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Alex Umantsev Interview on December 12, 1990 
 

• Mr. Umantsev was born after WWII, on July 10, 1952 in Moscow; his father, Rudolph 
(February 5, 1924), was an electronical engineer from Irkutsk, Siberia and his mother, 
Julia Zissman (born January 27, 1929), was a pediatrician from Moscow. His parental 
grandparents were from Siberia; his maternal grandparents were from Moscow and 
Siberia; large Jewish population in Siberia when Umantsev’s father was born there. 

• His paternal grandfather was “relocated” to Siberia, near the river Pilivda, by the 
government because his grandfather used to host students at this house to read books 
and discuss political discussion; Siberians were “a bit different” than other Russians, due 
in part to the geography and isolation; did not talk much. 

• Growing up in Moscow, did not recall a “Jewish” upbringing; did not even realize that he 
was Jewish until he was about fourteen; understood Russian terms for “Jew” to be 
negative; but came to understand that he was a part of an ancient historical people; 
does not remember the first time he went to the Moscow synagogue, but family started 
attending in late 1960s, on holy days, such as Passover and Rosh Hashona. 

• Religion in the Soviet Union was considered wrong by the Communists, who wanted 
everyone to see themselves as the same, and to make membership in the worker class 
as the most important part of life; he knew of a man who was sent to prison in Moscow 
or Leningrad merely for teaching basic Hebrew letters. 

• Learned to love math and physics in high school; graduated at seventeen; attended 
Physical Institute of Moscow; it was simply “understood” that Jews were treated 
differently in the admissions process; Umantsec was one of only two Jewish students at 
his institute, in a class of one hundred or so; on the application, you write down your 
“nationality,” which is on your passport; Jewish is considered nationality (part of the 
“Jewish national minority,” the only minority in Russian that did not come a geographic 
place, except for the Birobizhan region, in far north east, near Japan; after 
undergraduate, earned Masters in applied mathematics at Moscow State University, 
which was known as being anti-semitic, but had large Jewish population anyway; 
obtained Ph.D. in mathematics in 1985. The Komsomol students group was active on 
campus, which encouraged Communist ideas and made life difficult for Jewish students. 

• Heard “Voice of America” on radio; recognized that some “history” taught in 
government school not true. 

• Maternal grandmother, Faina, was a gynecologist who worked for fifty years at a 
government clinic; she had memory of Jewish customs and kept Jewish recipes, such as 
for knadel, kugola, challah; oddly, government bread stores would sell challah but not 
call it by its Jewish name; that bread could not be used for Seder services because it was 
not kosher, so the bread was not connected with Shabbat; there was only one 
synagogue in Moscow (100,000-200,000 Jews in Moscow), and it provided all matzoh 
for the city. 

• Read samizdat (prohibited) material; Solzhenitsyn, Winston Churchill, Akhmatov, 
Mandelshtam, Sakharov, Sharansky, and books on the history of Jews in Russia 
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• Turned down for a research job after receiving master’s degree; originally promised the 
job; last name is Russian, but when it was realized that he was a Jew from his 
documents, the job suddenly was “closed.” 

• Met his future wife, Lilia, on a ski vacation; she also was from Moscow; important to 
both of them that they marry a fellow Jew; dated for about a year then married; both 
were in their thirties; ceremony in Russia was officiated by the state, to celebrate state 
goals and the state purpose of marriage; 

• Second half of the interview was conducted on the eve of the first Gulf War and 
President George H.W. Bush’s invasion to liberate Kuwait; Umantsev reflected on how 
Jews, even today, in the midst of violence, feel safer in Israel than in Russia, and that it 
he still lived in Russia today, he was emigrate to Israel. 

• Emigrated to the United States in the “fourth wave” under Gorbachev; would have 
earlier, but when he first wanted to emigrated in 1979, but the Soviet government “shut 
the doors” on any exiting, the end of détente. 

• Many of his cousins and other relatives previously had emigrated to the United States; 
settled in Chicago. 

• Emigrated in 1988, but technically did not leave Russia to go to the United States; 
Umantsev explained that you first must get an invitation to emigrate to Israel, which the 
Communists consider your “homeland”; but you also must have an invitation from the 
United States; then, you board a plane from Russia for Vienna, under the auspices of 
traveling to Israel; then in Vienna, you choose—to go to Israel or the United States; 
chose to go to the United States due to language (did not speak Hebrew); settled in 
Chicago with son, Boris, who was four months old; had considerable problems getting 
their cargo (such as books) out of the country because of the Communist concept that 
there is no private property; all belongs to the state. 
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