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 (We're going to start with the genealogy of the family 

because it's mostly in Irkutsk, Siberia.  Can you begin by  

telling me about your grandparents on your mother's side -    

when and where they were born and why they were in 

Siberia?)   It's hard to say. (You can say it in Rus-

sian...)  In Russian, It's hard to say!  We can only guess.  

(What do you think was the story?)  [Alex:  I'll tell you a 

story I heard once from my dad's niece.  She told me the 

story of how the family appeared in Irkustsk, in Siberia.  

My great-grandfather, Chaim Lustig, was a tailor.  Dad says 

that he had a small shop, that he wasn't a tailor.  But 
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this isn't the most important thing.  The story I heard was 

that he wasn't a revolutionary, but some students used to 

gather in his house, just reading and telling stories, 

maybe exchanging opinions about the situation in Russia 

before the Revolution.  (This would have been in tsarist 

Russia.)  Exactly.  (Chaim was born in 1836 and died in 

1934.  So he had a long life.)  Exactly.  (So this would 

have been in the early part of the century...)  At the turn 

of the century.]   

 

 (When he was already in his sixties...)  Yes.  Maybe 

in the Nineties or the Eighties because all his children 

were    born in Siberia.  Then it was, I guess, in the 

Sixties,... (So this was the roots of the revolutionary 

movement?)  Yes.  I wouldn't say it was the roots of the 

revolutionary movement but some kind of situation, maybe 

early roots, maybe.  (But these were people who were 

protesting against the  conditions...)  Yes, who didn't 

agree with everything.  By    the way, this book is exactly 

about this situation, about the Jewish opinion about the 

disagreement with everything     happening in Russia before 

the Revolution, and Jews were so   Important for the 

Russian revolution. 
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 (Will you tell us what this says.  This is the cover 

of a book.)  This is the real book.  The author is Joseph 

Idkin.  A novel about [red model], Mr. Inspector, a Rabbai 

Sai and Commissar Bloch, again Jews.  (And the illustration 

shows us these Russian officers...)  Policemen.  (And we 

see a stereotype of what a Jew would look like with a big 

nose and a skullcap on his head.  Sort of sad eyes.)  I'll 

try to make a copy of this cover.  Anyway, students used to 

come to my great-grandfather's house and just reading, 

telling and doing something, and that was part of the 

reason that he was a bad person for the government, the 

authorities.  He got on the list of people who had to move 

from [I...], from the Western part of Russia to Siberia.   

 

 (So he lived in the pale settlement where Jews were 

restricted...)  I think so, yes.  (Maybe in the Polish part 

of it.)  Yes.  (He was exiled to Siberia, to Irkutsk.)  

Right.  (He was already married?)  I don't know.  (We know 

he was married to Chaia Zuts...)  He had five children from 

the first marriage and four children from the second.  

(This is his second wife?)  Yes.  (So we don't know the 

first wife's name?)  [doesn't remember]   
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 All his nine children were born In Siberia. 

 

 (Then there's a grandfather Umantsev whose name we 

don't know who came to Irkutsk maybe from the far Eastern 

part of Russia..)  Presumably, we don't know.  (Do you know 

what he did for a living?)  Boris?  (No, Boris' father...)  

About him we don't know. 

 

 (Now we can talk about your parents - Boris Umantsev 

and Fanya Mikhailovna Lustig.  They were both born in Ir-

kutsk, Boris in 1893, and Fanya in 1898.  What did Boris do 

for a living?)  He was a musician.  He played the clarinet.   

(He made his living playing?)  He was a member of the 

tsar's army orchestra as a musician.  At that moment he 

served with the author of this book, Joseph Itkin.  I 

remember stories about this guy, just regular army stories 

when young guys are in the army, what are they doing, 

serving or not, working or not.  He was a very bad soldier.  

He didn't like it at all, the commands or orders that he 

was given.  (Did he get in trouble?)  Some of the time, but 

I don't know the details.  (Was your father an officer?)  
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No.  (How old was he when he went into the army?)  I don't 

remember.   

 

 Later after the Revolution, he joined the movement of 

revolutionaries and he was a communist.  (As many Jews 

were.)  Yes, as many were.  (Did he have any kind of a  

university education?)  No.  He studied bookkeeping.  (Did 

he use his bookkeeping to make a living?)  Yes.  He worked 

as a bookkeeper his whole life.  (Who did he work for?)  As 

a financial inspector after the Revolution.  He was a young 

man before the Revolution and the only story we know is 

about his army service.  (Do you have any idea how old he 

was when he was in the army?)  Maybe twenty-five years old.  

He took part in one battle during his service.  I don't 

know which battle.  Before the Revolution.  He was wounded.  

After that he was....   

 

 (What kind of injury was it?)  Not very strong injury, 

but something with his hand.  At that moment his career as 

a soldier, as a military musician was finished. 

 

 (What do you remember growing up?  You were the only 

child of your parents?)  My father had one sister and one     
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brother.  (But you had no brothers and sisters?)  No.  

(What  is your earliest memory growing up in Siberia?  What 

kind of  house did you live in?  It wasn't like this...)  I 

remember that we left Siberia when I was three years old.  

I don't remember much from that.  I went to Irkutsk.  When 

I worked as an engineer I went to Siberia, to Irkutsk to a 

power station and I was on the street where I was born.  

(Did you   see the house?)  Yes.  (What did the house look 

like?  Wood,  brick?)  Wooden.  (How many rooms?)  A large 

house.  A single-family house.  Chaim was the only working 

person and   he had a very big family, nine, maybe later 

five or four children, and he could have a big family.   

 

 (Chaim was your mother's father.  He was financially 

successful and could have a big family.)  Yes, exactly.   

 

 (When you were three years old you moved to Moscow?)  

Yes.  (Why did your family move to Moscow?  That would have 

been in 1927.  This is ten years after the Revolution.  

He's  a communist now, working as a financial inspector.  

Is this a good thing to be able to move to Moscow?)  He 

worked in Moscow as a financial inspector for the company 

GOSTORG -governmental trading company.  (Was this a move up 
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for your   family to move to Moscow?)  They wanted to.  At 

that time, everybody wanted to live in the center, the 

central part of Russia.  It was possible.   

 

 (Who lived in the house with you when you moved?  

Grandparents?)  No.  In 1927 we went to Moscow, my father,    

mother and I, only three.  (Do you remember your grandpar-

ents?  Do you remember seeing them?  Did they visit you in 

Moscow?)  No.  After 1932 my grandfather and grandmother 

went to Moscow to live.  (Did they stay in your house?)  

Yes.  (So your mother's parents helped to raise you?)  A 

little.  (What language did they speak?  Yiddish?)  They 

spoke only Yiddish.  When I was ten years old I could speak 

Yiddish a little.  Later I forgot it.  (When you were born 

were they practicing Judaism in the home?)  Yes.  Of 

course.  In Moscow we lived near the synagogue, maybe two 

hundred yards.  They liked it very much.  Last time we 

talked we talked about the Moscow synagogue, but that 

wasn't the place where we lived.  We lived in a different 

area.  It's the central part of Moscow.  Malabronnaya.  

That synagogue was the single synagogue in Moscow.  
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 [Alex:  Let me explain some details.  Except for that 

central Moscow - now they call it the Moscow Choral Syna-

gogue - except for this synagogue, until recently, there 

wasn't anything else, any kind of Jewish house, Jewish 

synagogue, nothing.  The only place except that synagogue 

was a shul, not very big, maybe we can call it a small 

synagogue, which was very close to the place where we 

lived.  Actually I know that place very well because my 

grandparents came in 1927 and soon they started to live in 

that house and I was born in that house and lived 10-15-20 

years in that house.  That small building, I remember too.  

My great-grandfather liked this idea very good to live 

quite close to the shul where he could go and pray, meet 

with people and so on.] 

 

 There was a Jewish theater, too.  (Did you go to the 

theater?)  Yes.  (How long was that theater open - until 

what year?)  Until 1948.  When Mikhoels was killed.  He was 

a producer.  (You did have a cultural Jewish background 

then?  Were you bar mitzvahed?)   

 

 [Alex:  No, but he has a strong detail that is abso-

lutely different from me.  He was circumcised.  (At birth?)  
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Yes, at birth.  He was born in Siberia, where it was abso-

lutely unknown to have a boy without circumcision.  Just 

like in America.]   

 

 (How long did you observe the Jewish holidays in your 

house - until what year?  You had matzos?)  [Alex:  From 

one  point of view he had very religious grandparents and a 

religious Jewish family, and on the other hand there was a 

strong influence of communist ideas, everything 

communistic,  because they lived in a communist 

environment.] 

 

 Chaia, my great-grandmother, died in 1942.  And we 

celebrated the holidays until around the Second World War.  

We were evacuated to Novosibirsk during the Second World 

War. 

 

 (That's my next question.  You lived during a time of 

great upheaval.  There was a period when you had more free-

dom and then it had to be repressed.  Let me ask you:  When 

did you start to be aware that it was a problem to be a Jew 

in Russia?  How old were you?)  There wasn't a specific 

date.  Let's say, before WWII there wasn't anti-semitism in 
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Russia.  The anti-semitic idea was not developed.  At that 

time you had religious freedom.  [Alex:  The story has much 

to do with the political situation in Russia that happened 

in Russia because Stalin was busy struggling with his ene-

mies and religion wasn't his main problem.  That's why at 

that moment you could be a Jew, you could observe Judaism 

and celebrate holidays.  The older generation did.  But the 

younger generation did not because communism was a 

different idea.  The idea of the unification of everybody, 

independence of your national origin, just working people 

and no place for religion.  That's why my father did not.  

His parents, my grandparents, were not observant Jews, but 

of course their parents were.  The borderline comes from a 

religious generation and then non-religious children. 

 

 (You were a Pioneer as a boy?  How old were you?  You 

told a story about how you talked about Stalin at home and 

what your grandmother said.)  Among children and teenagers, 

all types of religion were not popular.  At that moment 

there was no separation, no segregation in the society 

toward anti-semitism.  Just religion wasn't popular because 

of the communist idea.  (But about when you were ten years 

old you were a Pioneer?)  You have to wear a red tie.  
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(Were you a willing Pioneer?)  When a child became ten, the 

fourth grade, some day automatically children went to 

school, came to school in a white shirt and black pants.  

Stand in line.  Somebody gives that boy a metal pin.  This 

whole process, somebody gives a speech that we must be 

ready for the Komsomol, the next step.  So in three or five 

years we had to become Komsomol members.   

 

 [Alex:  Let me show you this, my mom's class.  They 

are wearing Pioneer ties.  This is the kind of thing.  This 

is the emblem.  I think that this is a picture after the 

procedure of becoming Pioneers.  Not all of them are 

Pioneers.  This is third grade.  One detail.  My dad said 

that during the speech the person could say that you must 

be very good, you must study and be good Pioneers in order 

to become the member of the Komsomol in five years.  And 

then, you see, there was built a special stair in Russian 

society that leads to communist leadership.  First Pioneer, 

then Komsomol, then Party member, then just governmental 

authorities, leaders, and the general secretary, and that 

was Stalin at that time.  And later on, of course, they 

invented one more step, the first step which they called 
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Oktjabryonok, after the month of the Revolution.  Oktjabr-

jata were real kids of the first grade, five, six, seven 

years old, and they had to be members.  By the way, all of 

them, it wasn't ten, there was no way to avoid becoming an 

Oktabrjonok.  Simply at the age of five or six years, you 

automatically became one.  Then you had to be a Pioneer, 

then a Komsomolets.  At this stage a small separation 

started.  Not each person could be a Komsomol member.  Only 

the best.]  (This is when your father is growing up?)  Yes. 

 

 (Where you went to school were there other Jewish 

kids?) In our class perhaps about half the class.  We lived 

in a district where lived many Jewish families.  (What 

happened when the war broke out in 1941?  The war was a 

surprise.  What did your family do?)  Yes, it was totally 

unexpected.  (Was your family in danger?  What happened?)  

Right when the war started, during the first day, at that 

time I was a high school student.  I was sixteen years old.  

The administration of this school gathered all Komsomol 

members, students of 15-17 years old, and we were sent to 

Smolensk.  That was the Western part of Russia, bordering 

with the front, right close to the front.  We were sent to 
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that region to prepare a fortification against tanks.  

(There was no shelter?)  No.   

 

 (Did you have weapons?)  [Alex:  They had maybe one 

gun for a thousand children.  (Who was in charge of all 

these children?)  He was a student, too, maybe a little bit 

older.  He was a little smarter than the rest of them!  We 

had shovels, only shovels.  So we built a trench and a wall 

against the tanks.  (And the wall is made out of what?)  

Twelve foot width of wire.  (Barbed wire?)  The trench was 

ten feet deep, ten feet wide, as long as we can make it.   

(Are the tanks firing on you while you're working?)  We 

worked there about a month-and-a-half.  That was June and 

July.  They separated us into districts.  In one district 

there were 1,500 children.  Then two men came on horseback 

and said that the Germans were somewhere nearby, but he 

himself didn't know where, but close.  They told us to run 

away.  And one gun for 1,500 children!   

 

 (How did they feed you?  What was the weather like?)  

The weather was nice, it was a hot summer.  There was a 

collective farm nearby.  We had tents.  If it rained, we 

had roofs.  (Was there any rain?)  There was some rain, but 
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we had huts.  (So when you escaped, where did you go?)  

Moscow was about 200 miles away.  300 kilometers.  (How did 

you get back?)  We ran - about 15 or 16 kilometers a day.  

To the railway station - I forgot the name of the station, 

it's a pretty big one - it's about 100 miles from Moscow.  

The rest of the way we went by train.  (Did you have enough 

to eat?)  There was food.  Collective farmers fed us.  

There was cow's milk, vegetables.  People from that region 

evacuated to different regions to the eastern part of 

Russia, and because of that they left very many things - 

food, houses - that's why we had something.  Food wasn't 

the most important thing - the most important thing was 

danger.  We had good food!   

 

 (Back home, is your family getting ready to leave?)  

Yes.  (Did the government tell them where to go or did they 

just go where they wanted to?)  When we returned to Moscow, 

to the railway station was called Maly Yaroslavets, halfway 

between Moscow and where we worked.  We got back to Moscow 

in August.  We travelled not more than ten days.   

 

 (Were your parents packing up to leave?)  In Moscow in 

August the situation was calm.  (When did you move?)  After 
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some time the situation became worse.  On October 16 there 

was a panic in all of Moscow.  The German army came near to 

Moscow.   

 

 At this moment our family evacuated to Siberia.  (You 

got a train?)  Yes.  (Who went?)  At first I went with my 

mother.  My grandmother was evacuated with my mother's 

sister's family.  In the beginning of October.  October 16 

my mother and I were evacuated.  My father stayed in 

Moscow.  He worked in a factory.  In December, with his 

factory, he evacuated after us to Siberia.   

 

 (Was this a job he took during the war?)  Yes.  (So he 

stopped the job he normally did?)  Yes.  (Was this a war 

manufacturing factory?)  Yes.  At that moment, each was 

making military products.  (What did you yourself do during 

the war?)  I was working.  (Now you're a teenage boy?  How 

old were you when they took you into the army?)  I was 

seventeen years old by this time.  I went into the army in 

1942.  After one year.  (This was a draft?)  Yes.  I went 

with my father to Tomsk.  His factory was evacuated there.  

(He wrote you where he was?  You were able to find him in 

Tomsk?)  It wasn't a letter.  At first I went with my 
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mother to Kubyshev, now Samara.  We lived there one month.  

My father, with his factory, evacuated from Moscow through 

Samara.  Here I made contact with him.  (Was it an acci-

dent?)  No.  We got a letter.  After a month she came back 

to Moscow.  In January 1942 she came back to Moscow.  And I 

was with my father in Tomsk.  In Tomsk I studied in school.  

I finished high school in Tomsk.   

 

 After that I was mobilized into the army.   (Where did 

you fight?)  At first I studied in the military school and 

finished in May 1943.  (Where were you sent?)  To the west-

ern front.  That's what it was called.  The second 

Ukrainian front.  From the Baltic Sea to the Black Sea.  It 

was divided into parts, maybe four fronts.  I wrote to my 

military place of dispatch on August 27 in Kharkov, when 

Kharkov was liberated.  From 1943 to the end of the war I 

was a serviceman on the front.  I was a Lieutenant in the 

anti-tank artillery.   

 

 (How long did it take in those battles to turn the 

Germans back?)  Close to that moment, the Germans started 

to go back.  In the summer of 1943 they didn't move back 

further near the city of Kharkov and didn't move any 
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further.  It was important because this was a big city of 

industry, maybe more important than Kiev.  We stayed in 

Kharkov a year and I came just when everything started to 

change.  (The Red Army was starting to win now.)  Yes, at 

that place.   

 

 (While you're in the army, is it still no anti-

semitism or is it starting to change?)  No, I didn't feel 

it.  [Alex:  Just before our emigration we could read a 

very interesting book about the war by Vasily Grossman.  

(It was twenty years until they published it?)  Right.  He 

wrote the book during the Krushchev era and he couldn't 

publish it.  In this book you can find some details about 

the atmosphere of the situation with Jews in the army, but 

it wasn't strong, nothing serious.  Maybe just one person 

hates that guy, but not because he's Jewish.  Maybe 

somebody could mention it, but it wasn't a big point.]   

 

 (How long did you remain in the army?)  I was wounded 

in December and was in the hospital in Moscow for six 

months.  (What was your injury?)  On the leg.  From a large 

caliber bullet.  [Alex:  I recall dad was saying that he 

saw that person, the Nazi who wounded him.  He felt him.  
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He was at the hospital for half a year. At that moment his 

mother was in Moscow and they saw each other.   

 

 (What kind of doctor was your mother?)  A gynecolo-

gist.  (Was she practicing medicine when you were growing 

up?)  Yes.  She worked for around fifty years. (What 

hospital was she at?)  She worked for the hospital for the 

Department of Railway Transportation.  [Alex: This is the 

place where my mother worked too.  She was a pediatrician.] 

 

 (So Rudolf, your mother was able to look in on you and 

make sure you got proper care?)  No, it wasn't customary to 

do.  She just visited me.   

 

 (So you got well in the hospital...)  And I had to go 

back to the front.  (Did you have a limp?)  In six months I 

recovered.  I went to a different place, the third 

Byelorussian front, Konigsburg.   

 (What army did you serve with?)  This is a gift from 

the English queen.  Part of a belt.  The English queen gave 

it as a gift to all officers.  Queen Elizabeth.  (What army 

were you serving with?)  It's a kind of guard.  The seventh 
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guard army.  The 72nd division.  78th separate anti-tank 

battalion.   

 

 (What are the names of the medals?)  That's for 

Konigsburg.  For the liberation of Konigsburg.  10th of 

April, 1945.  (What is the highest medal here?)  These two.  

They are not medals, but orders.  (These are very heavy 

medals.)  All of them are numbered.  Order of the Red Star.  

(You have two of those.)  This other medal was issued after 

the war; it's not very important.  All the ones like this 

are more important.  A medal for after the battle.  (Did 

you have any problems taking them out of the country?)  At 

first it was difficult.  But after if you have documents it 

was possible to take them out.   

 

 (When did you get to the U.S.?)  On the seventh of May 

of 1990. 

 

 (You came out of the service when?)  [end of tape] 

 

Second Interview with RUDOLF UMANTSEV 

DATE:  June 8, 1991 
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 (Rudolf, you told a story about when you were a boy, 

you spoke about Stalin at home when you were a Pioneer.  

And your grandmother said something back to you.  Could you 

repeat that for us on tape?)  Talking about Stalin, maybe 

we were looking at his picture in the newspaper or 

something else.  I said to my grandmother, "This is our 

leader.  The father of all nations, all peoples."  She 

said, "No, he's a tsar."   

 

 (We left off last time where I asked you about when 

you came out of the service at the end of the Second World 

War.  What year was it when you were released from the 

army?)  I returned from the war in 1947, it was a total 

demobilization of the Soviet army.  It wasn't such a simple 

procedure to get out of one's service in the army.  It 

turned out to be a crazy situation.  Those who wanted to 

come back couldn't get permission, and those who really 

wanted to stay, because sometimes it's better to stay - 

sometimes there are some advantages to being a soldier or 

officer - but those who wanted to be with the army were 

relieved, they were demobilized and sent back.   
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 (Was there a reason for this or did it just happen?)  

There was some reason.  In Russia there's always some rea-

son.  Youngsters were in the army and gained a lot of expe-

rience, but still they wanted to demobilize - they wanted 

to go back home to study and so on.  The army leadership 

wanted them to stay in the army.  They wanted the army to 

consist of the younger generation.  The older generation 

which didn't see many different things to do in civilian 

life wanted to stay in the army, but the government wanted 

them to be demobilized and go back home because the 

government didn't see any reason to keep older people in 

the army.   

 

 (What was your rank when you left the army?)  I was an 

officer, a lieutenant.  (What were your responsibilities 

after the war in 1947?)  Discipline after the war wasn't at 

a very high level in the Soviet army, and life was rather 

easy.  It was a good, pleasant time.  I served in the army, 

but basically I played soccer a lot.  (Did you stay in the 

area of Konigsburg or did you go elsewhere?)  Our battalion 

stayed near the new border of Russia and Poland.  After the 

war Russia occupied eastern Prussia, and Konigsburg and 

this area became part of Russia.  We were near a small 
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city, which is a known place because Napoleon had a battle 

there in 1807.   

 

 (When you came home, what did you do?  Say, between 

1947 and the time you got married?)  Right away I got into 

the institute.  (Did you have any trouble getting into the 

institute?)  For people who served in the war it wasn't a 

problem.  (This was where you wanted to go to school?)  In 

general, yes.  (While you were there, you studied power 

engineering.  What is that?)  Electrical engineering.   

 

 (When did you meet Julia?)  Then, in 1947 when we met, 

we were very distant relatives.  Maybe fifth cousins.  Some 

root from Poland.  (From the maternal side of the family?)  

Through both maternal sides.  (Did you know this before you 

met or did you find out afterwards?)  We knew.  (Had you 

known Julia a good part of your life or did you meet for 

the first time as young adults?)  We met each other for the 

first time in 1948.  (Did you meet at a family gathering or 

at school?)  In the summer we lived at our dacha south of 

Moscow.  Julia came there with her aunt to visit her rela-

tives.   
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 (How long after you met did you get married?)  Two 

years later.  We were married July 10, 1949.  My mom deliv-

ered [the son] on July 10, 1952, three years after.  The 

same date.  An important date in our life.  (In those days 

when you liked someone and you saw them often, what did you 

do?  What was your social life like?)  She was finishing 

school and her math was very bad.  She was and is a poor 

mathematician, and she needed tutoring.  Basically a whole 

year I helped her study mathematics.  (And you were very 

good in math?)  Yes.  We mixed the work with fun.  We stud-

ied math and got to know each other better.  (Which came 

first?)  It was most important that we spent time together.  

Very quickly I got the idea that she was a very reluctant 

student towards math, that it was a waste of time.  In a 

way she was afraid that she wouldn't be able to count 

money, which was of course important for our life together.   

 

 (It sounds like this was a happy time in your life.  

When did you start to have worries?  Did you begin to real-

ize there were things to worry about in your life after the 

war?)  It started to get worse in 1949.  The 

cosmopolitanism started.  People who are worried not about 

their country, their communist leaders, but people who are 
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worried about the world in general, who would like to talk 

with people from different countries, with everybody, 

regardless of their ideologies.  (And this generally 

referred to Jews, didn't it?)  Right.   

 

 In principle at that time they didn't pronounce this 

word.  You know about the Doctors' Plot?  (Yes, that was in 

1952.)  Right, but the beginning of this story was much 

earlier, in 1949.  Cosmopolitanism.  In Russian this word 

is absolutely negative.  At that time the Russian 

government and educational system started to generate 

special departments who were responsible for this affair, 

who started to generate ideas and try to separate people 

from the cosmopolitans, trying to talk about people from 

abroad, that they are bad and their ideas are very harmful 

for Russia.  Almost everything valuable that had been 

created appeared in Russia and of course a lot of Jewish 

was involved in that story, but what was important is that 

special departments for this appeared in institutes and 

universities.   

 

 [Alex:  My comment, which is important, I think, is 

that this happened absolutely by chance.  Dad is talking 
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about 1949.  Then a lot of things happened.  Stalin died.  

Then Krushchev, Brezhnev, very many things happened and 

changed in people's minds.  Now, I'm talking about 1979, 

I'm jumping, in 1979, at that time I was in Moscow.  It was 

1981 even, I was working writing my dissertation at that 

time.  I came to Moscow State University by chance to meet 

people to talk about my dissertation.  Passing by a room 

where students were working - it was a lecture - I heard 

with my own ears the lecturer in Philosophy.  In talking 

about the late 1940's, he said that at that time our 

government organized a special event and we tried to 

separate all cosmopolitans and we tried to beat them, so 

the communist party showed them their right place.  The 

idea is that even in the 1980's, nothing changed in their 

minds, in the minds of some people, even teachers.  It is 

1980 when very many things changed, but nothing changed in 

the mind.]   

 

 I'm seeing that in 1948 things were changing.  While 

the Jewish Anti-Fascist Committee was dissolved, and that's 

when the Yiddish newspapers and things were stopped.  

Purges began in places like [Beribidzhan].  You knew about 

Zhdanov?  And then there was an execution in 1952.  Did you 
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know about that, leading Jewish intellectuals?)  We are 

talking only about what was happening in Beribizhan.  But 

everything else wasn't known until after Stalin died.  

People didn't hear anything bad about Beribidzhan.  It 

wasn't a place that was affected by this campaign.  Why?  

Because that place, in Bonn, by Stalin, he organized that 

idea of the replacement of Jews.  That's absolutely awful.  

His aim was Jewish community in Moscow and Leningrad, Kiev, 

in big cities, but not Beribidzhan.  After his death, some 

plans were released and people knew that there was a plan 

being developed to replace Jews or some of them to 

Beribidzhan in case of that campaign, the Doctors' Plot, 

after that campaign, after this campaign, to get people the 

idea that Jews are enemies of Russians, of the country, 

pick them up, extract, and remove to Beribidzhan.  But 

before his death nobody knew about this.   

 (During this period, while you are aware of the end of 

Jewish theater, and you knew that in 1952 you knew that the 

Jewish intelligentsia was killed, did you start to worry 

about yourself and your friends?)  This is sort of Russian 

Jewish humor.  When they started to use the term, "cosmo-

politan," before, in Russian there is a bad nickname for 

Jews - this is equivalent in English to "Jewish nose."   
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The etymology of this expression - morda is the face of a 

horse, and zhid is Jew in Polish, and that's it.  But this 

combination - it's a big word.  After this campaign, those 

terms, those phrases became sort of equivalent, "Jewish 

nose" and "cosmopolitan."  Because their aim was to reach 

the Jewish community.  Americans must know about this 

combination.  The most important point about this story is 

that for six months, from the end of 1952 until March 1953, 

the death of Stalin, not a single newspaper was issued in 

Russia without a special story, feuillton, about Jews.  Not 

a single paper, including "The Pioneer," the newspapers for 

kids, starting from kindergarten - that's not a joke!   

Including newspapers for physicians, for medical doctors, 

builders.  We're not talking about literature.  For 

writers, it was a piece of bread for them to write in 

newspapers about Jews.   

 

 This is one incident I myself remember.  A medical 

newspaper was circulating in our family because my wife is 

a pediatrician and my mother a gynecologist.  There was a 

big article, on the front page, a story that in one 

hospital worked a certain doctor, Aleksandr Yakovlevich, a 

respected man, a very good specialist, and everyone likes 
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him.  Suddenly they found out that on his passport it said 

not "Aleksandr Yakovlevich," but "Abram Yakovlevich."  That 

was  his crime, to call himself Aleksandr instead of Abram.   

 

 (What happened to him?)  Nothing about this was said 

in the  article.  But in Russia nothing happened without 

some reason.  If an article has been issued, it means that 

this is a signal for people, the authorities at that 

hospital, to start a campaign.  It means that this man is 

dead. You can do whatever you want with this man.  You can 

simply sue him.  It means that Jews always try to lie, to 

hide their origin, their nation, that they are trying to 

mask it, to try to be like Russians.  But they are not 

Russians and we have to be very careful, we have to find 

out.   

 

 (During this time, how were you treated at work?)  I 

was at the institute.  (Okay, then at the institute, and 

then when you came out to get work?)  The coincidence was 

that during this campaign I was writing my thesis for the 

B.A.  In a class of 120 students, there were 19 Jews in my 

department.   
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 In America a student who gets a degree has to worry 

about the future by himself.  He is looking for his job, 

for a future employer.  But the Russian system is 

absolutely different.  The authorities at the institution 

that is going to give you the diploma, gives you a special 

referral to get a job.  Your institution finds the place of 

your future work for you.  The institution is responsible.  

Why?  Because it's a very big, very governmental system, 

and everything should be under control of the central 

government.  And the  administration of the institute 

represents the central government.  That's why this point 

is responsible.  This is very important, because otherwise 

you simply can't get a job.  If you don't have this 

referral...  

 

 (It's like an assignment, isn't it?)  Exactly.  

Without this assignment you can't get a job.  Otherwise it 

is very difficult to talk to a boss of some place and try 

to get a job, because he knows that usually he doesn't have 

the right to accept people without assignment.  At that 

moment, all Jews in my department were told that we would 

get an assignment for positions far from our living places, 

in small towns far from central places - regardless of our 
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grades, of the results of our study, regardless of 

everything, we'll go someplace far away.  Sometimes we got 

not engineering positions.  After getting our B.A. degrees 

we became engineers.  In Russian the word "engineer" is 

used when a person gets their B.A.  That's why Americans 

are sometimes confused why so many engineers are coming 

from Russians.  Almost everybody is an engineer.                 

 

 That's because of the system.  An engineer is a guy 

with a Bachelor's degree, nothing more.  (But it would be a 

B.A. in technical science?)  Sure, right.  In technical 

science and even sometimes in natural science.  [Alex:  My 

B.A. is engineer-physicist.]  But we were told that we 

wouldn't even get engineering positions.  That's why I 

simply refused to sign up for this assignment.   

 

 (When you learned this, what did you do?)  At that 

time experienced Jewish specialists of all kinds had 

problems.  They couldn't find work where they wanted.  Such 

specialists lost their jobs at that time.  Young people 

couldn't find work either.  There were such brainless 

bosses that thought that it was their main responsibility 

to fire Jews, regardless of their experience, name, 
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position.  Even if it was a very well-known scientist, 

known all over the world, to   fire him was just something 

very important for their country, their position.  Doing 

this, they thought that they got they'd been doing 

something very good and important.  Sometimes they got 

promoted because of that, because of that sort of thing.   

 

 In Russia, personnel department came from the KGB, the 

army, and militia.  That's a very well-organized thing.  It 

was necessary to issue an article in a newspaper and say 

just a very small thing, just a couple of phrases, and 

that's a signal for everybody in all the companies and 

institutions, and each head of the personnel department 

reading the newspaper sees this phrase.  He gets the idea 

from the paper.  It's not necessary to give him a call, to 

send him a letter.  Just one paper, Pravda.  Front story, 

editorial, a couple of sentences, a hint, between the lines 

- that's more than enough, and then the campaign will begin 

in each place.  That's the way to cover an enormous country 

- by one sentence, by one small idea in the newspaper.   

 

 But in spite of this, there were people, smart people, 

who knew that Jews could be very useful for their 
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enterprises, small companies, that Jews could work hard, 

and they were not worried about difficulties.  Jews are 

dependable.  They knew and they tried to attract Jews to 

their companies, but actually always it wasn't big 

companies or institutions.  It was just small companies 

doing some kind of not very important work - something that 

was just necessary.   

 

 (So you got a job from a company like that?  Did you 

look for this job yourself?  How did you find it?)  I had 

excellent grades. I had a "red" diploma, only "A's."  Three 

out of 125 had a red diploma in the section that studied in 

the same program.  (How many were Jews?)  I was the only 

Jew.  Two were Russian.  The first - he went to work at 

Yushin, a company that makes aircraft.  This is one of the 

biggest, most prestigious companies.  (It was a significant 

state industry?)  Yes.  Of course he got an entry-level 

position, but to get it straight away with lots of 

advantages is a good thing.  (He travelled a lot?)  In 

Russia they don't travel a lot.  They give you an 

apartment, a big salary, vacations in resorts on the Black 

Sea, the Crimea.  All big institutions in Russia have their 
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special closed resorts, open only for members of that 

institute.   

 

 (What happened to number two?)  The second man was 

Russian.  He participated in the Second World War.  He was 

imprisoned for four years- a POW.  He was in Germany in a 

concentration camp.  At that time it was so bad that his 

situation was almost that of a Jew, because he was from 

some point of view like a Jew.   

 

 (We have heard that before, that anyone who survived 

the prison camps was considered something like a traitor.  

He was tainted by having been captured.  What happened?)  

This is a very close friend of mine, someone I correspond 

with.  Boris Konstantinovich.  We went together.  That man 

found that job in the company.  (So you two went to work 

together?)  Yes.   He told me that there is a company that 

could accept Jews and different people with, as Russians 

used to say, "problems in the biography."   

 

 (So the name of the place you worked was what - the 

district plant in Moscow?)  Yes.  (And you stayed there 

thirty-five years?)  Yes.  The company dealt with 
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equipment, with appliances of big plants, enterprises, big 

electrical equipment like motors, generators, transformers.  

Our responsibility was to repair this equipment.  It wasn't 

a very prestigious place, a very well-known place, not a 

great place to work.  But of course it was very important 

from the point of view of necessity. Why?  Because 

everything in Russia was in short supply, equipment, wire, 

materials, motors.  In America, if something breaks you can 

fix it, you can find new equipment in and forget about the 

old.  But in Russia it is necessary to fix everything.  

Prior to that period of time it was a small company, 

absolutely unknown.  The name of the man I'm talking about 

is Ivan Pechurin, a Russian.  At that time he was the head 

of the Communist section of the company.  Each company must 

have a Communist organization inside the enterprise.  He 

was the head of that.  Except that he tried to attract Jews 

who were very big scientists in engineering.  He gave them 

work.  He had big troubles with the director of the 

company.  The director used to say, "What are you doing?  

Why are you creating a synagogue in our enterprise?"  

Pechurin told him, "Look at yourself.  You survive because 

of those people.  Look at your neck.  They feed you."  
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That's the sense of it.  Without them he would be nothing 

and the company would be nothing.   

 

 Now I'll tell you about some people I worked with who 

would of course be known in America in the electrical engi-

neering community.  Alexander Mosyevich Moldavin, Ph.D. in 

Mathematics; Alexander Yakovlevich Filin, Yakov Mosyevich 

Karstein; Mark Abramovich Sh..ov.  Almost all of the engi-

neering staff was Jews.  When so many Jews are together in 

one place, it's impossible to live without jokes.  And not 

only Jews, but Russians too, knew for sure that they were 

good people, dependable, people they could talk to.  For 

instance, in Russia about ten years ago, it was necessary 

to go to special seminars or political meetings to study 

the history of the Communist party, structure, building 

socialism and communism.   

 

 (So you were part of these groups?)  Yes.  (Were you 

actually a member of something with a name?  Were you al-

lowed to join the Communist party, or did you have to?)  I 

was a member.   
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 (When did you become a member?)  On the front during 

the war.  I was the commander of about twelve soldiers, 

smaller than a battalion.  We had two cannons.  (So as an 

officer, you had to be a member of the Party?)  Yes.  I 

became a member in 1942 when the result of the war wasn't 

obvious at all.  In 1942 nobody could predict how it would 

turn out.  It was an awful situation because the front was 

in the Moscow suburbs. 

 

 (I have a note to myself - about the piece of gold 

story where you got a pair of socks and some macaroni.  

When did this happen?)  I sold it in 1941.  (What 

happened?)  In Tomsk.  I sold a piece of gold to the 

governmental shop and got two pairs of socks, two pounds of 

sugar and maybe five pounds of macaroni.  (And what would 

that piece of gold have purchased normally?)  Inflation was 

so high then, and a great shortage of food.  Food was the 

price of life.   

 

 (Back to the workplace.  You joined the party.  Did 

you accomplish in your career what you wanted to?  Were you 

allowed to do the work you wanted to do for your own ful-

fillment and ambitions?)   
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 The end of that story about how people had to go to 

special meetings to study the Communist ideology.  Always 

at the meetings, almost the whole group were Jews.  Why?  

Because Jews were engineers, because Jews were smart enough 

that they could understand the written material.  They 

could understand things that were written.  (For some 

reason they seemed more literate than the average person 

who came into a job?)  Yeah.  The joke.  You see, it's a 

Communist meetings, to study the program, socialism, 

communism.  Maybe ten of eleven or twelve people are Jews.  

And they used to say, "Why shouldn't we just talk about the 

Jewish holidays?  Why talk about socialism?"  (That was 

accepted and nobody cared about such jokes?)  Nobody.  It 

was fine, maybe because of a special atmosphere.  In a 

different kind of place that kind of joke wouldn't be 

accepted at all.   

 

 (Did you get to accomplish what you wanted to in your 

career?)  Basically my work was to repair things after 

various problems.  But I wasn't trained in this.  It was a 

completely new thing for me - I knew almost nothing about 

it.   
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 I had to learn on the job.  For almost a year I worked 

as a worker, not as an engineer, in order to learn all the 

details of the work.  (Was it frustration for you?)  At 

first, but only at first.  But then I understood that it 

was an interesting area, where I could discover new things 

and study new things for myself and society.  One of our 

responsibilities was to fix electrical motors of a big ship 

that works in ice in the Arctic.  It's important because 

Russia has a very large northern border that freezes during 

the winter.  But it is necessary to ship things along this 

shipping route, even through ice.  That's why this type of 

industry is very well-developed in Russia, and not in 

America.  The ship is an ice-breaker that makes a path for 

other ships.  If the motor of this ship breaks, the ship is 

out of order.   

 

 The way we used to fix the ice breaker was to deliver 

this unit to Japan because they had the technology to fix 

them.  You need to cut the ship into two pieces and bring 

the motor inside and fix it.  Our company developed the 

technology to fix the motor inside without cutting the 

ship, to fix everything inside.  In a ship there is very 
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little space around the motor.  To fix it in Japan cost 

hard currency, gold.  So we saved money, everything for the 

government.  We got everything in rubles.  If we pay in 

rubles, this means nothing for the country.  If the country 

pays in hard currency, it means that it's very expensive.  

There is a shortage of hard currency and a lot of rubles.   

 

 (Did the State reward this enterprise?)  No.  (What 

were your rewards for this?)  Mostly money.  But a lot of 

the money that came as an award ended up going to people 

who had nothing to do with the project, just to government 

officials, etc.  After awhile I started to like this job.   

 

 (About the books you wrote?)  I was a leader in the 

repair of industrial equipment.  (We now have here some of 

the books that you wrote.  I recognize your name in Rus-

sian.)  This is the most important book in this area, like 

a textbook.  (Like a manual?)  Close, but this book 

contains theory, too.  This man was the most famous person 

in this area - Rudov Genken.  He was Jewish.  He lived in 

Russia and worked at a big enterprise.  This is, Broken 

Electrical Appliances.  When he died, I became the editor. 

The editorial board asked me to update these books.  When I 
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was in the process of emigration, I got a letter about the 

permission to translate this book into English.  I wasn't 

responsible for translation.  They just wanted to get my 

permission.  Of course I gave it.  (Have you seen the 

translation yet?)  Not yet.  (From the United States you 

got this request?)  No, Russia.  From this publisher.  The 

idea is that they could find people who would be happy and 

do it, but I was the best specialist in this area.   

 

 (There are some historical, political events I want to 

ask you about.  Chernobyl.  What was your reaction when you 

heard about the Chernobyl accident?)  This catastrophe 

didn't affect our family directly, because it was far from 

Moscow.  Moscow wasn't in this area.  We had very close 

relatives in Kiev.  In a couple of weeks, when they 

realized how how bad it was, they left Kiev and came to 

Moscow.  They stayed in my apartment.  They lived for two 

or three months.  Now all of them are here, in Chicago.  

They stayed, and then they went for a month to the Crimea.  

That was the biggest contribution of our family to help 

people to survive that disaster.  But directly Moscow 

wasn't affected.   
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 (What was your mental response?)  I'm not a specialist 

in nuclear energy, so it's difficult for me to judge the 

seriousness of the consequences.  But I remember when it 

happened, that I saw on TV that in the Kiev region a 

British delegation that was in that place was told to 

leave, to come back to Moscow or something.  At the airport 

the British people gave an interview, saying that we took a 

Geiger counter out there, etc.  And the commander of the 

Russian program said, "See, they're Okay, they look good, 

they didn't die, it's not a serious thing."  We didn't 

really see the readings of the  counters.  We could get 

information only from official commentary.  They said that 

everything was Okay.  Nobody knew how it was, but the idea 

was that instead of announcing a state of emergency, that 

it was a great disaster and that people should take steps 

to save their lives, the government was saying some stupid 

things, trying to calm people down.   

 

 (You understood what they were doing?)  Not right 

away.  But with one exception.  Lilia worked for the 

company that really dealt with atomic equipment, and 

particularly with the Chernobyl station.  It was the 

department responsible for the construction of some 
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equipment, the bed for the reactor.  They had a little bit 

more information than regular people.  The first piece of 

information about the catastrophe I got from Lilia, not 

from TV.  The catastrophe was on April 26, and she told me 

about it on April 28.  Nobody knew until something was 

announced later.  We didn't know until two weeks later how 

big a catastrophe it was.   

 

 (Where today are the family members who had shelter 

with you at that time?)  They're in Chicago.  They got out 

even before we did.  (They have children?)  The most impor-

tant person of this catastrophe is right here two blocks 

east of our house - a man who was born five days after the 

catastrophe.  His birthday was May 4.  (He's five years old 

now.)  He was born in Kiev.  (This is not your relative?)   

Yes.  His father is my third cousin.  Everything depended 

upon the direction of the wind.  At that moment the direc-

tion was to Byelorussia, to the Gomel area, then to Kiev.  

May, 1991, Reader's Digest has a story about some men who 

tried to build a shelter.  He was an American.  He helped.   

 

 (Who decided to emigrate?  Did you want to leave?)  I 

came so I wouldn't be without my family.   
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 (You did not travel together?)  No.  (Your son and his 

wife sponsored you?)  Yes.   

 

 (How do you feel about Gorbachev's policy of glasnost 

and perestroika?  Was he on the right track with those 

changes?)  It's not a question that even Gorbachev himself 

could answer right now.  He sensed that the economy was 

failing.  He wanted to change the economic situation.  He 

wasn't thinking about grand political changes.  Just like 

an electric motor, he wanted to fix something - take away 

the broken part and replace it with a new part.  He didn't 

want big changes in Russia at all.  Then suddenly, because 

it wasn't a broken, damaged motor - it was bad throughout 

the system - so it kept going further and further.  Like a 

tree that has been eaten inside by insects.  You see the 

tree, but it's not a tree. If you touch this tree, it will 

fall apart immediately.  He wanted to cut off a branch and 

replace it with a new one.  But the tree had been eaten 

out.   
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 (What was the worst time in your life?)  I talk about 

my emigration process.  It's too bad there was no alterna-

tive.  I can compare now the differences between my life 

here and my life there a couple of years ago - before this 

process of emigration started, when all things in our 

family were normal, when things in Russia were more or less 

good.  I cannot compare my present situation with how it 

would have been in Russia.  We only hear how things are 

from newspapers and letters.  Maybe compared to the present 

situation as it would have been in Russia, this was the 

right thing to do.  Clearly, I took the right path, so 

there's no point in regretting it.  Now there are gangsters 

there - it's not safe.  Now it's worse than in Chicago in 

the 1930's when gangsters were here.   

 

 (How would you describe your personal philosophy?)  

Having lived my life out in the Soviet Union, I wonder what 

the point of a person's life is.  I see that maybe in 

America I could have followed my pursuits, etc., but there 

I couldn't reach the level of my aims, to accomplish some-

thing.  It would be much better to start life in America, 

in a country with great possibilities.  It would be very 

interesting to try to do.  I know that I could have done 
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something valuable with my life.  [Alex:  He has said very 

many times about the position of a person in his life - 

maybe it's more important for a man, maybe it's different 

here because of the feminist movement - he used to say that 

it is not very important WHAT you are doing, how important 

this work is for society, how much respect, how much 

attention it attracts.  It is very important to be a 

specialist, to know everything about what you are doing, 

regardless of the attention given by society.]   

 

 What is a really good thing that Gorbachev did was 

that he showed to everybody that the Russian variant of the 

socialist system cannot survive.  But Gorbachev wasn't the 

person who asked the question, he just showed people the 

answer.  Before him there were many people who tried to ask 

this question, "Where are we going?"  Because everybody saw 

that the system couldn't survive.  Why?  Because people are 

not working.  Companies, institutions, distribution system, 

collective farms - everything has fallen apart.  Everyone 

steals to get something.  There's a saying, "What's the way  

of Soviet system?  The government steals from the people, 

and the people steal from the government."  Gorbachev could 

show to everybody the truth about this.   
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 About the Jewish question in Russia.  The Russian 

government for different periods sometimes tried to break 

the Jewish communities, to suppress the communities.  Now 

they do not care about Jews - they simply let them go.  But 

the Russian government did and does nothing to suppress 

anti-semitism in Russia, in the community.  They do nothing 

to eliminate ideas of anti-semitism.  In all of Russian 

history, the government never tried to issue some kind of 

statement against anti-semitism.  It's a violation of the 

Russian constitution.  But the Russian government issued 

nothing.  This is a great frustration for people.  For me 

it was something supporting my decision to leave.   
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