own state-
of-the-art studios, taping programs that we airmailed by pouch through
special arrangement with Lufthansa in those days before telexes and faxes.
Once communication satellites were launched into fixed orbit in space,
urgent programs were transmitted immediately and could be broadcast
instantaneously to the Soviet Union. And, of course, the computer age
introduced the e-mail link.

From the early days, the New York output was integrated into the total
program schedule in Munich, which included newscasts, press reviews, and
features prepared by Radio staff there. In the beginning, we had to rent
recording time at an independent audio-video studio on nearby Madison
Avenue whenever we supplemented the written scripts with special
recorded programs. Shub coached Sergei Dubrovsky, an actor from Moscow
who later became a leading RL announcer (in Russian, diktor), in the proper
recitation of the lyrics to the famous prerevolutionary song of the work-
ers, “You Fell Victim.” Played and sung at the funerals of comrades, it eas-
ily evoked deep emotions: “You fell victim in the fateful struggle, / With
selfless love for the people, / You gave up everything you could for them,
/ For their life, their honor and freedom.”® The song describes the suffer-
ing of the victims of the czar’s cruel regime, wasting away in chains in dank
prisons. The dirge concludes on a note of hope:
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The despot feasts in his sumptuous palace, drowning
his fear with wine—

But menacing letters were drawn on the wall, long ago
by a fateful hand:

“Arbitrary rule will fall, and the people arise, great,
powerful, and free.”

Farewell, brothers, you have honorably trodden a noble
and shining path.

Shub revived the song to use as a weapon against Stalin, because its
message is that the people will ultimately prevail. Dubrovsky gave an
emotional rendition of the lyrics, and Boris, ever the perfectionist, made
him work repeatedly on the lines about the despot in his palace, zeroing
in on every plosive consonant, like a Hollywood director who demands
many “takes.”

A new world of political indoctrination opened as I became acquainted
with other well-known revolutionaries who had escaped Soviet tyranny:
Vladimir Zenzinov, considered by some a “saint,” was a leader of the Social-
ist Revolutionaries (SRs), who had defeated Lenin in the 1917 elections to
the Constituent Assembly; the distinguished Menshevik leader Irakli
Tsereteli and his colleagues Boris Nicolaevsky, Solomon Schwarz and his
wife Vera Alexandrova, and Rafael Abramovich. The Mensheviks were
closely associated with the Sotsialisticheski Vestnik (Socialist Herald) and the
New Leader, the American liberal anti-Communist magazine. The New York
Program Section became the center for intellectual ferment as the time
drew near for Radio Liberation to take to the airwaves.

One of my first purchases for our library at the NYPS was the com-
plete set of the Bolshaya Sovetskaya Entsiklopediya (BSE, the Large Soviet
Encyclopedia), published in Moscow in 1950. It was a treasure trove of Soviet
disinformation and distortion. The fifth volume, containing the biography
of Lavrenty Beria, the notorious chief of the secret police and Politburo
member in Stalin’s final years, filled several pages of encomium, accom-
panied by an idealized full-page photograph. In 1953, within a few months
after Stalin’s death, Beria was arrested and all subscribers to the encyclopedia
received substitute pages describing the Bering Sea, together with explicit
instructions to take a scissors or razor, cut out pages 21—24 and the portrait
(not otherwise identified), and paste in the new pages. Beria went down
the Soviet memory hole, but I kept both versions in the library and for
years would amuse and shock visitors with this vivid illustration of the
post-Stalin regime’s revision of its own recent history.!°
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At forty, Boris Shub was still an enfant terrible, contemptuous of author-
ity, brutally frank in his criticism of the staff’s efforts, but earning our respect
for his innovative methods and brilliant insights along with his profound
commitment to the cause of a democratic Russia. At countless lunches
together, I listened as an eager apprentice while he shared his thoughts
about how the Radio could make a significant contribution to changing
Soviet listeners’ attitudes and prejudices. He understood that the audience
we were preparing to reach would be suspicious of any messages we might
send that would simply project a mirror image of their domestic media.
He appreciated their pride and sensitivity as members of a superpower
that had successfully repelled the Nazi invaders at a staggering cost of
twenty million dead. He was also aware that many of them were imbued
with the socialist ideals proclaimed by Lenin and were hostile to the capi-
talist world. He spoke of our need to attract the “loyal Soviet citizen,” not
merely those who were already enemies of the regime.

Boris realized the tremendous odds against us in our attempt to exdoc-
trinate people daily exposed to an unending barrage of official propaganda.
They faced reprisals if they sought other sources of information, especially
from a radio station staffed by émigrés whom many Soviet citizens resented
for having chosen a comfortable life abroad. But Boris was convinced that
millions of Soviets were dissatisfied with the quality of their lives; that they
had expected meaningful improvements in their spiritual and material con-
dition after the victory over Germany but instead were plunged into a dan-
gerous Cold War struggle with their erstwhile allies. He believed that they
would be attracted by voices that spoke pure, unaccented, contemporary
Russian and other Soviet languages, not Americans or Englishmen, but
compatriots who expressed their genuine aspirations for lasting peace, free-
dom of expression, and a higher standard of living. Unlike Voice of Amer-
ica and the BBC, which focused primarily on life in the United States and
Great Britain, Radio Liberation would be an internal radio even though it
was situated beyond the borders of the Soviet Union.

In December 1952, Shub went on temporary assignment to Munich,
where he worked with the newly hired émigrés and the Radio’s American
adviser, Manning Williams, preparing for the inauguration of the broad-
casts on March 1, 1953. Williams was a former “Moscow hand,” a member
of the U.S. Embassy staff after World War II. He had been editor of Amerika,
a slick Life-like Russian magazine produced by the USIA. (During the war,
other Americans served in Moscow, including Isaac Patch, Thomas P. Whit-
ney, Frederick C. Barghoorn, and Robert C. Tucker. They went on to carve
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careers as Soviet experts in the academic and communications fields, and
in various ways made positive contributions to the Radio.)

The Radio’s offices and studios were located on Lilienthalstrasse in
northern Munich in the former administration building of the Ober-
wiesenfeld airport. It was there that Great Britain’s Prime Minister Neville
Chamberlain, and France’s Prime Minister Edouard Daladier, landed in
September 1938, en route to the conference with Adolf Hitler that doomed
the independence of Czechoslovakia and thereafter gave the name
“Munich” a pejorative association.

After the Radio went on the air in March 1953, it operated with six stu-
dios. If you entered the control room of, say, Studio One and watched
through the soundproof window, you would hear an announcer speak
Russian into the microphone. First he would give the latest newscast, fol-
lowed by a review of the Western press and several feature programs—
many of them sent from New York, others prepared by the local Russian
section, and all of them recorded by the engineer for delivery to the trans-
mitter in another part of West Germany. In the other studios, you would
see a similar setup but hear another of the Radio’s many languages. The
atmosphere resembled a mini-United Nations, where Slavic faces could be
seen along with Georgians and Armenians, as well as Oriental-looking col-
leagues from Soviet Central Asia. Russian and German were most fre-
quently used for communicating among the various ethnic groups, and
American and British executives needed to know at least one of those lan-
guages.

At daily meetings each language desk discussed the priorities for the
topical segment of the program, based on screening the early-morning
Western wire services, plus a pirated duplicate of a machine that punched
out the news from TASS (Telegraphic Agency of the Soviet Union). RL,
along with TASS’s legitimate subscribers, had swift access to the official
Soviet version of the latest events and could sometimes scoop domestic
clients, who received the dispatches more slowly.

The staff also received the transcript of the previous night’s monitor-
ing of internal Soviet radio stations. On my first visit to Radio Liberation
in 1954, I was especially fascinated by the monitoring section, where a solid
wall of receivers operated around the clock, recording shortwave broadcasts
captured from RL antennas turned eastward to the major cities of Russia
and other Soviet republics. The early archives contained tapes of such his-
toric events as Stalin’s funeral, which included speeches by Khrushchey,
Malenkov, Beria, and other members of the “collective leadership,” who
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professed fealty to one another and to the legacy of their dead leader while
they secretly jockeyed for power. Excerpts from such monitored Soviet
broadcasts provided us with dramatic “sound bites” for interpretation and
commentary at those stages of the regime’s evolution when the past was
rewritten and abruptly shifted to conform to the new Party line.

Who were the principal members of the Munich staff in those days?
Two Russian-speaking Americans who began their careers with Radio Lib-
eration in Munich worked with Manning Williams and played vital roles in
shaping its image over the years: Francis S. (Ronny) Ronalds and James
Critchlow. Ronalds, formerly with Time magazine, alternated working for
the Radio and Voice of America and was Radio Liberty’s director in the
1970s. I was always impressed with his love of Russian culture and by his
ability to recite from memory the lengthy Verses About the Beautiful Lady by
the great Symbolist poet, Aleksandr Blok. Critchlow had great rapport with
his émigré colleagues and wrote with verve about many of them in an
entertaining and informative memoir about his years with the Radio and
his subsequent activities on the staff of the Board for International Broad-
casting in Washington.!! Like me, Ronalds and Critchlow were ardent dis-
ciples of Boris Shub and his advocacy of democratic education of the Soviet
audience. Paraphrasing Dostoyevsky’s famous statement about the debt
he and other Russian realists owed to Gogol, “We all came out of Gogol'’s
Overcoat,” one of us quipped: “We all came out of Shub’s shuba” (shuba
being the Russian word for fur coat).

The heterogeneous group of émigrés of the newly formed Russian
service, many of whom Boris and Ronny recruited, included Wladimir
Weidle, a respected art historian and literary critic from Paris who became
the Radio’s first Russian program director during the early years. Weidle
had just published a perceptive monograph, Russia: Absent and Present, which
the well-known Oxford professor and critic Isaiah Berlin lauded in the Lon-
don Sunday Times as “the most balanced, civilised, and informative account
of Russia’s position in the world during the last three centuries.”!2

Another of Shub’s “finds” was Victor Frank, son of Semyon Frank, the
famous Russian religious philosopher, who, like Weidle, was expelled from
the Soviet Union in 1923. Victor came from the BBC, where he had been
head of the Russian service, and he worked for RL for almost twenty years
in Munich and London as our bureau chief. As senior commentator, he
infused his broadcasts with his profound knowledge of Russia. He liked to
compare the construction of his radio talks to wooing a woman from fore-
play to climax. In my opinion, Frank came the closest among all of the
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Radio broadcasters to Anatoli Maximovich Goldberg, the BBC’s veteran
Russian commentator who was generally considered to be the voice from
the West most respected by the vast audience of Soviet shortwave listen-
ers. Frank’s brother Vasily, long a member of the RL news desk, compiled
abook of tributes by émigré and American colleagues after Victor’s death
in 1972.

Gaito Gazdanov came to Munich from Paris, where he had arrived
with the first wave of postrevolutionary émigrés after 1917. A gifted writer,
with a barbed wit and a French cigarette always dangling from his lips, he
had eked out a living by driving a taxi at night, leaving him time to write
and to achieve success with his first novel, An Evening with Claire (1930),
which made him famous in the Russian community in Paris. From 1953 to
his death in 1971, he was an editor with the Radio in Munich and later in
Paris. In post-Soviet Russia, Gazdanov has attained long overdue recogni-
tion: more than fifty editions of his work have appeared, including a three-
volume collection in 1996.13

Other members of the emigration recruited for the Radio included
Boris Orshansky, a Soviet army captain who defected to the West after the
end of the war, and Alexander Bacherach, former secretary to Russia’s first
Nobel Prize laureate in literature, Ivan Bunin, who lived in exile in France.
A colorful reinforcement to this largely intellectual group was Leonid
Pylayev, a hard-drinking proletarian who used his sharp satirical mind to
record hilarious and coarse political monologues as “Ivan Ivanovich
Oktyabrev”’—a kind of Russian Joe Six-Pack or Archie Bunker.

The non-Russian staff of the Radio in Munich included many dedi-
cated writers and editors equally concerned about the fate and the future
of their respective homelands, such as Carlo Inasaridze, chief of the Geor-
gian desk, and Garip Sultan, head of the Tatar-Bashkir service.!4

In Shub’s absence, I was left in charge of the NYPS, working closely
with the writers before their scripts were sent to Munich. It was excellent
training for my subsequent job as Shub’s successor a couple of years later,
when he assumed a position as policy adviser on Amcomlib’s executive
staff. By then, Radio Liberation was a going concern, and although woe-
fully lacking in transmitter strength, we soon incurred the wrath of the
Kremlin, which attempted in various ways, some of them sinister, to dis-
credit and frighten us.

RADIO LIBERTY S CONCEPTION AND BIRTH
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There is no Pravda [truth] in [zvestiya,
and no /zvestiya [news] in Pravda.

? WE ARE ON THE AIR!

“Govorit Radiostantsiya Osvobozhdeniye
.. .”—"This is Radio Liberation speaking,
the free voice of your compatriots abroad.”
With these words in Russian, Radio Liber-
ation went on the air for the first time on
March 1, 1953. It was not a strong voice, with
only two 10,000-watt transmitters in Lam-
pertheim, Germany, purchased from Radio
Free Europe. The studios in Munich
recorded the daily programs, which were
then rushed by train and motorcycle couri-
ers to the transmitter site almost two hun-
dred miles to the north. We never found
out whether the first broadcast fell on any
sympathetic ears inside the Soviet Union,
but the regime’s monitors were certainly
listening. Ten minutes after the program
began, their jammers zeroed in on our
shortwave frequencies. Unlike the BBC and
the Voice of America, which enjoyed peri-
odic respites from jamming during the Cold
War, depending on the relaxation of ten-
sion between the Kremlin and the West, the
Radio was interfered with continuously for
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the next thirty-five years, until Mikhail Gorbachev ordered it stopped on
November 29, 1988, consistent with his policy of glasnost.

Jamming

The most effective way for shortwave radio to broadcast over a long distance
is on wavelengths between 10 and 100 meters, corresponding to the fre-
quencies 3-30 megahertz. Shortwaves, generally speaking, can travel along
the surface of the earth, and also reflect off the ionosphere, a gaseous layer
of nitrogen and oxygen molecules activated by the movement of ultravi-
olet and x-rays of the sun. The ionosphere stretches from 60 to some 300
or 400 kilometers above the surface of the earth and comprises several lay-
ers that reflect radio beams, depending on the time of day and season.

The Radio directed its signals to the ionosphere from Western Europe
at angles that enabled them to be reflected back to earth at specific target
areas in the Soviet Union. In order to obstruct (jam) transmissions, the
Soviet regime used radio stations that operated on the same or nearby fre-
quencies as the broadcasts they were attempting to block. The signals gen-
erated had to be stronger than those of the message to be suppressed. Just
as one person may try to drown out another’s voice by speaking louder,
the jammer produced noise—a persistent, irritating buzzing or howling
that was later called “KGB jazz” by Soviet dissidents.

“Sky-wave” jammers operated like the Radio’s transmissions, sending
signals from inside the Soviet Union to be bounced back into the target
area. Thanks to the variations in the ionosphere’s height between Western
and Eastern Europe during the day and night, the signal was able to pene-
trate at times when the Soviet signal escaped into space. This type of inter-
ference was not as effective as local “ground wave” jamming within cities.
Magnifying the kilowatt power of the broadcasting signal improved audi-
bility. Soviet citizens used various methods: some of them tuned to the
edge of the frequency; others bought foreign-made receivers or export-
model sets that incorporated meter bands not produced for the domestic
market. Even Soviet sets could be secretly adapted by persons with enough
technical skill; they were known as “radio doctors.” Listening was easier
away from urban centers, so people with automobiles would drive out of
town to hear the Radio; those with dachas would frequently tape-record the
broadcasts there.

The regime could have saved millions of rubles in electronic costs and
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man hours simply by confiscating all radios and using loudspeakers exclu-
sively, as was done on the rural kolkhozes (collective farms). But this was
impractical because the vast land mass of the Soviet Union, extending from
Eastern Europe to the Pacific across eleven time zones, required shortwave
radio for the transmission of Soviet propaganda. Furthermore, permitting
individuals to own radios created the illusion of democracy even if this
meant that the regime faced competition from uncensored media abroad.
Jamming served to discourage people from listening to hostile voices, as
did the Soviet criminal code, which threatened punishment of citizens if
they disseminated anti-Soviet information and ideas. Nevertheless, since
jamming was not totally effective twenty-four hours a day, courageous or
just curious people who were determined to seek the forbidden fruit of
objective news and heretical ideas frequently managed to catch all or part
of foreign broadcasts.

Soviet citizens who were tuning in to the shortwave frequencies that
first day in March might have heard our opening statement. Here are
excerpts:

ANNOUNCER: This is Radio Liberation. Listen to us on shortwave in
the s1-meter band. Our half-hour broadcasts are repeated every day on
the hour during March from 10 A.M. to 10 p.M. Central European Time.
Listen! Listen! Today a new radio station, Liberation, is starting its
broadcasts.

Fellow countrymen! For a long time the Soviet regime has concealed
from you the very fact of the emigration’s existence. Only rarely is it
mentioned in the press, and then it is tied to some scandalous case of a
well-known person deciding not to return home, or some other event
unpleasant for the Soviets such as the trial of Kravchenko [a famous defec-
tor]. The rest of the time nothing good or bad is said about us. We have
been covered with a gravestone of silence, but we have not died. We are
well aware why the Soviets have decided not even to rail against us in
written or verbal attacks. That would mean constantly reminding the
people about the existence of an anti-Bolshevik Russia which did not find
a place in the motherland, about a Russia which took arms against Bol-
shevism and to this day has not ceased its struggle, and awaits its hour.
Every intelligent person in the Soviet Union is sure in the depths of his soul
that the Bolshevik tyranny in Russia, which is so monstrously abnormal
and defies reason and humanitarian principles, cannot endure forever. Only
that certainty gives us the energy to bear the hardships that have befallen
us. You suffer from unheard of oppression and physical torture, and we
suffer the bitterness of exile and dispersal throughout the world.!

WE ARE ON THE AIR!
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The broadcast went on to refute the distorted image of the emigra-
tion, which Soviet propaganda presented to the public in labeling those
abroad as “white bandits, restorers of the monarchy, and hirelings of An-
glo-American imperialism.” To the contrary, “the preponderant majority
of the emigration stands for democratic principles, have not forgotten
their duty to the motherland, and do not intend to cease the struggle un-
til the complete annihilation of the Communist dictatorship.”

Radio Liberation spoke in the name of a “Coordinating Center of the
Anti-Bolshevik Struggle,” which had been established on November 7, 1951,
under the aegis of Amcomlib at a conference in Wiesbaden, Germany,
where representatives of Russian and non-Russian émigré political orga-
nizations promulgated their goals for the “liberation of all their peoples
from the Bolshevist dictatorship.”2 The declaration was timed to the

“anniversary of the “seizure of power by the Bolshevist usurpers.” The first

broadcast recapitulated those goals:

We oppose that regime with the principle of consistent sovereignty of
the people that was first proclaimed by the February Revolution. We
are enemies of the restoration of the absolute monarchy, as well as any
sort of new dictatorship in place of Bolshevism after it has finally been
destroyed. For all the nationalities situated on the territory of the pres-
ent Soviet Union, we recognize their right to freely choose their fate on
the basis of democratic self-expression. We are for full freedom of con-
science and religious preaching. We are not only for the liquidation of
the exploitation of man by man, but also for the liquidation of the ex-
ploitation of man by the Party and the state. We are in favor of subordi-
nation of state policy to the interests of the free development of the hu-
man personality and the raising of the material and cultural living
standard of the peoples. The happy life about which our enslavers shout
is unthinkable until the elimination of the system of terror, force, and
all forms of slave labor, until the monstrous concentration camps are
removed—that shame and horror of our times, until the kolkhozes are
broken up and the peasants are offered the right to choose their own
form of agriculture.

The statement condemned as one of the most criminal acts of the Soviet
regime “the coercion of the people’s creative activity and the culture of
the country”:

The once great Russian literature, music, art, science—all forms of
manifesting the Russian genius—have been put in the service of an anti-
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popular regime and stifled by the iron press of Party policy. Cultural
values, accumulated for centuries, are being ruthlessly destroyed, and
new bearers of culture are being destroyed even more ruthlessly. We
raise our voice against this trampling down and crushing of culture.

With regard to foreign policy, the statement continued:

We who are living abroad clearly see the terrible danger threatening Rus-
sia and all humanity because of the greedy, aggressive foreign policy of
Bolshevism. . . . All the Russian people living abroad are strongly influ-
encing the foreign world by means of the press, speeches at meetings,
and letters to government leaders in Europe and America that Commu-
nism and the Russian people are not one and the same, that the Russian
people are secretly inimical to Communism and hate their enslavers.

These efforts have already borne some fruit. There are many signs
that foreigners are beginning to understand this, and evidence of this is
the message of the American Congress to the Russian people. But under-
standing it is not everything. In the minds of many people in the West,
the peoples of Russia are still seen as bearers of the idea of world Com-
munism and that external expansion which has made all free Western
states stand up against our country. We must bear witness before all
humanity that Communist aggression is not our cause, not our Russian
cause, not the people’s cause, but the handiwork of the Kremlin maniac
who dreams of going down in history in an aureole as the spreader of
Communism throughout the world. How much have our peoples
endured and paid for as a result of the criminal Stalinist policy and his
great experiments! But may all the defenders of the Russian land save us
from the final reckoning: a third world war.

The Coordinating Center will always struggle for the liquidation of
the Soviet Union’s aggressive foreign policy and for a resolute refusal to
recognize acts of this aggression. We are well aware that this can be
achieved only by means of the overthrow of the Soviet regime and the
liquidation of Bolshevism. It stands to reason that we cannot give you
ready-made recipes and instruct you how to overthrow the hateful
tyranny. When the decisive hour arrives, you yourselves will sense bet-
ter than we can how you must act. But we who are here in freedom are
convinced that the Soviet regime is concealing from its subjects a great
deal which the whole world knows—secrets of the Kremlin, secrets of
the MGB [predecessor of the KGB], secrets of foreign and domestic pol-
icy that are well known to a greater degree abroad than in the Soviet
Union itself.

Free thought is so stifled that they do not let you speak. . . . Our task
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is to tell you about what you never will hear in the Soviet Union, to pro-
vide you with truthful information, and to help liberate you from that
web with which Soviet propaganda is enveloping your souls. We know
that it is forbidden to speak to a Russian person, that it is permitted to lis-
ten only to what pleases the regime. But one thing cannot be taken
away—the possibility of thinking freely!

Listen to our radio station! Listen to the truthful voice of the Coor-
dinating Center of the Anti-Bolshevik Struggle!?

From the perspective of the 1990s, the militant tone of this broadcast is
striking but not surprising. After all, the Radio was being financed by
Americans who authorized a group of political émigrés to voice their op-
position to the dictatorship. Even after the American sponsors decided a
year later to reject that concept in order to exercise tighter control over
what went on the air, it would be several years before the clarion call for
“liberation” was muted, especially after the Soviet suppression of the
Hungarian revolution of 1956 made it clear that the policy of “rolling back
Communism” proclaimed by the Eisenhower administration was empty
rhetoric. By 1959 the very name of Radio Liberation was changed to Ra-
dio Liberty.

Despite the shrill and sometimes apocalyptic prose of this inaugural
program and similar broadcasts in the Radio’s early days, many of its fun-
damental and enduring themes were already clear: the identification of the
broadcasters with the listeners as fellow Russians; their obligation to bring
truthful information to compatriots who were denied that opportunity by
the regime; the unequivocal expression of the need for a democratic sys-
temn to replace the Soviet Communist order; the condemnation of forced
labor and collectivized agriculture; the condemnation of the dictatorship’s
taming of culture and imposition of censorship; the emphasis on the threat
of Soviet aggression and another world war; the prediction that a regime
that did not fulfill the needs and aspirations of its subjects was ultimately
doomed. The broadcasts were in fact relatively restrained in that they
avoided inciting listeners to rise up against the Kremlin rulers. The closest
the Radio came to imparting such a message was to say “when the decisive
hour comes,” but we also insisted that it could not offer “ready-made
recipes,” and we left it to the Soviet peoples to determine how to act.

Our cautious approach resulted from the close cooperation of the émi-
gré writers and editors with their American supervisors. Boris Shub, who
had arrived from New York to help launch the broadcasts, was convinced
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that the Radio would be effective only to the extent that it did not promise
more than it could deliver and that we must take into consideration the
complex psychology of average Soviet citizens, who had many gripes
against the regime but at the same time were proud of their homeland’s
victory over the Nazi invaders and suspicious of voices from the capitalist
world abroad.

The news broadcast that followed the inaugural declaration led off
with information meant to capture the interest of the audience: a dispatch
from Washington reported the appointment of Charles Bohlen by President
Eisenhower as the new ambassador to the Soviet Union. The item described
Bohlen as fluent in Russian, having served as interpreter for the late Pres-
ident Franklin D. Roosevelt at the Teheran and Yalta conferences during
World War 11, and for President Truman at Potsdam. He was replacing
George Kennan, described as “a well-known American diplomat who has
an excellent command of Russian and is an expert on Russian culture and
history.”

We explained the change in ambassadors as the result of the Kremlin’s
demand that Kennan be recalled after a statement he made to the world
press during a trip to Berlin in October 1952. He had asserted that the Stalin
regime was making it impossible for Western diplomats to carry on nor-
mal social and cultural contacts with the Soviet population. Further, Ken-
nan had compared the isolation with that of the interned diplomats in Nazi
Germany after war with the United States broke out. The broadcast con-
tinued: “At the time, specialists on Soviet life expressed the opinion that the
Kremlin had simply been looking for a pretext to demand his recall because
his knowledge of the Russian language and well-known sympathy for the
democratic aspirations of the Russian people made him an undesirable wit-
ness to Soviet reality.” The dispatch then quoted from an article by Kennan
published in Foreign Affairs in April 1951:

The fact that national greatness exists is obvious. And there is no doubt
that the Russian people possess that greatness. This is a people whose
path from darkness and poverty was difficult and marked by enormous
suffering and tragic failures. Nowhere in the world has the fire of faith
in man’s dignity and charity withstood such a struggle with the whirl-
winds that strove to blow it out. And everyone who studies the struggle
of the Russian soul during the course of centuries can only bow his
head in admiration before the Russian people who managed to preserve
that fire despite all the sacrifices and suffering.
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We informed the Soviet public that the Committee on Foreign Affairs of
the House of Representatives had unanimously adopted Eisenhower’s
resolution condemning the Soviet Union for violating treaties signed dur-
ing the war.

The newscast then turned to events in Paris, where a Russian bio-
chemist named Sergei Vinogradsky had recently died at the age of ninety-
six. Vinogradsky was a former director of an institute of experimental
medicine in Petrograd (later Leningrad). “After the seizure of power by the
Bolsheviks in 1917, he lived in France and was elected in 1924 to the French
Academy of Sciences.” The item conveyed the message that among the
members of the Russian emigration were people who made a significant
contribution to mankind after going abroad. The phrase “seizure of power,”
as well as “Bolshevik coup d’état,” were used in the Radio broadcasts for
many years in a conscious effort to avoid dignifying the October 1917 events
as a popular revolution.

As additional evidence of the false claim of the Bolsheviks to repre-
sent the people, the Radio devoted the rest of the first broadcast to a com-
mentary marking the anniversary of the Kronstadt uprising by sailors of the
Baltic fleet in March 1921. Kronstadt, the great naval fortress near Leningrad
(called Petrograd between 1914 and 1924), had originally been one of the
early Bolshevik strongholds in 1917. Its sailors and workers had supported
Lenin and his cause, but by 1921 they had become deeply disillusioned.
When the workers of Petrograd went on strike to protest their desperate
living conditions, martial law was imposed. In solidarity, the Kronstadt
sailors and workers defied the regime and demanded “soviets without Com-
munists.” Lenin and Trotsky replied by declaring Kronstadt a city of coun-
terrevolution, supporting their charge with fantastic lies. They ordered the
fortress to surrender or to be taken by force of arms. The insurgents
refused, Kronstadt was stormed, and in a sea of blood those who had fought
for the Bolsheviks in 1917 were killed by the Bolsheviks.

The Radio brought out all the facts about the uprising, along with a dra-
matic account taken from the Izvestiya of the Kronstadt rebels, the daily
newspaper they printed and circulated during the days of the struggle.
With our access to archives in the public and private libraries of the West,
we were able to restore historical truth by providing listeners with these and
many other “missing pages,” or “blank spots,” as the Soviet media later
called them in Gorbachev’s era. The commemoration of events in Rus-
sian and Soviet history, which were ignored or distorted by the Soviet media,
became a permanent feature of RL programming during the next four
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decades. The truth about Kronstadt was finally revealed to the Russian pop-
ulation in 1994, and Yeltsin's government pardoned the insurgents.

I'was exhilarated by the report from Munich that our first broadcast had
already been pounced on by the Soviet jammers. Clearly, the regime was
aware of us and was determined to prevent the people from being exposed
to any information, particularly from “traitors” abroad, that deviated from
the official propaganda line. At the time, the aggressive spirit of the RL
statement did not bother me, since I fancied myself a “Cold Warrior”
actively engaged in a rather heroic struggle against a formidable dictator-
ship. Shortly after Stalin’s death, when my friend Abraham Brumberg of
the US. Information Agency visited our NYPS office during a visit from
Washington, I predicted to him that the Soviet regime would not last much
longer. He chuckled at my naive enthusiasm.

The introduction that Boris Shub planned for the first day of the
Radio’s Russian broadcasts illustrates his flair for the dramatic. Listeners
would hear the ticking of a clock followed by a solemn voice intoning,
“Today, Josef Vissarionovich Stalin is 73 years, 2 months and ¢ days old
[pause and more ticking]. . .. The time of Stalin is drawing to a close.” The
plan was to open each subsequent day’s broadcast with the same reminder
of the “immortal” Stalin’s mortality. However, after a dry run of the
announcement in January, it was vetoed by those who argued that it would
bore the listeners if it were repeated day after day, perhaps for several years.
Who could predict that Stalin’s time would abruptly end within a few days
after Radio Liberation went on the air?

Actually, this was not just a clever gimmick on Shub’s part, but rather
it derived from his instinctive feeling that, as he told his brother Anatole at
the time, “this guy’s on his last legs.” Based on various signs that Shub’s
sharp political antenna picked up, such as recent photographs of Stalin, his
unexplained absence at some ceremony, and Malenkov’s delivering a report
in his place, Boris considered it entirely appropriate to suggest that the
leader’s days were numbered.

Moscow Radio informed the world of Stalin’s impending death on
March 3, and he died two days later. Boris sent an urgent message from
Munich asking that I cable him immediately the names of the people who
had been pallbearers at Lenin’s funeral in January 1924. He planned to
mount a program that consisted of reciting the names of the Bolshevik
leaders—Bukharin, Kamenev, Zinoviev, et al.—who were vilified in the
Soviet press for years and finally tried and executed as traitors during
Stalin’s purges of 1936-38. The implicit message of the program was to
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remind the audience that the despot’s victims were loyal comrades-in-
arms of Lenin.

Our research archives in the office were still far from complete, so
Mikhail Koriakov and I went to the Slavic section of the New York Public
Library for the information. The program broadcast later that week con-
sisted of a solemn roll call of each of Lenin’s pallbearers, followed by a
statement about his fate (for example, “Bukharin, Nikolai Ivanovich . . .
executed in 1938”).

If there is any word that best characterizes the programming policy
the Radio developed under Boris Shub and continued by his successors, it
is glasnost. Long before Gorbachev encouraged Soviet media to fill in the
“blank spots” of censorship (although the truth about the past remained
selective, despite the Communist reformer’s vaunted claim of openness),
glasnost was the driving force of several Radio series prepared in New York.
For example, “Missing Pages,” mentioned earlier, was devoted to restor-
ing taboo writings of prerevolutionary publicists, banned Bolsheviks, and
anti-Stalin social democrats. Shub drew on the expertise of his father, as
well as that of Boris Nicolaevsky, the renowned Menshevik historian, and
Mark Vishniak, a Time magazine editor. Vishniak had been secretary of the
ill-fated Constituent Assembly, which Lenin dispersed in January 1918 after
his Bolsheviks received only 25 percent of the votes. Boris instructed his
writers never to “get even” with the Soviet regime or to incite listeners to
foolhardy action; the Radio should reach not only the citizens who hated
the regime, but also those who were defensive and apologetic yet disturbed
by the obvious discrepancy between the regime’s propaganda and the real-
ity surrounding them, which was marked by continued stifling of creativ-
ity and the poor quality of everyday life.

The Radio later serialized Boris Pasternak’s Doctor Zhivago as soon as
the original Russian became available in the West. Early postrevolutionary
satire by Mikhail Zoshchenko, and Yevgeni Zamyatin’s We, his pre-
Orwellian vision of a future totalitarian society, was broadcast. Shub pro-
duced a suspenseful radio adaptation of Arthur Koestler’s Darkness at Noon,
to the accompaniment of Beethoven’s “Appassionata” sonata, which Lenin
admitted had moved but unnerved him because it evoked “bourgeois” emo-
tions ill befitting a hard-boiled Marxist revolutionary.

Mikhail Koriakov was one of the most innovative of our NYPS writ-
ers. A newspaperman in his hometown in Siberia before the war, he served
in the Soviet army as a captain. Disillusioned with the Stalinist regime, he
defected to the West while attached to the embassy in Paris, came to the
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United States, and later joined the Radio. He quickly adapted his journal-
istic skill, and for the next twenty years he turned out thousands of “radi-
ogenic” programs written for the ear—that is, short, pithy sentences that
could be caught through the jamming, with frequent variations on the prin-
cipal theme of any given script. During the course of his writing feature
scripts, he proposed a series he called “Glasnost,” years before anyone had
heard of Mikhail Gorbachev. Like any well-educated Russian, Koriakov
knew the positive associations of that word in nineteenth-century Russian
liberal publicistic writings. His programs were devoted to underscoring the
importance of openness as the prerequisite of a civil society.

Another series Koriakov created was inspired when he read a letter the
Radio received in the early 1960s. (Soviet listeners sent mail to Western
“accommodation” addresses, which we regularly broadcast.) A sixteen-
year-old listener in Serpukhov, near Moscow, praised the Radio, then added:
“Listening to you makes me want to know more about our history. Could
you put on a program that you would call ‘Russia Yesterday, Today, and
Tomorrow’?” Koriakov came into my office with a copy of this letter and,
with his usual ebullience, suggested that he respond to the young man'’s
request by starting such a series. That program became a permanent fix-
ture of the schedule and endured into the 1990s, many years after Koriakov
left the Radio and the Soviet Union left the world stage.

Shortly after Radio Liberation went on the air, we created a musical sig-
nal that would identify the Russian program in the minds of the listeners
and help home in on the frequency as the sharp tones penetrated the jam-
ming. Boris led the search for an appropriate tune. Yuri Petrovich Denicke
suggested the theme from Borodin’s opera, Prince Igor, that accompanies the
words “O, daite, daite mnye svobodu” (“Oh, grant me, grant me liberty”).
In hindsight, this would have been an excellent choice, since Radio Liber-
ation was destined to become Radio Liberty within a few years. However,
another old melody was selected, less well known but equally resonant in
its musical and psychological impact: “Hymn to Free Russia,” written by
Alexander Grechaninov, who emigrated from Russia in 1917 and lived to
the age of ninety in New York. The composer had taken the words from a
poem by Konstantin Balmont written not to celebrate the Bolshevik victory
but earlier, at the time of the short-lived democratic revolution of Febru-
ary 1917 that replaced the centuries-old Romanov monarchy with the Pro-
visional Government under Alexander Kerensky.

The opening words to the tune were “Da zdravstvuyet Rossiya, svo-
bodnaya strana” (“Long live Russia, a free country”), and the music was
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played on a celesta to achieve maximum clarity, although many instru-
mental variations and tempos were subsequently employed, including a
full orchestra. For thirty-eight years, millions of Soviet listeners to the Rus-
sian service throughout the USSR heard that signal many times during the
day and night, and while ignorant of its provenance, it meant for them the
“free voice” beaming in from the outside world. Long after the Cold War,
the theme is still being used.

Non-Russian Services

Broadcasts in other languages of the peoples of the Soviet Union began
on March 18, 1953, in Armenian, Azerbaijani, Georgian, and several North
Caucasian tongues, including Chechen and Ingush.5 The languages of
Soviet Central Asia were represented by Uzbek, Kazakh, Kirghiz, Turk-
men, and Tajik. Broadcasts in Tatar-Bashkir began in December 1953.
Ukrainian and Belorussian were not yet included among the non-Russian
languages in which the Radio broadcast in the first year; they were inau-
gurated in 1954. The editors and writers on each language “desk” adopted
the general line of the Radio, calling for liberation from the Kremlin dic-
tatorship and for presentation of truthful news from abroad and from inside
the Soviet Union. In addition, of course, each desk tried to reflect the spe-
cial needs and interests of their ethnic brothers and sisters. The first Radio
Liberation broadcast in Ukrainian, on August 16, 1954, expressed this spirit:

Dear brothers and sisters! Ukrainians!

Today, for the first time, we address you over Radio Liberation. We
live abroad, but our hearts and thoughts are with you always. No iron
curtain can separate us or obstruct that. Today is a day of joy for us, for
over the air our vibrant word of greeting, joy, and hope will reach you.

Over one million of us Ukrainians are living abroad. For a long time
we have been telling people in the free world the truth about life in our
country. The beginning Ukrainian broadcasts over Radio Liberation
entrust us with a new task. We shall speak to you and for you, fellow coun-
trymen, because there in our homeland you have neither freedom, nor
a democratic press, nor a free radio.

Wherever we may be, . . . our paths all converge toward our own
Kiev and the towns and villages of the Ukraine. . . . Kiev Rus, which
became the cradle of our Ukrainian national existence, was an impor-
tant cultural center, the focus of ancient democratic freedoms in East-
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ern Europe. Through Kiey, the “mother of Russian cities,” our culture
spread to all corners of Eastern Europe. Later, in Khmelnytsky’s time
[the seventeenth century], the Cossacks gave the Ukraine glamour and
might.

In the fire and storm of the Revolution of 1917, the Ukraine was
reestablished as an independent state. Our people, longing to be masters
of their own destiny in their own country, proclaimed the Ukrainian
Democratic Republic. That was done in a democratic way—the mani-
festation of the sovereign will of the Ukrainian nation. It took place in
accordance with the principles of self-determination of peoples. But the
Ukrainian Democratic Republic fell victim to Bolshevist aggression. To
deceive the Ukrainian people, to persuade them that nothing had hap-
pened, the aggressors converted the Ukrainian Democratic Republic into
the Ukrainian Soviet Socialist Republic, which the Communist dictator-
ship made an instrument of oppression of the Ukrainian people.

In the struggle against Communism, our native land has made great
sacrifices on the altar of liberation. But we have faith in God’s justice.
We are convinced that those sacrifices were not made in vain and that
God will reward the Ukraine for all her sufferings. The struggle of the
Ukrainian people will achieve their purpose.

And you, the Ukrainian people, “master in your house,” will take
your seat in the “circle of free peoples.” The words of Taras Hryhorovych
Shevchenko [the beloved Ukrainian national poet of the nineteenth cen-
tury] will come true: “And there will be a son, and there will be a mother,
and there will be justice on earth.” Because “in our house there is truth,
and strength, and the will for freedom.”s

Unlike the Slavic services, which could be checked more easily by
qualified Americans, it was almost impossible in the Radio’s early days to
monitor the content and tone of broadcasts in the exotic languages of
Central Asia and the Caucasus. Unbridled anti-Soviet—and anti-Russian—
invective undoubtedly reached the airwaves. Indeed, it took many more
months before the relationship between the American sponsors and the
€migré broadcasters was more clearly defined in favor of tighter Ameri-
can control. I soon learned who really was behind Radio Liberation.
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“Comrade, why didn’t you show up at
the last meeting of the Party?”

“If I had known it was the last meeting, |
sure would have been there.”

? THE SPARKS BEGIN TO KINDLE

When I joined Radio Liberation in the fall
of 1952, I was told that the parent organi-
zation, Amcomlib, was a private company,
although I had heard rumors that it was a
“CIA outfit.” The CIA did not yet have the
negative reputation it later acquired when
its many rogue elephant activities were
revealed. Even if it were clandestinely
involved, I thought, there was nothing
unsavory about working for an agency ded-
icated to combating the Stalinist one-party
dictatorship. My experience in Munich dur-
ing 195051 interviewing displaced persons
from Stalin’s country had left me with a
deep sympathy and clear appreciation of
the suffering of émigrés, exiles, and defec-
tors. Some people may have thought that
we had a lot of gall to mix in the affairs of
another country, but I felt that I was
embarking on a crusade, assisting victims
of Communism who could reach their
brothers and sisters by radio with truthful
information and spiritual sustenance.
After a few weeks at work, my curiosity

27




28

got the better of me, and I asked Boris point-blank whether there was any
CIA connection. He bristled and indignantly barked at me, “That’s a very
indiscreet question!” His overreaction convinced me, but nothing further
was said until exactly six months after I had joined Amcomlib.

It was March 17, 1953, and I was working in a crowded loft on West
Forty-seventh Street, in the heart of the diamond district, a street more
reminiscent of the old world than of fashionable Fifth Avenue around the
corner. Shub and [, together with the staff of émigré writers, had been seg-
regated from Amcomlib headquarter’s WASPy executive and administra-
tive staff on East Forty-fifth Street. The reason for separating us may have
been security, because there were confidential documents on the premises.
Or perhaps it reflected a latent prejudice against the “Russkies.”

Ted Steele, the assistant to Admiral Stevens, then president of Amcom-
lib, asked me to come to the main office. I snaked my way through the St.
Patrick’s Day parade that was marching down Fifth Avenue and entered
Steele’s office. He greeted me with a grin on his ruddy face and said, “Gene,
I have good news and bad news for you.” My first thought was what kind
of bad news. That I had not passed the security check? This was difficult
to believe, since I had served with distinction in Naval Communications
Intelligence in Washington, handling “top-secret” codes and ciphers in
Japanese and sharing in the unit citation we were awarded by the secretary
of the navy at the end of the war. Steele quickly explained, “The good
news is that you passed the security check. The bad news is that you are now
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going to be made ‘witting.”” I guessed what was coming. He confirmed
that Amcomlib and the radio station under its contro] were indeed “assets”
of the CIA, which received funds from annual appropriations of the U.S.
Congress, secretly disbursed with the knowledge of only a few senators
and representatives on the Hill. Steele requested that I sign a paper pledg-
ing that I would not reveal this secret. I kept the faith, with one exception:
I told Gloria.

In the first two decades of the Radio’s existence, before the American
public at large learned of the government’s involvement, I lectured before
various social and academic groups and described us as a private opera-
tion. I was uncomfortable concealing our CIA connection, but I believed
that the deception was justified if it protected us from Soviet efforts to
undermine our mission.

However, I found it especially distasteful in April 1961, when our hand-
lers in Langley, Virginia, requested that I fly to Cornell University with
Valerian Obolensky and Isaac Patch to speak with Urie Bronfenbrenner, an
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expert on Soviet education. Bronfenbrenner had traveled to the Soviet
Union on grants from the Human Ecology Fund, which he learned was
covertly supported by the CIA. After he visited Radio Liberty in Munich,
our supersensitive sponsors became concerned that he might also connect
us to the Agency and wanted us to allay any suspicions.

WEe spent the better part of a day with Bronfenbrenner and some of his
colleagues, acquainting them with our activity and our admirable goals,
and we went home satisfied that we had scotched any further repercus-
sions. Indeed, nothing further occurred. Nevertheless, I could not help see-
ing the anomaly of working for a medium that was communicating “THE
TRUTH” to the Soviet peoples while we were lying to our own people.
Coincidentally, when we went for lunch in the Cornell faculty club, we
watched President John F. Kennedy on the television screen addressing the
nation concerning his embarrassing anti-Castro fiasco in the Bay of Pigs.
I was secretly more embarrassed at my own performance.

After the government’s involvement in our operation finally became
common knowledge, it was easier for me to lecture without having to pre-
tend that we were a private organization. I never encountered any hostil-
ity, although once when I entered the classroom at Colorado College in
Colorado Springs I saw on the blackboard an admonition scrawled in chalk:
“Don’t come—it’s CIA.” Ironically, it occurred many years after the CIA
connection ended.

In 1971, Senator Clifford Case blew the cover and demanded that Radio
Free Europe and Radio Liberty be funded openly by Congress if we were
deemed worthy of being continued. Senator J. William Fulbright, on the
other hand, argued that the Radios be terminated as “relics of the Cold
War” (see Chapter g). This aroused vigorous protests in the American press,
and President Richard Nixon appointed a special commission of inquiry,
headed by Milton Eisenhower, which concluded that the free flow of infor-
mation from these radios should be maintained in the long-range interests
of American foreign policy. In 1976 the Radios merged and continued to
be funded by Congress. A newly created Board for International Broad-
casting (BIB), whose members were distinguished Americans appointed
by the U.S. president, was charged with overseeing the operations of the
newly merged RFE/RL Inc.

Like most Amcomlib employees, I was never directly connected with
the CIA. In fact, only a handful of the executives were actually CIA staffers
during the years before all ties with the agency were severed. Neverthe-
less, I was to a certain extent caught up in the conspiratorial atmosphere
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of the early days. Shortly after I was made “witting” (a favorite word of
the spooks), I was asked to sign a hush-hush document in which I was
assigned a pseudonym, Alden Goheen, a name I imagined they had plucked
out of a London telephone book. I can’t recall just what I was supposed to
do with this nom de guerre froide, but the whole idea was scrapped within a
short time. On a few occasions I did visit the CIA headquarters in Langley,
Virginia, and also debriefed a couple of Russian defectors in safe houses in
Washington, D.C., and Connecticut.

One employee of the committee, Elizabeth (Beb) Pond, was brought
into the inner family of witting staff members but refused to sign the pledge
of secrecy and promptly resigned, asserting that it was against her moral
principles. Beb later joined the Christian Science Monitor staff and went to
Moscow as their correspondent, where she filed splendid dispatches.

A Visit to the Radio’s Munich Headquarters

In the spring of 1954, I went back to Munich, this time as a member of
Radio Liberation’s New York staff to work for a few weeks at the center of
broadcasting operations. The president of Amcomlib was still Admiral
Stevens, who had a deep love for Russia, its land, history, culture, and lit-
erature. He wrote about his experiences in his book Russian Assighment.
He was a dignified, courtly person, and I enjoyed the brief period of his
tenure.

On the eve of my departure, Stevens made two requests: go to the U.S.
Army PX in Munich (where RL employees could still shop) and buy him a
bottle of his wife’s favorite perfume. The other was to act as courier. He
handed me a confidential document that, he explained, could not be
entrusted to the international mail. It contained his (and presumably the
CIA’s) instructions to the American executives in Munich to curtail the sta-
tus of the Radio as the mouthpiece of the Coordinating Center of the Anti-
Bolshevik Struggle.

When the Center was established in 1951, Amcomlib quoted Eugene
Lyons’s hyperbolic description of the event as “historic” and “of tremen-
dous importance” because it would “strike fear in the hearts of Stalin and
his Politburo” when they learned that refugees from the Soviet prison state,
despite different political convictions and nationalities, were capable of
uniting in the struggle to break the “red chains” holding their countries.
“The Kremlin will not be able to conceal this news from their much suf-
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fering subjects, who will be given hope for ultimate liberation from their
hated yoke.”!

To achieve that aim, Amcomlib had established Radio Liberation as
the voice of the Coordinating Center and invested it with a large degree of
autonomy. It became clear, however, within a year of the initial broadcasts,
that the deep-seated ethnic tension and enmity among the disparate groups
of political émigrés was resulting in uncoordination. The Center split into
two hostile “coordinating centers,” each claiming legitimacy; one repre-
sented the Russian organizations, and the other spoke for the heteroge-
neous national minority groups. Amcomlib received brickbats from
extremists on both sides: the Russian nationalists accused the Americans of
wishing to “dismember” Russia by favoring the separatist aspirations of
the nationalities, while the non-Russians charged that Amcomlib was a tool
in the hands of “Russian chauvinists.” Tighter U.S. control was necessary,
and that was the import of the message I carried to Robert E Kelley, deputy
to Admiral Stevens in Europe.

Kelley deserves special praise for his contribution to the Radio. In his
role of Amcomlib’s senior representative in Munich, almost from the time
the Radio went on the air until the mid-1970s, “Uncle Bob” Kelley, as he
was affectionately (and secretly) called by his subordinates, was a wise and
benevolent supervisor of our operation, as well as of the Institute for the
Study of the USSR. A graduate of Harvard magna cum laude, and of the
Sorbonne, he had been the head of the State Department’s Division of
Eastern European Affairs (commonly known as the Russian Division)
almost from its inception in 1924 until 1937, when it was suddenly (and stu-
pidly) abolished shortly after the politically unsophisticated Joseph E. Davies
became U.S. ambassador to the Soviet Union. In his supervisory position,
Kelley encouraged the careers of several young diplomats who later became
experts in the Russian language and Soviet affairs, among them two future
ambassadors to Moscow: George E Kennan and Charles Bohlen.2 Kelley
was not only a diplomat but also a scholar in Russian language and history,
as well as an astute observer of the contemporary Soviet scene. He min-
gled easily with Westerners and Soviet émigrés and tried hard to reconcile
the various warring factions in Munich’s multinational emigration. He car-
ried out Amcomlib’s instructions, and by the time Howland H. Sargeant
took over as president in October 1954, the brief era of authority of the
Coordinating Center had yielded permanently to direct American control
of the Radio, although the Center nominally continued for a short time.

Throughout the years of its existence, the Radio operated with mini-
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mum interference from Washington. Its remarkable independence was due
in great measure to the personality and efforts of Howland Sargeant. Hav-
ing served in Washington in the late 1940s as assistant secretary of state for
public affairs under Harry Truman and Dean Acheson, Sargeant came to
Amcomlib’s headquarters in New York with the experience of a bureau-
crat combined with deep appreciation of intellectual creativity. (Like Pres-
ident Bill Clinton many years later, Sargeant studied at Oxford University
in England in the 1930s as a Rhodes scholar.) He remained at the helm until
1975, during the years of the Radio’s transformation into Radio Liberty,
nurturing its growth into a powerful network with several 250,000-watt
transmitters beaming news and feature programs (political, economic, cul-
tural, historical, religious, satirical, musical) into the Soviet Union.

Sargeant was determined that the Radio never be exploited or manip-
ulated by American propagandists who might try to turn it into a “gray”
or “black” operation to achieve some short-range tactical purpose. He was
equally resolved that it not be used as a mouthpiece for vengeful émigrés
to promote their own political programs on the air, thereby alienating many
listeners who sought to make up their own minds about their future on
the basis of full access to a broad spectrum of information and ideas. The
government sponsors and Amcomlib’s board of trustees firmly supported
Sargeant’s clearcut directive to the Radio: convey to listeners the genuine
feelings of sympathy and friendship of Americans, but always speak to
them from the viewpoint of Soviet citizens’ genuine needs and interests.
This approach also served the interests of the American people, because the
evolution to democracy in the land of their chief adversary would reduce
the threat of nuclear war between the superpowers and contribute to world
peace. Sargeant was backed by Allen Dulles, director of the CIA, and his
successor, Richard Helms. They and Cord Meyer, their principal officer
responsible for supervising RFE and RL, appreciated that the effectiveness
of the Radios could be vitiated by micromanagement from Langley.?

The Soviet Empire Strikes Back

In the twenty-one months between March 1953 and December 1954, the
Soviet regime had maintained strict silence about the existence of the Radio.
However, the uninterrupted jamming of the station offered evidence that
the Kremlin was fully aware of us and was making every effort to drown
us out. As mentioned earlier, thanks to the peculiarities of shortwave prop-
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agation via the ionosphere and to the steadily increasing power of the
transmitters, the censors were never completely successful.

Jamming was accompanied by terrorism in the autumn of 1954, when
two of our émigré staffers were found dead. In September, the body of
Leonid Karas, a Belorussian writer, was found in the Isar River near Munich.
Two months later, Abo Fatalibey, chief of the Azerbaijani desk, was gar-
roted in his apartment by a suspected Soviet agent. Although the Karas
case was never solved, the Radio also ascribed it to the KGB.4 Other émi-
grés received telephone calls and letters from family members inside the
Soviet Union who urged them to stop working for the enemy and to come
home. The language of these entreaties was similar enough to convince
us that Moscow Center controlled the operation.

Radio staff members were naturally very shaken by this grim evidence
of the Soviet regime’s interest in our operation. The émigrés in Munich
were especially unnerved to realize that the KGB could reach into West
Germany and threaten their safety outside the Communist orbit. Of course,
a security system had been set up on the Radio’s premises, but it was dif-
ficultif not impossible to protect everyone in his home or on the streets of
the city. When I worked for four years at the Radio in Munich in the late
1960s, | was warned by one of the Russian writers, himself a former Soviet
camp inmate, that I too should be careful. At first I dismissed his remark
as overly alarmist, but a few days later, while driving the Opel sedan assigned
to me by the Radio’s motor pool, I pricked my finger on something sharp
on the steering wheel. Until the cut healed, I was positively paranoid, think-
ing that I really was a target of the KGB.

Even in New York, my friend and colleague Volodya Yurasov often told
me that he slept with a revolver under his pillow. After escaping from the
gulag, he served in the Soviet army with false papers and defected to the
West after the war. Back home, he was condemned to death in absentia
and always feared reprisals at the hands of the KGB. Although Volodya
lived until the age of eighty-two, he continued to blame his chronic gas-
trointestinal problems on a lunch in New York City years before, where he
was convinced Soviet agents had poisoned him. But he broadcast on the
Radio for almost thirty years, projecting his charismatic personality in inter-
views with émigrés who had succeeded in various fields. On occasion, I
appeared at the microphone in his “Guest of the Week” series, discussing
with him the various scholarly conferences on Soviet affairs I attended.’

After twenty months of oblique indications of the Soviet regime’s
antagonism to the Radio, the first overt reaction to our broadcasts occurred
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in December 1954, at the time of the Soviet Writers” Congress. The station
had begun discussing the forthcoming meeting as early as July 4 with a
broadcast entitled “Writers in Uniform” that reviewed the crushing of the
arts under the dictatorship since the first Writers” Congress in 1934. Later
in the year, the Radio reported that the 1954 Nobel Prize for Literature had
been awarded to Ernest Hemingway, but added that the Swedish Academy
had also considered two émigré Russian writers for the prestigious award:
Boris Zaitsev and Mark Aldanov. The program made the point that these
and other Russian writers abroad were more representative of Russian lit-
erature than works produced by Party fiat.

A regular feature of the broadcasts in the early years was a message to
the Soviet armed forces. On the eve of the Writers” Congress, the Radio told
them that the writers gathering in Moscow were merely “rubber-stamp
speakers” who created “literary indoctrination courses.” These sharp crit-
icisms were supplemented by a series of messages from well-known émi-
gré and American writers.® The gist of their statements was to emphasize
their commitment to freedom of expression and to express their hope that
writers in Russia would some day “again enrich us with their wisdom and
genius,” as Thornton Wilder asserted.

Upton Sinclair’s pithy message declared that in his sixty years as a writer
he had said what he pleased and that “no government authority has ever
told me what to say.” He added: “Can any of you Soviet writers say that?”

We asked for a statement from poet and publicist Max Eastman, whose
radical politics had attracted him to the Bolshevik revolution. Eastman lived
in Russia in the early 1920s, was close to Trotsky, and developed a lifelong
hatred for Stalin. After he returned to the United States, he was among the
most articulate critics of the Soviet regime.

I went to Eastman’s apartment in Greenwich Village in downtown
Manhattan to record his statement. He was tall and imposing, with a shock
of white hair. (I could imagine him wrestling with Hemingway in the
famous altercation they had in 1937 in the editorial office of Maxwell Perkins
of Charles Scribner’s Sons. The incident was given a Rashomon-like spin in
that Eastman treated it differently in his memoirs from the way Heming-
way’s biographers handled it.) As I listened to Eastman contrast the plight
of contemporary Russian writers with their nineteenth-century literary
forebears, who despite czarist censorship produced “some of the greatest
works the world has seen,” I wondered how the Soviet officials would react
to his and similar sentiments from the West.

Eastman concluded by telling the Soviet writers that they “seem to be
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in the position of the katorzhniki [exiled convicts] to whom, after the
Decembrist revolution [in St. Petersburg in 1825], Pushkin addressed his
beautiful poem Message to Siberia.” He continued: “I think I can best express
my feelings to the Congress of Soviet Writers by quoting Pushkin’s match-
less words.” He was referring to a stirring sixteen-line poem the Russian
poet sent in 1827 to one of the Decembrists by slipping it into the hands of
the prisoner’s wife as she left to rejoin her husband in exile. Pushkin coun-
sels patience and courage in the face of adversity in the depths of the Siber-
ian mines, holding out hope that the time would come when the heavy
chains would fall and freedom would welcome the convicts.” Eastman
recited Pushkin’s classic in his own excellent translation into English. (He
had learned Russian well and had married Elena Krylenko, the sister of the
Soviet Commissar of Justice, equivalent to our Attorney General.) In the
actual broadcast, his voice was faded into the background, and a Radio
announcer read the Russian verses familiar to every educated Soviet citizen.

Just as Eastman captured the symbolism of Pushkin’s message for con-
temporary Soviet writers, John Dos Passos focused on the relevance of
nineteenth-century Russian literature today:

While the classics of Russian literature remain on the shelves of their li-
braries, the peoples of the Soviet Union will never be able to be cut off
entirely from the republic of humane letters. No matter how thor-
oughly the fanatics of the official Marxist dogma build their prison of
terror and hate, the Russian classics will forever be opening windows
into the real world. It is possible to hope that the writers of the Soviet
Union, as the writers of West Germany did after the collapse of the Hit-
lerite nightmare, will someday emerge out of the long night of oppres-
sion. When they do, they will find friends to greet them.

The émigré writers who sent messages to the Writers” Congress offered
their “inside” perspective. Alexandra Tolstoy said:

Having learned of the Writers” Congress in Moscow, as a daughter of
Leo Tolstoy I would like to share my thoughts with you. . . . No matter
what Soviet propagandists tell you about censorship in [czarist] times, it
was child’s play compared with what we see now. What is done to liter-
ature in Soviet Russia cannot even be called censorship. It is the total en-
slavement of literary creation. True enough, even in my father’s time,
certain of his religious and philosophical writings were subject to cen-
sorship. Thus, “I Cannot Be Silent,” an article by my father against the
death penalty, was banned. But what happened? Hundreds of thou-
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sands of copies of this article were distributed not only throughout
Russia but throughout the world. . . . Not only was Tolstoy not arrested,
he was not even exiled from Russia. Let some Soviet citizen write an ar-
ticle like that now—not against the Soviet government but solely
against the death penalty. At the very least, he would be sent to a con-
centration camp!

Madame Tolstoy displayed an understanding of the pressures exerted on
Soviet writers, whose “true feelings must be read between the lines” in or-
der to separate them from the “blatant, vicious propaganda.” She ac-
knowledged that frequently, particularly during World War 11, “we have
been touched by sparks of genuine creation from Russian writers and po-
ets.” In the spirit of her father’s religious fervor, she urged them to heed
his advice and fulfill the will of God by serving and loving the people, and
then concluded:

Tolstoy said, “Literature, like a lens, should focus light to awaken the
best in men.” And Pushkin wrote, “When the word of God / Pene-
trates the inner ear, / The poet’s soul will rouse itself / Like an eagle
stirred from sleep.”

Eagles can be found in Russia today, but their wings are fettered. Yet
there is an end to everything; there will also be an end to the Commu-
nist dictatorship. Our Russian writers and poets will spread their wings
and carry Russian literature anew to the heights.

From Paris, Boris Zaitsev saluted his fellow writers and reminded them:

In 1922, when I was president of the Moscow Writers’ Union, such con-
gresses had not been held. Much time has passed since then. Today you
and we find ourselves in different worlds. You have a homeland, you
have our great people, your youth and strength. But we have freedom!
We write as we please. We Russian writers abroad may live modestly,
but our freedom is not limited. Perhaps you live in riches and plenty, but
you also live in servitude. From the bottom of my heart I wish that you
at this Congress may make at least the first step toward freedom, for
one cannot do without it in our craft. . . . And so, God grant that those
of you who have been given talent may find the opportunity to culti-
vate it freely, without coercion.

This barrage of messages from writers in the West condemning cen-
sorship and calling for freedom of creativity must have infuriated the So-
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viet authorities and compelled them to counterattack openly. In his con-
cluding speech at the Writers” Congress, Alexei Surkov, first secretary of
the Union of Soviet Writers, supplied us with proof that we were getting
through the jamming and getting under the skins of the Party bosses. As
reported in the Soviet media, he declared: “The enemies of our country
and our literature are not silent. On the occasion of our Congress, the
White émigré, Boris Zaitsev, was dragged out of the literary trash basket
to babble poisonous words of impotent malice over a White Guard mi-
crophone.”8 Surkov also assailed James T. Farrell and the American Com-
mittee for Cultural Freedom, an anti-Communist organization of three
hundred writers, scientists, artists, and scholars headed by Farrell and in-
cluding John Steinbeck, Robert Penn Warren, and Thomas Hart Benton.
In Munich and New York, we all felt gratified that the regime had
finally lashed out against us, even if the name of the station was not openly
uttered. We interpreted it as a sign that the Soviets could no longer remain
passive in the face of this threatening competition from the Radio for the
attention of their citizens. Clearly, Soviet writers must have been among our
listeners if the Writers” Congress was used as the forum for discrediting
the Radio. Note their attempt to dismiss Zaitsev—a productive Russian
writer respected in the West—as a “White” émigré (that is, pro-monarchy)
who was now “babbling” over a radio allegedly run by the “White Guard.”
Surkov did not directly name the Radio. The first mention in Moscow’s
central press appeared on April 17, 1955, when Izvestiya wrote, “Radio ‘Lib-
eration’ is an organ for the dissemination of filthy falsifications and black
slander, invented by American intelligence and directed against the creative
achievements of democratic peoples.” This was not only an attack on us;
it also seemed to be a thinly veiled threat aimed at the Soviet audience.
Thus began several decades of vituperation and distortions against the
Radio in the Soviet media, and our dossier of these regime reactions grew
thicker every year. However, we were not satisfied that the Kremlin had
moved from jamming our signal, thereby indirectly acknowledging our
effectiveness, to outright vilification. There was no doubt that we were
infuriating the Soviet officials, and of course we were delighted. But they
were not our principal intended audience. If our long-range mission was
to drive a wedge between the regime and its subjects, to sow doubts about
the Kremlin's claims to represent their best interests, and to offer positive
democratic alternatives to a sterile ideology, we had to have a much clearer
answer to the question of who our listeners were.
For almost two years the Radio had, as it were, shot its arrows into the
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air with only the jamming and harassment of our Munich émigrés serving
as proof that at least the enemy was aware of us. After the Surkov speech,
we could make some tentative conclusions. The establishment in Moscow
had decided that enough people were aware of our existence to risk pub-
lic attention. In addition to the writers, we made some general assump-
tions about the composition of our audience: shortwave listeners were
more likely to be better educated, including intellectuals, skilled workers,
students, even Party and government bureaucrats, all of them “seekers”
of information and ideas outside the narrow spectrum of official censor-
ship. The odds were that more men than women listened, since the latter
were preoccupied with the many daily chores that their spouses disdained.
More of them were likely to live in urban rather than rural farming areas,
owning shortwave sets or relying on trusted friends to brief them confi-
dentially on the latest broadcasts. The age range was uncertain but prob-
ably could be represented by a bell curve, with children and the elderly at
the extremes.

To determine the composition of our audience more precisely, in our
daily broadcasts we asked listeners to write letters to innocent-sounding
addresses in West Berlin and other cities on the other side of the Iron Cur-
tain. We urged the audience to make sure that their correspondence did
not arouse the suspicion of the censors, and we launched the project only
after we estimated that the volume of mail going back and forth to the
Soviet Union after Stalin’s death had increased to the extent that their let-
ters might slip through undetected.

Not many letters came to us in the early years, but patterns emerged.
Some letters clearly reflected the official propaganda line of the regime
and may have been concocted by the KGB or simply written by indignant
ideologists. A lathe worker from Tambov wrote: “You are traitors to the
Russian people, and you have no business mourning over Russia. If you
traitors intend to invade the land of the Soviets again, you'll get what you
deserve. And this time don’t expect any pity!"?

Other letters revealed a direct connection with the Committee for the
Return to the Homeland, which was established in East Berlin late in 1955
to exhort émigrés over their own radio station. A certain Igor Sizov wrote:
“You, my dear friends, cleared out of Russia and you're living it up all over
the world. Better ask for permission to return to us. Maybe our govern-
ment will take you back, and you can work honestly with our people.”

Letters with an anti-Soviet tone were often unsigned, like one from
Minsk that sent regards to Pylayev/Oktyabrey, the satirist. Others requested
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that we acknowledge receipt by broadcasting something they chose, such
as a favorite song. A letter from Mogilev in Moldavia began by saying that
“not one Soviet citizen believes your slander,” but later, perhaps hoping
that the censor was less attentive, he added: “Yes, there are those here who
believe your slander.” A correspondent from Lvov in the Ukraine wrote:
“You should not be tempted to return to the motherland. Life here goes on
as before and nothing has changed since you left.” Letters of praise for the
Radio’s work were often worded cryptically: “Extremely grateful for your
nice letters. Your relatives will be very happy to learn that you are young
and strong enough to work hard and successfully for yourselves and for
the common cause.”

Through this feedback from thousands of letters received over the
years, we were able to confirm the presence of a widespread audience
inside the Soviet Union with various viewpoints about the content of our
messages. In explaining our solicitation of letters in publicity releases, we
said that we welcomed the dialogue, but added that the Radio “does not
want or intend to provoke our listening friends to resort precipitously to
anti-Soviet acts which would only doom them.” We hoped to change their
way of thinking gradually, to have them reevaluate their values and con-
victions so that “one fine day the Soviet government, deprived of its sup-
port and prospects, will itself die oft.”

From the mid-1950s on, the Radio sought to establish a bridge to our
Soviet listeners over the heads of the authorities. Political and academic
leaders in the West welcomed the opportunity to participate in the effort,
and the Radio earned a reputation for credibility among its growing Soviet
public by discussing imperfections in American society, and its distinctive
profile was beginning to take shape.

Norman Thomas, who had been the American Socialist Party candi-
date for U.S. president six times, spoke frankly about the social injustices in
the United States as well as abroad. After one of his interviews in our stu-
dio, he said to me with a broad grin, “You can’t say that over the Voice of
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There was a contest in Moscow for the
best joke.
First prize was three years in Siberia.

A BRIDGE OF IDEAS BETWEEN
WEST AND EAST

The Radio’s electronic bridge from the
West carried not only news and feature pro-
grams but also special programs. Each
focused on a central theme discussed by
Western European experts and émigrés.
The first of these series, pegged to the
Soviet Writers’ Congress, had proved suc-
cessful in rallying writers in the West to call
for freedom of artistic creativity. Our New
York section created similar campaigns
under Boris Shub’s leadership, and as his
deputy I was responsible for mounting
them.

Among the vulnerabilities of the Soviet
regime that we believed we could exploit
were such themes as the need for education
free of ideological compulsion and the right
of workers to be free of the scourge of
forced labor. In its official propaganda, the
Soviet Union kept boasting that its system
of free education was the best in the world,
that its level of literacy was higher than in
many capitalist countries, and that its
workers enjoyed optimum working condi-
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tions with full employment and security provided by a solicitous govern-
ment and benevolent Party, making it superfluous to go out on strike. The
national anthem that the Soviet citizen sang proclaimed: “I know no other
land like ours where a person breathes so freely.”

The truth was that, despite the high quality of academic training, the
nation’s schools were strictly controlled by the authorities to ensure that
the straitjacket of Marxist-Leninist teaching was imposed on all instruction.
As for the workers—both workers in factories and workers on the collective
and state farms—they were cruelly exploited by their bosses in the Krem-
lin and its far-flung bureaucrats in all corners of the land. The twin themes
of freedom for students and workers seemed particularly appropriate for
Radio Liberty. By offering the uncensored opinions of experts in the West,
we hoped to encourage our listeners to think more critically about the real-
ities of living in the Soviet Union.

A Free Voice at the Moscow University Bicentennial

We selected the two hundredth anniversary of Moscow State University
(MGU), Russia’s oldest and most famous vuz (institute of higher educa-
tion), which fell in January 1955, as the springboard for broadcasts from
American educators and scientists as well as émigré intellectuals.

The university had been founded on the initiative of Mikhail V. Lomo-
nosov, the great scientist, scholar, and poet. His words “The sciences do not
tolerate coercion” were inscribed in the university’s charter. The university
produced such writers as Lermontov, Turgenev, Herzen, and Chekhov, the
historian Kliuchevsky, the surgeon Pirogov, the liberal statesman and histo-
rian Miliukov, and many others. It played an enormous role in the develop-
ment of Russian culture and society and earned an international reputation
as a research center in the natural and social sciences and in medicine.

On many occasions, liberalization of czarist policy came about as the
result of discussion and political activity emanating from the university.
In the pre-Communist era, it was a citadel of intellectual independence
and political ferment. It educated leaders for the first parliament in Russia,
the State Duma, for the institutions of municipal and provincial self-
government (city dumas, rural zemstvos, professional associations, and so
on), and for the ill-starred Constituent Assembly of 1918, which Lenin
ordered to be dispersed by force of arms after his Bolshevik party failed to
win a majority.
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Under the Soviet regime, academic freedom was radically curtailed
and contacts with the outside world were reduced to a minimum. The
Soviet press and radio remained strangely silent on the 1955 anniversary of
the university’s founding, although observances were held in many parts
of the free world. But this proud date was not lost to the Russian people;
the Radio’s messages called for a rebirth of academic greatness for the
university and the early return of its scholars and scientists to the unfet-
tered pursuit of knowledge and truth in the worldwide community of
learning.

The Americans who responded to our invitation to broadcast included
university presidents, professors of physics and chemistry, and a Nobel lau-
reate in physiology and medicine.! Emigré scholars and scientists included
Michael M. Novikoff, the last freely elected rector of Moscow University
(February 1919-September 1920), two former faculty members of the uni-
versity and several graduates, and former faculty members of St. Peters-
burg, Kiev, and Odessa universities.

Editors of two university student newspapers also participated: the
Harvard Crimson and the Columbia Spectator. As a Columbia graduate, I was
particularly pleased that mention was made in the message from Princeton’s
President Harold W. Dodds that both his university and my alma mater
had recently celebrated their bicentenaries; Columbia’s theme was “Man’s
Right to Knowledge and the Free Use Thereof.” Dodds expressed his wish
that Moscow University “may soon be restored to the freedom of its ear-
lier years, and the doors of international intercommunication may once
again be opened to its faculties and its students.”?

Other university heads drew sharp contrasts between the current state
of learning at Moscow University and in their own schools. At New York’s
City College, Marxist dogma was critically studied in precisely the same
way as all other political frameworks; at Hunter (then an all-female school),
tens of thousands of young women had attended for eighty-five years
regardless of race, creed, color, or class. The professors who sent greetings
emphasized respect for facts and reason as the only real authorities both
in science and in politics, not men who impose their will by force. Profes-
sor George S. Counts of Columbia University’s Teachers College expressed
his confidence that “the day will dawn when the darkness engendered by
the present all-embracing dictatorship will be only a dreadful memory.”
He added: “May your next anniversary be celebrated in an atmosphere of
complete freedom for the human mind.” If the current post-Soviet period
of democracy survives its rigorous test in turn-of-the-century Russia, per-
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haps the 250th anniversary of Moscow State University in the year 2005 will
fulfill Counts’s wish.

The émigré contributors injected a special Russian feeling into their
messages by striking a common chord of nostalgia for their school. Pro-
fessor Novikoff, the erstwhile rector of Moscow University, who taught at
several European universities and settled in the United States after leaving
Russia, saluted his “dear, distant friends, professors, instructors and students”
and noted that thirty-three years had elapsed since he was “forcibly torn
from Moscow and exiled from my native land.” But neither the long years
nor the expanse of ocean had made his love for the university less ardent.

We sometimes envy you, who live in our once golden-crowned Mos-
cow. But at the same time we realize that to us, who are permeated
with the spirit of freedom and independent thought, life would be in-
tolerable where slave labor is used in concentration camps and where
study at the universities is conducted along narrow Party directives.
The old academic slogan “do not extinguish the spirit” has been abol-
ished, and the Soviet scholar must be ever on the alert to avoid falling
into one of the many forbidden deviations.

True, large sums of money are sometimes placed at your disposal. But,
as the Russian proverb has it, “tears flow even through gold.” Luxurious
buildings are being erected today for the university, but we might ask
whether this is not done chiefly for the sake of advertisement and propa-
ganda. Or perhaps to make possible even closer surveillance of your conduct.

We are with you with all our hearts, and we feel confident that the
day is not far off when your spiritual chains will fall to the ground and
you shall once more join the international family of free scientists as full
and equal members.

Mark Vishniak, a graduate of Moscow University, was the secretary
of the All-Russian Constituent Assembly when it was dispersed by the
Bolsheviks in 1918. He left for the West and lectured and wrote books on
international law before becoming a contributing editor for Time for
many years. In his message, he expressed the wish that the new graduates
should be true Russian intellectuals, meaning that they should have “the
courage to say no’ to everything that reason and conscience condemn,
even if there should as yet be insufficient strength to say ‘yes’ to that
which seems true and just.”

Vishniak was speaking more than a decade before Andrei Sakharov
incarnated this image of the courageous Russian intellectual and thereafter
became the beacon light of the Soviet dissident movement.
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The New York Times printed an editorial on January 28, 1955, “Moscow
Bicentenary,” in which Radio Liberation was described as the bridge over
which academic leaders in the West and former students and professors
were reaching the university’s present community. This comment, as well
as other editorials concerning our broadcasts on significant Soviet anniver-
saries, came about as a result of my friendship with Harry Schwartz, a spe-

cialist in Soviet affairs on the editorial board of the newspaper. We met

frequently for lunch, invariably at one of Manhattan’s many midtown Chi-
nese restaurants, where I kept Schwartz up-to-date about the Radio’s pro-
gramming and provided him with scripts in Russian, which he read fluently.
My superiors at Amcomlib shared my pleasure that the most influential
U.S. newspaper approved of us; it stood us in good stead several years later
when we were threatened with extinction.

The Vorkuta Uprising

A cardinal principle of Radio programming policy was to expose the false
claims of the Communist Party and the Soviet regime that they represented
the proletariat, as well as to condemn their exploitation of the working
class, especially through the use of forced labor. In July 1955, the Radio
marked the second anniversary of the uprising of slave laborers in Vorkuta,
a complex of concentration camps situated in the frozen wastes above the
Arctic Circle. It was part of the vast network administered by the MVD
(later KGB) known officially as the Chief Administration of Camps or, in
Russian, Glavnoye Upravleniye Lagerei, abbreviated GULag, a name made
infamous by Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn in the early 1970s in his monumental
samizdat documentary The Gulag Archipelago.

With snow blanketing Vorkuta nearly ten months of the year, some
300,000 forced workers, the majority of them sentenced for real or sus-
pected opposition to the Communist regime, endured incredible hardships
scratching coal from forty pitheads to provide 6 percent of the Soviet
Union’s coal production. In July 1953, the long-smoldering unrest among
the inmates flared into an open revolt, touched off by reports of the June
17 uprisings in East Germany. A strike of massive proportions quickly devel-
oped in one mine after another as slave laborers refused to enter the pits.
Instead, they presented camp authorities with eleven demands for improved
camp conditions. This organized defiance of the Bolshevik regime recalled
the armed mutiny of the Kronstadt sailors in 1921.
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Vorkuta’s MVD officials frantically appealed to Moscow for instruc-
tions, then promised camp improvements—minor concessions that were
rejected by the roused prisoners. The strike spread until it involved approx-
imately 100,000 workers. Some MVD guards would not shoot when pris-
oners refused to return to the pits, and even aided in the revolt. As the
number of participants in the strike steadily mounted, Moscow rushed in
secret police reinforcements, but despite their bullets and organized terror
the surging demonstration was subdued only weeks later, after several hun-
dred inmates lay dead or wounded. Vorkuta was quiet once more, but word
of the uprising spread throughout the Soviet Union and the free world until
it became a symbol of active opposition to the Communist regime, which
was compelled to make concessions to its slaves.

The turmoil among other gulag inmates in 1954 was reported to the
West a year later, when a group of Austrian prisoners of war were repa-
triated from the Karaganda camp in Kazakhstan. Arriving in Vienna, they
described the strike of five thousand inmates and their demands for revi-
sion of long sentences and discontinuance of the practice of chaining
together prisoners on work detail. The revolt had been crushed by MVD
tanks, cannons, and machine guns; some six hundred rebels were killed,
and several hundred others wounded.

To keep alive the will to resist on the part of the gulag prisoners, and
to communicate the West’s concern for the plight of Soviet workers, the
Radio observed the Vorkuta uprising anniversary with special broadcasts of
hope, encouragement, and solidarity by prominent Americans, Europeans,
and a former camp inmate. The participants included Eleanor Roosevelt;
George Meany, president of the American Federation of Labor (AFL); Wal-
ter Reuther, president of the Congress of Industrial Organizations (CIO);
and Norman Thomas.

The leitmotif of their statements was to salute Soviet slave laborers
for their resistance to tyranny, to inform them that their struggle was sup-
ported abroad by world public opinion, and to encourage their belief that
ultimately their cause would triumph. George Meany recalled that it was
the AFL that had “initiated and pioneered the struggle against slave labor
before the United Nations.” Our Amcomlib board member, Isaac Don
Levine, had provided Meany with a map of the gulag system, reconstructed
from information brought out to the West by former inmates.

I interviewed Mrs. Roosevelt in her office at the United Nations and
found her as warm and gracious in person as I had seen her on television
and in newsreels. She spoke of the growing political consciousness in the
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outside world of what people inside the Soviet Union were trying to do
and added: “I think that in the end their pressure, their belief, their effort
to bring the opinion of the world to bear on the Soviet attitudes will bring
results which will bring freedom to people even within the Soviet Union.”

The full text of these messages was published by Amcomlib with an
introduction by Howland Sargeant.3 He also informed readers that, accord-
ing to reports from released prisoners and escapees, the Radio was pene-
trating heavy jamming to reach Vorkuta and other forced-labor areas, as
well as the Soviet occupation forces in Central and Eastern Europe and the
major cities of the Soviet Union, employing eleven shortwave transmitters
that broadcast in seventeen Soviet languages. He pointed out that thou-
sands of workers in the Vorkuta area lived as “free” persons outside the
camps and were permitted radios and newspapers, so that news of the out-
side world was relayed by them to the slaves with whom they worked side
by side.

More than thirty years after the uprising, the miners of Vorkuta played
an important part in the fall of the Soviet regime and the rise of Boris
Yeltsin as a result of their use of the strike. Ironically, Yeltsin’s popularity
with Russia’s miners plummeted in 1995, and early in 1996 they went on
strike to protest working conditions, raising further doubts about the via-
bility of his government.

The Dostoyevsky Anniversary

We at the Radio in New York and Munich were quick to exploit the Sovi-
ets’ decision to observe the seventy-fifth anniversary of the death of Fyo-
dor M. Dostoyevsky in February 1956 after years of silence about the author.
As recently as 1952 (before Stalin’s death), the anthology Classics of Russian
Literature had omitted Dostoyevsky’s name, for his deep faith in Christian-
ity and hatred of socialism had made him anathema to the Communists.
Now the new leaders wanted to benefit from the international fame of
their native genius while continuing to deplore aspects of his world view.

The Soviets provided us with the ideological framework within which
they would be treating Dostoyevsky. In the influential literary magazine
Novy Mir in December 1955, a sixty-four-page article by V. Yermilov, leading
with a quotation from Maxim Gorky, compared Dostoyevsky to Shake-
speare in the force of his artistic expression. “He expressed with his cre-
ative work the infinity of suffering of degraded and abused mankind,” but
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at the same time “he fought violently against any attempts to find real paths
of struggle for the liberation of mankind from degradation and abuse.”
The article said of The Possessed, in which Dostoyevsky fulminates against
socialism, that he was “consciously prepared in several instances to shun the
requirements of art in the name of reactionary goals.” In conclusion, the
article stated:

We Soviet people are proud of our hereditary idealistic connection with
the great progressive Russian writers and thinkers, including our imme-
diate predecessors, the brilliant revolutionary democrats. We are proud
of our unbroken connection with all advanced progressive artists and
thinkers of all times and peoples. And we cannot forget the obscurantist
spite against the best democratic forces of his epoch which blinded Dos-
toyevsky and was expressed in the most reactionary and tendentious of
his works, nor can we forgive Dostoyevsky for it. Neither can we forget
that in our time reactionary religionists and other obscurantists are try-
ing to exploit his writings for their dark purposes.

This Soviet assessment of Dostoyevsky challenged us to offer our au-
dience more than the parochial Marxist view. Weeks before the anniver-
sary date (February 9), Boris Shub initiated a programming campaign that
would consist of statements from major American and Russian émigré
writers on the topic “What Dostoyevsky Means to Me?” As a first step, we
sent letters to scores of writers in which we described the Radio as a dem-
ocratic, anti-Communist station broadcasting to the peoples of the Soviet
Union in seventeen languages. We explained that on various occasions
the Radio carried messages from prominent Westerners to our Soviet lis-
teners and that, in connection with the approaching anniversary of Dos-
toyevsky’s death, we planned to broadcast a series of statements by emi-
nent writers, philosophers, psychologists, and artists. Our goal was to
illustrate the variety of opinions in the Western world about the genius of
Dostoyevsky-—opinions that our audience would probably not get from
their own media—that of Dostoyevsky the doubter, the believer, the
prophet, the artist. We did not expect unanimity on the part of our con-
tributors. The great value of these broadcasts lay precisely in the fact that
each personal evaluation would be different from the others. We urged
them to give us their personal, intimate impressions of Dostoyevsky from
reading him, whether recently or many years ago.

The idea of paying homage to Dostoyevsky as a writer who inspired
them, and at the same time of expressing their own credo of artistic cre-
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ativity, struck a responsive chord among many of the people we ap-
proached. Statements, most of which we recorded, came from a veritable
Who's Who of distinguished authors: W. H. Auden, Bennett Cerf, John
Dos Passos, James T. Farrell, Granville Hicks, Sidney Kingsley, Joseph Wood
Krutch, Arthur Miller, Isaac Bashevis Singer, and Lionel Trilling. Our
Munich office received messages from Albert Camus, Boris Zaitsev, Sal-
vador de Madariaga, Ignazio Silone, and Henri Troyat.

Upton Sinclair, whom Boris Shub knew personally—he had even
immortalized Boris as a character in one of his Lanny Budd novels that
dealt with postwar Berlin—turned us down this time. His short reply read:

Wish I could oblige you, but I couldn’t say anything about Dostoyevsky
that would be of use. He is to me a psychopath, and no guide to any-
thing. 1 admit his power, but so do I admit the power of a nightmare. I
don’t therefore seek or cultivate one. He piles horror on horror in Kara-
mazov until I found it silly, and I so reviewed it long ago. Try again!*

As the project gained momentum, Shub called me from Hollywood,
where he had rushed with characteristic impulsiveness in hopes of enlist-
ing the participation of movie stars and producers, especially Russian
émigrés. He informed me that he had persuaded Anna Sten to play the
role of Grushenka, the femme fatale of The Brothers Karamazov, in a short
scene over the Radio. Sten had played the role in Russian, German (a fa-
mous film with Fritz Kortner), French, and English. Shub also spoke with
a former colleague of Sergei Eisenstein’s, Boris Ingster, who had worked
with the great director on his film classic The Battleship Potemkin, accom-
panied him to the United States, and remained there after Eisenstein re-
turned to the Soviet Union. Ultimately these and other projects involv-
ing Hollywood with the Radio never came to fruition. However, they
exemplify Shub’s “breeder reactor” brain, forever radiating ideas that
could be harnessed for effective programming. He envisioned the re-
sponse of the film capital’s Russians as a possible prelude to future Radio
productions.

I always suspected that Shub’s antics did not please Howland Sargeant.
He was on vacation during the Hollywood caper—which may have been
why Shub decided to go there without asking Sargeant’s permission, per-
haps anticipating that Howland, then married to Myrna Loy, might not rel-
ish the notion of Boris rattling around the movie capital like a loose cannon.
A few weeks before the Dostoyevsky anniversary date, Boris wrote me

A BRIDGE OF IDEAS BETWEEN WEST AND EAST

49



50

from the West Coast to express in vintage Shubian style his concept of the
aim of our broadcasts:

Radio Liberation today has little prestige as far as the audience in the
Soviet Union is concerned. . . . The propaganda value for our Soviet au-
dience in this galaxy of minds is this: the listener says to himself—"Aha,
Radio Liberation is really something! Look at the kind of people who
appear before this mike. These aren’t simply paid émigré employees of
an American operation or propagandists. These are people who have
brains of their own, careers that amount to something, and they think
Radio Liberation is worth the trouble to talk over. I know they do be-
cause I have heard their voices. So this Radio Liberation is a pretty interest-
ing thing, no matter what crooked purposes those Americans (or émi-
grés, or White Guard bandits, or Mensheviks, or Fascists who run Radio
Liberation) may have.” “Say, Petya! (of the Central Committee or of the
Kolkhoz or of the Brick House Workers). Did you hear the show RL
put on for Dostoyevsky and what kind of Russians, Americans, French-
men, etc. appeared? One of them thinks Dostoyevsky is a second
Christ, another thinks he’s a psychopath.” “Interesting,” replies Petya.
“Original!” says Mrs. Ivan Ivanovich or Mrs. Zhukov or the daughter of
an MVD colonel in Vorkuta after she’s heard RL’s show. That is the pur-
pose of the Dostoyevsky show. With the help of free (not cold war)
minds (or employees of the station) to begin to convince the audience
that RL is worth listening to.

“The True Dostoyevsky” mentioned [by one of the New York RL
bureaucrats in a telex to Munich] exists only in the immature mind. The
beauty of Dostoyevsky is that he was so many contradictory things—so
fair, so foul, so great, so mean, so enlightened, so bigoted, so hostile to
arbitrary authority, so much in love with it. He incorporated all this and
more, and only free voices speaking via a free station can say it.’

Arthur Miller’s message deserves special mention. The Radio was not
the only institution to ask the Pulitzer Prize-winning playwright to dis-
cuss Dostoyevsky. The Union of Soviet Writers in Moscow also invited
him to make a public statement marking the anniversary, and even of-
fered him a ten-day tour of the Soviet Union, all expenses paid, which
Miller turned down. In addition, the American Committee for Cultural
Freedom, which had contributed to our broadcasts for the Soviet Writers’
Congress, also approached Miller with a similar request. Miller had re-
cently come under fire as a “left-winger” and had been accused by the
American Legion and the Catholic War Veterans of being connected with

SPARKS OF LIBERTY




subversive organizations. Like other liberal American writers, he suffered
from the fallout of the witch-hunting tactics of Senator Joseph McCarthy
during the early 1950s. In fact, his later play, The Crucible, was inspired by
that traumatic era.

Miller responded to all three organizations by sending them simulta-
neously a statement in which he said:

I must confess to a very particular feeling of Dostoyevskian comedy in
the arrival of these three invitations. Here 1 am, a writer who has only
recently been deprived of his right to create a screenplay {on juvenile
delinquency] in America; a writer who only a few years ago had his
plays removed from the Soviet stages on the basis of his “cosmopoli-
tanism,” being asked to speak in celebration of an author who was ex-
iled in his own time in Czarist Russia, whose works were forever being
censored, and who until recently was suppressed by the Soviet Govern-
ment.

Miller declared that he always felt that “the Soviet suppression of
some of his works and the outright banning of others was a particularly
indefensible act of cultural barbarianism.” Commenting on the problem
of the relationship between art and politics, he observed that “in neither
the Soviet Union nor in the United States today could a man with [Dos-
toyevsky’s] views have long survived without punitive condemnation,
which in the Soviet Union could mean outright suppression if not worse,
and in the United States an unoflicial but, nevertheless, powerful process
of social and economic ostracism.” He concluded by declaring: “The at-
tempt to draw the memory of this great and terrible man on to any polit-
ical platform extant in the world today is vanity.”

We sent Miller’s statement to Munich along with the many other mes-
sages we received. At the same time, I got in touch with the American
Committee for Cultural Freedom, which publicly challenged the Soviet
regime to publicize Miller’s statement. The New York Times devoted two
columns to the story, quoting most of Miller’s message. We were pleased
by the publicity, especially since it illustrated that the Radio was not afraid
to broadcast criticism of the United States along with condemnation of
Soviet repression. This point was not lost on Harvey Breit in his Sunday
New York Times Book Review column, “In and Out of Books.” Although Breit
alleged that Miller had fallen into the trap of equating American injustice
with Soviet injustice, he called the playwright’s statement “quite brilliant™
and believed that Miller had put the Soviet Union “on the spot.” Why?
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Because, said Breit, Miller “refused the gambit of helping to create an anti-
American, or rather pro-Soviet cause célébre” by accepting their invitation
to travel. (Breit guessed that the Soviets shrewdly anticipated that Miller
might have passport difficulty with the American government.) Instead,
“an invited potential guest of the stature of Mr. Miller has pulled the cat-
bird seat out from under the Soviet writers and placed them on the hot
seat. Radio Liberation has broadcast Mr. Miller’s statement, in spite of his
criticism of the U.S. It is asking that the Soviet Union broadcast the state-
ment as well, in short, asking for equal time.”é

After the series ended, we hoped that Amcomlib would publish a book-
let containing the texts of the statements by contributors to the Dos-
toyevsky broadcasts, as it had previously done following our radio
campaigns tied to other anniversaries. Everyone appreciated the tremen-
dous public relations value for the Radio in making available to Western
public opinion, including people in Washington, this evidence of the sta-
tion’s high-quality content and close ties with the intellectual elite of the
United States and Western Europe. Alas, the booklet never got past the
memo stage, perhaps because of the problems of selection, editing, and
costs.

I have preserved what is undoubtedly the only extant collection of
almost all the statements, which are a remarkable testimony of Dos-
toyevsky’s impact on many of the leading literary masters of the twenti-
eth century (see Appendix). One of the most interesting messages came
from Isaac Bashevis Singer, whom I visited in his apartment on the Upper
West Side of Manhattan. More than twenty years before he became world
famous as the Nobel Prize laureate in literature, he recorded for us his
thoughts on Dostoyevsky. The Radio broadcast the statement in the orig-
inal Yiddish—one of the rare occasions Soviet listeners could hear that lan-
guage coming out of their loudspeakers—and in Russian translation. Singer
began:

It is characteristic that all great writers in one way or another connect
all the problems discussed in their works with the eternal questions:
What is the aim of creation? What is the sense of suffering? Is there a
Divine Justice? Wherein lies the supreme duty of man? The works of
Dostoyevsky always discuss the fundamentals, the basic conceptions
that preoccupy all religions and all philosophies. Dostoyevsky believes
that human life is one crisis. The state of suspense in the works of Dos-
toyevsky is not coincidental, is not artificial, is not a literary whim. It is
a direct consequence of Dostoyevsky’s mood. In human life there is no
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tranquillity since everything is always on the scales. Man is always com-
pelled to choose between good and evil, between life and death. In this
respect, Dostoyevsky is closer to Judaism than all the other writers, the
Jewish included.

He concluded:

There is much—or rather everything—that literature in general, and
Yiddish literature in particular, can learn from Dostoyevsky. An amoral
literature cannot exist. The serious reader has no more patience for the
sweet chatter and tricks of the esthetes. Literature can exist only in the
high temperatures under a high spiritual pressure, when all values are at
stake, or suspended on a scale. Dostoyevsky was a gambler, not only in
his personal life. He also gambled in his works, risking everything. He is
always on the borderline between art and hack writing, between good
and evil, between life and death. Dostoyevsky is the very opposite of a
fatalist. The soul of his writing is freedom of choice.”

For me there was a sense of poetic justice in transmitting Singer’s
message. Only a few years earlier, toward the end of Stalin’s era, twenty-
four leading Yiddish writers, some of them world famous, had been ar-
rested during a virulent anti-Semitic campaign that was to culminate in
the mass expulsion of Jews to Siberia. Only Stalin’s death in 1953 pre-
vented it. Several years would pass before it was revealed that the writers
had already been executed by the KGB.

The impetus for the ultimate exposé of Stalin’s monstrous crimes
against millions of his subjects began at the end of February 1956, when
Nikita Khrushchev made a secret report to the Twentieth Congress of the
Party. It was an earth-shaking event that was to have lasting consequences
for the Soviet Union and the world Communist movement. Radio Libera-
tion was quick to recognize the profound implications for the future of the
Soviet regime and its citizens, and we proceeded to adjust our policy and
programming to this seismic shift in the Soviet ideological fault line.
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After a hard night’s drinking, Igor brings
a new friend home to his shoddy apartment,
telling him about his talking clock.

The friend is fascinated. “Show me,” he
says. The host bangs on the wall.

From the other side comes an angry
shout: "Don’t you know it’s two in the
morning, you son of a bitch?”

? KHRUSHCHEV RELEASES
THE ANTI-STALIN GENIE

Khrushchev’s secret speech to a closed ses-
sion of the Twentieth Party Congress on
February 24 and 25 marked a major turn-
ing point in Soviet history, on the eve of the
Radio’s third anniversary in early 1956. For
six hours he tore off the mask of Joseph
Stalin as a benevolent and omniscient leader
and revealed—though not entirely—the
criminal activities of the vozhd (leader). As
Khrushchev later described in his memoirs,
“We exposed Stalin for his excesses, for his
arbitrary punishment of millions of honest
people, and for his one-man rule, which
violated the principle of collective leader-
ship.” This shocking and devastating con-
demnation of Stalin and his “cult of
personality” was not released inside the
Soviet Union. It was read to limited groups
of Soviet citizens, primarily Party mem-
bers, but word of the sensational develop-
ment soon became known in the outside
world, followed a few weeks later by the
actual text of the speech, which was leaked
to the West through the Polish Commu-
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nists. The CIA got a copy, and the State Department released it on June 4,
1956.!

We at the Radio believed that we had a special obligation to dissemi-
nate the text as widely as possible to our Soviet audience and to provide
the necessary commentary and perspective from experts in the West, espe-
cially émigré political scientists and historians. During three years of its
broadcasts, the Radio had continuously repeated the accusations against
Stalin and his regime that were now being admitted, at least in part, by his
heirs. What grist for our mill!

John Gunther’s encyclopedic one-volume survey, Inside Russia Today,
was published in 1958 after four visits to the Soviet Union. As in his other
bestsellers about various parts of the world, including his native America,
Gunther displayed an extraordinary ability to distill the essence of a coun-
try’s political, economic, and social character from his personal observa-
tions, enriched by voracious reading and investigative interviewing. In
examining the Soviet Union, he was confronted with a police state that
presented obstacles to a freewheeling journalist. All the more remarkable,
therefore, that he produced an incisive analysis of Khrushchev’s motiva-
tions in exposing Stalin that has largely weathered the test of time.

In one chapter, “De-Stalinization,” he wrote that the current regime
had to break with the past if the post-Stalin Soviet leaders hoped to enlist
the cooperation of its citizens to build an efficient, modern industrial power
rivaling and overtaking the United States. Therefore, Soviet society needed
to relax the tyrant’s Draconian methods, such as arbitrary arrests, forced
labor, and terror. Perhaps the most perceptive of Gunther's judgments was
that “profound emotional results may, in time, make themselves apparent
within the Soviet Union” as a consequence of Khrushchev’s revelations.
“Perhaps in time a true public opinion may arise. If so, that will show the
real and lasting importance of de-Stalinization, even if the leaders did not
anticipate the results.”2

In 1962, Gunther and his publisher engaged me to revise and update
the first edition of Inside Russia Today. Although I made many changes that
reflected the evolution of events in Russia and the world in the previous
five to six years, I did not have to make any changes in his assessment of
Khrushchev’s secret speech. Indeed, his suggestion about the ultimate emer-
gence of genuine public opinion as a result of the shock therapy initiated
by Khrushchev was validated in the course of the next three decades. And
Radio Liberty deserves some of the credit for contributing to that process.

During the spring of 1956, Howland Sargeant initiated discussions
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among the executives, émigré staff, and outside specialists concerning the
implications of the speech. I was now manager of the program section,
and I organized lunchtime chats with my writers in order to stimulate our
thinking and contribute to the formulation of policy position papers that
Sargeant distributed within Amcomlib. Sargeant expressed the hope that
“by filtering ideas that all of us have through the basic assumptions of these
papers, we can reach a better common understanding of our mission and
of the bedrock of basic premises and goals on which each one of us
stands.”?

The Soviet regime, we concluded, was changing its tactics from Stalin’s
harsh methods to a more subtle approach, with emphasis on psychologi-
cal warfare at home and abroad, given the unlikely prospect of a large-scale
shooting war or Soviet military adventures. In such an atmosphere of ide-
ological competition, radio would continue to be the most effective means
of communication behind the Iron Curtain. But greater opportunities
would open up for firsthand observation within the USSR and for contact
with Soviet citizens who made temporary trips to the Free World. Less
than three years later, I was one of the handful of Americans able to study
Soviet life during a five-week visit to Moscow, Leningrad, and Kiev.

We emphasized the importance of avoiding polemics in the Radio’s
broadcasts, concentrating on providing facts and information, and wel-
coming the changes the regime made to improve the lot of the Soviet cit-
izens. Our wise elder statesman Yuri Petrovich Denicke suggested to me
that we say, in effect, “Da, no ne dostatochno”—Yes, but not enough. From
the beginning of our existence, we were aware that a militant, provocative
approach to programming was shortsighted and counterproductive and
that radio per se could not hope to bring about the end of the Communist
dictatorship, but that it could perform a valuable function in stimulating
evolutionary change in the Soviet system along lines consistent with the
legitimate aspirations of the peoples in the Soviet Union. Understandably,
not all of our émigré staff agreed with this moderate approach and, as I
mentioned earlier, glitches sometimes occurred, especially in the non-Slavic
services, until American management’s regular monitoring of those lan-
guages became possible.

Radio Liberation broadcast Khrushchev’s speech and devoted a major
portion of programming for many months thereafter to the analyses by
pundits in the West, including Russian socialist émigrés like Boris Nico-
laevsky, press editorials, and—perhaps most damaging to the Soviet
image—the stunned reaction of Communists and fellow travelers in West-
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ern Europe and the United States as they confronted the destruction of the
Stalin myth.

The most sensational reaction to Khrushchev’s exposé that the Radio
broadcast was a message from Natalia Sedova, the widow of Leon Trot-
sky, who had been assassinated in Mexico in 1940 on orders from the Krem-
lin. We succeeded in obtaining her statement with the help of Amcomlib
trustee Isaac Don Levine, himself an expert on Soviet affairs. Levine was
a legendary figure in US. journalism. A native of Russia, he had come to
America as a young man and quickly established himself as a crack foreign
correspondent, traveling to the new Soviet state and interviewing leaders
there. He had also written a book about Trotsky’s assassin. After a meet-
ing with Boris Shub and me, Levine telephoned Daniel James, an Ameri-
can journalist and a former editor of the New Leader, who was living in
Mexico City. James recorded Sedova’s emotional message for us, and we
relayed it to Munich. I passed along our translation to Harry Schwartz, and
on July g the story made the front page of the New York Times under the
headline “Mme. Trotsky Calls on Russians to Overthrow ‘Stalinist’ Regime,”
crediting the Radio as the broadcasting medium.

Cited below are excerpts from this historic document, arguably the
only extant copy.* Speaking directly to Soviet citizens, who had been fed a
distorted image of Trotsky as a traitor to the revolution and an agent of

L%

Western imperialism, Sedova’s message was a 1,500-word “j‘accuse.” How-
ever, it was not an inflammatory exhortation to her audience that they now
rise up against the Kremlin dictators, as the Times headline implied. Iden-
tifying herself as “Natalia Ivanovna Sedova, widow of Lev Davidovich Trot-

sky, speaking from Mexico City,” she said:

I am addressing myself to the workers and peasants, and in the first
place, to the young people in Soviet Russia. The present rulers,
Khrushchey, Bulganin, Mikoyan, and others, having inherited the Stalin-
ist dictatorship, are conducting an intensive propaganda campaign so as
to distract from themselves the powerful wave of dissatisfaction and ha-
tred for the thieves of the proletarian revolution, a wave which has
grown in your hearts. They are the same men who supported Stalin in
all his bloody massacres, the aim of which was to frighten you with ter-
ror and thus to retain power in the hands of the Stalinist bureaucracy.
The very method of the campaign through which these men hope to
absolve themselves of responsibility for heinous crimes bears witness to
the fact that the ruling clique is Stalin’s faithful successor. . . .

Just try and think—who are these direct heirs of the unbalanced
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Stalin who declared themselves collective leaders of Soviet Russia? They
admit to the entire world that for many decades not one among the col-
lective leaders dared—for fear of his own life—to come out with a pro-
posal of steps which would have saved the lives of millions of workers
and peasants who were banished to concentration camps. These are the
nonentities who dare to demand from Russian workers and peasants
unimaginable sacrifices in the struggle for a great cause. How long will
they hold on under the pressure of great events? All their lives they
showed no interest in improving the lot of the toilers; they were interested
only in holding on to power and to all the privileges that go with power.
Besides, the training they received from Stalin makes the realization of a
collective leadership unlikely even in the imperfect form they have in
mind. How can they trust each other knowing full well that while Stalin
was alive each one among them would have been happy to sacrifice all
and everything just to hold on to his own power and position? Events
unfold slowly, but it is unlikely that their leadership will last long.’

Sedova’s prophecy came true a year later, in 1957, when Khrushchev
broke up the collective leadership and removed many of his comrades-
in-arms whom he labeled “anti-Party.” Turning next to the falsification of
the past, Sedova declared that she realized with bitterness that many of
her young listeners were brought up completely in a Stalinist spirit, that
they were taught history that was “thoroughly permeated with lies,” and
that “serious changes in the balance of social power will be required be-
fore you, young people, will be able to uncover historical truth.”

Referring to the inquiry into the validity of the Soviet accusations
against her husband, Sedova said:

It is unlikely that the news of the famous commission that investigated
the Moscow trials {in 1937-38], the chairman of which was the noted
American philosopher, John Dewey, has reached you. This commission,
after hearing the testimony of Trotsky and others, and carefully exam-
ining all the accusations, arrived at the conclusion that Trotsky and his
son, Lev Lvovich Sedov, were innocent. The press throughout the
world closely followed the work and verdict of the commission.

From my distant exile where I have already spent so many years I
find it difficult to estimate the number of people in Russia who would
believe the accusations against Trotsky and others. Abroad no one believes
any longer in the vile slander that Trotsky allegedly was linked with Fas-
cists, foreign powers, espionage and the like. Russia’s present rulers look
into the future with some confidence. They know that during the reign
of the Leader all the heroic figures of the proletarian revolution were
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done away with. They believe that nowhere in the world are there any
forces that might threaten them. Among themselves they have signed a
temporary truce under the guise of collective leadership, since the only
danger they see is discord among themselves. But they are wrong. Even
a weak blow to the myth which they themselves created, even a partial
unmasking of the falsehood of the regime on which their rule is based,
cannot fail to sow doubts and discord among the new, growing genera-
tion. Idealism was always the characteristic and the strength of youth.
am convinced that the doubts will crush the hard convictions and that
youth will not abandon its search for truth until it will find all the truth.
Woe then unto the false leaders!

Trotsky’s widow predicted that “the decayed Stalinist oligarchy” would
not be saved by its attempt to assume the mantle of Lenin, and she con-
cluded: “The task of overthrowing Stalinism is the task of the Russian
workers and peasants. I send you my greetings and fiery confidence in
your victory.”

Natalia Sedova was seventy-four years old when her message was
broadcast to the Soviet Union. She did not live to witness the final over-
throw of Stalinism and would no doubt have been astounded to see it occur
as part of an evolutionary process initiated by the Party leadership itself,
rather than by a revolt of the masses. In fact, she probably would have been
among those critics of Gorbachev who accused him of betraying Lenin
and embarking on the capitalist road. Still, the passionate and fiercely par-
tisan widow of Trotsky would surely have welcomed his long overdue
restoration, in the era of glasnost and perestroika, from the musorny yashchik
istorii (literally “the garbage can of history”), to which he had relegated his
own opponents in October 1917.

It goes without saying that the Radio did not endorse Sedova’s dia-
tribe, although we agreed with a great deal of her criticism of the new
rulers. In addition to her distinctly Trotskyite perspective, her immoder-
ate tone and polemical arguments hardly conformed to the broadcasting
policy we were urging our own writers to respect. But we were correct in
using the message, because it did not express the opinion of a staff mem-
ber, but instead demonstrated our role as enterprising communicators who
were informing our Soviet audience of the various reactions abroad and at
home to Khrushchev’s speech.

Shock waves were felt in Eastern Europe, especially Poland and Hun-
gary, among Communist parties throughout the rest of the world and
among individual Communist intellectuals in the West who broke with
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the Party in their disillusionment. For years to come, the consequences of
Stalin’s dethronement would provide the Radio with effective program-
ming that went beyond the carefully rationed disclosures of the Kremlin.
Soviet citizens who had not been made privy to the speech when it was
carefully disseminated within Party circles soon learned about it from Radio
Liberation and other Western radios. It was not long before many of them
were able to confirm the accuracy of the reports from abroad as the truth
about the speech leaked out of the Party and spread within the Soviet
Union.

The Radio made every effort to accelerate the erosion of faith in the
infallibility of the Party after the devastating accusations by its leader con-
cerning Stalin’s criminal activities, which implied the complicity of his heirs
and sowed doubts about their claim to represent the best interests of the
people. Especially effective were the declarations of disenchanted Com-
munists and fellow travelers. Early in 1957, Howard Fast, a famous Ameri-
can novelist and author of many popular books on political and social
themes, broke with the U.S. Communist Party, which he had joined enthu-
siastically almost a decade and a half before. He was a hero in the eyes of
the Soviet regime, which had awarded him the Stalin International Peace
Prize in 1953, and among average Russian readers, who admired the fact
that he took the side of downtrodden workers and oppressed black people
in the unjust capitalist world outside. Fast had been among the best known
and most widely read contemporary American authors in the Soviet Union.
His renunciation made the front page of the New York Times on February
1. He defined his position by stating: “I am neither anti-Soviet nor anti-
Communist, but I cannot work and write in the Communist movement.”

It was “incredible” to him, Fast said, that Khrushchev had not ended
his speech “with the promise of reforms needed to guarantee that Stalin’s
crimes will not be repeated, reforms such as an end to capital punishment,
trial by jury, and habeas corpus. Without these reforms, one can make nei-
ther sense nor reason of the speech itself.” Fast indicated that he had spent
the months since the secret speech was made known to the West in strug-
gling with the question of his future. He said that he admired Communist
Party members as dedicated fighters for peace but that he personally felt
that he could no longer submit to Communist discipline. In addition, incon-
trovertible evidence of official anti-Semitism in the Soviet Union influenced
his decision.

Fast asserted that he had been a devoted Communist because of his
belief in democracy, equalitarianism, and social justice. His anger at the
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Khrushchev speech was particularly sharp because of his experience with
the American judicial system: “I was tried and convicted in 1946 under cir-
cumstances that made a mockery of our pretensions of justice here,” he
said. “But while that was happening, I was consoled by the belief that in the
Soviet Union a person would receive justice. I can no longer believe this.”
(Fast had served three months in jail on a charge of contempt of Congress
arising from his refusal to cooperate with the House Un-American Affairs
Committee.)

At an extraordinary meeting I attended, sponsored by the New Leader
in 1957, many representatives of New York’s liberal and social democrat
elite heard Fast’s confession of error with thinly disguised contemprt, since
most of them were longtime anti-Stalinists. During an acrimonious ques-
tion-and-answer period, when Fast was being hectored by his critics,
Bertram Wolfe interceded in his behalf by declaring that as a “member of
the class of "29”"—that is, having broken with Communism at that time—
he would like those present to welcome, if belatedly, “a member of the
class of ’s57.” Wolfe understood clearly that however long it had taken Fast
to see the light, his decision now would have considerable repercussions
in the ideological struggle.

Radio Liberation gave heavy play to Fast’s dramatic defection, which
the Soviet media ignored for the next six months. Finally, in August, Liter-
aturnaya Gazeta, the organ of the Soviet Writers” Union, went public by
denouncing Fast as a “deserter under fire” and author of “anti-Soviet slan-
der.” Never one to remain silent, Fast replied a few days later by revealing
that Communist diplomats from Eastern Europe with whom he was
friendly in the United States had confidentially given him background infor-
mation about Khrushchev’s speech and about Khrushchev himself “even
more monstrous than the document they supplemented,” and that had
helped him decide to break with the Communist Party. Apparently Moscow
considered the August article insufficient to discredit Fast and needed an all-
out indictment to destroy his reputation in the Communist world. In Jan-
uary 1958, Literaturnaya Gazeta devoted more than a page of a normally
four-page newspaper to calling him a swindler, an opportunist, a savage, and
a deserter, as well as a “militant Zionist” who was cheap, cowardly, dis-
honest, and indecent.

We were sure that if we could get Fast himself to reply directly to his
critics over the Radio, it would shake up many Soviet listeners who admired
him. He agreed to come to our New York studios to record his statement
in English; we translated it into Russian using clips of his voice to estab-
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lish his presence at the microphone. He struck back against the “maniacal
castigation” of him and denounced it as a “contrived and shameless lie.” He
added that as far as he could remember not even Hitler had been so reviled
in the Soviet press. “The sight of a great and powerful nation provoked to
this disgraceful public display of bad taste and hooligan-like obscenity can-
not be written off as official imperviousness to the obligations of civilized
behavior.” He suggested that the real meaning of the article was that other
writers, “perhaps in Russia as well as in other places,” had also been “crit-
ical of many of the practices” of the Soviet leadership. Then he addressed
himself to his “many millions of readers in the Soviet Union, people who
have cherished my work and have loved it,” and told them that their news-
paper was lying. “For many years this organ has been the craven and will-
ing tool of the Party leaders in their war against free expression in the arts
and in their war to subjugate independent thinking among all writers of
Russia.”é

The Times printed excerpts and informed its readers that Fast had
recorded it for broadcast by Radio Liberation in Munich. We were delighted
with the publicity, which helped our image in the United States as a cham-
pion of free speech and opponent of Soviet suppression of writers. More
important, however, was the image the Radio projected to our audience
inside the Soviet Union. A hero of Russia’s literate masses was using our
medium to reach them over the heads of their masters, and he said the
same things that we had been telling them since we went on the air five
years earlier.

Fast’s remark that writers in Russia were also critical of the system was
underscored at this juncture in the post-Stalin period by the appearance of
a work that would soon win the first Nobel Prize for Literature ever to be
awarded to a Soviet writer. Boris Pasternak, long a beloved Russian poet and
novelist living in Moscow, was then unknown to most people in the West.
His novel Doctor Zhivago told of his hero’s hostile attitude toward the Bol-
shevik revolution and Soviet rule. Unable to publish it in the Soviet Union,
Pasternak had smuggled it abroad. The Radio quickly obtained the Rus-
sian original from the Italian publisher Feltrinelli and proceeded to broad-
cast it in its entirety in daily installments. We even put it on the air at
dictation speed, hoping that some listeners would dare to make copies and
disseminate them clandestinely. When the Kremlin overreacted to the
appearance of the work in the West and launched a vicious campaign
attacking Pasternak, the Radio quoted articles and editorials by those who
defended his right to speak the truth as he saw it.
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Iinterviewed Howard Fast about the Pasternak case. He was, as usual,
eloquent concerning the obligations of the writer to his craft, and damn-
ing in his indictment of the Soviet treatment of Pasternak. During the tap-
ing, someone from the newsroom informed us that Pasternak had just been
denied permission to travel from Moscow to Stockholm in order to accept
the Nobel Prize. This was Fast’s spontaneous reaction:

It’s the most shocking and terrible thing of its kind that we have ever
been treated to. We all know how much Boris Pasternak welcomed this
prize, how he embraced the prize, how proud he was of receiving it,
how grateful he was to receive it. We also have witnessed the filthy slan-
ders directed against him, the evil threats, the dirty names that he was
called—the whole exhibition of degenerate boorishness on the part of
the paid and directed Soviet critics.

Now Pasternak succumbs, he rejects the prize. How brave, how
strong, can one old man of sixty-seven years be—alone, isolated, with
no one with enough courage to stand up and speak for him and fight for
him? It’s no wonder that he rejected the prize. It’s a sorrowful thing to
see, a tragic thing to see. I don’t think that anything that has happened
in the Soviet Union in my lifetime was quite as disgraceful as this spec-
tacle around Boris Pasternak. In the whole nation only he emerges with
dignity. I don’t know what more I could add to that. I could wonder how
they got Boris Pasternak to reject it. Did they threaten him with execu-
tion?

The incident itself is so shocking that it’s very difficult to see any
clear picture of this. The thing, the drama of Pasternak and the Nobel
Prize, as it has been played out, has all the semblance of some horrible
nightmare which might be shown to us as happening in another world
and another planet. It’s almost as if the Soviet Union has made a con-
siderable decision to reveal the last bit of ignominious lack of dignity.
There seems to be nothing left. I wonder how the Soviet writers feel
about this.?

In addition to translating and broadcasting this emotional outburst,
we released it to the press. The New York Herald Tribune printed excerpts
in an editorial that they prefaced by mentioning the Radio and reminding
their readers of Fast’s background as a Communist and a favorite of the
Russians who had been caused by the events of 1956 to see the “true na-
ture of Soviet totalitarianism.”

As for Pasternak, more than thirty years later, in Sergei Khrushchev’s
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book about his father, he described how the Soviet leader had approved
the campaign against the writer after his “ideologists” gave him a “ten-
dentiously selected set of citations” from Doctor Zhivago. However, when
he received a letter from Pasternak while the novelist was suffering con-
siderable hounding and baiting, Khrushchev ordered: “Enough. He’s admit-
ted his mistakes. Stop it.”8 Ultimately, Khrushchev regretted his role in the
affair. In his memoirs, he criticized the “decision to use police methods,”
which “left a bad aftertaste for a long time to come.” He claimed he had pro-
posed that the book be published and that Pasternak be permitted to go
abroad at the government’s expense to pick up his award, when the writer
suddenly announced that he would not go. Khrushchev confessed that he
had never read the book, but in hindsight he realized that he should have
left it to the reader to judge. “Some might say it’s too late for me to express
regret that the book wasn’t published. Yes, maybe it is too late. But better
late than never.”® Doctor Zhivago was finally allowed to be published in the
Soviet Union in 1988, during Gorbachev’s era—thirty years after it had
appeared in the West and reached Soviet citizens of an earlier generation
via RL.

The Bear Among the Lions

In the spring of 1956, our New York office played a modest role behind the
scenes in the propaganda activities surrounding the forthcoming visit of
Khrushchev and Bulganin to London. Bulganin, who was then de jure head
of the Soviet delegation as chairman of the Council of Ministers—that s,
prime minister—and Khrushchev, who was actually in charge as the Party’s
first secretary, went there in order to improve relations with Great Britain
and its new Conservative government under Anthony Eden. Khrushchev
describes the visit in his memoirs and recalls the dinner held for them by
the British Labor Party’s National Executive Committee and Shadow Cab-
inet. In contrast to the Conservatives, he felt more tension with the
Laborites, who “considered themselves the representatives of the working
people.”10

The dinner took place at the House of Commons and was followed
by toasts and speeches. Khrushchev delivered an hour-long tirade against
the West and in defense of Stalin’s prewar policies. His hosts were appalled
and heckled him. Hugh Gaitskell, leader of the Labor Party, tried to calm
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the atmosphere, but then presented Khrushchev with a list of the names
of several hundred socialists who were imprisoned in the Soviet Union and
Eastern Europe, urging their release. He also expressed concern about the
treatment of Russian Jews.

Khrushchey, infuriated, responded in crude language that there were
no social democrats in the Soviet Union, that Moscow did not have any
power to influence action in the satellites, and that talk of Soviet anti-
Semitism was “nonsense.” The evening ended in a shouting match, with
George Brown in particular incurring the Soviet leader’s wrath: “He was
extremely hostile toward us. . . . Here we were, his guests, and he launched
into a harangue against our policies!”!!

The incident made headlines at the time, and even a few weeks later,
after Khrushchev and Company had returned to Moscow, Pravda continued
to fume about the meeting, accusing the New Leader of having cooked up
the idea in New York. Actually, the magazine had participated in the prepa-
ration of the list for the Labor Party. In the United States, a group of promi-
nent labor leaders put together a roster of 426 free trade unionists and
social democrats who had vanished or were known to be in Communist
jails, and issued an appeal for their posthumous exoneration or immediate
release. The New Leader’s executive editor, S. M. Levitas, himself a Men-
shevik imprisoned by the Bolsheviks before escaping to the United States,
supervised the translation of the appeal and arranged to send it to sixty
top Soviet Party chiefs and editors.

Because of Boris Shub’s close ties with the New Leader, where his
brother, Anatole (Tony), was an editor from 1949 to 1958, we had been in
on the project from the beginning. I do not recall whether it was Boris who
came up with the scheme, but he certainly was active in its gestation. We
helped distribute the appeal by sending a batch to Melvin Lasky, Tony’s
brother-in-law in Berlin, who was the editor of Der Monat, an American-
sponsored, German-language anti-Communist magazine. Lasky handled
the mailing of copies to key Communists in Eastern Germany.

Late one afternoon, after the office had closed, I found Boris still at
work in his cubicle painstakingly licking German postage stamps and
putting them on envelopes that were to be shipped to Lasky for mailing. He
showed me that he was placing stamps with the portraits of Rosa Luxem-
burg and Karl Liebknecht side by side, and he gleefully anticipated the reac-
tion of the orthodox Party faithful when they received letters with these
anti-Lenin dissident German Communists staring at them!
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The whole story of the Soviet leaders’ visit to London was given full
coverage in the Radio’s Russian and non-Russian language services. In May
1956, we learned that Hugh Gaitskell was coming to the United States to
address a convention of the International Ladies Garment Workers’ Union
in Atlantic City, New Jersey. A few of us from the Radio met the British
labor leader at the airport and escorted him to Levitas, who accompanied
him to the meeting. We decided to send one of our New York correspon-
dents, Valerian Obolensky, to cover the proceedings and to interview
Gaitskell. Regarding Pravda’s charges that Levitas and others in the United
States had prompted him to urge Khrushchev and Bulganin to liberate for-
mer trade union activists and social democrats who were in prisons and
concentration camps of the Soviet Union and the “peoples’ democracies”
of Eastern Europe, Gaitskell said:

Well, of course, it’s complete nonsense that we were stirred up to ask-
ing for the release of social democrats by Wall Street, or indeed, if I may
say so, by Mr. Levitas. We have frequently approached the Soviet gov-
ernment in the past, asking them to release social democrat prisoners.
But up to now we haven’t been very successful. These approaches have
been made sometimes through the embassy in London, sometimes by
letter. We also have our own lists of social democrats in prison which
are very carefully compiled from good sources in London, not in New
York. And it was this which led us to intervene, and nothing to do with
the New Leader.'2

Levitas was asked to comment on the claim in Pravda’s attack that
“the magazine New Leader carries out the dirtiest missions of Wall Street.”
He replied that it was a “cock and bull story.” He added that the initiative
he had taken in “the great work for the liberation of social democrats co-
incided with the initiative of the British Labor Party. Now that movement
has taken on a worldwide significance.”?

This was not the last time that Khrushchev expressed his irritation
with Western representatives of the working class. In 1959, during his trip
across the United States, he met Walter Reuther and other heads of the
American labor movement and exhibited a similar lack of rapport with
them; he got along much better at his meetings with American big-busi-
ness tycoons. The Radio covered Khrushchev’s coast-to-coast tour with
frequent reports by our New York correspondent, Boris Orshansky, and by
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Victor Frank, who had been flown in from Munich for this important
assignment.

Reevaluating Radio Liberation’s Role in the Late 1950s

A distillation of what Radio Liberation stood for after Khrushchev's speech
and the revolution in Hungary it precipitated a few months later is con-
tained in an informal talk given by Howland Sargeant as part of a course
in “Propaganda and Public Opinion” at the New School in Manhattan on
April 4, 1957.4 Sargeant stated his concept of the reasons for communi-
cating with peoples behind the Iron Curtain. First, “to show what it means
to live as a free individual,” and second, to challenge the totalitarian regime’s
efforts to convince their subjects to follow it blindly, even into a “ther-
monuclear frenzy,” by providing them with “knowledge that would breed
hesitation.” He quoted the chairman of the Atomic Energy Commission,
Gordon Dean, who had said that he had the “second most important job
in the world” and had added that the “first and most important job is to
pierce the Iron Curtain and bring home to the average Russian the true
and peaceful intentions of us Americans.” Sargeant liked that formulation
so much that when the Radio released a brochure describing its work at
that time, it was entitled “The Most Important Job in the World.” It may
have sounded pretentious to many Americans, but to us on the firing lines
it seemned appropriate.

Sargeant analyzed the “lessons from Hungary.” He said he thought
that George Orwell’s idea of 1984 had been exploded, because in spite of the
indoctrination of Hungarians under a Communist dictatorship “with all
the methods of terror, persuasion, inducement and thought control, you
may still be highly resistant to the very thought of this ideology or for what
it stands.” He interpreted the impact of the revolt on the Soviet Union:

I don’t think the Soviet Union will ever be the same after Hungary. I
don’t know how long it will exist either within its present territorial bor-
ders or in essentially the form of dictatorship which it now represents.
But [ am convinced that the events of October and November 1956 rep-
resent something so fundamental that the Soviet Union can never re-
form and regroup as it was before these events. . . . I think certainly the
events in Hungary and Poland have produced within the minds and
hearts of many people in the Soviet Union—if it isn’t a crisis of con-
science—it is the brewer’s yeast ferment of ideas and hard questions
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and seeking for honest answers. [ am suggesting that at the minimum,
intellectual ferment is there which makes people more prone to pay at-
tention to outside communication than at any time since the end of the

war.

He described the Radio’s role in stimulating that ferment, and he quoted
from a written directive that has existed since the beginning of our broad-
casting: “RL will not encourage any acts of premature overt violent resis-
tance to the Soviet regime which could only result in fruitless sacrifice. It
will make no promises which it cannot itself fulfill, and will never indicate
that freedom and democracy will be achieved except through the will and
endeavors of the peoples of the USSR themselves.”

Sargeant pointed out that the Radio broadcast not only to Soviet citi-
zens within the territorial borders of the Soviet Union, but also to Soviet
troops, particularly those on occupation duty in the Eastern European
countries. One of the most dramatic broadcasts to Soviet troops came at
the height of their intervention in Hungary in November 1956. At a mass
rally held at Madison Square Garden, Alexandra Tolstoy delivered a stir-
ring message in Russian that the Radio transmitted “live” from the hall for
instantaneous relay to listeners in Eastern Europe:

Soldiers, officers, and generals of the Soviet Army! Russian people and
brothers! This is Alexandra Tolstoy, daughter of Leo Tolstoy, and presi-
dent of the Tolstoy Foundation. Great events are taking place in the
world. Poland and Hungary are fighting for freedom. Russian soldiers,
where are you? With whom are you? Do you realize the invincible force
which at all times the Russian army represented, the army which rid the
Russian people of the Tatar yoke, which in 1812 drove the French out of
Russia and vanquished the might of Hitler? On whose side are you? Are
you with the heroic Hungarians, who have disdained terror, depriva-
tion, suffering, martyrdom, and even death, and with their bare hands
have fought against their enslavers, just as in the Second World War our
Russian hero, General Vlasov, fought against the Kremlin hangmen? Or
are you with the enemies and executioners of the Russian people who
forced you to spill the blood of the Hungarian heroes who are fighting
for their freedom and yours? Russian soldiers! Public opinion of the
whole free world is following with revulsion the actions of the odious
Kremlin hangmen, who, in order to save their own skins, have begun
to rush about like wild animals, hoping to find salvation by spilling
blood on the soil which has been consecrated by the heroism of the
Hungarians.
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Eternal memory to these heroic liberators. Cursed be the scoundrels,
the Kremlin hangmen who have enslaved the Russian land and who are
defaming the name of the Russians and the Russian army. The revolt of
the Hungarians has been suppressed in torrents of blood, but the divine
spirit of freedom and the love for one’s fellow man and for truth lives on.
It is impossible to suppress it with brute force, treachery, brutality, tor-
ture, even death. Russian soldiers! Can it really be that the desire to fight
for truth and freedom, even if doing so entails sacrifice and suffering,
has died in you? And if that spirit is alive, can it be that the realization
of your legendary strength will not awaken in you? Can it be that you
will not halt the bestial, traitorous massacre of our brothers, the Hun-
garian people? Can it be that you will not rise up as one for freedom
against the evil that for almost forty years has infected our Russian home-
land? For the freedom of Hungary and of all the enslaved nations of the
world?s

Madame Tolstoy’s heartfelt and provocative summons to the Russian
army to “rise up” was, strictly speaking, a violation of the policy forbid-
ding the Radio to encourage “any acts of premature overt violent resis-
tance to the Soviet regime.” However, it was one thing to restrain script
writers, but not so easy to exercise censorship over a distinguished Rus-
sian émigré speaking at a rally where the audience was being whipped
into a frenzy, and all the more so when the broadcast was being aired as
she spoke! The problem of how to handle outside contributors to the pro-
gram while conforming to the guidelines recurred from time to time
throughout our history, and I was personally involved on more than one
occasion.

Another ticklish part of Madame Tolstoy’s address was her praise of
General Vlasov. Andrei Vlasov was a famous Soviet commander who had
surrendered to the invading Germans along with his besieged troops near
Leningrad in July 1942. However, instead of sitting out the war in a prison
camp, he made a deal with the Germans. They permitted him to head a
special army of anti-Communist soldiers and officers made up of his fel-
low Soviet prisoners, who switched to the German side in the hope of
defeating Stalin and liberating their homeland. Judging by the manifesto
that articulated the goals of his “Russian Liberation Army,” Vlasov envi-
sioned that a democratic order would take the place of the vanquished
Communist regime. Vlasov’s army helped free Prague early in 1945, but he
was captured by the Soviet army, brought back to Moscow, and hanged as
a traitor.

SPARKS OF LIBERTY




For the Radio to praise Vlasov, therefore, was to fly in the face of Soviet
propaganda’s constant theme that he had served the Nazi cause. Moreover,
some of the staff of the Radio in Munich were Vlasovites, former mem-
bers of that controversial group. The American bosses who recruited cadres
for the Radio justified their choice of such people on the basis of their
proven hatred of the Soviet regime and minimized the damage the So-
viets could inflict on the station by identifying the Radio as an outfit staffed
by turncoats who fought against the motherland. Nevertheless, the hiring
of former collaborators with the Nazis not only made the Radio vulnera-
ble to Soviet attacks but also turned away some potential émigré contrib-
utors to our broadcasts and disturbed segments of the American public.
In my many contacts with former Vlasovites on the Munich staff, I felt
uncomfortable that Cold War politics had thrown me together with such
strange bedfellows.

Madame Tolstoy’s plea might have had a greater effect on the Soviet
garrison troops when the Hungarian revolution first broke out. Those Rus-
sian soldiers displayed such sympathy for the local population that Moscow
had to replace them with fresh troops drawn from non-Russian units in
Central Asia. After the uprising was crushed, we received a message from
a Hungarian: “This revolution hasn’t been lost; it has only been prolonged.
It started on its own and will continue without you, but if you stop broad-
casting now you will abandon yourselves. It would mean that you were
giving up what has become a vital part of your own fight which you in the
West might still lose.”

At this time in the late 1950s, Boris Shub and I had a long conversation
with Archbishop John Shahovskoy of San Francisco. A Russian Orthodox
priest, Shahovskoy regularly delivered sermons on the Russian service of
the Voice of America. We discussed the repercussions of Khrushchev’s anti-
Stalin speech and asked the archbishop what he thought was likely to hap-
pen in the Soviet Union as a result of the forces the leader had unleashed.
Without missing a beat he replied, “Everything.” Reactions like that sug-
gested to us that our listeners were more receptive than ever to positive
alternatives they had not previously dared to think about consciously, and
that we needed to study the audience scientifically in order to be able to
encourage the formation of values favorable to a free system as effectively
as possible. Intensive analysis of our technical power, as well as of the
impact of our broadcasts on listeners in the Soviet establishment and among
the population at large, began in the mid-1950s and developed into a major
component of the Radio’s operation.
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Early Technical and Audience Research

Determining whether the Radio was getting through to the audience
involved some extremely ingenious technical work in predicting shortwave
propagation conditions, in picking the right frequency, and verifying the
prediction. From monitors located as close to the edge of the target area
as they could get, our engineers made recordings; the tape had both our
program and the jamming on it, and indicated to us whether the receiving
conditions corresponded with what we had predicted a month before. This
technique of “check-point monitoring” near Soviet territory enabled us to
extrapolate the probable audibility of the signal inside the Soviet Union; it
became standard operating procedure on the part of the Radio engineers,
who set up listening posts in places such as Trabzon (in Turkey) and in
Berlin.

In addition, the U.S. Embassy in Moscow at times cooperated with us.!6
During trips that American diplomats were permitted to take to various
republics of the Soviet Union, they would spot check the Radio’s programs
and include their findings in confidential reports to which staff members
with the proper security clearance were given access. These classified doc-
uments were carefully controlled; for example, at Munich headquarters,
where 1 worked from 1966 to 1970, | frequently went to a special room
where one could pore over several of the latest reports from the Moscow
embassy or from the State Department that dealt with Soviet foreign and
domestic matters. In New York, I also had access to some documents from
Washington.

The reaction of the regime to the Radio was an even better indication
that we were getting through. Since 1954-55, Amcomlib and RL were
increasingly attacked in the major newspapers of the Soviet Union, and
over Radio Moscow, Radio Kiev, and others. The Committee for the Return
to the Homeland, set up by the Soviets in 1955 with headquarters in East
Berlin in order to urge the 2.5 million members of the emigration to return
to the Soviet Union, regularly favored us with scathing indictments.

In March 1957, in the debate at the United Nations on a Soviet resolu-
tion charging aggression, we were honored by the Soviet delegate and the
Ukrainian delegate and several other delegates, who openly expressed the
view that we were indeed a very dangerous group of people. Dmitri Shep-
ilov, then the foreign minister, made remarks about our work in an address
to the Supreme Soviet that we took as a very considerable accolade.

The incessant jamming of Radio broadcasts from the first day of its
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existence attested to how much Soviet leaders feared us, and that fear per-
sisted for thirty-five years. It would have been an advantage to permit these
programs to be received without interference if that really could have served
to confirm their condemnation of the Radio as a “subversive” network
staffed by “traitors and fascist collaborators” attempting to overthrow the
Soviet system. Actually, the broadcasts were more subversive because they
told the unvarnished truth with remarkable restraint.

By the late 1950s, the Radio was reaching the Soviet Union from Europe
and the Far East, from nine transmitters in Western Germany and four
transmitters on Taiwan. An even more powerful transmitter station was
soon established on the Costa Brava in Spain, largely due to Howland
Sargeant’s skillful negotiations with the Spanish authorities.!?

Our newly established Audience Research Department was under the
able direction of Dr. Max Ralis, a Russian-born social scientist who had
been educated at Cornell University. I first met Max during my year in
Munich with the Harvard Refugee Interview Project, where, as a consul-
tant, he impressed us with his serious, scholarly approach to problems of
Soviet politics and ideology. His father had been one of the original edi-
tors of Pravda several years before the October Revolution, when the staff
still included non-Bolsheviks. Max was erudite, but he never quite mas-
tered the English idiom. Some of us on the staff once made up alist of his
Thaditon

2 <

malapropisms, including “That’s the way the cookie bounces,
the tip of my thumbs,” and “From my vintage point.”

Ralis and his staff began collecting and studying the increasing flow of
Soviet media attacks on the Radio. At the same time, they gradually assem-
bled evidence of listener reactions, which came from such sources as let-
ters sent to “accommodation addresses”—that is, innocent-sounding post
office boxes and names of pseudonymous persons in several Western Euro-
pean cities, as well as interviews with Soviet visitors to the West, subtly
and discreetly conducted by Russian-speaking men and women retained
by Ralis. At the Brussels World’s Fair of 1958, our representatives inter-
viewed three hundred Soviet tourists and discovered that sixty-five were
Radio Liberation listeners. Of course, such a small sample was insufficient
for us to make any sweeping generalizations, but we welcomed such a
response from members of a group of Soviet citizens who must have been
carefully selected and well briefed before they were allowed to travel abroad.
In time, the Audience Research Department expanded to encompass pro-
gram evaluation, which was carried out by recently arrived émigrés and
defectors.
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In 1957, Max played host to Dr. Wilbur Schramm of Stanford Univer-
sity, one of America’s outstanding specialists on communication research.
Sargeant had invited him to go to Munich, examine our operation, and
offer his insights and recommendations concerning the most effective
means for the Radio (a) to determine the nature of our audience, given
our inability to poll them inside the Soviet Union, and (b) to influence them
with broadcasts that challenged basic assumptions and prejudices incul-
cated in them throughout Stalin’s twenty-five years of brainwashing.

Schramm compared the Radio’s attempts to ascertain the makeup of
our audience to a fisherman who drops his line through a hole in the ice
and tries without any bait to identify the fish that brushes against the line.
In his written report to us, he confirmed many of the hypotheses on which
we were already basing our programming policy, and reinforced our own
intramural discussions.#

Schramm modestly called his report “considerably less than a treatise,”
but by applying his survey of the Radio to his previous twenty years in
mass communication, he reached several conclusions of considerable sig-
nificance for us. First, in order to get the attention of the listener, we had
to make sure that the “promise of reward” was greater than the “threat of
difficulty.” In other words, realizing how difficult it was to catch our broad-
casts through the jamming, we had to offer the audience enough incentive
by selecting content that made it worth their while to choose us in prefer-
ence to competing Western radios that at times were not blocked. Para-
doxically, jamming was both a disadvantage and an advantage for us in that
it discouraged sustained listening but also tempted the listener to make the
effort in hope of receiving forbidden fruit.

Second, once we got the audience’s attention our message had to jump
another hurdle: it had to be “decoded.” This the listeners could do only in
terms of their own frame of reference. “A tribe that has never seen or heard
of an airplane can only decode it as a noisy bird. A citizen of the Soviet
Union who has never seen or studied a two-party system must have a very
hard time comprehending what happens in an American presidential elec-
tion.” For us at the Radio, this meant that our émigrés were better able to
understand the mind-set of their compatriots under Communist Party
domination. But could our spokespeople be accepted as credible?

If what we told them could be supported by objective evidence, and if
we were accurate in all matters relating to events within the Soviet Union,
our credibility would overcome the natural suspiciousness of many lis-
teners. Thus, when Khrushchev’s speech, although delivered in secret, was
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leaked inside the country during the months that the Radio was informing
them of the text, the station could be accepted more readily as a reliable
source. Schramm noted that the Radio seemed to be quite realistic about
our role as a catalyst for change and “is most careful about suggesting or
expecting any particular action of its listeners in the Soviet Union.” Our
best hope was to plant facts that over the long run would attract listeners
to trust us and be receptive to our guiding them in the direction of improv-
ing their social situation. We did not expect to convert any real Commu-
nists, although constantly providing information might gradually raise
doubts even among them concerning the validity of their beliefs. We always
admired and envied the BBC'’s reputation among Soviet listeners, but in
time we won the confidence of a vast audience by scrupulously checking
our facts.

Seeking sober appraisals of the Radio’s limitations and opportunities
characterized Howland Sargeant’s modus operandi in the formative years
of the station and throughout his twenty-one years as president. He encour-
aged us to maintain regular contact with State Department and USIA exec-
utives who dealt with Soviet affairs,!® and he also kept in touch with
high-level officials, such as Henry Loomis, director of the Voice of Amer-
ica from 1958 to 1965. Howland liked to quote Loomis’s image of the com-
bined VOA-RL broadcasts to the Soviet Union as two blades of a scissors
working together to produce an effective cutting edge.

Sargeant urged us to pick the brains of American and European aca-
demic specialists as well as Soviet émigré scholars. During his first year on
board, Howland took a few of us to Cambridge, Massachusetts, for a two-
day seminar with Harvard and M.LT. professors. Such outside expertise
acted as a healthy corrective against any illusions some of us at the Radio
may have cherished that the Soviet regime was on the verge of collapse. We
came to realize early on that we were in for a long haul and that our best
approach was to provide our audience with material that they could not
obtain from their controlled media, particularly information about what
was happening inside their country.

To that end, Munich made effective use of its system of monitoring
internal Soviet radio broadcasts from several republics, which repeated
material from the local provincial press. Whenever we caught items in one
area that were not reported elsewhere and that revealed some problem or
inconsistency or crack in the Soviet facade, we would “cross-report” them
to other parts of the USSR. For example, Khrushchev made impromptu
speeches in the provinces in which he would say something so outlandish
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that the censors had to cut it out of the text printed in the central Moscow
press. This presented the Radio with ready-made program material: with-
out commenting, we juxtaposed his original statement in his own voice
with the passages deleted by Pravda. This kind of programming was cal-
culated to sow skepticism about Khrushchev as a responsible leader and
about the Soviet media as a reliable source.

The sophisticated monitoring network was not the only means of keep-
ing abreast of internal Soviet developments. A research unit was created in
the 1950s, first under the direction of Victor Zorza, a Polish émigré recruited
from the BBC by Victor Frank. Zorza was eminently qualified by tem-
perament and linguistic ability for the task of supervising the collection of
thousands of clippings from the hundreds of issues of the Soviet press, cen-
tral and provincial, that arrived in Munich. When I visited his office during
my first trip to Radio headquarters, he showed me bin after bin of index
cards, each classified according to subject, usually with a “cutting” (as the
British call it) from a Soviet newspaper or the transcript of a monitoring
report. From this primitive beginning, the Radio’s famous “Red Archive,”
which served as an invaluable source for programmers as well as outside
scholars and journalists, emerged. Zorza left the Radio in the mid-1950s to
become one of British journalism’s top Soviet specialists.

He was succeeded by Dr. Albert Boiter, an American scholar trained
in the Russian language and in Soviet affairs who deserves great credit for
expanding the Radio’s Research Department and adapting it to the age of
computers. Perhaps most important, in the 1970s, when the flood of samiz-
dat writings poured out of the Soviet Union from dissidents of many stripes,
Boiter and his staff, headed by Peter Dornan, one of the Radio’s most con-
scientious and dedicated colleagues, collected, vetted, and organized thou-
sands of these documents to be broadcast verbatim. At the same time, the
materials were made available to Western governments, academicians, and
the press, thereby focusing world public opinion on the ferment of oppo-
sition within the Soviet empire. In some cases, dissidents were protected
from severe reprisals by the regime because of the publicity they received.

American Political Leaders Speak to the Soviet Public

In January 1958, the Radio commemorated the fortieth anniversary of the
Russian Constituent Assembly, the first free parliament in Russian history
elected by universal suffrage, which Lenin had ordered dispersed by force
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of arms on the very day it convened. Because the theme was an important
event in Soviet history that the regime had distorted, we decided that in
addition to commentary from émigrés we would solicit a series of mes-
sages from political figures in the United States.

Twelve senators and five representatives of both parties broadcast
statements urging free elections in the Soviet Union. The group included
Senators Lyndon Johnson, John F Kennedy, Hubert Humphrey, Paul Doug-
las, William Knowland, and Clifford Case. Norman Thomas also spoke,
along with several editors of newspapers and magazines. Izvestiya of Jan-
uary 23, 1958, struck back, and that morning Moscow Radio broadcast the
full text of its editorial:

It is not the custom to hold merry dances at the bier of a deceased per-
son. Certain members of the Senate of the US.A,, in spite of this rule
adopted by all civilized peoples, had a merry time at a funeral banquet
several days ago. This was the funeral banquet of the Russian Con-
stituent Assembly, which died a peaceful death forty years ago. This
unique anniversary was exploited for radio appeals to the Soviet people
by several prominent Americans, and although the occasion was hardly
suitable, the participants in the radio broadcasts made merry with all
their might.

Izvestiya selected Senators Knowland and Johnson, and Norman
Thomas, among others, for personal attacks. Such a quick and sharp reac-
tion from the major organ of the Soviet government indicated that we
had struck a vulnerable spot, and we wasted no time in obtaining and
broadcasting several rebuttals. Thomas declared:

Over this radio, I spoke to you briefly on the fortieth anniversary of the
day when Lenin and Trotsky forcibly dissolved the Constituent Assem-
bly which originally they had favored. Frankly [ had doubted how many
of you would ever hear what I, along with other Americans, said on that
occasion. Imagine then my pleasure to learn from Izvestiya’s long dia-
tribe against us that our remarks must have received your attention. To
be sure, Izvestiya says that “Norman Thomas hysterically questioned his
hypothetical Soviet listeners.” Obviously, it would not have troubled to
reply if all my listeners were hypothetical. And [ am quite sure that
those listeners, whatever their silent answers to my questions, would
agree that neither the questions nor the manner of my asking them was
hysterical. . ..

On questions of American policy our speakers represented differ-
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ent views. Many of them would challenge my socialism, but none my
right to speak to you in a friendly fashion as an American and a Social-
ist. . . . My position and my party’s on this and other matters critical of
our Government was well known. Nevertheless the Federal Government
has never kept me from speaking to you or my own countrymen, or
denied me radio facilities to speak to you about peace and freedom.

I should not impose this personal statement on you except that it
justifies my raising a question not only for you but for the editors of
Izvestiya to consider: Is there any writer, speaker, labor leader or politi-
cal figure in your own great country who has been on occasion as openly
critical of your Government as I of mine, who has been allowed to speak
and write in freedom in Russia, or been offered the facilities of Radio
Moscow to speak to Russia in the name of peace and freedom for us all?20

William Knowland, the Senate’s leading spokesman for the Republi-
can administration of President Eisenhower, also answered the news-
paper, and he expressed his conviction that “a freely elected parliament
represents the future of the Soviet peoples rather than the past.” He added
that because Izvestiya claimed the Soviet public was satisfied with the
present political order, the Soviet government merely had to hold free
elections “under conditions which would guarantee Soviet citizens free-
dom of choice at the polls between persons and groups of different view-
points. The democratic world has enough confidence in the good judg-
ment of the Soviet public to abide by the results of such an election.”2!

Similar confidence in Soviet citizens was expressed by Eleanor Roo-
sevelt in her message pegged to the anniversary of the ill-fated Constituent
Assembly. I visited her in her townhouse in Manhattan’s East Sixties and
was graciously received. As she scanned her text before the tape record-
ing, she asked me in her high-pitched soprano, “Do you say short-lived, or
short-lived?” I told her that I preferred the long “i.” She smiled and said
she would pronounce it that way. Her thoughts are still relevant for Rus-
sia in its difficult time of transition today:

This is Mrs. Franklin Delano Roosevelt. Just a few short months ago, |
visited your country and traveled thousands of miles in many direc-
tions. I had the opportunity of meeting and talking with individuals in
all walks of life: students, doctors, farmers, government officials. And
there I confirmed at first hand what I've always known—that the people
of your country want above all else peace, a lasting peace which will
permit you to continue the remarkable work of rebuilding your nation
after the devastating war in which our peoples fought together as allies.
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In Russia, too, I saw that your people have reached a level of education
and scientific achievement as high, and in some respects higher, than
anywhere in the world. And I wondered why such a talented people still
lack their own freely elected government, a government responsible to
their will.

If a truly lasting peace is to come, it must come as the result of the
people of both our countries exerting their will on their governments.
That is why I am speaking to you on the fortieth anniversary of Russia’s
first freely elected parliament, the Constituent Assembly. Short-lived
though it was, it still symbolizes today the democratic aspirations and
strength of the Russian people. I know from meeting and talking with you
that you are mature and wise enough to guide your own destiny through
your freely elected government. And I am certain that the rebirth of Rus-
sian democracy will be a source of new strength and inspiration for
democracy and personal freedom everywhere, including the United
States.?

We were gratified by the willingness of prominent Western figures
to reach Soviet citizens via the radio. It not only built up our stature as an
influential medium in the West, but also provided our listeners with a
view quite different from their domestic media’s distorted picture of the
Radio as a ragtag collection of renegades being manipulated by the Amer-
ican intelligence “organs.”

In the late 1950s, despite the exacerbation of tension in East-West rela-
tions by the repression of the Hungarian revolution and Khrushchev’s saber-
rattling over Berlin, it was becoming increasingly possible for tourists,
entertainers, and scholars to visit the Soviet Union. I seized the opportu-
nity to travel there and experience for myself the reality of life in the Soviet
police state.
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A Soviet citizen comes home one
day, looks around the apartment, and
sees something is missing. Distraught,
he rushes to the telephone and calls KGB
headquarters:

“Comrade, | just lost my parrot, my pet
parrot, and | want you to know that | don't
share his opinions!”

LIBERATION TO LIBERTY

Before Stalin’s death, travel to the Soviet
Union by Westerners was restricted. How-
ever, by the late 1950s, cultural troupes like
the “Ice Capades” and “Porgy and Bess”
were welcomed in Moscow. In exchange,
Russian artists like the Moiseyev dancers
and Maya Plisetskaya, the exquisite balle-
rina, were allowed to perform in the United
States. American scholars could now pur-
sue their research in the Soviet Union, and
some even spent an entire academic year at
Moscow and Leningrad Universities.

In 1958, I defended my doctoral disser-
tation, “Children’s Theater and Drama in

7

Soviet Education,” the phenomenon of
nationwide professional children’s theaters
in the Soviet Union, and finally received my
Ph.D.! But I had not been there; I had never
seen a play performed. I needed to meet
these adult playwrights, regisseurs, and
actors who devoted their careers to per-
forming for young people. Most of all, I
needed to sit in the audience with the chil-

dren and to talk with them and their teach-
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ers. The Social Science Research Council awarded me a $2,500 grant to
travel to the Soviet Union, a generous amount in those days. It was the
chance of a lifetime after years of studying Russia from a distance. Not
only would I be meeting people in the children’s theater world, but I would
get a firsthand look at the Soviet Union.

Howland Sargeant encouraged me to make the trip, saying that it
would not only enhance my career as a Soviet specialist but also contribute
to the Radio’s understanding of Soviet reality through the eyes of one of
their executives. He proposed that I protect myself and Amcomlib by
“resigning,” although in fact I was taking a short leave of absence. Only a
few staff members knew about my real plan. Since my friend Albert Parry
of Colgate University frequently visited the New York office, the émigré
staff put two and two together and got five. Everyone thought I had
accepted a position at an American university as a professor of Russian lit-
erature. As Sargeant liked to say, they “jumped from an unwarranted
assumption to a foregone conclusion.” My colleagues said kind words at the
farewell party and gave me an expensive leather attaché case.

I prepared for this first journey behind the Iron Curtain with some
misgivings. After all, I worked at the notorious radio that had become a
major target of the Kremlin’s enmity. My name had already appeared in
1957 in an article in Kommunist, the leading ideological journal of the Com-
munist Party. Was the trip worth the risk? Was I endangering myself? Was
I an irresponsible husband and father to leave Gloria and two young chil-
dren for what might be a hazardous adventure?

On the visa application, I identified my occupation as “graduate stu-
dent”—period. I made no reference to the Radio. When I boarded the
Aeroflot flight at Le Bourget airport in Paris for the three-and-a-half-hour
nonstop flight to Moscow on March 27, 1959, I wondered whether the KGB
had a dossier in their files and whether I would be the star or the heavy in
a Russian “B” picture on international espionage. Two CIA agents had even
come up from Washington to brief me before my departure. They met me
secretly at the Commodore Hotel near Grand Central and gave me all sorts
of useful advice, like putting a strand of hair in the suitcase zipper to deter-
mine whether my luggage had been searched, and taking precautions when
speaking on the phone.

I need not have been so apprehensive. My thirty-three days there passed
without serious incident, although on several occasions I was followed by
KGB “tails” in cars and on foot. But so were other Americans who were in
Moscow at that time, and I didn’t take it personally. I was able to meet and
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talk with scores of Soviet citizens on many levels of society. My brief expo-
sure to Soviet contemporary life, and my confidential conversations with
a number of individuals, reinforced my feeling that the Radio was serving
an important function in reaching people who were dissatisfied with the
quality of their life under Soviet rule and eager to obtain uncensored infor-
mation and broaden their horizons.

Some Impressions of My Trip

I was struck by glaring contradictions in the realities of everyday Soviet
life. The metros in Moscow and Leningrad were showpieces, with sculp-
tures and murals that resembled a museum rather than a subway. But when
I went to the men’s rooms in public buildings—even the elegant old
Anichkov palace in Leningrad, which had been converted into a children’s
recreation center (renamed in Stalin’s day as the A. A. Zhdanov Palace of
Young Pioneers)—not only was there no toilet paper in the stalls (only
sheets of Soviet newspapers impaled on a nail), but the conditions were
far from sanitary. The same was true at the automatic soda-dispensing
machines on the street; you had to take a dirty glass and give it a perfunc-
tory spray before putting it under the spigot. (I resisted.)

My room at the “first class” Metropole Hotel opposite the Bolshoi The-
ater in Moscow was seedy, the rug was threadbare, and the walls were
scarred with cracks, but this may have signified more than neglect. A Life
photographer who occupied a nearby room told me the walls were bugged.
In the bathroom, the washstand tilted toward me, and the tub lacked a
plug. (Luckily, I had been forewarned and brought along a rubber stopper.)

In GUM, the main department store on Red Square, I saw suits and
dresses of poor quality and style, and I overheard one couple complaining
that “they advertise, but they don’t have anything to offer.” As for short-
ages of food, when I was walking on Gorky Street with Natalia Satz, the
world-renowned children’s theater producer and director, in the midst of
our conversation she suddenly noticed a woman carrying a reticule filled
with oranges. “Apelsiny!” she shouted, and dashed after the woman to find
out where she could get some.

One of the most revealing conversations I had with Soviet citizens took
place at a chance meeting with two young men in a restaurant in Moscow.
They seemed genuine, unlike the unctuous types who offered to change
money. Whenever a waiter approached us, they would stop talking and
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give me a nudge under the table. They said you couldn’t trust the waiters,
who reported everything. To escape the inhibiting atmosphere of the
restaurant, we went for a long walk. The boys asked me to alter the cir-
cumstances of our meeting if I ever wrote about them in the West. They
told me they hated the regime, but they steadfastly refused to say whether
their hatred was typical of Soviet youth. “We can’t speak for others, only
for ourselves.” Moreover, they said they were reluctant to be completely
frank with me: “You’ll have to guess from some of the things we say what
life is really like here.” Nevertheless, during our long stroll the boys became
less cautious as they warmed up to the subject of the Party dictatorship.
“The Party wants to do your thinking for you, and teaches you to react like
a robot,” one of them said. His friend added, “If the people could speak
freely, the whole system would collapse.”

Among the highlights of my trip was a visit with Ilya Ehrenburg in his
apartment near downtown Moscow; his study was filled with original
Picasso paintings and ceramics, gifts from the artist. He was one of the
Russian intellectuals who returned to the Soviet Union several years after
the revolution.2 In Paris in 1921, he had written a political novel called Julio
Jurenito, a brilliant satire on the West as well as on Soviet Communism.
Once back in Russia, however, he became an important propagandist for
the Stalin regime, and during World War II his voice had been among the
loudest demanding vengeance on the Germans.

Ehrenburg survived the years of Stalin’s persecution of the Jews—how
he did so was a matter of some controversy—and in 195354 his novel The
Thaw gave both name and sanction to the period of literary revival that
followed Stalin’s death. In an essay on Stendhal published in 1956, he argued
that a novel must be like a mirror set in the middle of life’s roads, captur-
ing all its bumps and rocks as well as the smooth surfaces. A few years later,
in an essay on Chekhov, he urged freedom for creative writers from polit-
ical restraints and formulas imposed on literature.

I asked Ehrenburg for his opinion of Doctor Zhivago. He had read it,
and although he had not joined in the public chorus of attacks on Paster-
nak at the time of the Nobel Prize award, he called it Pasternak’s weakest
work. He had only praise for the poetry at the end of the novel, especially
“Hamlet” and “Winter Night,” but he thought that the hero, Zhivago, was
not a credible character. “The choice of a doctor was a poor one,” Ehren-
burg said. “A doctor is a humanitarian—as Chekhov was. But Zhivago expe-
riences the revolution and the civil war without doing anything to help
anybody. If he were a poet rather than a doctor, he would be credible.”
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Neverthless, he said he had favored the publication of the book in the Soviet
Union, not feeling apprehensive about the consequences, because “the
novel is alien to Soviet youth and will have no effect on them.”
Ehrenburg denied that Soviet Jews were still being discriminated
against. “Especially